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SERIES EDITORS’

PREFACE

The Open University Press has been the leading publisher of urban education
studies in this country. With early texts such as Cities, Communities and the
Young: Readings in Urban Education (1973) and Equality and City Schools:
Readings in Urban Education (1973), the Press gave a considerable impetus to
urban education study, research and policy discussion in Britain.

This publication initiative was taken because it was recognized that
teaching and learning in urban schools constituted distinctive challenges
which required close analysis and imaginative and radical responses. It was
also recognized that educational and social policy aspirations for equality of
opportunity, social justice and community regeneration faced their greatest
tests in the context of urban schooling in major cities and in large working
class estates on the margins of such cities.

In England, the Department of Education and Skills publications The
London Challenge (2003) and London Schools: Rising to the Challenge (2005)
demonstrate that teaching and learning in urban contexts are still high on
the policy agenda. While the particular focus on London has current priority,
similar reports could be produced for Birmingham, Glasgow, Liverpool,
Manchester, Belfast, Cardiff, Newcastle and other major centres. The urban
education question has continuing relevance for policy and practice and it
involves national and international dimensions.

It was for these reasons that we suggested to the Open University Press/
McGraw-Hill publishing team that a new series on teaching and learning in
urban contexts would be very timely and professionally valuable. We were
pleased that this proposal received such a positive response, not only from the
publishers but also from our colleagues who will be the contributors to the
series.

The series is designed to be a resource for:

* students undertaking initial teacher education



* students following programmes of educational studies
* serving teachers and headteachers undertaking advanced courses of study

and professional development such as NPQH
* education policy professionals and administrators
* citizens who want to be actively involved in the improvement of educa-

tional services such as parents and school governors

The challenge we have set for the contributors to the series is to write texts
that will engage with these various constituencies. To do this, we believe that
such texts must locate the issue under examination in an appropriate theor-
etical, historical and cultural context; report relevant research studies; adopt a
mode of analysis expected from ‘reflective practitioners’ – and keep all of this
grounded in the realities of urban professional experience and work settings,
expressed in an accessible style.

The inaugural text of the series is, appropriately, The Urban Primary School
by Meg Maguire, Tim Wooldridge and Simon Pratt-Adams. The literature of
urban education has tended to give more attention to secondary and high
schools than to primary and elementary schools, perhaps because many
researchers in the field have been recruited from secondary school back-
grounds. The world of critical urban education scholarship has relatively
ignored the complexities of urban primary schooling and perhaps this says
something about the priorities of both the academy and the schooling sys-
tem. This book will do much to remedy this situation.

Maguire, Wooldridge and Pratt-Adams write with the authority and per-
ceptiveness derived from their frontline experience in urban primary schools
and communities. What they say about classroom realities will speak directly
to classroom practitioners. At the same time, because they have pursued their
study of urban primary schooling in advanced courses, they are able to relate
school-based analysis to wider theoretical, historical, cultural and socio-
political analysis. The result is a study that is not only highly readable and
accessible but one that makes a brilliant synthesis of reflective professional
knowledge, with well-informed policy scholarship. A particular strength of
the book is the space it affords for the voices of urban primary school teachers
and headteachers to be heard about the dilemmas and rewards of their work.
We need more urban education studies of this quality and especially texts
that bring urban primary schools to the centre of attention.

In the concluding chapter, the authors state:

The dilemma for the urban primary school teacher is to be able to
recognise the impact of the wider social context and draw on its cultural
resources without losing their belief in the power of education to pro-
mote and sustain social transformation.

In other words, the often harsh realities of urban life have to be faced (for
this is intellectual integrity) while remaining resourceful and resilient in the
face of those realities and committed to the educational and social
improvement of urban communities and of their children (for this is opti-
mism of the will).
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This book makes a powerful contribution to both intellectual integrity and
to optimism of the will in urban primary school education. It will, we are sure,
become a major resource and inspiration for all those who care about the
urban education question, not only in this country but also internationally.

Gerald Grace, Ian Menter and Meg Maguire
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INTRODUCTION

This book is written for all those who teach, who will teach and who used to
teach in urban primary schools. It is also written for those who influence what
goes on in urban education, for those who prepare new teachers for urban
primary schools and for parents and school governors. We hope the book will
promote an awareness of the distinctiveness of urban primary schools and
foster an appreciation of what they accomplish. In a rapidly changing society,
our future prosperity will lie in our capacity to recognize and respect diversity
and difference, something that the best urban primary schools manage suc-
cessfully – but something that does not seem to ‘count’ for much in a time
when formal academic attainment seems to be the main indicator of ‘good’
education.

Our purpose in writing this book is threefold: we want to try to articulate a
more complex picture of urban primary schooling that goes beyond some of
the negative stereotypes that still drive policymaking in this area; we want to
explore the challenges of learning and teaching in urban settings; and we
want to reassert some critical urban educational concerns. This book is also
about the opportunities and challenges urban primary schools present to
those who work in them. In using the term ‘urban’ rather than ‘inner city’ we
want to signal that we are not just talking about schools in cities. We are
talking about schools that serve socially excluded children and their families
wherever they are located.

In the United States in the 1960s, there was a ‘moment’ when concern
focused on the need for a different and distinctive approach towards urban
schooling. What emerged was a ‘greater awareness of and concern for the
urban poor – especially the education of their children’ (Cicirelli 1972: 31).
The debilitating impact of poverty and disadvantage in limiting life chances
was recognized and attempts were made to ameliorate these pressures
through educational interventions. This concern was also reflected in other
industrialized societies (Harvey 1973). There was a concentrated focus on



urban schools and urban policymaking demonstrated, not least, by an
extensive literature in the area. Since the early 1970s, however, there has been
a shift away from egalitarian concerns and a move towards what Gewirtz
(2002), Tomlinson (2001) and others have styled the post-welfarist society.
Welfarism comprised a ‘formal commitment to distributive justice; that is, to
the redistribution of social goods on a more equitable basis’ (Gewirtz 2002: 1).
In contrast, post-welfarism emphasizes the role of market forces, competition
and individualism. Although concerns about urban schools have not gone
away, the ways in which they are described and many of the policy responses
being advocated for them are now differently inscribed. For example, in
England, the main concern is now with promoting inclusion for individuals
rather than with understanding why exclusion occurs in the first place and
tackling it head on (Dyson 2003).

In terms of educational provision, as Tomlinson (2001: 4) has argued: ‘The
belief that educational resources would be shared more fairly . . . shrivelled
back to the pre-war belief that a good education was a prize to be competi-
tively sought, not a democratic right.’ One outcome of this change in direc-
tion is that there is now less concern with issues of the common good and
more concern about private, individual interests and advantage. In con-
sequence, urban education is no longer a central part of teacher education
and it does not figure largely in in-service education either.

In this book we argue that the complexities of urban education are still
marginalized and that questions of redistribution, recognition and other
forms of social justice are silenced discourses. It seems to us a mistake to treat
everyone and every school as if they were on a level playing field. Urban
schools are distinctive, resources are an issue and diversity is frequently not
acknowledged in a ‘one size fits all’ curriculum. Policies that are driven by
market forces might not be the most effective way of ensuring that children
learn and teachers teach well in urban primary schools.

Our focus in The Urban Primary School is not with the broad history and
ideology of primary schooling in England. Primary pedagogy with its values
and ethos of service, care and the development of the ‘whole child’ is made
up of powerful discourses that position primary schools in particular ways
(Nias 1989; Pollard et al. 1994). This approach towards the work of the pri-
mary school, teachers, parents and children has sometimes produced a critical
stance towards aspects of policy and practice. For example, many early years
specialists have been concerned about aspects of the National Curriculum
that they argued were not developmentally appropriate. The highly charged
and contested area of how to help children to enjoy becoming successful
readers is one high-stakes arena where contrasting discourses of childhood
and pedagogy are frequently deployed to argue for one approach rather than
another. However, these same powerful systems of beliefs and values that
make up part of the discourses of primary practice can sometimes work in
ways that ‘centre’ the individual child in a decontextualized, asocial and
ahistorical manner. Our concerns in this book lie in an attempt to recover a
contextualized and social account of urban primary schooling.

The three of us who have written this book have all worked in urban pri-
mary schools in England and we believe that we can identify with some of the
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dilemmas that face those who still work in these complex settings. In order to
test out our experiences and our theories in this area, we wanted to draw on
the perspectives of others who are still engaged in this work. One of the
problems in some earlier urban theoretical work was that sometimes it
became less accessible to classroom practitioners (Saunders 1981). The focus
was often with macro-economic theory rather than its impact on the class-
room. For this reason, some central concerns of urban theory were less
familiar to teachers (but see Bash et al. 1985). We were also concerned that
there seemed to be a tendency to focus on London rather than seeing urban
schools as part of the fabric of educational provision across the nation, in
other metropolitan settings, overspill settings and even some rural locations.
Thus, in this book we have tried to incorporate the perspectives of urban
teachers who work in schools in other parts of England to flesh out the theory
and reflect a broader understanding of the ‘urban’. Somewhat inevitably
perhaps, since London is where the three of us teach and live, there is still an
accent on the capital.

There is another spatial issue that needs to be explained. Sometimes in this
book we talk about UK policy and at other times we talk about English policy
approaches as if these were the same. Evidently this is not the case. There are
important differences between education policy and provision in Northern
Ireland, Scotland, Wales and England and these are not directly addressed in
this book. Neither are some specific aspects of urbanism, for example sec-
tarianism, that occur in some of these settings. We have mainly focused on
the English setting because ‘the central dynamic of educational change in
post-war Britain, especially since 1979, has been English’ (Jones 2003: 3).
English education policymaking and its concentration on new manager-
ialism, standards and performativity has tended to silence social justice
concerns in its focus on individual choice and the private good. It is these
broader issues that frame the scope of this book.

Themes of the book

The book is based around three main themes. First, a major concern is with
the need to theorize urban education in a way that engages with wider social
issues related to structural disadvantage, poverty, oppression and exclusion.
Second, we want to draw on the voices of those who currently teach in and
manage urban primary schools. Third, we want to celebrate urban schools
and recognize their contribution to our diverse society.

In terms of theorizing the urban setting and urban education, urban edu-
cation policymaking has too often started with problem(s) rather than start-
ing from an appreciation of and theoretical analysis of urban settings. Grace
(1984: 109) has argued that ‘no useful discussion of or even formulation of
the ‘‘real issues’’ in the inner city or in urban education can take place
independently of theory’. To paraphrase his argument, it might seem that
standing back to theorize about urban schools misses the point. What is
needed is action. Urban primary schools do face many problems, but how
these challenges are understood will have a powerful bearing on what
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practical outcomes are recommended or implemented by policymakers and
politicians. This is a point that we have taken seriously in this book.

There are some obvious ‘gaps’ in this book. We have not dealt at all with the
role of trade unions in urban primary schools. We have not explored the
perspectives of some key members of staff such as learning assistants, school
administrative staff or even deputy headteachers. We have not dealt suffi-
ciently with the implications of our discussions for teacher education. We
have not considered the perspectives of those colleagues in urban local edu-
cation authorities (LEAs) who work to support their primary schools. We have
not considered the complexities involved in serving as a governor of an urban
primary school. This work will have to wait for another time. To draw on
Grace’s work again (1978: 3), what we have tried to do is make visible the
‘fundamental contradictions within the wider society’ that impact on the
urban primary school.

Plan of the book

The book falls loosely into four main sections. In the first section, Chapters 1
and 2, we explore what we mean by ‘urban’ and ‘urban education’. We do this
by drawing on a range of approaches as well as contextualizing our argu-
ments. The second section, Chapters 3 to 5, considers what it is like to work in
an urban primary school through considering data collected from teachers
and headteachers in six different local education authorities across England.
In this section we also consider the perspectives and experiences of parents,
although here we depend on research published by others in this area. In the
third section, Chapters 6 to 9, we focus on in-school issues such as diversity
and difference, social class, curriculum issues and social justice in theory and
practice. The last section, Chapters 10 and 11, explores urban education
developments in the United States and then draws together the project of this
book.

In this book, we have tried to provide a broad and comprehensive overview
of the urban primary school. In this attempt, we have gone back to some of
the foundational texts in urban sociology and urban education theory, par-
ticularly the work of Gerald Grace. We have also drawn on contemporary
urban-based studies that illustrate the complexities and contradictions of
urban educational provision, in particular the work of Sharon Gewirtz, Diane
Reay and Helen Lucey. The book also contains an account of a small study
that we undertook to explore the complexities of teaching and leading in the
urban primary school. However, as with most books that strive to provide an
outline of a field of study, we recognize that there are occasions when topics
appear to have been overlooked, oversimplified or not always fully developed.
We acknowledge that lack of space means we have presented a partial picture
in some respects. There is also some repetition in some of the chapters. This is
so that each chapter can be read on its own.

To describe each chapter in more detail: Chapter 1 lays out our theoretical
and conceptual approach towards the urban and the urban primary school.
We consider the impact of urbanization and some of its consequences. We
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review the history of urban schools as well as some contemporary policy
responses in this field. We argue that unless the social and material reasons
for the ‘problems’ of urban schools are examined, the challenge of urban
schooling cannot be fully understood and, therefore, cannot be fully
addressed. In Chapter 2, we look in more detail at the factors that characterize
an urban primary school, in particular, we concentrate on the ways in which
social factors impact on urban schools.

Chapter 3 explores the perceptions of urban primary school teachers. We
explore the skills and qualities required to teach successfully in urban primary
schools. We also consider the factors that contribute to a higher turnover of
staff in urban schools. In Chapter 4, we turn to the perspectives and experi-
ences of urban primary school headteachers. In these two chapters, we draw
on the small study that we undertook. One of our findings was that many
teachers and headteachers chose to work in urban primary schools because of
a commitment to ‘making a difference’ to the lives of children in challenging
circumstances. A second finding was that teachers and headteachers saw a
need to engage with parents and carers in order to promote effective learning.
Simultaneously, the same teachers and headteachers sometimes found this a
complex and contradictory demand. Thus, Chapter 5 focuses on home–
school relationships in urban primary schools.

Chapter 6 picks up some of the key themes from Chapter 2 and explores
diversity and difference. Some aspects of diversity, particularly those related
to culture and ethnicity, are more likely to characterize inner city urban
schools, and these provide the focus for this chapter. Chapter 7 is concerned
with the regulating classed practices that construct the urban primary school
in distinctive but subordinate ways. The chapter returns to some of the the-
oretical concerns outlined in Chapter 1 such as space, competition and
consumption. We explore the ways in which the classed practices of choosing
schools and selection inside schools connect with these theoretical concerns.
In Chapter 8, we explore some policy approaches to urban education and we
argue that the urban locale can and should be used as a site for promoting and
sustaining a different sort of critical learning. Chapter 9 focuses on the ways
in which contemporary policies have an impact in schools in relation to
decision making and issues of social justice. We concentrate on the practical
enactments of social justice in the urban primary school through drawing on
a set of vignettes that illustrate the tensions involved in this decision-making
process.

In Chapter 10, we turn to some of the complexities of urban education in
the US setting. Our intention is to provide another account of the challenges
that face urban education. In this chapter, we explore the way in which
different urban dilemmas have been responded to over time in terms of policy
and practice. We also briefly explore some work in US elementary schools.
Chapter 11 draws all our themes together and provides some conclusions.
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1

CONTEXTUALIZING

THE URBAN

This book is about the distinctiveness of urban primary schools and the
opportunities and challenges they present to those who work in them. In using
the term urban, rather than inner city, we want to signal that we are not just
talking about schools in cities. We are talking of schools that serve socially
excluded children and their families wherever they are located. In this chapter,
we lay out our theoretical and conceptual approach towards the urban and the
urban primary school. We start by considering the process of urbanization and
some of its consequences and then examine some key theoretical approaches
towards the urban. The chapter then reviews the history of urban schools as
well as some contemporary policy responses in this field. Our case is that
unless the underlying social and material reasons for the ‘problems’ of urban
schools are examined, the challenge of urban schooling cannot be fully
understood and, therefore, cannot be fully addressed.

Urbanization and its consequences

The ‘urban’ stands as a condensate for the consequences of urbanization, a
process that has been and continues to be driven by changes in production.
These changes in production are matched by changes in the wider social
world; in employment patterns, housing developments, health and education
opportunities. As production becomes larger scale and mechanized and
moves away from being small scale and localized, it tends to be re-housed in
factories, warehouses and mills, for example. These larger scale centres of
production are generally located in towns and cities that provide access to
transport, larger markets and a ready supply of labour. Thus, people become
compelled to move to towns and cities to seek employment, bringing their
families with them. Simultaneously, as towns and cities expand, this puts
pressure on housing and other social amenities and, in turn, provokes
changes in a variety of other spheres such as leisure, entertainment and land



use. Urbanization is irrevocably linked with changes in the modes of pro-
duction and this spills out into other social arenas.

As Byrne (2001: 14) notes: ‘The modern urban world became the dominant
way of living because people worked in factories and made things.’ But,
urbanization does not always occur in a linear shift over time from sub-
sistence agrarian production to industrialization, mass production and de-
industrialization (signalled by the decline in manufacturing industries and
the growth in finance capital and the service sector). Transitions can be, and
often are, more complex. There can be significant overlap between different
modes of production and in some cases, such as the contemporary Chinese
city, these modes coexist. The contemporary Chinese city contains within its
spatial setting a variety of modes of production. Rural farmers bring their
produce from the countyside to markets in the city early each morning. There
are labour-intensive and highly mechanized factories producing cheap goods
for sale and export. There is heavy industry, such as coal mining and steel
manufacturing. There are also post-industrial forms of production that are
synonymous with late capitalism and technological change (Angotti 1993).
Urbanization is made more complex by the fact that people not only move
from the rural to the urban, they move from one urban context to another:
from cities like Madras to London, from Tokyo to New York (Sassen 1994).
These moves and production transitions interact with and on social relations
and the provision of social welfare goods including, among other things,
health, education and housing.

By 1996 over 50 per cent of the world’s population was recorded as living in
towns or cities (Clark 1996). In Britain, however, by 1861, the majority of the
population was already urbanized (Byrne 2001). While economic imperatives
lay behind this early transformation, there were distinctive outcomes in the
growth of the UK’s cities, particularly in relation to housing. It is worth
exploring the case of housing in the UK’s cities in more depth as changes in
patterns of housing and occupancy are useful in illustrating the relationship
between changes in the modes of production, urbanization and ultimately, as
we shall see, the spatialized politics of the urban primary school.

The early industrializing towns and cities of the UK were characterized by
residential segregation. As urbanization and industrialization accelerated in
tandem and as more advanced methods of industrialized production were
deployed in the UK (the factory system, for example), so more workers needed
to be housed near their places of work. Their managers needed reasonable
access but eschewed living alongside their work force. In the nineteenth
century, a reserve army of unskilled and temporary labour moved to the
newly emerging cities, frequently settling in cheap rented accommodation,
the ‘rookeries’ and slums of Victorian London (Fishman 1988). This casua-
lized residuum of labour was feared by the middle classes but was ‘essential’ to
maintain cheap and flexible labour costs. Workers could be hired by the day
and competition for scarce employment kept the wages low (Stedman-Jones
1971). Industrialists wished to keep their own families away from exposure to
what they saw as the risks of contamination by the poor, particularly from the
new urban working classes who were demonized by the middle classes
(Fishman 1988).

2 The urban primary school



The separation of middle- and working-class communities was character-
ized by distinct and separate residential zones throughout the nineteenth
century. This segregation was not just about a wish on the part of the middle
classes to avoid the urban workers, it was also about a specific cultural turn, a
turn away from the city and towards a distantly remembered way of life, the
rural idyll. The growth of the suburbs and the spread of housing that was
affordable for the newly emerging middle-class urban professionals who
desired fresh air, space and gardens, fuelled a drift away from the city, a
pattern that continued into the twentieth century. The rise of the suburbs
‘emerged from and reinforced social inequality’ (Savage and Warde 1993: 79).
This ‘social inequality’ was fuelled by the middle-class exodus from the city
centres and was driven (in the UK at least) by the additional ‘need’ to invest
surplus capital in the built environment through house building and home
ownership. This move left the poorer residents in the city centres in what was
frequently inadequate housing stock.

The details of the long struggle for affordable and better-quality housing for
the urbanized working classes is too complex to undertake here. Nevertheless,
over time, old housing stock was gradually replaced, the old urban ‘slums’
were torn down and the state increasingly took responsibility for providing
affordable housing for working-class families – a provision that accelerated
after the Second World War. However, Conservative housing policy in the
1980s and 1990s allowed those living in council-owned housing in the UK the
‘right to buy’ their homes, since when the stocks of decent and cheap
accommodation for working-class communities have been seriously depleted
(Burrows 1999). Thus, those left in inner city social housing (much of which is
too substandard to be purchased by anyone, even if it could be afforded) tend
to be older and poorer people rather than the skilled working classes of pre-
vious generations. The cities of late modernity, in the UK and in northern
hemisphere settings more generally, are now formed by the new middle
classes who have appropriated specific housing stock in ‘rising neighbour-
hoods’, through the process of gentrification (which we discuss later), while
the new residuum may live across the road or round the corner in social
housing or poor-quality rented accommodation. The skilled working classes
may have been relocated to the overspill towns or have relocated to edge-
cities (Garreau 1992). The older middle classes and ‘respectable’ working class
have settled in the outer rings of cities or in the suburbs.

During the twentieth century in the UK, particularly in the post-Second
World War period, parts of the inner city started to become desirable once
more. As suburbanization became entrenched in the outskirts of the cities, a
complementary housing pattern of gentrification in some inner city settings
started to emerge in the 1960s (Warde 1991). Fuelled by the baby-boomers,
who were better educated, more prosperous and had larger disposable
incomes than their parents’ generation, the city became an arena of con-
spicuous consumption. The baby-boomers married later and started their
families later. They expected to become property owners at an earlier age than
their parents and they also expected to have access to a cosmopolitan urban
lifestyle. In particular, changes in the lifestyles and expectations of young
professional women who continued their career development and purchased
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their own homes made a significant change to the landscape of the urban
world (Rose 1988). Suburban housing was by now too expensive and trans-
port costs too high, so that young professionals and others now turned to
look for ‘improving neighbourhoods’ within the city. Other changes in
society fuelled the move towards urban gentrification.

The changes in household structures with higher numbers of young and
single professional women, dual-earner households and ‘positive images of
city-living based on a deep dislike of suburban environments’ (Savage and
Warde 1993: 85) were part of this particular shift. Gentrification was not just a
result of changes in modes of production but also a consequence of a new
cultural move – the formation of new middle-class groups, often made up of
state welfare professionals like teachers, social workers and media-related pro-
fessionals, who now occupied particular urban spaces (and schools) (Ball
2003a). ‘All in all it (gentrification) is a process of the middle class replacing the
working class; increasing property values; alteration in the built environment
and the emergence of a new urban style of life’ (Savage and Warde 1993: 80).

In the late twentieth century and in the twenty-first century, the UK has
continued and continues to move towards a new mode of production: de-
industrialization or post-industrialization (Martin and Rowthorn 1986). What
this means is that while people in the UK are less likely to be employed in
manufacturing goods (which are often made more cheaply elsewhere), they
are more likely to provide services. ‘In Manchester more people are employed
in leisure activities operating after the hour of 8 pm than are employed in
manufacturing’ (Byrne 2001: 58). Paradoxically, many of these services are
provided in locations and buildings once used for older industries: for
example, dockland sites that have been converted to wine bars, brasseries and
shopping malls. In these new times, what is occurring in some urban spaces is
a form of hyper-gentrification alongside a reworking of older urban signifiers.
To add further to the irony, places are frequently named on the basis of their
older industrialized usage: for instance, candle factories turned into privatized
gated accommodation. Warehouses in the dockland areas with brushed-brick
walls converted into arts centres and loft apartments signal this particular
appropriation. In the post-industrializing city, social segregation has become
more complex. Instead of the segregated zones of the nineteenth century,
different social classes can now inhabit physically parallel but equally sepa-
rate worlds.

The new middle-class fractions that move into these older areas, built up in
the height of industrialization, appropriate the social space for their own
cultural ‘divertissement’ as well as colonizing local schools (or not, if they do
not see them as ‘good’). Improvements in local services, for example, in
health provision and increased personal services such as organic food stores
and yoga classes, coupled with the renovation of local buildings, tend to
benefit one section of the population and indirectly enhance the ‘value’ of
the property in these gentrified enclaves. The reputations and ‘value’ of
housing and schools in Notting Hill Gate, in the west of London, were very
different in the late 1950s and early 1960s than they are today. This was an
old, run-down part of London where large Victorian houses were divided up
into small flats or made into bed and breakfast hotels to receive new arrivals
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to the country. The local schools were regarded as challenging to teach in and
it was difficult to recruit and retain teachers in this part of London. In many
parts of Notting Hill today, there exists a very different picture: a totally
revisioned and refurbished location of private accommodation, outpriced
except for all but the very wealthy. In the contemporary city, there are
communities of people with ‘shared, class-related, consumer preferences’
(Savage and Warde 1993: 80) who have displaced the indigenous and poorer
groups. In these enclaves, there are schools that certainly are in the inner city
– but they are not of the inner city in the sense we deploy in this book.

In the UK urban context, the consequences of de-industrialization are
closely linked to processes of gentrification. While gentrification relates to the
movement of the middle classes to locations formerly occupied by urban
working-class communities, de-industrialization forces us to ask questions
about what happens to these working-class communities once the basis for
their employment has disappeared and they can no longer afford to live close
to city centres. The effects of de-industrialization, as a later stage of urbani-
zation, are only too obvious in certain parts of the UK where older industries
have been closed down or relocated elsewhere, leaving in their wake boarded-
up shops and houses. In the inner cities, the gentrification of some of the
‘desirable neighbourhoods’ has involved a displacement of some fractions of
the working-class community (Byrne 2001).

So far, we have suggested that changes in production modes meant that
towns and cities expanded to accommodate the rise of an industrialized
working class and, over time, new managerial and welfare professionals. The
creation of segregated housing zones, through complicated and elaborate
movements out of the city (suburbanization), and then back at a later point in
time by some fractions of the middle class (gentrification), have contributed
to a complex class mix in many urban locales. Urbanization was and is an
economic process that is still in transition, shifting from industrialization to
de-industrialization in the UK setting as elsewhere (Garreau 1992). Not sur-
prisingly, many features of urban life can be seen in non-urban locales such as
the housing estates on the fringes of, or just outside, cities such as Glasgow or
Manchester. The process of urbanization is intimately connected with social,
spatial and economic segregation as well as changes to capitalism itself (see
Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 Modes of production and urban systems in the UK

Modes of production Urban housing systems

Early industrialization Spatial segregation in the city;
slums and middle-class housing zones

Advanced industrialization Growth of suburbanization and
gentrification

Post-industrialization or
de-industrialization

High levels of polarization.
‘Edge cities’, overspills and hyper-
gentrification
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In cultural terms, the urban has always been a ‘problematical phenomenon’
(Reeder 1977: 75). Reeder suggested that this was because urban settings could
simultaneously be regarded as a place of opportunity and innovation as well
as, paradoxically, a setting of debauchery, crime and social unrest. In demo-
graphic and geographical (spatial) terms, metropolitan cities include both the
most and least privileged and powerfully demonstrate the stark polarization
between access to and exclusion from cultural/social patterns of consump-
tion. The metropolitan city contains theatres, opera houses, international
cuisine, major art galleries and wide-ranging leisure and cultural provision
while high numbers of the homeless sleep in the doorways and shelters of the
city centre. Simultaneously, ‘the city’ has continued to stand for disruption
and corruption, at least in relation to the urban working classes. For these
reasons, as well as for reasons related to housing systems and access to other
social goods such as education, it is appropriate to talk of ‘divided cities’.

One final matter: while we have focused on the growth of the divided city,
our concern is with the process of urbanization and its impact in terms of
segregation and social exclusion. The impact of urbanization for rural com-
munities, housing stock and accessing life chances has been no less dramatic.
The movement of middle-class families into desirable suburban and rural
settings; second-home rural ownership; the decline of work in non-urbanized
settings – all these changes have combined to produce high levels of eco-
nomic and social disadvantage for the rural working classes, whose experi-
ences we would also include in the condensate of ‘urban’.

Theorizing the urban

In the past, urban studies have tended to focus on the ‘problems’ of the city;
‘the decline of inner-city neighbourhoods with decaying housing stock,
deserted factories and warehouses, boarded up stores and diminishing and
often impoverished populations’ (Eliott and McCrone 1982: 1). This focus has
inevitably resulted in counterclaims, which argue, correctly, that these
experiences are not only typical of life in the city. Poverty, underinvestment
and exclusion occur in rural settings as well. As Saunders (1986: 7) has
pointed out, in the UK: ‘The boundaries between city and countryside, urban
and rural are generally indistinct.’ He suggests that while location is relevant
to any discussion of what is meant by the urban, what is distinctive are
questions that are ‘basic to the sociological analysis of advanced capitalist
societies’ (Saunders 1981: 278). Grace (1978) recognized that there are simi-
larities between urban and rural settings; poverty and disadvantage are not
just evident in cities. However, the crucial point he makes is that: ‘Metro-
politan cities provide the arenas for the making visible of fundamental con-
tradictions within the wider society and of the ideological and political
conflicts associated with such contradictions’ (Grace 1978: 3).

This understanding lies at the heart of the analysis of the urban under-
pinning the work in this book. It is these ‘fundamental contradictions’ that
need to be recognized, and which are intensified in urban settings. Grace
(1978: 3) believes that inner city schools, ‘particularly those situated within
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inner rings of deprivation and powerlessness’, provide a setting in which
‘issues of power, ideology and control become unusually salient and thus
available for examination’. To this we would want to add, ‘particularly’ but
not exclusively.

Grace (1984) characterized approaches to understanding the urban in three
main ways: as problems, conflicts or contradictions. This is an approach that
still has currency in our view. In many ways, it is the ‘problems’ approach that
has continued to dominate urban policy and practice over a long period
of time. This approach sees the key issue in the urban setting as a problem of
order and control. This approach was reflected in the nineteenth-century
model of seeking moral reform to ensure stability. One-off ‘problems’ were
and still are tackled in a discontinuous manner. Underlying factors that
produce disadvantage are not addressed or indeed acknowledged. As Grace
points out, this approach does not consider questions of power or politics, the
factors that constitute the ‘problem’ in the first place. To cite a contemporary
example: New Labour is concerned about young people who truant from
school and has attempted to manage this through threatening to take their
parents and guardians to court and fining them. If primary and secondary
school students ‘truant’ it may be because the school only offers them a
very partial experience of success, the curriculum may be inappropriate, they
may be experiencing financial difficulties in their family circumstances,
they may be being bullied and so on. Forcing them back to school and
financially penalizing their families will do little to address the reasons that
led to the truanting behaviour.

The second major approach, the ‘conflicts’ approach, takes a more overtly
political stance. This approach recognizes that urban locales are places of
conflict over scarce resources such as housing or indeed schooling. There are
conflicts and struggles over who gets what. The city ‘concentrates’ the process
of social consumption and thus patterns of inequality emerge. A good
example of this would be heightened disputes over the provision of state
housing, particularly in a context of declining availability. At particular
moments, ‘moral panics’ over the alleged housing advantages of young,
single women with children or refugee groups, for example, are amplified to
fuel exclusionary and oppressive discourses. This approach sidelines the way
in which other policies have contributed towards the shortage of housing and
‘blames’ a particular group rather than seeing the shortage as a result of
inadequate levels in provision or as a consequence of selling off council
accommodation. A ‘conflicts’ approach may miss out on the central political
question of why certain resources are in short supply in the first place.

For this reason, Grace (1984) suggested that a ‘contradictions’ approach is
more appropriate and useful in explaining inequality, struggles over power
and control, ideological formations and economic projects. Grace (1978: 103)
argues that contradictions (‘structurally determined incompatibilities within
a social and economic formation and the priority of profit over justice’) mean
that a ‘problems’ or ‘conflict’ approach cannot do justice to the challenge of
the city. The educational needs of children and their families cannot be fully
met while the demands for profit take priority over the demands for social
justice.
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Savage and Warde (1993: 191) believe that not all urban problems are
reducible to ‘material inequality’. Their case is that many of the ‘urban pro-
blems’ of contemporary society, such as environmental issues, congestion
and crime, are better understood as a consequence of modernity, of what Beck
calls ‘the risk society’ (1992). In an unequal society, risk or ‘insecurity is the
other side of opportunity’ (Savage and Warde 1993: 191). Some of the middle
class (the old middle class) may retreat to the ‘less risky’ suburbs and attempt
to reduce risks to themselves and their families through accessing ‘better’
schools, for example. Schools in these areas are attended (and perhaps staffed)
by people similar to themselves. Conversely, the ‘gentrifiers’ who have
colonized certain parts of the city (spawning wine bars, cafes, small theatres,
designer residences and popular/successful city schools) maximize their
access to and capacity for consuming the city, its fashions and its cultural
base. This ‘colonization’ has also involved the appropriation of particular
local primary schools that have a disproportionate middle-class intake. These
schools then become ‘beacons’ that draw more middle-class families into
these ‘good’ catchment areas. This move fuels an increase in house prices,
which, in turn, works to safeguard and protect these spatial enclaves and
reduces ‘risk’. But accessing these social goods can be complex and difficult in
certain locales even for the middle classes.

Middle-class anxieties about getting their children into what they perceive
to be a ‘good’ school is a significant feature of the contemporary urban
education world (Ball 2003a). Fears of contamination by children less for-
tunate than their own who might ‘hold their children back’, coupled with
anxieties about the accelerating need for qualifications, fuel current middle-
class urban panics about education provision. The process of urban colon-
ization of some housing zones and the anxieties of some middle-class families
who seek out ‘good’ schools for their children can sometimes result in the
development of a polarized provision of primary schools. In some catchment
areas, there can be well-staffed and well-resourced schools that serve a pre-
dominantly middle-class intake. A few streets away, another very different
urban school may find it difficult to recruit and retain its teachers and may be
serving a very different community. This community may be less able to
manage the risks and insecurities of modern life, may have fewer cultural and
economic resources on which to draw and may live on the ‘wrong’ side of the
‘divided city’.

Emergence of urban schools

In his ‘Notes on the schooling of the English working class 1780–1850’,
Johnson (1976: 44) claimed that ‘discontinuous’ and ‘geographically uneven’
moves led to the provision of mass schooling that was ‘sharpened and
intensified’ by the Industrial Revolution. What distinguished the accelerated
drive in the nineteenth century towards mass provision was the intervention
of the state and its desire for control and regulation. As we have already
indicated, in the UK, the nineteenth century was characterized by a ‘great
movement of population from the land to the towns, from village to factory’
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(Hall 1977: 8). The newly emerging industrial cities were unable to respond
quickly enough to the sheer numbers of people moving in and settling down.
There was a crisis in housing and this coupled with poverty, lack of adequate
sanitation and poor health provision led to a series of ‘panics’ on the part of
the emerging middle classes. They feared the ‘risk’ of illness and con-
tamination, which they believed was caused by the urban working class
(Stedman-Jones 1971). There were other fears: the fear of working-class
radicalism from groups such as the Chartists (1830s–1840s) as well as fears
about moves towards organized trade unionism. There was also the residual
‘fear’ of what had happened at the end of the eighteenth century in France,
the French Revolution (1789), with all the upheavals that this had entailed.
For the middle classes, politicians and the ‘gentry’ the fear of a revolutionary
urban mass was ever present (Fishman 1988).

As a consequence, while the cities had to be improved, they also had to be
controlled, and it was recognized that education had a role to play in this. At
the same time, it was starting to be more widely accepted that the urban
masses needed some form of minimal literacy to sustain the growth and
expansion of capital. In the mid-nineteenth century, mass education in other
European nations was far in advance. An uneducated workforce was no longer
economically viable. For these reasons, Johnson (1976: 51) believed that
education, or rather schooling, for the urban working classes served a dual role;
to maintain the cultural hegemony of the dominant classes through taking
‘the child from home and prepar(ing) it for work and loyal citizenship’:

Some way had to be found to create, within the ranks of the urban-
industrial masses, an inner attachment to society’s goals, a positive
commitment to the social order. Respectability, thrift, sobriety, self-
discipline were required, to form – as it were from inside – an impulse, a
‘formed sentiment’, among the masses to adapt to the logic, rationale
and mores of industrial capitalism. Thus, education took its place,
alongside chapel, tract, self-improving societies, temperance move-
ments, improving popular fiction, as a major cultural force reshaping the
inner sentiments and aspirations of the masses. (Hall 1977: 9)

In the towns and cities of the rapidly urbanizing nineteenth century, ele-
mentary schools were built specifically to school the urban working class.
They were set up to ‘gentle’ the masses but not to ‘gentrify’ them. The cur-
riculum was basic and its purpose straightforward enough. The state saw
elementary schooling as ‘manifested in an emphasis on basic skills, precision
and accuracy; a growth in scientific and technical elements in the curriculum
and a physical training regime which provided the necessary socialization for
the industrial context’ (Grace 1978: 20). Even at their inception, urban
schools were seen as ‘difficult places’, which catered for unruly children. They
were not seen as suitable for children from more economically privileged
families who needed a different sort of provision and who needed more than
an elementary schooling.

As Johnson (1976: 52) noted, of the early to mid-nineteenth century: ‘It is a
fair guess that family and neighbourhood and even place of work were of
much greater importance than schools.’ In many ways, compulsory schooling
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(for education it was not) seemed almost irrelevant. When work was plentiful,
educational achievement was not important; when work was scarce, schools
were used to keep working-class youth off the streets. But while the mass
provision of elementary schooling might have attempted to control and
mould young minds and hearts, this has never been a straightforward task.
Schools also produce forms of resistance. Children and their teachers have
always been able to interrupt and subvert (to an extent) some of the inten-
tions of educational policymakers. And, in part, it is this resistance that has
contributed towards the demonization of the urban school as a place of dis-
ruption, difficulty and distress.

Gardiner (1984: 161) says that while the aim of elementary schooling was
‘the promotion of social order by the management of ‘‘ignorant’’ working
class behaviour through the medium of provided schooling’, the problem was
that very few of the ‘ignorant’ working class attended school on a regular
basis. Indeed, as Fishman (1988) points out, schools had to emphasize
industrial training to prevent truanting. Where teachers treated children in
an unjust manner, or simply provided them with irrelevant or ‘boring’
material, the children signalled this clearly to their teachers and ‘resisted’ as
best as they could. One of the most famous educational ‘strikes’ occurred in
the early 1900s when elementary school children walked out of their schools
all across the UK in protest at being caned by their teachers (Newell 1989).

During the early twentieth century, some scholarships were available for
‘clever’ working-class children who could then go to the local fee-paying
grammar schools attended by their middle-class peers. In many cases, this
offer could not be taken up. Working-class children often needed to obtain
employment to help support their families. In addition, the scholarships did
not include money for uniforms and books. So, the meritocratic ‘promise’ of
education as a force for social mobility was not on offer to every working-class
child who worked hard. This would have been apparent to the children and
their families and may also have precipitated erratic attendance and truant-
ing. The children may have also recognized that education was not really for
them:

In practice the school unconsciously orientated its teaching to the
exceptions among us . . . who were going to be lifted up into a higher
social class. How many of these? . . . Always the pride that prevailed in
this working class school was that it succeeded in turning out less recruits
for the working class than any other of its kind in the district. (Common
1951, in Hargreaves 1982: 75–6)

In 1870 the state finally agreed to provide elementary education to be paid
for through taxation. Then, as now, disputes arose as to how much money
should be put into education. The elementary schools of the nineteenth-
century cities were aimed at controlling and disciplining an ‘ignorant’ and
dangerous urban working class. Schools were expected to ‘gentle’ and school
this unruly mob and render them up as good and docile workers for an
industrializing nation. Their curriculum was designed partly with this aim in
mind and their teachers were trained to this task. In consequence, it was
sometimes difficult to convince middle-class taxpayers that it was in their
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interest to provide more resources and make better provision for a service
from which their own children gained no benefit.

Provision of state elementary schooling was extended in the twentieth
century and finally became universal by the 1930s. Free compulsory sec-
ondary schooling for all was made a legal obligation (if not an actual provi-
sion immediately) by the Education Act of 1944. The newly emerging middle-
class professionals who were paying increased taxes for state schooling had
started to move their children into the local primary schools where they lived.
They were able to access free education in circumstances compatible with
their ambitions and where there were often many other middle-class children
(suburban schools, for example) they moved into the state secondary system.
Particularly after the 1944 Education Act when many of the old high-status
grammar schools were incorporated into the state sector, middle-class
families started to become comfortable with using (parts of) the state sector
for their children. Gradually, state schooling (although differentiated
according to locale and catchment area) became the ‘norm’ for the vast
majority of children in the UK.

What we want to suggest is that some of the dominant ideas that framed
the provision of the elementary schools of the nineteenth century have
persisted, albeit in slightly different forms, to shape and sculpt the con-
temporary urban state primary school. Thus, many of the challenges of the
contemporary urban school lie in the origins and genealogy of nineteenth-
century elementary provision. What is meant by urban schools are the
schools that have always ‘served’ a distinct section of society: the urban
working class. Their schools, frequently located ‘in and around the inner city
stand as beacons and landmarks of working class education’ (Hall 1977: 11).
In contrast, more privileged schools have, in the main, remained outside the
city, although some grammar schools have developed in either the middle-
class suburbs or within middle-class areas of urban gentrification. Hall (1977:
11) wrote that: ‘There has never been, in England, anything remotely
approaching a ‘‘common’’ or ‘‘comprehensive’’ school experience for all
classes of children. Each kind of school has been absorbed into its socio-
geographic segment, and taken on something of that imprint.’

We believe that it is important for educationalists, teachers and intending
teachers to have some appreciation of the history of the struggles around
educational provision. This provision was not simply a ‘good’ bestowed by a
liberal and benign state. It was and still is contested, subverted and constantly
subjected to the political and ideological imperatives of the day. In the
nineteenth century, de facto segregated schools were provided by the newly
emerging modern state for working-class children in order to promote social
cohesion and prepare them for their place in the labour market. But schools
and children are more complex and thus, policy intentions are often sub-
verted by the actions of real people. This was as true of the nineteenth-
century schools as it is today.
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Policy responses to the urban

The urban has always been a focus for middle-class action of one sort or
another. In the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century,
while there was always a radical working-class discourse that called for broad
emancipated educational provision, dominant ideological perspectives
emphasized the formation of a ‘gentled’ working class, as we outlined earlier.
During the twentieth century, particularly in the period of the Second World
War, different issues began to emerge. One consequence of the evacuation of
many urban children into the countryside was that concerns were expressed
about the poor physical condition of some of the children. Concerns were
also raised about their alleged lack of literacy and numeracy skills. At the end
of the war, there was an egalitarian ‘moment’ when a desire to make a better
world was evidenced internationally. There was a clear policy commitment
towards the common good. In the post-war reconstruction of the late 1940s
and early 1950s, in the UK as elsewhere, strenuous efforts were made to attend
to the health of all children and their mothers through the newly created
national health service. More schools were built to house the post-war baby
boom. Expectations of a better life increased across all classes in society and
education was recognized as central in achieving social and economic pro-
gress. Secondary education was expanded, although it was provided on a
differentiated basis that tended to favour the middle classes whose children
were over- represented in the more elite academic schools (Ball 2003a).

By the late 1950s and continuing into the 1960s, it was recognized that
while some real gains had been made, working-class children, particularly
(but not exclusively) those who lived in urban settings, were not making as
much progress as middle-class children. Much of what was written in this
period tended to ‘blame’ working-class families for not providing enough
stimulation or not having enough books in their homes (Plowden Report
1967). The view that these children were ‘deficient’ in some way continued to
persist and shape policy. As Tomlinson (2001: 17) says:

The left’s recognition that children were caught up in cycles of
disadvantage . . . and cultures of poverty . . . sparked positive liberal
policies to alleviate the influence of poor home background on chil-
dren’s education but perpetuated the view that family factors were
responsible for the poorer educational performance of working class
children.

In the USA, attempts at ‘compensation’ were developed by the government,
such as the Headstart programmes (forerunners perhaps of Sure Start in the
UK), to overcome early disadvantage through positive interventions and the
provision of additional resources that were targeted at poorer families. In the
UK, similar attempts were made in the 1960s to ameliorate social dis-
advantage such as designating some areas as educational priority areas (EPAs).
Schools in these areas were given small amounts of additional resources to
assist them in their work. These attempts were ‘problems based’ and displaced
any wider consideration of the conditions that support poverty or the ‘poli-
tical failure over redistributive justice’ (Tomlinson 2001: 18). Unlike the US
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strategy, no real attempt at redistribution was made in the UK setting at this
time.

By the mid-1970s, the sorts of egalitarian moves described earlier had
been eclipsed by an international oil crisis and a massive recession, which
led to high levels of unemployment. In the UK, the alleged radical and pro-
gressive educational policies of equality and opportunity of the 1960s were
partly ‘blamed’ for economic problems and what was viewed as ‘over-
permissiveness’ in society. In response, educational reform took a rightwards
swing (Jones 2003). Perhaps the key signifier of urban educational change was
the demolition of the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA) (a citywide
unified authority) through the provisions of the 1988 Education Reform Act
(Lightfoot and Rowan 1988). The ILEA had taken a lead in the UK in
responding positively to working-class communities, to issues of ‘race’ and
gender in particular. It had increased funding to schools in disadvantaged
areas. Now it was ‘punished’ and disbanded. The way was clear for a radical
right-wing intervention into education where individual competition and
market forces were to dominate until the late 1990s (Lawton 1994).

In a lecture called ‘Divided cities: ‘‘Dwellers in different zones, inhabitants
of different planets’’ ’, Maden (1996) provided an overview of research that
demonstrated the increased gap between rich and poor that occurred under
the Conservative administrations in the UK from 1979 to 1997 (see also
Hutton 1995; Smith and Noble 1995). Maden argued that ‘what seems to be
less well understood or debated is that the most extreme manifestation of this
division is in our cities and that it affects children, especially’ (Maden 1996:
19). Between 1981 and 1991 the ‘degree, intensity and extent of poverty
increased markedly in inner London and other large metropolitan areas’
(Maden 1996: 20).

Yet, specifically in relation to education policy, any recognition of the
impact of economic polarization has frequently been displaced by discourses
that mask inequality and injustice. In the current policy climate of New
Labour, ‘competition, choice and performance indicators remain the
unchallenged totems of policy, not in overt policy statements but simply by
being left untouched by New Labour reforms’ (Fergusson 2000: 203). Fer-
gusson argues that ‘markets and managerialism hold sway’ and that the only
difference between the previous Conservative administrations and New
Labour is that ‘the commitments to excellence and diversity are softened in
favour of raising standards for all’ (Fergusson 2000: 203).

The previous Conservative administrations (1979–97) had argued that
many schools were failing their intakes. The ‘blame’ had turned away from
working-class children and their families and onto urban primary schools and
progressive pedagogy. Not only did ‘discourses of derision’ (Ball 1990) fuel
parental fears about schooling, they softened the ground for the government
to move into the control of education in a historically unprecedented manner
(Dale 1989). Through the insertion of market forces, competition and an
emphasis on narrow measures of performance underpinned by financial
consequences where funding followed enrolment, ‘good’ schools would
improve and ‘bad’ schools would wither on the vine. One problem was that
failure and success were constituted in a particular manner (test scores and
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league tables). In a competitive market-driven enterprise, such as education
provision, the downside is that there are losers as well as winners. One of the
rationales of league tables is that someone is at the top and someone has to be
at the bottom. Even a superficial scan of league table positions will reveal a
fairly close correspondence with indices of social disadvantage such as free
school meals, higher than average child mobility and higher numbers of
children identified as having learning difficulties.

New Labour came into power with an expressed concern about high levels
of child poverty in the UK as well as a desire to combat social exclusion. Many
of their policies have aimed at tackling these issues. Policies such as family
income support have made a small attempt at wealth redistribution. In terms
of education, New Labour set up education action zones with the aim of
improving education provision in areas of high social deprivation where
additional targeted money was allocated (Gewirtz 2000). Policies such as Sure
Start were set up to promote childcare and educational support to enhance
children’s success when they moved into mainstream schooling. Excellence
in Cities (EiC) was also set up in order to provide support for schools in areas
of recognized social deprivation. Strategies such as the means tested educa-
tional maintenance allowances (EMAs) have resulted in weekly payments for
students staying on in post-compulsory education whose families are on
lower incomes. While many of these policies could be seen as part of what
Grace (1984) called the ‘problems approach’, it could be argued that attempts
like some of these redistributive policies do have some potential to go beyond
this.

Simultaneously, New Labour has attempted to keep the middle classes ‘on
side’ and has produced policies to encourage them to keep sending their
children to urban state schools (Whitty 2002). Policies such as the ‘gifted and
talented’ provision within the EiC policy have led to differentiated provision
in schools. Schools in ‘disadvantaged’ urban settings have been allocated
additional funds to provide for socially excluded students as well as make
extra provision for ‘talented’ children. In some schools, the ‘gifted and
talented’ provision has overwhelmingly been colonized by middle-class
children (Lucey and Reay 2002). However, in this policy strategy it is possible
to read a particular message aimed at middle-class parents who may fear the
‘risk’ of sending their children to schools with ‘disadvantaged’ children. The
‘gifted and talented’ provision may simply operate as a form of internal seg-
regation sending out messages to ‘less talented’ children that they are of less
value. City academies, the new semi-privatized schools currently being set up
in urban areas of ‘disadvantage’, may only serve to heighten and extend
polarization and segregation between schools.

All these policies fail to recognize a central contradiction in educational
policymaking. It is obviously desirable that all children are able to attend
‘good’ schools (although what is ‘good’ is contestable) and these schools will
be better placed to support ‘disadvantaged’ children. But, ‘if all primary
schools were to improve so that they performed at the level of the most
effective, the difference between the overall achievement of the most
advantaged social groups and that of the disadvantaged might actually
increase’ (Mortimore and Whitty 1997: 9).
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Conclusion

In this chapter, we have argued that the discourses surrounding urban schools
have been historically constructed, in some part, out of moral panics and sets
of crises around middle-class concerns to assert control, maintain the status
quo and their social advantage. Policy responses to these schools have fre-
quently been couched in a problems-oriented approach that has decontex-
tualized urban schools, sometimes arguing that ‘poverty is no excuse’,
sometimes by refusing to see any need for additional resources. More recently
in policy terms, urban schools have sometimes been treated as if they were
the same as schools with a disproportionate intake of middle-class and pro-
school children, while simultaneously celebrating those urban schools
deemed to have ‘succeeded despite the odds’ (Maden and Hillman 1996).

In 1991 the Inspectorate recognized the distinctiveness of urban schools as
places where ‘a higher than average proportion of pupils were disadvantaged’.
They acknowledged the ‘extra challenge’ as well as the specific demands of
teaching in urban schools. They listed these as follows: multicultural educa-
tion; language development, including English as an additional language;
class management, behavioural problems and absenteeism; low expectations
and underachievement. This approach towards the urban school sweeps aside
the structural underpinnings that support and frame disadvantage and
structural patterns of social exclusion. To continue to focus on the children as
the ‘problem’ or as ‘deficit’ in some way without any appreciation of the
broader social and political context of urbanized life is counterproductive at
the very least. By deploying this approach towards urban schools and the
families they serve, real problems – lack of access to quality housing or good
healthcare or lack of employment opportunities – are just not recognized.
‘The urban poor, however they are constituted in ethnic, gender or class terms
in various societies, and wherever they are located, are a challenge to estab-
lished institutions’ (Grace 1994: 45).

This ‘challenge’ is not always straightforward for teachers to understand
and ‘manage’, but without any knowledge or theoretical exploration of the
urban context, it is perhaps understandable that some schools may ‘blame’
(some) urban children and their families for the ‘disruptions’ they sometimes
pose. This ‘problems’ approach, in turn, fails to recognize the positive con-
tribution that can be made in urban schools and in the wider society by, for
example, multilingual children and their families.

Perhaps different sorts of questions need to be asked, questions about social
justice. Rather than treating all schools as if they were the same, and rather
than providing additional resources to a small number of schools serving
socially disadvantaged communities (such as city academies), what might be
a better way forward would be an all-out attack on poverty. ‘Without a sus-
tained attack on material poverty, any educational gains among dis-
advantaged groups are likely to be short-lived’ (Whitty 2002: 123). Writing of
the US urban context, Kozol (1995: 189) says:

Many of us who came of age during the 1960s, thought that these most
blatant forms of residential segregation, and the gross extremes of wealth
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and poverty, of cleanliness and filth, of health and sickness in our
nation, would be utterly transformed within another generation. It was a
confident, naı̈ve, and youthful expectation, characteristic of that era.
Our confidence, we now know, was mistaken.

One of the policy mistakes has been to expect that education on its own
could ameliorate the excesses of urbanization – that education could indeed
‘compensate for society’ (Bernstein 1971). Another has been a failure to
appreciate the underlying reasons for the ‘problems’ of urban education.
Without this critical policy approach, the challenge of providing socially just
education in a structurally and materially unequal society cannot be fully
understood and, therefore, cannot be fully addressed.

Questions

1 Select one current urban education policy. In what respects does it take a
problems, conflict or contradictions approach?

2 In what ways do housing and housing occupancy patterns impact on
primary schools in your area?

3 What continuities can you identify between early forms of urban school-
ing and current practices?
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2

URBAN PRIMARY

SCHOOLS AND URBAN

CHILDREN

In this chapter, our intention is to contextualize our theoretical analysis of
urban primary schools. We begin by giving three examples of different primary
schools that we would classify as urban. These examples are then used to
illustrate some of the characteristics of urban primary schools. At the heart of
this chapter is a concern to chart the complex social context that mediates the
social world of the urban primary school and to argue that this setting provides
a distinctive set of challenges for educational policymakers and practitioners
alike that need wider recognition.

In this chapter we want to provide a contextualized account of urban primary
schools, that is, those schools that serve ‘deprived areas’ and excluded com-
munities (Power et al. 2002). Some urban schools are likely to have several
other key characteristics, most notably greater proportions of children from a
minority ethnic background and children for whom English is an additional
language (EAL) (DfEE 1999a). Other urban primary schools will serve a more
homogenous working-class community. In general terms, however, the urban
schools that we are referring to are those that reflect the higher levels of social
deprivation, poverty and disadvantage that are usually, but not solely, found
in large urban areas (DETR 2000).

Throughout this chapter, we will refer to three primary schools (see fol-
lowing) that we consider to be urban primary schools. Although we have
changed their names and have left out any information that could lead to
their identification, we have incorporated some details from their Ofsted
reports in order to provide a contextualized account of three different urban
primary schools. The intention is to provide some indication of the chal-
lenges and complexities faced by urban primary schools as well as high-
lighting some of their distinctive features.



Ranleigh Primary School
Ranleigh is a community school 20 minutes’ walk from the business dis-
trict of a large southern city. The central business district is the most
expensive location in the city, however most of the children who attend
Ranleigh live at the other end of the housing spectrum. The children’s
housing is characterized by overcrowded and substandard accommoda-
tion, mostly in local authority high-rise flats, without gardens. There is
almost no space between the flats for children to play and where there is a
piece of land it is covered in signs asking the children to refrain from
playing with balls. Few parents or carers have experience of higher edu-
cation and there are high levels of local unemployment in the area. The
school recruits high numbers of minority ethnic children and very few of
the children are from middle-class households. The majority of children at
the school are of Bangladeshi descent and almost no children come from
homes where English is their first language. Some of the children start
school with little or no English. Nearly 75 per cent of the children are
entitled to free school meals, which is well above the national average,
while approximately 35 per cent of the children are identified as having
special educational needs at either school action or school action plus of
the special needs code of practice. Seventeen children have a statement of
special educational needs. The rate of attendance is around 92 per cent,
which is low for the borough and the country as a whole, although the
levels of attendance are rising steadily. The school is positioned about
halfway up the league table for the borough and is viewed as an improving
school by the local education authority (LEA).

The headteacher and deputy head have been in post since 1990,
although the teaching and support staff are more transient. In the
academic year 2002–2003, for example, 14 full-time teachers from a total
of 22 either stopped teaching or moved to other schools. They were
replaced by four newly qualified teachers, in addition to long-term supply
teachers from Australia, New Zealand and Canada. Recruiting experienced
staff is a problem for the school.

Mortimore Primary School
Mortimore is a small primary school located in a disadvantaged and run-
down part of a northern city. It is surrounded on three sides by housing
estates and some wasteland on the other side. The school is housed in an
old Victorian triple-decker elementary school building. The school admits
children from the age of 3 to 11 to its mainstream classes and also makes
provision for children who have special educational needs within its own
self-contained unit.

One of the surrounding estates was built before the Second World War
and is in need of repair. The other estate was built in the 1950s and is also
in need of some repair. None of the flats has a garden and the area is
regarded as somewhat ‘unsafe’ in the evenings due to the high levels of
local crime and drug use. There is no private housing in the area at all.

The local community is made up of an old settled white working-class
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constituency, which has recently expanded to include families of minority
ethnic descent. The area is reputed to be a stronghold of the British
National Party. Many refugees and asylum seekers have recently been
housed in the area and the intake to the school reflects this diversity. The
majority of the children live very close to the school. However, some
children are bussed in to attend the unit for children with special educa-
tional needs.

Forty-five per cent of the children qualify for free school meals. The
school makes special provision for highly mobile children (those who
move from school to school) and refugees and asylum seekers through two
locally funded projects. Additional provision is made for children who
have English as an additional language (EAL) in the form of extra classes
and specialized teachers. A substantial number of children are at an early
stage of English acquisition. Twenty-five per cent of the children are on
school action or school action plus of the special needs code of practice.
Mortimore has a school liaison officer, funded by a local charity, who
works to support parents in encouraging their children to come to school.
The school is near the bottom of the league tables for performance in SATs
in the local education authority.

The headteacher has been in post for three years. The previous head-
teacher took early retirement on health grounds. The school is mainly
staffed by young teachers in the early stages of their teaching careers and
staff turnover is considered to be high. Local parents work as classroom
assistants in the school.

Maynard Primary School
Maynard Primary School is situated on a large site on the outskirts of a
Midlands city. A busy motorway runs alongside the school, which con-
tributes to continuous noise and air pollution. The motorway also acts as a
physical barrier, cutting the school and community off from local
resources and amenities available to other schools in the borough. For this
reason, the school and community sometimes feel marginalized, isolated
and neglected. All the children come from an area of council high-rise flats
and small houses in the immediate school vicinity. There are only a few
children who attend school who travel some distance. Forty per cent of the
children are eligible for free school meals and almost all children are from
working-class families. Ten per cent of the children are characterized as
having English as an additional language. The school compares favourably
with other schools in the LEA league tables for SATs results at both Key
Stages 1 and 2.

The school has achieved Beacon status and works in partnership with
other schools to develop and support struggling schools in the neigh-
bourhood. The school, led by a very committed headteacher who has
worked in the school for over 10 years, has worked hard to overcome a
negative reputation and is now recognized in the authority as being
successful.

Maynard Primary School has a low turnover of staff and recruiting good
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teachers is not a problem anymore. The school has a particularly strong
commitment to the provision it makes for children with special educa-
tional needs, of whom 27 per cent are either on the school action or school
action plus scale of the special needs code of practice. The school has nine
children who have a statement of special educational needs.

Drawing on these three examples, what we want to do in the rest of the
chapter is explore some of the characteristic features of urban primary
schools. Although urban schools do face challenging and difficult conditions,
children are not predisposed to failure by attending an urban school. If
families are entitled to free school meals for their children, there is no guar-
anteed cause and effect process that means their children will underachieve.
What we want to avoid above all in this chapter (and throughout the book) is
the suggestion that children in urban primary schools are ‘set up to fail’.
Equally, we want to take a realistic approach towards these schools. As Grace
(2005: 7) says of urban schools: ‘Given that the major challenges in this area
are social, structural, political and economic, the idea that schools can ‘‘do’’
anything in relation to these challenges seems naı̈ve.’

Poverty and free school meals entitlement

One dominant ‘characteristic’ of urban primary schools relates to their higher
proportion of relatively disadvantaged children. In the literature and policy
documentation on urban schools, relative terms like poverty and social
deprivation are often deployed when describing urban communities, fre-
quently without explaining what these mean (Whitty 2002). In the UK, the
poverty that exists is generally understood as being a lack of resources that
would commonly be regarded as necessary for a decent life (Townsend 1970).
For this reason, poverty and deprivation are relative terms, relative to com-
mon expectations of decency. Oppenheim (1993: 4) explains relative poverty
as: ‘Going short materially, socially and emotionally. It means spending less
on food, on heating and on clothing . . . Poverty means staying at home, often
being bored, not seeing friends.’

The most commonly used indicator for poverty is the Households Below
Average Income (HBAI) statistics that are gathered through the Poverty and
Social Exclusion Survey of Great Britain (PSE). This indicator regards house-
holds that have an income of below 60 per cent of the national median as
living in relative poverty. Using this benchmark, in 2002/03 HBAI statistics
showed that 12.4 million people in the UK were living in poverty, of which
3.6 million were children. This compares with 1.9 million or 14 per cent of
children in 1979. In the same survey, 35 per cent of the population in inner
London were regarded as living in relative poverty (Flaherty et al. 2004).

Education authorities and educational researchers frequently use the
number of children who are eligible for free school meals (FSM) as an indi-
cator of poverty and social disadvantage. Children are entitled to free school
meals when their families receive income support or family credit. In general
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terms, half of all people in social housing are on low incomes compared to
only one in six in other forms of housing (www.poverty.org.uk) and in areas
where there are higher numbers of minority ethnic and EAL children there are
higher levels of FSM entitlement. For example, Hackney has 35 per cent and
Tower Hamlets 43 per cent FSM entitlement compared to the national aver-
age of 14 per cent. Other areas may be culturally less heterogeneous but still
have high numbers of families that qualify for free school meals. For instance,
14 per cent of children in Manchester are speakers of languages other than
English compared with a national figure of 11 per cent, but 36 per cent of its
children are entitled to FSM. The same can be said about many other sizeable
towns and cities across the UK. In Scottish schools, the average entitlement to
FSM across the country is approximately 23 per cent, but this peaks in urban
settings such as Glasgow and Edinburgh and falls off in rural settings (Scottish
School Census 2002). At Maynard Primary School (one of our examples of
urban primary schools), 40 per cent of the children are entitled to free school
meals.

According to Poverty and Social Exclusion (PSE) figures, one-fifth of rural
households experience poverty compared to one-third in inner London
(Flaherty et al. 2004). In Worcestershire, the eligibility for FSM is 7 per cent,
Warwickshire 8 per cent, Shropshire 9 per cent, Devon 9 per cent and
Cumbria 11 per cent. Generally, the more industrialized or built up an area,
the greater the degree of social deprivation; the more rural, the less likelihood
of social deprivation as indicated by both the data on FSM and the PSE survey,
although rural poverty and social deprivation do exist and are at high levels in
some places (Howard et al. 2001). The key question is to what extent do
poverty and social deprivation affect the educational attainment of children
and in what ways do they affect the day to day working of schools that serve
these areas (Power et al. 2002)?

Low-income families, or those that are classified as living in poverty,
often experience a range of interconnected and complex problems that, by
their very nature, affect academic performance (Coles and Kenwright 2002).
Families with little surplus money may have diets that rely on processed
low-cost foods that increase tiredness and illness. According to the New
Policy Institute and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (Hills 1996) more than
one-third of adults with manual backgrounds aged between 45 and 64 have a
longstanding illness compared to half that number from non-manual
backgrounds. In addition, low income has sometimes been associated with
low self-esteem and reduced motivation (Whitty et al. 1998). A further
factor is that parents on low incomes may, for different reasons, be less
able to help their children with homework (Matheson and Babb 2002).
There seems little doubt that adverse social conditions get in the way of
education (Whitty 2002). For example, turning to the social context of
one of the examples of urban primary schools in this chapter, Ranleigh
serves a community that is largely unemployed, with high numbers of its
children eligible for free school meals. Thirty-five per cent of the children at
Ranleigh are identified as having special educational needs, albeit at different
levels of need. The local housing is described as ‘substandard’. These factors
will undoubtedly influence attainment in school. In an earlier small-scale

Urban primary schools and urban children 21



study of urban schooling (Pratt and Maguire 1995: 24) a headteacher put it
like this:

A child comes to school having slept ten to a damp room with no
breakfast, telling me the electricity has been cut off and petrol poured
through the letter box. How would you feel? Could you concentrate on
learning?

The DfES regularly publishes comparative performance data of children at
Key Stages 1 and 2 in English schools (HMSO and www.dfes.gov.uk). Their
figures reveal that there is a correlation between the academic performance of
children and the social characteristics of a school as defined by eligibility for
free school meals. As the percentage of children eligible for free school meals
increases, the percentage of children attaining Level 2 and above at Key Stage
1 and Level 4 and above in Key Stage 2 decreases. For example, based on the
figures for 2004 (DfES 2004), in English at Key Stage 2, in schools where there
were fewer than 10 per cent of children classified as receiving FSM, 82 per cent
attained Level 4 and above. In schools with over 40 per cent receiving FSM,
the figure fell to 57 per cent. This pattern was also reflected in mathematics
attainment: 78 per cent achieved Level 4 and above when fewer than 10 per
cent of children received free school meals, while only 57 per cent attained
Level 4 and above when free school meal eligibility rose to over 40 per cent of
the school population (DfES 2004). The concern of many headteachers and
teachers is that this sort of information is not published alongside the schools
performance data. Teachers and headteachers alike in urban schools some-
times feel there is not a ‘level playing field’ when it comes to the subject of
testing their children at 7 and 11.

It is useful to return to our three ‘typical’ urban primary schools and con-
sider the additional challenges for schools where higher than average num-
bers of children are designated as having a special educational need at some
level: Ranleigh at 35 per cent; Mortimore at 25 per cent and Maynard at 27 per
cent. When these figures are set alongside the percentages of children in
receipt of FSM (75 per cent at Ranleigh, 45 per cent at Mortimore and 40 per
cent at Maynard), then clearly these schools are not on a ‘level playing field’
with schools that have a socially advantaged intake.

It is not that this sort of information is ignored by the DfES; in fact the DfES
is all too ready to help schools calculate their performance according to
percentages of FSM by publishing national value added and national
benchmarking information. The intention behind this is to allow schools to
compare their performance with other schools with similar intakes. Charles
Clarke, when Secretary of State for Education and Skills, delivered a speech in
April 2003 in which he said: ‘There is a massive variation of school perfor-
mance in helping children achieve their Key Stage 2 target. It’s not a variation
between schools in the leafy suburbs and schools in the inner cities. It’s a
variation at every level of relative poverty’ (EducationGuardian.co.uk).

In simple terms, therefore, where there are greater levels of poverty, one
might expect to find reduced academic performance. Charles Clarke con-
tinued his speech by arguing that while there is a statistical correlation
between achievement and poverty, schools within each percentage band of
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FSM should all achieve similarly. If some schools are underperforming relative
to schools with similar intakes, they need to improve. David Miliband (cited
in Brown 2003: 15) when he served as a Minister for Education, agreed that
‘the evidence is clear . . . that schools serving similar types of pupils achieve
dramatically different results’ and that this needs to be addressed by schools
(see also Barber 1996 and Maden 2001). Of course, this begs questions about
what is meant by ‘similar types’ of children as well as ‘dramatic’ differences in
results.

This line of reasoning is intended to urge schools to work to achieve in line
with schools with similar intakes, but there are also those who seem to be
suggesting that many urban schools, given the right support and leadership,
can in fact ‘compensate’ for social deprivation and attain results far in excess
of national averages (Stoll and Fink 1995; Jesson 2004). Jesson analysed the
data made available by the DfES from 1998 to 2003 and suggested that the gap
in attainment had narrowed: ‘The fact that it has occurred through significant
additional improvement in schools with the highest levels of disadvantage
suggests a need to revise our views about the role of free school meals in
influencing performance’ (Jesson 2004: 14). To this we would want to add
that many urban primary schools, like Maynard for instance, have improved
their academic performance, frequently because of ‘the dedicated service of
many inner-city teachers and headteachers’ (Grace 2005: 6). Equally, the
schools of the more privileged have also made substantial gains (Whitty
2002). Even if the ‘gap’ has narrowed, it does not seem likely that differential
levels of attainment can be closed that easily. As Thrupp’s (1999) work has
demonstrated, differing academic attainment is largely related to the social
class intake of a school more than to what happens in the classroom.

In a discussion on whether schools are able to counter and overcome social
disadvantage, Mortimore and Whitty comment that they ‘do not consider
that there is any single factor which could reverse longstanding patterns of
disadvantage but neither do we regard them as an unchangeable fact of life’
(1997: 12). They argue that by far the most significant and influential policy
shift required to tackle poor attainment in socially deprived areas are those
that address the causes of poverty and seek to deal with the broader issues of
social inequality. If this takes place alongside ‘dynamic school improvement
strategies’ (Mortimore and Whitty 1997: 4) then improvements in attainment
can be made, as with our example of Maynard Primary School.

However, it is quite wrong to suggest that, because some schools in socially
deprived areas can improve, all urban schools can realize similar improve-
ments. Schools are subject to differing influences and conditions, many of
which are outside their control, such as high mobility in intake, as with our
example of Mortimore Primary School. In addition, and in relation to our
example of Ranleigh Primary School, schools can do little to improve hous-
ing, enhance employment opportunities or reduce poverty (Bernstein 1971).
One teacher reflected on her powerlessness in the face of a number of social
constraints:

I remember finding out things like kids living, eight kids, mum, dad and
all eight kids in a one bedroom flat and he’s an invalid, water running
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down the walls and you can’t get the health visitors to do anything
about it. You can’t get the housing to do anything about it. And the
family where the kids were never all in school because there weren’t
enough shoes. We actually had that, can you believe, in this day and age!
(urban primary school teacher cited in Maguire 2001: 324)

Minority ethnic children and children for whom English is an
additional language

Another ‘characteristic’ of urban schools that is always highlighted in gov-
ernment policy documents is the higher numbers of children attending many
urban schools who are categorized as of ‘minority ethnic’ descent. There are
many dilemmas involved in this categorization. However, here we want to
focus on some of the distinctive learning needs that occur in multilingual
urban classrooms. This in turn will mean that the work of some urban pri-
mary school teachers is similarly distinctive.

Each year the DfES asks schools in England to complete the Annual School
Census (ASC). This instrument collects data from each individual school
about children, teachers and the school more generally. This process is also
undertaken in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland by the various national
education departments. In England the data are organized, analysed and
revised by the Government Statistical Services before eventually being pub-
lished by the DfES (www.dfes.gov.uk). Among the data contained within the
ASC, or Form 7 as it is known in English schools, are the numbers of minority
ethnic children and the numbers of children for whom English is an addi-
tional language (EAL).

The minority ethnic groupings used in the English data collection are the
same as those adopted by the 1991 National Census and they are problematic.
Bonnet and Carrington (2000: 488) suggest that the ‘very process of com-
pelling people to assign themselves to one of a small number of racial or
ethnic boxes is, at best essentialist and, at worst, racist’. The condensing of
ethnicities into discrete boxes fails to take account of the complexities of
identity. This approach overlooks and marginalizes those whose ethnic
identities are ‘hyphenated’ (Bonnet and Carrington 2000: 491) or hybrid, for
example Black-British-African. It also fails to take account of the variety of
ways in which people see themselves. The data currently collected and used
do not distinguish between ‘White European’ and ‘White Other’, while the
category ‘Any other minority ethnic group’ is made up of many other separate
communities that are not reported. There is no recognition made either for
communities who may be second-, third- or even fourth-generation British.
However, Form 7 does give us an overview of ethnic grouping in England (see
Table 2.1).

About three-quarters of a million children are recognized in these English
statistics as belonging to a minority ethnic group, which equates with some
11 per cent, or one in nine, of the children of compulsory school age. How-
ever, the distribution across England, and in other parts of the UK too, is
extremely varied. For example, in Scotland where 96.5 per cent of children in
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primary schools are designated as ‘white’, the majority of children designated
as ‘minority ethnic’ predominantly live in specific locales within Glasgow or
Edinburgh (Scottish School Census 2002). Although there are sizeable min-
ority ethnic communities in many urban areas this alone does not tell the
whole story either. Within metropolitan areas there are different localized
patterns of settlement. For example, there are some schools in the London
Borough of Tower Hamlets that recruit almost 100 per cent of their children
from one minority ethnic group while the actual number of children desig-
nated as ‘minority ethnic’ across the borough as a whole is approximately
33 per cent (DfEE 1999a).

The data produced by the Government Statistical Service in England (DfEE
1999a) identify local authorities where there are particular minority ethnic
groups and illustrates, in general terms, how one borough differs from
another. What these statistics on minority ethnicity cannot portray are the
complexities involved in teaching and learning in multilingual urban primary
schools. In the north London borough of Brent, for example, one in 10
children is classified as being ‘Any other minority ethnic group’ but this
information fails to indicate how many of these children arrive at school
speaking little or no English or as having English as an additional language
(EAL). It also does little to highlight the challenges involved in reflecting and
respecting perhaps as many as 10 or more different language communities in
one primary classroom.

When we examine the figures for children who are classified as having EAL,
the contrast between many urban and non-urban areas is unambiguous. In
rural authorities like Lincolnshire or North Yorkshire less than 1 per cent of
children of school age have EAL. In other words, out of a total of 45,000 and
40,000 children respectively in these LEAs, this amounts to fewer than 400
children in each county. These figures are reflected across the country in rural
areas, while in more built-up areas the percentages begin to increase. Table
2.2 shows the percentage of children classified as having EAL in some major
towns and cities across England.

The towns and cities in Table 2.2 have been chosen to illustrate the rela-
tively low numbers of children who have EAL in some major towns and cities

Table 2.1 Percentage of children by broad ethnic group in English primary schools

%

White 88.2

Pakistani 2.5

Indian 2.3

Any other minority ethnic group 2.1

Black Caribbean heritage 1.6

Black African heritage 1.2

Bangladeshi 1.0

Black other 0.9

Chinese 0.3

Source: DfEE Statistical First Release 15/1999a
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across England. There are nonetheless some locales where there are much
higher percentages, for example Luton (26.2 per cent), Slough (35 per cent)
and Bradford (26.9 per cent). However, it is only when we look at the figures
for London and other major metropolitan areas that the numbers increase
dramatically. In inner London there are 13 different local education author-
ities and between them there are 175,000 children in the primary school
system. Of those, 43 per cent have EAL. In Westminster, the numbers increase
to 57 per cent and in Tower Hamlets it is around 59 per cent (DfEE 1999a).
Here it is worth highlighting a finding in the 1990s, when it was revealed that
despite high levels of economic deprivation, secondary school students in
Tower Hamlets who were of Bangladeshi descent achieved higher results than
their white working-class peers (Gillborn and Gipps 1996).

To summarize, more than 45 per cent of all primary schools in England
have no children who are classified as having EAL while in 8 per cent of
schools there are fewer than 5 per cent of children with EAL. At the other end
of the spectrum, in 4 per cent of England’s schools a majority of children have
EAL (DfEE 1999a). All these schools are in major cities. Some of these schools
may contain only one minority language group, as with Ranleigh Primary
School, while other schools will serve a linguistically diverse school popula-
tion, as in our example of Mortimore Primary School. Respecting and
reflecting this linguistic diversity will have costs in terms of pedagogy and
resources and it may be schools with the slimmest resources that have to
respond to the greatest demands.

Our point in including these data on children in English primary schools
who have EAL is to highlight some of the distinctive factors involved in urban
primary schools. When some children begin school they may not be profi-
cient speakers of English and may require additional support. Some children
may be less familiar with speaking English because they have been brought up
in households where English is not frequently used. Other children may have
only recently arrived in the country and English might not be their first
language either. Their starting point may be different from children who have
been listening and speaking English for several years. When it comes to

Table 2.2 Percentage of children for whom English is an additional language (EAL) in
England in selected towns and cities

% EAL

Stoke-on-Trent 6.1

Portsmouth 3.5

Bournemouth 2.5

Darlington 1.4

Doncaster 1.4

Bath and NE Somerset 0.9

Plymouth 0.8

Blackpool 0.7

Barnsley 0.3

Source: DfEE Statistical First Release 15/1999a
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statutory Key Stage assessments, however, the SATs will compare children
who have sometimes had different levels of exposure to English.

There is a statistical correlation between the sets of figures for educational
achievement indicated by performance data and percentages of children who
are classified as having EAL (DfEE 1999a). Children who arrive at school with
English as an additional language generally are seen to ‘underachieve’ com-
pared with children for whom English is the first language. However, Benn
and Chitty’s (1996) survey of schools reports that schools with a larger
number of children who have EAL also have a higher working-class intake
and have higher proportions of children who qualify for FSM (Power et al.
2002: 19). Benn and Chitty (1996) believe that the critical factor is related to
socio-economics and not to the factor of EAL.

In terms of policy and practice, there is a need for systems and structures
that can be put in place to support primary schools where there are high
numbers of children who have English as an additional language. The con-
cern for schools is to identify what positive steps can be introduced to support
the needs of their children. Indeed, many urban schools serving children with
EAL already have a wide range of programmes and support mechanisms in
place (Riddell 2003). These include the development and implementation of
general assessment measures and provision for diagnostic forms of linguistic
assessment and analysis, the collation of specific teaching resources and
materials, followed by specific, targeted intervention (Stoll and Myers 1998).

Mortimore Primary School is a good illustration of the sorts of provision
commonly made by urban primary schools. Even when children have
achieved oral fluency, additional support is often required to assist in the
development of fluency in reading and writing. Schools receive additional
funding by way of the ethnic minority achievement grant (EMAG) to support
minority ethnic groups and EAL children who may be ‘at risk’ of under-
achieving. The grant is designed to ‘meet the costs of some of the additional
support to meet the specific needs’ of children. However, many schools and
teachers themselves must meet the remainder of the ‘costs’ through their own
hard work.

School exclusions and attendance

The picture we have wanted to create so far about urban schools is that they
are typified by higher levels of socio-economic deprivation and in some
locations this correlates with higher percentages of minority ethnic and
children with EAL – although the key characteristic relates to the socio-
economic profile (Power et al. 2002). Not surprisingly, many urban schools
are ‘underperforming’ relative to schools in wealthier areas (Mortimore and
Whitty 1997). But there are other features that are characteristic of urban
schools. One is the variation between rates of attendance. In general, primary
schools with the highest authorized and unauthorized absence rates have the
largest percentage of children known to be eligible for free school meals.
Conversely, schools with the lowest rates of unauthorized attendance have
the fewest children receiving free school meals (DfES 2001).
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There are several explanations that can begin to explain this phenomenon.
First, where parents are unemployed or unable to work, it may be easier to
keep children at home when they are unwell rather than sending them off to
school (Riddell 2003). Second, children from more socio-economically dis-
advantaged areas often have diets that are less healthy than children from
more advantaged families, mainly as a result of having lower incomes. This
diet may fuel a greater incidence of illness (Flaherty et al. 2004). Overcrowded
accommodation and poor housing provision that may lack adequate heating
may also contribute to higher levels of unauthorized attendance. Lower rates
of attendance are linked to lower levels of academic performance (Benn and
Chitty 1996). As Power et al. (2002: 23) argue: ‘Schools serving deprived areas
are also likely to have lower rates of participation. Intermittent or interrupted
attendance will lower motivation and will reduce access to the curriculum
with inevitable consequences.’ Consequently, urban schools may struggle to
increase the attendance rates to meet targets that have been set for them by
their local authorities in an attempt to contribute to improving academic
performance. The additional work required by staff in urban schools to meet
these twin aims is often overlooked. For example, one of our ‘typical’ urban
schools, Mortimore, has sought and successfully gained financial support to
fund a post in order to tackle this issue. A great deal of work in schools goes
into bidding for short-term funding like this example that can make a dif-
ference to children’s attendance in urban primary schools.

A related attendance factor that some urban schools may experience is the
need for some of their families to take periods of extended leave to visit
relatives overseas. As a consequence of having to miss prolonged periods of
schooling, children’s learning might be affected and schools may be obliged
to introduce catch-up programmes to compensate for absence. Obviously,
absence from schooling during the early years, when the foundations of lit-
eracy and numeracy are being established, can have long-term consequences
for children’s future attainment. The DfES is trying to tackle this issue by
tightening the attendance legislation and offering guidance to schools on
ways to discourage parents from taking their children out of school. However,
where there is a serious need on the part of the families to visit their relatives
overseas, for example due to bereavement or illness, there is a need to travel.

Higher rates of exclusions are typically reported in urban schools. Recent
comparative data (DfES 2003) show clearly that children designated as ‘Black-
Caribbean’ are three times more likely to be excluded than white children,
while the group classified as ‘Black Other’ are just a little under three times
more likely to be excluded than those categorized as ‘White’. Children with
statements of special educational needs are up to six times more likely to be
excluded (Power et al. 2002). Primary schools are currently tackling high
exclusion rates through the introduction of learning mentors, the involve-
ment of outside agencies, by changing school behaviour policies, sharing
policies with parents and having a member of staff whose task it is to work
with designated children with specific behavioural issues (Riddell 2003). All
this is not to say that urban schools have disproportionately challenging
levels of behaviour compared with non-urban schools. Rather, there exists a
more complex combination of factors that impact on exclusions, which
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schools are required to tackle. Overwhelmingly, excluded children come from
families who are under stress, who are less likely to have employment and
who are experiencing multiple disadvantage (Maguire et al. 2003: 58):

Some of our children experience great distress in their daily lives, a lot of
chaos. Their families are under pressure, maybe there are drugs or alco-
hol related issues, sometimes there is a lot of violence in their lives. It’s
no wonder they have anger-management problems is it? (special needs
coordinator in an urban primary school)

While permanent exclusion from primary school is still relatively rare,
exclusion (temporary as well as permanent) at this stage is especially worry-
ing. Education interrupted at this stage can be difficult to compensate for in
later schooling (Hayden 1996). Children excluded from primary school:

[A]re an especially vulnerable minority. They usually have some level of
special educational need as well as disrupted and stressful family back-
grounds. Their behaviour illustrates distress more often than ‘naughti-
ness’. (Hayden 1996: 235)

The requirement to respond to these pressures in school are demanding of
headteacher and teacher time and consequently may ‘pull’ resources away
from other areas of the curriculum. Ofsted (1993), in its report ‘Education for
disaffected children’, suggests that increased levels of stress in families have
resulted in a rise in disruptive behaviour in young children. More of these
children will attend urban primary schools rather than schools in more
socially privileged areas. Helping these children to understand and change
aspects of their behaviour will be costly in terms of time, resources and
expertise (Maguire et al. 2003). It will mean that sometimes the urban pri-
mary school will have to prioritize emotional support and behaviour man-
agement issues, for without this basis, academic progression will be less likely
to occur.

Refugees and asylum seekers

Another ‘characteristic’ of the urban primary school is that these schools will
be more likely to receive children who are deemed to be refugees and asylum
seekers. Asylum seekers and refugees arrive in Britain at the major ports and
airports and are required to apply for refugee status immediately. Short-term
accommodation is often provided in major urban centres close to the initial
entry point although recent policies of dispersal also mean that these families
have sometimes been placed in a wider range of urban locations where there
is available housing. For example, families have been dispersed to Glasgow
and other Scottish cities and overspill estates. Those who attain refugee status
or are awarded exceptional leave to remain in Britain while a claim for refugee
status is processed have an entitlement to receive an education up to the age
of 16 (Rutter 2004). In fact, not only do all children of compulsory school age
have this entitlement, they are required to attend school and have the right to
use local authority pre-school facilities. Schools, for their part, are required to
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admit refugee children in accordance with their published admission
arrangements, while it is the responsibility of the education authority in
which the child is resident to provide a school place (Hamilton and Moore
2004). However, if the school has an entry policy that demands that children
practise a particular religion, then children who are not members of either
that religion or denomination will not be able to attend that school. This
might mean that in some LEAs, a small number of primary schools will
support a disproportionate number of refugee children. (They might also be
the same schools that accept children with challenging behaviour who might
have been excluded from other schools in the borough.)

Some refugee children, from countries that are wartorn or have oppressive
regimes, can arrive with a variety of sometimes complex issues and concerns
that schools are required to address (Rutter 2003). Some children may well
have experienced trauma or persecution and bring with them the emotional
scars, which can sometimes result in challenging behaviour. Furthermore,
some children may have an illness or disability caused by conflict or warfare
in their home country.

Children who arrive as refugees may also have been schooled in conditions
that are quite different from the UK education system. It may take longer for
some refugee children to settle and adjust to their new learning environment.
For example, the informal approach in early years UK settings might be less
familiar to parents and children who have recently arrived. In addition, some
children may well have little or no English and, although they are entitled to
support from a specialist EAL teacher, this might not always be forthcoming.
In all cases, the class teacher will have the main responsibility for the chil-
dren’s educational progress. Other children may be exceptional in certain
subjects, for example in mathematics, yet this may not always be recognized
as they do not have the English language skills to fully engage with the
subject.

Urban primary schools can sometimes be faced with a range of complex
problems related to settling children into schools, dealing with emotional
problems or introducing children to a new curriculum (Rutter 1994). To
overcome this, schools need to dedicate a considerable quantity of teacher
time, a high degree of commitment from teachers and schools as well as
focused resources to support their teaching. Currently, the legal process for
refugee and asylum-seeking families is a complex and contested process that
can cause a great deal of anxiety for the families and children concerned.
These pressures may well influence progression in school. However, urban
primary schools, like Mortimore for example, are also trying to meet other
equally complex needs; special educational learning needs; socio-emotional
needs; while at the same time respecting and reflecting a wide range of lin-
guistic and cultural diversity.

Teacher recruitment, retention and the use of supply teachers

As we saw in our examples of schools at the beginning of the chapter, there
can sometimes be difficulties in respect of the recruitment and retention of
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teachers in urban settings. Ranleigh Primary School had to replace two-thirds
of its teaching staff and has had difficulties recruiting experienced teachers.
While the DfES (2002) has been keen to celebrate an overall increase in the
number of full-time teachers and the decrease in use of short-term supply staff
across England, in some areas of the country the picture is somewhat more
complex. For example, in 2002 in London schools, the average percentage of
schools with teacher vacancies was nearer 3 per cent but urban boroughs like
Tower Hamlets and Hackney had 5 per cent of teaching posts unfilled (DfES
2002).

Unions draw attention to high levels of stress, increasing workloads and
rising debts that are driving newly qualified and experienced teachers to
abandon the profession (National Union of Teachers 2002). The National
Foundation for Education Research (Spear et al. 2000) identifies salary levels
and the salary differential between newly qualified and experienced teachers
but also the negative perceptions of the status, security and career structure as
having an effect on recruitment. While some problems in retention have been
experienced across the country as a whole, these problems have always been
more acute in urban settings. The difficulties of teacher recruitment and
retention, however, can sometimes be compounded by the use of temporary
teachers.

An Ofsted report, ‘Schools’ use of temporary teachers’ (2002), sought to
identify where supply teachers were most often used and the problems that
were associated with the overuse of temporary teachers. Put simply, if there
are more shortages in urban settings, then urban schools will be employing
more supply teachers. In schools like Ranleigh Primary School, which regu-
larly experiences high levels of teacher turnover, supply teachers keep the
school going. But this provision can have consequences for classroom prac-
tice. For instance, the Ofsted report (2002) claimed that temporary teachers
taught twice as many unsatisfactory lessons as permanent teachers. Not sur-
prisingly, it found that supply teachers were often unfamiliar with the chil-
dren they were teaching and did not always appreciate the individual needs of
the children. It pointed out that supply teachers were sometimes expected to
teach age ranges and subjects with which they were less familiar. Ofsted
(2002) also suggested that while supply teachers were required to support the
implementation of the numeracy and literacy strategies, some had little or no
understanding of the format or organization of either the structure or content
of the lessons. It is worth pointing out that in the Foundation Stage and in
Key Stage 1, where the starting blocks for numeracy and literacy are being
established, the lack of a primary specialist may well inhibit children’s
progression.

Ofsted (2002) suggested that supply teachers were sometimes poorly briefed
about what to teach or what to expect from children. Even when supply
teachers were in school for longer periods, the arrangements for monitoring
their progress in general terms were sometimes inadequate. Induction
arrangements for teachers taking up temporary terminal contracts were
regarded as insufficient, while on many occasions, there were no formal
procedures whatsoever to support the induction of temporary staff. With
respect to children’s attitudes to work and levels of behaviour, not
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surprisingly, supply teachers were found to have greater difficulties than
permanent teachers in managing behaviour and improving attitudes.

While many of the findings from the Ofsted report might come as little
surprise to teachers who are left to support temporary staff, it highlights the
complexities that can face schools and urban primary schools in particular.
Where there are higher levels of teacher shortages and an overreliance on
supply and short-term teachers, the performance of children may deteriorate
and the level of unacceptable behaviour can increase. This can lead to greater
levels of stress being placed on the permanent staff, thus precipitating further
resignations and a permanent cycle of higher than average levels of staff
turnover. However, while supply teachers can create difficulties within
schools, they provide an important function. Many urban schools are ‘held
together’ by supply teachers or teachers on short-term contracts because of
the shortage of permanent staff, as with Ranleigh Primary School, one of our
examples in this chapter.

Conclusion

This chapter has highlighted some of the characteristics of urban primary
schools and has identified some of the major challenges they face. In essence,
an urban primary school is likely to have one or several of the characteristics
we have indicated: high numbers of children from working-class families,
many of whom will qualify for free school meals or whose parents are on low
income. Urban schools in some parts of the country will need to support
children who have EAL. An urban school is likely to have lower levels of
attendance and higher rates of exclusions than a non-urban school. Urban
primary schools may have to deal with higher proportions of children
experiencing emotional and behavioural distress. In addition, urban schools
may well have a higher than average turnover of teaching staff. Not every
urban school will demonstrate all these qualities, but all will recognize aspects
that directly relate to these factors. Each of these features requires con-
sideration by schools that can often lead to an increase in workload for staff in
a way that would not be experienced in schools with more socially advan-
taged intakes. However, urban schools will be less able to rely on additional
income from fundraising and will have to rely on their basic financial allo-
cations, topped up by some short-term funding from charities or from
urban-focused policies, if they are able to successfully bid for or qualify for
additional support.

While the features of urban schools offer distinctive challenges, they do not
inevitably cause schools to fail. Children will not inescapably underachieve or
schools automatically become unsuccessful in urban settings. It is possible to
go some way to meet the challenges we have highlighted. One of our
examples, Maynard Primary, is recognized as a successful urban school.
However, schools like Ranleigh and Mortimore face a series of complex
challenges. Some of these challenges are structural such as high levels of local
unemployment, poor housing and higher than average levels of relative
poverty. Other challenges are school specific. Higher than average numbers of
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children with learning difficulties, older school buildings in need of repair
and higher than average levels of staff turnover make it harder for urban
schools to meet the needs of their children and parents. We believe that
greater consideration needs to be paid to the unique circumstances faced in
urban localities and urban primary schools. Primary schools provide the
foundations and the building blocks for educational progression for young
children everywhere. Policymakers and practitioners need to work together to
improve urban conditions and optimize the opportunities for children who
attend urban primary schools to learn and to grow.

Questions

1 How would you characterize the urban primary schools in your area? What
dangers can occur as a consequence of some of these characterizations or
stereotypes?

2 What factors affect the education of children in urban schools? What are
schools doing in your area to overcome any negative factors?

3 What sorts of policies could be set up to provide more support to urban
primary schools?
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3

TEACHERS

In this chapter on teachers in urban primary schools, we consider the con-
sequences of this setting for their work. The chapter begins by briefly reviewing
some major influences that have shaped primary schooling. We then describe
a small-scale study that we conducted with a number of English urban pri-
mary school teachers in order to explore their perceptions of what it is like to
teach in an urban school. Next we examine what the teachers consider to be
the rewards and the challenges of teaching in urban primary schools. We
discuss reasons for the greater turnover of staff in urban schools and consider
what can be done to encourage teachers to remain in post. We then provide a
short account of some of the ways in which beginning teachers can be better
prepared for what to expect when they take up posts in urban primary schools.
We conclude the chapter by claiming that while the occupation of primary
school teaching is shaped by a set of shared ideals and values, urban class-
rooms are distinctive in framing the work of primary teaching.

Primary schooling and the role of the primary school teacher

In the first chapter of this book, we provided an account of the origins of the
primary school when we explored the setting up of the elementary school
system. While the elementary schools of the past and the urban primary
schools of the present day serve the same constituency, that is, working-class
and disadvantaged children and their families, other dimensions of pedagogy
and practice have been refined. Although the historical development of the
primary school is worthy of a fuller account than is possible here (see Croll
1996; Alexander 2000) nevertheless, what we want to do is identify some of
the key influences that produce what we currently know as primary
schooling.

A combination of influences from the work of philosophers and educa-
tionalists such as Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Montessori and Froebel have left a



lasting legacy in terms of the importance of the growth and development of
the ‘whole child’ in primary schooling. The influence of various psychologists
such as Piaget, Bruner and Vygotsky have led to a focus on childrens active
meaning making in the learning process and a call for pedagogy to respond to
these understandings (Pollard 1996). The outcomes of these powerful dis-
courses have shaped a unique approach towards the education of young
children in the UK, one that has been described by Nias (1989) as a ‘culture of
care’. Nias (1989) emphasized the importance of primary teachers’ emotional
involvement with the children in their classrooms. From her extensive work
in primary schools, she has highlighted the ways in which primary teachers
take a moral and ethical responsibility for the learning and the welfare of each
child in their care. Training to become a primary school teacher still involves
some exposure to these sorts of discourses, in theory and also in practice. But
there will be other influences at play that shape the primary school teacher:

Teachers’ professional ideologies and their beliefs about classroom
practice have complex origins, deriving from a blend of personal bio-
graphy, training, professional experience, classroom constraints and
national culture and professional traditions. (Osborn et al. 1996: 137)

One key tradition that has shaped primary pedagogy, particularly from the
1960s onwards, has been the perceived need for a high degree of respon-
siveness to children’s individual needs. This tradition includes a wide range of
related aims and goals including academic progress but also personal, social
and emotional development. While this influential discourse might mainly
have persisted as an ideal-type set of values, and may sometimes have been
less evident in practice, it has provided an ethical orientation towards the
work of primary school teaching. However, the 1980s saw an attempt to break
with this approach. Partly in response to vocal criticism of what was some-
times seen as too much teacher autonomy, as well as a desire to insert market
forces into the public sector to ratchet up standards (Tomlinson 2001), the
Educational Reform Act (ERA) (1988) was enacted. This introduced the
National Curriculum and national testing at the end of the newly designated
Key Stages. At this time, concerns were expressed that a mandated curriculum
might be at odds with well-established principles of child development. It was
argued that the role of the primary practitioner might be recast as one of a
technicist rather than a reflective practitioner (Osborn et al. 1996).

One major study set up to investigate the changes being ushered in by the
sweeping reforms of the late 1980s and 1990s discovered that some primary
schools were able to ‘make a creative response’ to the changes (Pollard et al.
1994). ‘They felt able to benefit from the structure and guidelines of the
national curriculum without letting it drive them or destroy what they knew
to be good about their practice’ (Osborn et al. 1996: 152). The researchers
discovered that this response was easier to manage in more affluent areas. The
project warned that:

As the effects of the educational market continue to operate, and
teaching in the inner city becomes a harder and less rewarding job, the
eventual outcome might be a flight of teachers from inner city schools to
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‘easier’ more affluent areas – as often occurs in France as a primary tea-
cher’s career develops. This could mean a considerable loss to inner city
children of committed, confident and experienced teachers. (Osborn et
al. 1996: 152)

The National Curriculum is now well established. Many primary school
teachers have no experience of teaching in a time when there was no central
curriculum or testing regime. However, even for primary teachers who may
have moved away from some of the earlier child-centred and more ‘indivi-
dualistic’ approaches in favour of more socio-cultural constructions of child
development (Anning et al. 2004), tensions still persist. For example, primary
school teachers who work in challenging schools may well argue that their
first responsibility is to provide the foundational supports of emotional care
and safety, without which learning cannot flourish. In urban primary schools,
teachers will recognize that their children do not necessarily start at the same
point as children from more privileged backgrounds. Yet they will be mea-
sured and assessed by the same tools. In urban settings, teachers may be
concerned about the rights of children to have their differences recognized
and respected. Urban primary teachers may also be caught up in a set of
tensions and pressures in trying to meet demands that may seem less
appropriate for some of the children they teach, in a context that does not
acknowledge the distinctiveness of their setting.

All primary school teachers have to balance competing pressures, demands
and expectations with their own values and principles as well as pragmatic
factors. In this chapter we want to consider the tensions that arise when
primary school teachers have to balance competing demands such as the
performance demands of target attainments and raising standards with the
demands of responding to the socio-cultural context of the urban classroom.
In order to explore any tensions in the role of the contemporary urban pri-
mary teacher, we decided to collect their views and perceptions about their
work.

How the research was carried out

We conducted questionnaire-based research among teachers in ten urban
primary schools in six metropolitan education authorities across England, 60
schools in all. In order to ensure that our sample was drawn from urban
schools, we asked local advisors, tutors in local higher education institutions
and headteachers to identify some schools for us to approach. In this way, we
were able to construct a representative sample of urban schools. Some schools
were in large cosmopolitan cities, others served all white housing estates,
some were towards the bottom of their LEA league table while others were
‘successful despite the odds’ (Maden 2001).

We initially contacted the headteacher in each of the schools to explain the
aims of our research and to attempt to negotiate access. We wanted to gain
the schools’ consent to participate before we sent out our questionnaires. We
hoped that this would increase the return rate. We made it clear that we
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understood teachers were extremely busy and we did not wish to add to their
busy workload. Once we had obtained the consent of the headteachers, we
arranged to post a set of questionnaires to each school for the teachers and we
included a separate questionnaire for the headteacher (see Chapter 4). All the
heads had undertaken to discuss the topic with their staff and return any
completed questionnaires to us. Twenty-two schools returned a total of 58
questionnaires. Therefore, this is a small and partial study. It is not possible to
make any major generalizations from this dataset. The findings are indicative
rather than anything else. Oakley (1997) has argued that small samples are of
limited value, although Sikes (2000) believes they can be useful in high-
lighting and valuing subjective and grounded experience. Thus, what we are
aiming for in this chapter is to start to explore some understandings of what it
is like to teach in urban primary schools rather than make claims about all
urban schools.

Before we attempt this, it is necessary to provide an account of the ques-
tionnaires themselves. Initially, we conducted five in-depth unstructured
interviews with teachers in two urban primary schools in London in order to
elicit their perceptions of what it is like to teach in these schools (Cohen et al.
2000). We draw on these interviews in this chapter. We then constructed a
simple questionnaire (Munn and Drever 1995) designed to collect bio-
graphical details as well as information about professional experiences. We
were interested in the teachers’ reasons for being in an urban environment as
well as their perceptions of their experiences. We piloted the questionnaire to
ensure that the questions were clear (Wellington 2000) and we concentrated
on ensuring that the questionnaire could be completed in a short time. This
was essential in order to maximize our returns (Munn and Drever 1995). We
then sent out a batch of 10 questionnaires with stamped, addressed envel-
opes, to each of the 60 schools and 58 were eventually returned. Schools are
frequently asked to provide evidence about their practice and document their
work. We recognize that researchers trying to collect data in schools can
sometimes overwhelm teachers so we are extremely grateful to those teachers
whose views make up the bulk of what is contained in the rest of this chapter.

About the teachers

Forty-nine of the 58 respondents to the questionnaire were female and there
was spread of ages from 21 to 60; however, almost 30 per cent of the teachers
were aged 46–50. Length of service ranged from one year to 40 years, with 20
per cent of the teachers qualifying in the last five years. There was a dip in the
numbers of teachers who returned questionnaires and who had remained in
service between 6 and 10 years. Almost all the teachers surveyed were
employed on permanent contracts in their schools, the only exception being
five temporary teachers who were all teaching in London.

Teachers 37



Why teachers teach in urban areas

From the questionnaires, and from the pre-questionnaire interview data, it
was evident that teachers decide to teach in urban areas for a wide range of
reasons, such as increased job opportunities, the opportunity to work with a
diversity of cultures and the opportunity to rise to a challenge. The most
common reason given by the teachers was that many of them returned from
college to work in the areas in which they grew up. For these teachers, there
was no conscious decision to choose to teach in an urban area. One informant
wrote: ‘I was born and raised in an urban environment and that’s the envir-
onment I know the best.’ Other people were more forthright: ‘I’ve lived in
London all my life and have no wish to move or work outside.’

On the whole, teachers did not actively choose where to teach – that is,
they did not weigh up the advantages and disadvantages of one area over
another. Teachers simply taught in locations with which they were most
familiar. A recent study of teachers in the greater London area (Menter et al.
2002) produced a similar finding. As Anwar said:

I’ve spent all my childhood in north London. I still have friends from my
own primary school. I really don’t think I’d fit anywhere else. And in any
case, I know the backgrounds of these kids, it’s the same as mine so they
can bluff with me [laughs]. (interview)

Although the majority of teachers said they chose to stay in their home
areas (and we found that those teachers who were raised in cities tended to
work in urban schools), a small number of teachers positively selected to work
in urban schools. The questionnaire responses indicated that there were a
variety of reasons for this. Some teachers wanted to stay in an area in which
they trained, a finding also reported by Menter et al. (2002). Others wanted a
change. One respondent wrote: ‘I was brought up in a rural area, small village,
and wanted a complete change of environment. Also, I wanted to stay in
Bradford, where I had trained.’

Teachers reported that they became familiar with specific schools and
education authorities while on teaching practices. They had established a
good social life in the locality and often entered into relationships with
friends acquired at college, joined community groups and had become part of
their neighbourhoods. Teachers were often offered jobs while on final
teaching practices that they ‘could not refuse’ and, even after several years,
they had not left these schools.

There were a small number of teachers who we would characterize as
‘pragmatic choosers’ (Ball et al. 2000). In the questionnaires, these teachers
wrote that they chose to work in urban areas because they felt they would be
able to find work more easily and it was where they were most likely to move
up the career ladder most quickly: ‘I moved to London because that’s where
the promotion opportunities are.’ Another teacher wrote of her urban edu-
cation authority: ‘It was easy to get a job and that’s where the jobs are
available.’ A teacher in the northeast suggested the lack of employment
opportunities elsewhere forced her into an urban school and that it was as if
‘the job chose me’. Yet another teacher suggested that she chose a London

38 The urban primary school



school because: ‘I needed short-term work for a round-the-world trip and was
offered work again on my return. There were no permanent jobs in Scotland
therefore I took the position.’ Some respondents in the questionnaires noted
that it was beneficial to their careers to demonstrate that they could teach in
the most challenging conditions before then opting to work in more settled
conditions. The evidence certainly bears out the facts that there are far more
career opportunities and job vacancies in London and other large metropol-
itan areas than in more rural authorities (Menter et al. 2002). Whether or not
the experience of having taught in urban schools advantages teachers in their
careers in the end is less certain.

In the questionnaire, teachers were asked to comment on what they found
rewarding or enjoyable about the locality in which they taught. Many tea-
chers referred to the level of support that was offered by the local community:
‘The school works very closely with the mosque on issues around attendance
and punctuality.’ Other teachers mentioned how they enjoyed the sense of
community that existed around their school. Teachers often referred to the
importance of parents in making them feel valued as professionals (Grant
1993). It is interesting to note that, although parents are seen as a valuable
resource and the source of much support, they are also cited by some
respondents as one of the key causes of discontentment among teachers.

Teachers wrote that the city could be an important resource for themselves
socially and as a tool to improve children’s learning (Corson 1998). Teachers
reported that access to a wide range of museums, art galleries, theatres, parks
and zoos was an advantage of teaching in an urban locality. Some teachers
also felt that the social life in large urban areas had more to offer than smaller
provincial towns (Byrne 2001).

The teachers surveyed were questioned about what they disliked about the
area in which they worked. A clear distinction was made here to isolate factors
related to the urban geography rather than factors within the school itself.
Teachers reported their greatest concern was with the run-down, polluted
environment in which many urban schools were located. One teacher com-
mented: ‘The general air of neglect about the environment . . . litter, broken
pavings, people dump old furniture in the streets! The school premises are
very well kept and the immediate area is a complete contrast.’

Another teacher recorded that she found ‘dereliction, demolition, dis-
affection and a sense of depression in the area’ while others talked of houses
boarded up and communal play areas being neglected and vandalized. Some
teachers commented that in their areas there were few parks and green spaces
for families to enjoy. The teachers in our study felt quite strongly that ‘the
environment needs to be developed to enrich the residents’. A further con-
cern related to issues around crime and the fear of crime. In particular, the
teachers referred to high incidents of cars being vandalized and drug-related
problems in the immediate area around their schools. There was also a sense
in which some teachers felt unsafe once outside the security of the school
premises.

Although some of our respondents were working in urban primary schools
for pragmatic reasons, a significant number (20 per cent) of our respondents
positively chose to work in an urban environment specifically for what they
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referred to as the ‘challenge’ that it offered them. One respondent com-
mented that ‘every day is a challenge’ while others sought out an urban area
as it offered the opportunity to do something new and different. This positive
urban choosing was a feature of Riddell’s (2003) study in Bristol. One teacher
wrote:

I was looking for a new challenge/stimulus and had enjoyed working in
inner city Liverpool in the 1960s. I had always wanted to work in London
but had never had the opportunity. At the time [when choosing where to
teach after college] I wanted a greater challenge in my teaching.

In a study of urban secondary school teachers, Grace (1978) found that
teachers had sometimes made a deliberate choice to work in what they
regarded as tough but rewarding environments. Perhaps this choice is related
to an ethics of care (Nias 1989) as well as a sense of service to the communities
most in need (Grace 2005).

Many teachers said they chose to work in urban authorities because they
wanted to make a difference to the lives of children. The reoccurrence of
teachers’ wish to ‘make a difference’ is not unique to teachers in urban
locations. It reflects some of the ideal-type values that shape the occupation
of teaching – that teaching is more than just about earning an income:
teaching is rewarding because it is beneficial to society in general. Teachers
feel valuable because they are able to give something back to society (Nias
1989; Riddell 2003). What is distinctive about choosing urban locations is the
sense in which teachers may perceive the challenges here to be greater and
the difference that can potentially be made to the lives of children as greater
still, so the emotional remunerations are also higher (Johnson, J. 1999). One
teacher chose an urban school because of what he hoped it would offer: ‘I
wanted to feel I was working in an area where I was making a difference and
working as part of a community, where parents are supportive, and appre-
ciative children are responsive and enthusiastic.’

Rewards of working in an urban school

In the questionnaire, teachers were asked to comment on what they found
rewarding or enjoyable about their jobs. Teachers took pleasure from seeing
children growing and developing academically and making progress. Several
respondents spoke in terms of the rewards from working alongside children
who, in their words, were considered to be ‘deprived or needy’ (Donnelly
2003). Teachers in our small survey were all too aware of the social dis-
advantage that existed and were eager to be seen doing something about
redressing the imbalance. One teacher noted that she enjoyed teaching
because she was able to ‘provide experiences that children would otherwise be
deprived of’. Others felt they benefited from ‘seeing a number of children
succeed despite having a number of problems related to their background’.
The responses highlighted not only the ‘feel-good factor’ of witnessing aca-
demic progress; rather, progress was achieved despite a lower starting point
than with children in more affluent schools and despite ongoing social
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disadvantage (Stoll and Myers 1998). Teachers felt that progress resulted as a
direct consequence of what they had done in their classrooms; progress was
made because of their work. In one of the preliminary interviews we con-
ducted, Eva told us about her experiences with one child in a reception class
in north London:

You know, I had this kid in my class, Anya. Both her parents had
learning difficulties and they both had their own social workers. They
honestly lived in really appalling circumstances. But Anya was just
brilliant. She basically sat down and taught herself to read ‘cos there was
no one at home to help. One day she came to read with me and the first
time she managed a whole book, I think we both just wanted to cry with
joy. (preliminary interview)

Several teachers expressed satisfaction and pleasure from working with
children from a variety of social and cultural backgrounds. Working in a
multicultural environment and sharing in the variety of cultural experiences
that an urban environment offers was seen as extremely rewarding. This
finding was also highlighted by Riddell (2003) in his Bristol-based account.
One teacher wrote, ‘I enjoy the ethnic and cultural mix in the borough where
I teach’ while another commented that she enjoyed: ‘An ethnic mix which is
very much a reflection of the wider society. There is a balance of religions and
cultures.’ Many teachers felt these social and cultural experiences were not
only of value and benefit to the children but also to themselves, a finding also
reflected in a US-based study of urban teachers (Adams and Adams 2003).
Teachers in our small study reported that their lives were enhanced and they
were continually engaged in learning opportunities. One teacher wrote that:
‘Children have a variety of cross cultural knowledge to bring to lessons and I
too . . . gain experiences of different cultures and religions.’ Carlie, a teacher in
south London, whom we interviewed as a preliminary for the study, put it like
this:

In my class, we have over twelve languages to draw on. Last month, two
parents came into school to help us understand Diwali better. Now, in
what other school would we be able to share all these sorts of
experiences?

The term ‘making a difference’ emerged on many occasions in the
responses to the questionnaires and in the small number of interviews that we
conducted. The teachers clearly felt they were making a positive contribution
to the lives of the children in their care in a way they would not be doing if
they were teaching in non-urban areas where the social needs of children
were not so acute. Teachers believed that the role they could potentially play
in the lives of children was greater in urban settings than with children who
were more socially advantaged. In answering the question, ‘what is rewarding
about your teaching?’ replies included:

The children appreciate the things you do for them and knowing that I
have made a difference in their lives and attitudes.
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The children are generally eager to learn and I love watching them make
so much progress. I like making a difference.

Burn (2001) also identified a desire among urban teachers to improve
opportunities for working-class children but she identified a far more radical
element: that some teachers wished to transform a class system that they saw
as unfair. Other research indicates that some teachers who work in ‘dis-
advantaged’ settings may well become politicized by the inequality and social
injustice that they see all around them on a daily basis (Grace 1978; Maguire
2001). As David, one of the teachers we interviewed, said to us:

Our kids have a great deal stacked against them, poor housing, bad
health issues, chaotic family life in some cases. It can be wild out there.
And schools can be a port in a storm. Life is already unfair to our kids. If
we don’t provide the best we can, they will miss out on education too.

Despite acute social disadvantages, the academic progression of the chil-
dren in their care was highlighted by a significant number of respondents.
Comments from teachers included ‘seeing a number of children achieve
despite having disadvantaged backgrounds’. Teachers recognized that they
were making a difference in the lives of children and were providing stability
in sometimes turbulent lives (Riddell 2003). Adams and Adams interviewed
US teachers in urban schools and their findings are similar in many respects to
our own study. One experienced US teacher commented that: ‘Being a teacher
should make you proud but being a teacher in an urban setting is far more
challenging.’ This teacher explained that ‘it feels good when you take a stu-
dent who obviously needs you and needs your skills and bring them to the
point that the student can succeed’ (Adams and Adams 2003: 97). Adams and
Adams claimed that, in addition to the rewards that can be offered by the
children and their learning, there was often a positive community spirit in
urban schools. This was spoken about in terms of supportive parents who
appreciated the efforts of the teachers, but also in terms of collegial staff who
sustained each other under pressure. In our own English dataset, one teacher
commented that ‘staff are a close team and we provide a lot of support to each
other’ and went on to say that: ‘Parents were supportive and helped the
school whenever they could.’ Carlie told us that in her urban primary school:

Some of the kids are extremely challenging. But then you have to
remember what’s going on in their lives outside school. It is tough on
[the local estate] and they see a lot of harsh things that maybe children
shouldn’t see. So in school, sometimes it’s tough too. But, there’s a tre-
mendous feeling that we are all together in something special, parents,
kids and teachers.

Challenge of urban schools

The teachers we surveyed reported that they faced a wide range of challenges
on a day-to-day basis that were more acute and intense in an urban primary
school and which added to their general workload. These challenges can be
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broadly categorized into three main areas. First, the range of governmental
and local authority pressures (Ball 2003b), second conflicts about the role and
influence of parents (Vincent 2000) and, finally, those challenges that related
to the needs of the children and their learning experiences (McMahon 2003).
A recurring theme among the teachers was the pressure to meet standardized
governmental and local authority targets relating to the children’s perfor-
mance and attainment, despite what one teacher described as, the ‘unlevel
playing field’ that exists between schools. One teacher put it like this:

All staff work very hard in keeping results in line with national averages.
The school caters for a very different catchment area than that of the
middle class areas, yet are marked on the same scale.

Teachers felt it was sometimes almost impossible to keep up with national
expectations and saw themselves having to ‘go further with less’. Burn (2001:
86) reported much the same feelings of anger and frustration in the way that
children, teachers and therefore communities were ‘named and shamed’ due
to so-called ‘poor’ results of children at 7 and 11 (see also Tomlinson 2001).

Many of the teachers in our study referred to the role of parents. In the
discourses that shape ideal versions of primary schooling, parent–school
partnerships are always seen as vital to ‘good’ primary practice (Hallgarten
2000). Yet, what these urban primary teachers had to say reflected some
ambivalence about parent–teacher relationships. Teachers recognized the key
roles that parents play in their children’s education and yet, sometimes, they
reported feeling a lack of support from some homes. This was sometimes
articulated as parents being unsure how to support their children or lacking
the skills to do so. One teacher wrote that: ‘Parents don’t support children’s
reading at home. They are often willing but not equipped to assist.’ Other
teachers mentioned the need to show parents how to support their children
with reading or homework, a point picked up by the New Labour government
(Gewirtz 2001). One suggested that ‘We need to educate parents as well as
children’ and that children ‘begin nursery with low abilities compared to
children from other areas’ because their parents have not been able to give
their children the same opportunities and experiences as more middle-class
parents.

Along the same lines, some of the teachers identified reduced parental
expectations as having a detrimental effect on children’s education, thereby
creating greater challenges for the school. Some parents, according to one
teacher, had ‘low or limited expectations which leads to poor motivation for
children’. There were other teachers who went much further and alleged that
the greatest challenges did not necessarily come from parents who were
‘willing but not always able’, but from parents who they regarded as being
deliberately obstructive or who contradicted the school’s approach to, among
other things, behaviour management and discipline. Working with parents
and families who may be experiencing acute distress and adversity can be
extremely challenging and calls for great sensitivity and awareness (Roffey
2002). ‘Being positive and non-judgemental with some families might be seen
as a tall order’ but ‘parents who are struggling with their role also need
support not condemnation’ (Roffey 2002: 64). This might be harder to
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achieve in an urban setting, perhaps with less experienced teachers who
themselves may be struggling with a number of competing demands for their
attention. One consequence might be that some teachers start to ‘blame’
parents, in order to reduce their own feelings of inadequacy and stress. As one
teacher wrote:

There is poor parenting of young children; discipline and coercion is
often inconsistent, often the child leads the behaviour of the parents, the
child is upset and the parent backs down. So, higher up the school, this
leads to serious behaviour issues, e.g. not conforming in class, fighting,
swearing etc.

Pratt and Maguire (1995), in an earlier study into teacher perceptions of
urban schooling, found that parents were regarded by teachers as vital in their
children’s education. Teachers were eager for parents to be fully involved but
claimed that without high-quality support agencies, the effectiveness of
parental involvement could be reduced (Pratt and Maguire 1995). As David
said in interview:

We know we do better when we stand alongside our parents but it takes a
lot of time, time that we just don’t always have really. And then, some
parents, okay a minority, can just be so aggressive.

There is a tension between the extra time that needs to be devoted to issues
of parental involvement and what teachers sometimes refer to as the ‘social
work’ side of the job. Campbell and Neill (1994) found that teachers spend
around 35 per cent of their time teaching and up to 56 per cent involved with
administration and planning. The remainder, around 9 per cent, was spent on
professional development or ‘other activities’ (Campbell and Neill 1994: 71).
The respondents in our study made it clear that for teachers in urban schools,
the ‘other activities’ such as working and supporting parents, encouraging
greater parental involvement and maintaining the interest, enthusiasm and
behaviour of the children presents a huge and challenging task: ‘It has to be
done, it really makes a difference when children see their parents in school,
looking at their work. But it means being extremely flexible about timing, and
being open and approachable.’

This point ties in with the third factor that teachers identified as affecting
their work: that of the children’s needs and attitudes. Challenging behaviour
was identified by one-third of all teachers as the single biggest problem they
faced and often the cause of this was put squarely at the feet of parents. It was
felt that poor parenting skills led to poor behaviour and the failure of parents
to deal with issues as they arose further compounded the situation. The
language teachers used to describe this dilemma suggests the level of concern.
One teacher mentioned children who were ‘a danger to themselves, staff and
other children’ while another referred to having received ‘verbal and physical
abuse’ from children (Troman 2000). Behaviour and discipline problems were
seen as a significant cause for concern, but so were the problems posed by
‘children who don’t see the relevance of schooling to their lives’.

The urban primary school teachers also drew attention to the additional
responsibilities they faced. Among these were teaching high numbers of
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children who had English as an additional language, the disproportionate
numbers of children who were designated as having special educational
needs, as well as children’s intermittent attendance and their extended breaks
from school. These aspects were seen as professional challenges that teachers
accepted as part of their responsibilities. However, they believed that these
responsibilities were not always fully acknowledged by local and central
government.

Teacher recruitment and retention in urban schools

Our survey identified three main issues that led teachers to consider leaving
the teaching profession. Problems of classroom management could lead to
stress and feelings of being ‘burnt out’ (Ball 2003b). Teachers reported that
feeling undervalued and held in low esteem led them to consider leaving
teaching. The reduced financial capacity to live in urban areas was also cited
as a reason for leaving.

In our small study, teachers claimed that problems of classroom manage-
ment were the greatest deterrent to continued teaching in urban classrooms.
Stress and burnout were, on the whole, brought on due to continuous low-
level aggravation caused by disruptive children. Moreover, some teachers
reported that they were spending more and more time on managing classes
rather than teaching. Some teachers in our study described their jobs as ‘more
behaviour management than teaching’, while others felt they needed ‘smaller
classes, less stress and pressure, more resources, nicer environment and fewer
behavioural issues’ if they were going to be able to continue. However, it is
not only classroom teaching that affects levels of stress, but day-to-day urban
living. One teacher referred to the experience of teaching in an urban
environment as being ‘too intensive’ and described how ‘the traffic problems
make the day longer at both ends’. The practicalities of urban living are as one
teacher described, ‘fast, furious and full on’ and it is this that can aggravate
feelings of stress (Krupat 1985). One teacher in our survey commented that:
‘The job itself is stressful and consuming more and more personal time – if
this is then added to confrontational situations and unpleasant behaviour,
the job becomes unacceptable.’

The second main reason given by teachers for wanting to leave urban
classrooms is the feeling of being undervalued and generally held in low
esteem. Some teachers claimed that there was no recognition for all the hard
work that they put in. One teacher felt that: ‘Teachers leave (urban schools)
because they don’t want to be associated with poor attainment.’ They do not
want to be ‘blamed’ in this way and choose to move away as a consequence.
One teacher remarked: ‘The government do very little to make teachers feel
good or better when they publish results, nor do they take into account the
challenging circumstances.’ As a consequence of feeling undervalued, some
teachers either give up or move away (Smithers and Robinson 2003). If there
were more appreciation of the complex conditions in urban primary schools,
then some in our survey claimed they would be more prepared to continue.
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One teacher wrote that:

There is a lack of appreciation of what we face on a daily basis . . . there is
an idea of the ‘normal’ child and all assessments done are aimed at this.
Many children in inner city areas make excellent progress but remain
below national expectations. This can be soul destroying for teachers –
failed again!

Some teachers thought that teaching outside urban areas was more pleasant
and often easier, but this view was dismissed by other teachers. They iden-
tified the ‘myth of the relaxed atmosphere’ that was likely to be found in non-
urban schools. However, there was a commonly held view that although
teaching may well be equally but differently demanding outside urban areas,
living conditions would be considerably more pleasant. It was described as a
better place to bring up children, somewhere some teachers would perhaps be
happier sending their own children to school and somewhere that offered a
better quality of life in some respects. There was less of the ‘litter, crime, and
feeling unsafe’.

Teachers in our study, when discussing pay and conditions, did not all
demand increased financial remuneration for working in challenging circum-
stances, although there were many who did feel that more money was one
answer. Instead, they recommended other forms of enticement such as help
with housing costs or gym membership. Some teachers wrote that they would
prefer to see an ‘urban allowance’ paid to encourage all teachers in urban areas
to remain teaching where conditions are the toughest. (The London-based
teachers, who are already in receipt of an additional allowance in recognition of
greater housing and transport costs, pointed out that their allowance was much
less than that paid to other public sector workers in the city and was tokenist at
best.) Overall, teachers felt the greatest and most meaningful support would be
within the schools themselves to reduce high levels of day-to-day stress
(Johnson, M. 1999). By far the most urgent request, made by one-third of the
respondents, was for additional classroom support. Teachers said that they
needed help with individual disruptive children as well as with children who
were new to the English language and needed greater levels of support.

What needs to be addressed swiftly, and is perhaps most urgent, is the need
to recognize the hard work teachers do in urban primary schools. Grace
(2005) has highlighted the need to celebrate the achievements of teachers
who work in areas of acute levels of disadvantage, since a belief that you are
not held in high esteem can have a negative effect. Fullan and Hargreaves
(1994: 71) note that: ‘Teachers who are devalued, discarded and disregarded
become bad teachers.’ From our limited survey it was clear that teachers
wanted to be encouraged and supported. They wanted an acknowledgement
and acceptance that some schools and some localities face tougher challenges
than others. They expressed concerns that sometimes urban teachers are
blamed for ‘underachievement’ and challenging behaviour. They believed
that a myth that teachers are somehow solely responsible for reduced
attainment and difficult behaviour is perpetuated through the media. Tea-
chers reported that they would like to see more recognition of the efforts that
teachers make and the valuable job they undertake. The teachers we
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interviewed felt that target setting and the widespread use of performance
data that did not recognize contextual differences was a divisive tool and one
that was being used more and more often to criticize teachers in urban
schools. One teacher wrote that teachers should: ‘Stop being shamed for what
the pupils can’t do – [we] should be celebrating what they have achieved from
an unequal starting point.’

Preparing to teach in urban schools

Some of the teachers in our survey, who trained in colleges away from large
urban centres, but were now working in urban primary schools, felt they had
been under-prepared for what to expect when they took up their posts. Tea-
chers believed they needed to spend more time in the urban classroom to gain
a clearer understanding of what to expect before they eventually took up their
permanent posts. One teacher we surveyed wrote: ‘All training establishments
need to forge links with urban schools and students should spend more time
in inner city schools alongside experienced teachers on a regular basis.’ The
teachers believed that practical classroom experience in urban schools not
only provided an opportunity to experience what these schools had to offer
but also presented a chance to observe good practice in these schools. In the
questionnaires, teachers wrote that student teachers needed to be exposed to
positive role models who could demonstrate effective teaching in urban
environments and that it was positive for ‘staff to enjoy their jobs and show
the rewards that can be had’.

In addition to having practical hands-on experiences in urban primary
schools, the teachers in our study felt that students needed to gain a theor-
etical understanding of the urban. There was no substitute for what one
teacher in the survey referred to as ‘up-to-date knowledge in order to put an
emphasis on strategies to motivate, assess, communicate, counsel and most
importantly, strategies to address behavioural issues’. Others highlighted
specific areas where they thought they needed more knowledge and profes-
sional development; in particular, they identified a need for more support and
advice on how to ‘help overcome language difficulties’.

Teachers argued that student teachers needed to understand more about
the social and cultural context of urban schools. They believed that it was
important to appreciate the social background of the children and the effects
this may have on learning. They argued that while practical experience is
important, it could not exist in a vacuum, independent from more in-depth
theoretical knowledge. In many ways these comments reflect what Grace
(1984) has argued; that it is only when theory informs and is informed by
practical understanding that teachers will be better placed to attend to the
challenges that arise. ‘An approach which starts with an appreciation of the
range of urban theory is likely to produce a more profound formulation of the
crucial issues in urban education’ (Grace 1984: 110). As Beth, a deputy head in
a south London primary school, said:
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The basic problem here is poverty, poverty, poverty. Families are under
stress, living in rotten housing, on an estate where there are high levels
of crime and violence. We do what we can in our school but we can only
do so much. We can sympathize and we certainly empathize with our
children. Maybe all we can do is try and push for literacy and numeracy
skills. The thing is, sometimes the children are just so worn down, it is
hard for them to get more than a respite break in school, never mind
learn as well. (preliminary interview)

There are some examples where an urban experience has been offered to
teachers in training. One programme in the United States attempted to
develop an awareness of urban schools and the communities in which they
operate (Black 2000). Courses were designed that included visits to, among
other places, Korean businesses and Hindu temples, Islamic centres and Latin
American and Asian study centres. Students were expected to engage in
individual research related to specific urban communities alongside readings
from various perspectives of multicultural education, for example. However,
in the UK, there is less space in teacher education programmes (centrally
controlled in England by the Teacher Training Agency now renamed the
Training and Development Agency for schools) for this type of approach:

We have seen a concerted effort to render teaching as amoral, non-
intellectual and technical. How does the TTA recognize urban contexts?
Well, through geographical shortages and recognition of the need for
more teachers from ethnic minority backgrounds. (Menter 1998: 20)

Menter argues that the UK government must recognize the contextual
factors affecting urban education and ‘direct resources to support schools and
training providers’ (1998: 22). We would argue that it is not solely urban
schools and colleges that must consider the training of teachers but teacher
training institutions throughout the country, wherever they are located.

Conclusion

We started this chapter by arguing that all teachers have to balance com-
peting sets of demands and pressures alongside their own values and princi-
ples that derive from their biographies, their training and their experiences.
They also have to manage the pragmatic demands of their work. For example,
Jeffrey (2003: 500) reports some Year Six teachers who felt they had to spend
time revising with their classes for the standard assessment tasks (SATs),
although they ‘excused’ some children from this process if they thought ‘it
would be distressing for them if they found themselves failing too often’. This
is a good example of juggling competing tensions about appropriate activities
and the emotional needs of children alongside their academic needs, as well
as a pragmatic need to ensure coverage and preparation for a key moment of
performance against which the school will be made accountable.

Our case in this chapter is that teachers working in urban areas face
dilemmas where their orientations as primary teachers towards an ‘ethics of
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care’ (Nias 1989) and their awareness of the holistic ‘needs’ of children make
greater demands on their professional repertoires. For example, the teachers
in our small survey highlighted a number of additional professional respon-
sibilities that they faced, such as higher numbers of children with learning
difficulties and children who exhibited intermittent attendance. They also
had to support children and families who were struggling with poor housing
and sometimes ‘chaotic’ family lives in settings of higher levels of social and
economic disadvantage. Urban primary school teachers have to manage the
tensions created by needing to support children’s learning in an appropriate
manner while responding to demands for accountability. These sorts of ten-
sion can produce pressures, stress and ‘burnout’ and for these sorts of reasons,
as well as practical reasons related to housing and income, urban schools
experience a higher turnover of staff, which in turn increases the pressure on
those teachers still in post in urban primary schools.

Teaching in some of the toughest schools in the country and working in
culturally mixed communities can be extremely rewarding. Significantly,
teachers in our study, in common with findings reported by Pratt and
Maguire (1995), did not lose sight of their ambition to get the best out of the
children they taught. One teacher claimed that, ‘For all the moans, we do it
because we know we can make a difference and have a positive impact on
their lives. Children we teach can and do achieve.’ Pratt and Maguire (1995:
28) found that: ‘Teachers hold high expectations of the children they teach
and powerfully reject any view which suggests that inner-city children cannot
achieve as much as any other child.’ Despite this, there was a feeling among
the teachers we surveyed that there is a failure on the part of the government
to recognize urban teachers and urban children for what they have achieved.
Teachers in our survey claimed that they were constantly reminded of how
much further they had to go to catch up the most successful schools and this
impacted on teachers’ self-esteem and desire to continue teaching.

The data in this chapter demonstrate that teachers in urban primary
schools are eager to ‘make a difference’ but issues such as high turnover of
staff, poor teacher morale, community tensions, fragmented and over-
stretched public services are outside their control and influence. These are
issues that can only be addressed by support and encouragement, genuine
improvements in pay and incentives, recognition and respect for the progress
children make and an acknowledgement on the part of education policy-
makers and government of the value and distinctive contribution of urban
primary teachers. As one teacher put it:

I wouldn’t work anywhere else. It’s really tough and really demanding
but where else would you get the rewards I get? On a good day, I know
that I make a real difference to someone else’s life. Now, where else
would you get that?
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Questions

1 What, if anything, do you think is distinctive about teaching in an urban
primary school?

2 How do you think teachers can be encouraged to remain in urban schools?
3 What skills and qualities, if any, do urban primary school teachers need

above and beyond those required of every primary school teacher?
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4

HEADTEACHERS

This chapter explores what is involved in the role of the headteacher in an
urban primary school. Drawing on questionnaire data provided by 16 head-
teachers, the first section explores their perceptions of the rewards and chal-
lenges of urban headship. The section also examines the qualities that these
heads identify as necessary for effective headship in challenging schools and
highlights their need for support in this demanding role. The second section
explores these issues in more detail based on interviews conducted with six
urban headteachers at different stages in their careers. All primary head-
teachers will share similar concerns and experience similar demands. What
makes headship distinctive in urban primary schools is the intensity of the
demands and the rewards of headship in challenging circumstances.

In this chapter we focus on headship in urban primary schools. Our intention
is to explore the distinctions that shape the professional worlds of urban
primary headteachers. Before we address this issue, we need to make a
number of observations about primary headship in general terms. As South-
wood (1998) has pointed out, to be the head of an infant school is not the
same as leading and managing a junior school. To have a special unit or a
nursery in the school also makes a difference. As Southwood (1998: 59) says:
‘Headship in a designated community school or in a denominational school
alters the character of the work.’ Headship is differentiated by gender as well
as age, social class and other differences (Tomlinson et al. 1999). Headship is
also a dynamic process. It changes and develops over time.

Primary headship is a differentiated occupation but there are some com-
monalities. Not least is the emphasis in all the literature on the centrality and
power of the head in shaping and leading ‘their’ schools (Day et al. 2000).
Southwood (1998: 61) highlights a sense of ownership that is evidenced in
the way in which ‘many heads speak of ‘my’ school, ‘my’ budget and ‘my’
deputy’. Southwood classifies the generic role of the primary headteacher as
located in three main sets of ‘dualisms’. Heads have to manage and lead the



school, that is, they have to cope with the day-to-day responsibilities such as
budgets and staffing as well as setting and maintaining a culture and pro-
fessional ethos. Heads are also caught up in responding to internal and
external sets of demands, for example, the need to consider attainment and
the need to establish good relationships with the local community. The third
duality relates to leading from the front while delegating and sharing lea-
dership responsibilities. These dualities are creative sets of tensions that all
heads have to navigate.

At the same time, the job of headship has changed and continues to change
dramatically. Heads are simultaneously placed in the roles of being the
leading professional and the chief executive (Coulson 1986 in Southworth
1998). Particularly in the English context, but in other nations too, primary
heads are being increasingly moved away from their more traditional focus on
teaching and learning, with being the headteacher, towards taking on an
increasingly complex set of demands related to changes in the nature of
teaching, the primary school curriculum and primary schooling in general.
Fundamentally, Gunter (2001: 101) argues that primary headteachers have a
central ‘commitment to the children they are working with and on behalf of’.
This commitment means that sometimes headteachers experience another set
of tensions, for example, between what they know is best practice for their
children and what may sometimes be demanded by central government.

There are similarities in the demands of primary headship even though it is
a differentiated occupation. There is a wide range of literature that analyses
generic concerns such as effective management (Davies and Ellison 1994),
successful primary headship (Draper and McMichael 1998) and leadership
(Riley and Louis 2000; Fidler and Alton 2004). However, there are some gaps
in what we know about the work of the primary headteacher. For example,
there is a shortage of accounts from primary headteachers themselves (but see
Pascal and Ribbens 1998). Many of the texts on primary headship, useful
though they are, sometimes say little about the wider social context or what
Thompson (2003: 336) calls ‘the grubby material reality of most schools’.
Thus, until relatively recently, little direct attention has been paid to the
complex job of headship in an urban primary school (but see Donnelly 2003;
Riddell 2003). Overall though, as Thompson (2003: 342) claims:

For heads in schools described as ‘challenging circumstances’ . . . theirs is
work about which an insufficient amount is known, and where simplistic
technical blueprints for change will have catastrophic results.

In the previous chapter, we described how we undertook a small-scale
exploration into the working world of urban teachers and urban headteachers.
On the recommendations from people such as senior LEA advisors and tutors
in higher education institutions familiar with their local schools, a sample of
60 urban headteachers in six different and contrasting metropolitan educa-
tion authorities across England was constructed. One intention of the research
was to gain an insight into the experiences of leadership and management in
six different local education authorities (LEAs) from ten urban schools within
each LEA. The questionnaire for the headteachers gathered biographical
details and explored aspects of their work. The questions asked about what
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they found rewarding and challenging as well as any specific skills and qua-
lities they thought were needed for effective urban primary headship.

About the headteachers

Only 16 headteachers returned the questionnaires. Consequently, we are not
able to make any major claims from this small survey. Twelve of the 16 were
women. Eight of the heads were between 51 and 55 years old and all had more
than 25 years of teaching experience behind them. None of this group
expected to be a head in five years’ time. Of the remaining eight headteachers
aged under 50, five were not thinking of giving up urban headship, while the
remaining three hoped to be running schools in non-urban locations in the
future.

At the end of the questionnaire, the headteachers were given the oppor-
tunity to indicate whether they would be prepared to be interviewed at
greater length about headship in urban schools. Subsequently, we conducted
telephone interviews with six of the heads, one from each of the LEAs that we
had contacted (Frey and Mertens Oishi 1995). The questionnaires will be
examined in the first section of this chapter followed by an exploration of the
in-depth interviews in the second section.

Urban pressures, urban rewards

From the questionnaire data we received, it was evident that headteachers in
urban schools experienced a tension in their work between the problems and
pressures that were great and the rewards which were similarly high. Some of
the heads stated that they had never experienced such a high level of pro-
fessional satisfaction before taking on headship in an urban school. The kinds
of pressures identified by our headteachers were similar to those cited by the
teachers discussed in the previous chapter, notably the high degree of social
deprivation in the local area, sometimes a lack of parental support, high staff
turnover and what they saw as sometimes unrealistic government and LEA
targets.

For many heads, the rewards of the job characterized their headship. These
included a sense of achievement that came as a result of succeeding against
the odds (Maden and Hillman 1996), the opportunity to work with a com-
mitted and motivated staff and their own continual professional develop-
ment (Keys et al. 2003). For instance, some commented that they were
continually learning about the rich diversity of different cultures and reli-
gions. Some headteachers saw their own cultural learning as a reward:
‘gaining an insight into the different cultural background of the children’ and
‘the pleasure of making an impact’.

All the heads in our study said that they deliberately chose to apply for
headships in urban schools because of the ‘challenge’ that these schools
presented and the rewards of the job (Riddell 2003). One head stated that: ‘I
enjoyed working in this borough and knew what challenges I would face and
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felt that I could meet those challenges.’ Headteachers, who have often worked
as classroom teachers or deputy headteachers in the same LEA, know what the
local schools are like and what challenges they are likely to face. They are
familiar with the wider social and cultural issues (Woods and Jeffrey 1996).
While some teachers early in their careers may work in schools and locations
they later come to regret, headteachers are much better informed and base
their decisions to apply for headships on an informed set of criteria about
schools and their circumstances. Ofsted information on the internet means
that aspirant headteachers can access a wealth of information about any
school in which they are interested. The headteachers in our survey positively
chose urban primary schools that presented a challenge but where they
believed they could effect an improvement.

As well as the challenge, respondents often referred to the presence of a
good team of teachers already working in the school as influencing their
decision to apply for the headship (Woods and Jeffrey 1996). Some heads
praised supportive parents or well-behaved children as well as the broader
reputation of the school itself as factors that affected their decision to choose
a particular school. What is worth singling out are the similarities in the
responses of teachers and heads in our research. Many teachers and head-
teachers, it seems, desire to work in what they perceive to be the most difficult
schools and to somehow transform them into centres of excellence. The urge
to test one’s own abilities in the toughest circumstances was a driving force
behind the desire to work in challenging urban schools, a point endorsed in
Riddell’s (2003) study of urban primary schools in Bristol. It was also clear
that aspects of their own biographies and commitments underpinned their
choice of school. Some respondents reported that they came from similar
backgrounds to those of their children. Gunter (2001: 100) makes the point
that: ‘Who headteachers are and their backgrounds is important, and this
cannot be written out of the headship practice.’

When asked what was rewarding about working in their particular school,
heads referred to overcoming a range of challenges (Day et al. 2001). One
head maintained that he felt rewarded: ‘When I make a success of what I’m
doing and achieve something against the odds.’ The rewarding aspects of the
job were occasions when either the children or the school achieved some-
thing significant and overcame serious difficulties. Heads wrote of ‘children
operating in English. Switching from code to code and becoming more pro-
ficient in English over time’ or ‘children doing well despite hardship and
disadvantage’. A capacity to identify and celebrate success is vital in all
schools (Barber 1998), but particularly in urban schools that are frequently
demonized both in the media and within local communities (Lucey and Reay
2002). Headteachers reported that measures of success were parents demon-
strating ‘they are grateful to staff who show commitment and respect to the
children – particularly those who last the course’ or when the school had
‘changed negative perceptions of the [local education] authority’. Some
headteachers praised the commitment of their staff and commented on the
pleasure they gained from working with them. Others reported enjoying the
sense of working in a lively school in which ‘no two days are the same’ – a key
factor in creating and sustaining a ‘positive and supportive’ workplace
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(National Commission on Education 1996: 21). Other headteachers felt
rewarded when they were able to ‘offer equality of opportunity for all our
children’ or when the children ‘grew in their knowledge of different cultures
and faiths’.

The urban challenge

Gunter (2001: 100) argues that there is frequently a ‘deep intellectual com-
mitment to headship’ coupled with a ‘passion for the job and an emotional
engagement with children and people’. This passion and commitment were
very evident in our small sample. The respondents highlighted concerns that
many heads would recognize, notably supporting struggling children, dealing
with parental concerns and making the budget stretch through the whole
year (Bell 1999). The respondents also identified a number of pressures that
were more directly related to headships in disadvantaged settings such as high
staff turnover, racial tension, managing conflict, run-down local environ-
ments, high levels of social deprivation and crime (see also Hillman in NCE
1996). In addition, they felt that as a regular part of their job they sometimes
had to overcome low expectations, some negative parental attitudes, some
acute behavioural difficulties and a shortage of positive parental role models
for children (Riley 1998). Some of the headteachers were concerned about the
high levels of child mobility in and out of their schools (Dobson et al. 2000).
Almost all the headteachers referred to the pressure to meet what they saw as
unrealistic targets for the children in their schools in relation to Key Stage 2
SATs. In support of this point, Myers and Goldstein (1998) state that it is
necessary to contextualize target setting, taking into consideration income
and social background. Added to this, heads identified several societal factors
that impacted on their jobs. These included crime, vandalism, drug use and
the growth of the gang culture in their local communities. They were also
concerned about family disruption and the impact this had on children’s
learning.

In primary schools, it is often the headteacher who will interact with par-
ents. Several heads recounted how parents regularly came to the school for
advice and support in dealing with the difficult situations that they faced,
which took up a lot of the head’s time (Cox 1999). For some heads, the
requests for help from parents increased the pressures they faced, but they
reported a sense of satisfaction when they could support parents. By way of
contrast, several heads reported alienated parents who wanted nothing to do
with the school and transmitted this message to their children. Heads
reported parents being ‘very defensive when asked to talk about their chil-
dren’. It can be difficult for families who may be attempting to parent in
challenging circumstances having to ‘struggle themselves to come to terms
with the difficulties their children are presenting’ (Roffey 2002: 9) and fre-
quently, it will be the headteacher who has to mediate this struggle in school.

School budgetary changes and under-funding were another main worry for
our heads, mirroring the major concern of 80 per cent of headteachers in the
National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) survey of trends in
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education (2004a). Lack of funding and not knowing how much money they
were going to have for more than one year made the job more difficult for the
heads in our sample. As one head commented: ‘I’d quite like to spend
everything we’ve got, but I can’t afford to because you don’t know what’s
going to happen next year.’ A number of heads reported receiving a basic
share of the budget but not receiving additional funding that could enable
them to become involved in more exciting, innovative and creative projects
that one head referred to as ‘all the add-on stuff’. They identified a number of
financial disadvantages that urban schools have to deal with. For example,
two heads wrote that they had not been included in the local Education
Action Zone (EAZ), in spite of their facing the same challenges as other
schools that were included. Other heads highlighted the fact that they could
not fund raise as effectively as schools in socially advantaged catchment areas.

Some heads expressed resentment at having to participate in a bidding
culture in order to attempt to bring extra income into their school in the first
place. Many policies require schools to compete for funds to meet all their
needs by writing bids (Power and Whitty 1999). Heads reported that they
were bidding ‘for just about everything’. Some felt that it was unfair as such a
culture tended to award funds to schools better at bid writing rather than
based on their educational needs. This culture, they argued, resulted in
increased inequalities in resourcing and produced greater injustice.

Nevertheless, heads had to provide the best service they could. If that
meant an element of ‘opportunism’ (Maden 2001), of going out and finding
some additional funding for a particular project without this being detri-
mental to the school, then they would do it. However, if they could see that it
was going to have a knock-on effect on the school and its ethos, then they
would refuse to get involved. Involvement in the bidding culture could mean
taking people ‘off the timetable’ to write proposals and this was something
that they could not always afford to do. In a school where perhaps there was
less pressure, it would be easier to bid for money.

Anxiety about staffing issues was expressed by many of the heads, with
some typically reporting that they had a regular and high turnover of teachers
(Menter et al. 2002). This issue was the primary challenge reported in West-
Burnham’s study (2003). However, other urban primary headteachers repor-
ted having built up a core of stable staff. A view was expressed that some staff
could stay in the same job for ‘too long’ and that this was not healthy for
themselves in terms of their professional development or for the children.
One head put it like this: ‘I think it is difficult when you’ve taught in an area
like this a long time, I think you need to move on and even if it’s a similar
school, a different school is a good idea.’

There were heads who had addressed the problem of staff recruitment and
retention by ‘growing their own’ teachers, that is, training students at their
schools, ‘spotting talent’ and offering them teaching posts on qualification
(Maden 2001). Other heads emphasized the need to find appropriate staff for
their type of school and the type of teaching and learning advocated in the
school: ‘I was more interested in getting the right kind of teacher and then
fitting them in.’

The administrative burden on headteachers (Cockburn 1996) was a
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problem for many of the heads in our research, particularly if this detracted
from their being effective leaders. Some heads in our sample claimed that a
high administrative load was a contributory factor to headteacher stress
(Fidler and Alton 2004). An NFER survey (2004a) found that the most time-
consuming activities for headteachers were monitoring the children’s
achievement, implementing new initiatives, strategic planning, keeping
abreast of educational developments and keeping informed about statutory
changes. Some heads made the point that the process of putting initiatives in
place was complicated. They argued that ‘initiative over-load’ (Power et al.
1997; Riley and West-Burnham 2004) added to the information that heads
had to ‘get your head round and understand’. It was not always possible for
some heads to delegate responsibilities to other staff in the school as might be
possible if the management team was bigger (Riley and West-Burnham 2004).
One head commented: ‘I think one of the biggest issues being a head of a
small school is that you can never think, oh right, I can give that to so and so
to deal with because there isn’t that person. If you have got a lot of staff then
yes they do take on a lot of delegation.’

The politicized nature of the job of headship (Donnelly 2003) was high-
lighted by several respondents who maintained they struggled with the
conflict between their own philosophy of teaching and the real-life pressures
they felt from outside agencies. One headteacher summarized the point
succinctly by noting that: ‘The needs of the children do not balance with the
government’s political needs.’ The conflict between the two positions is what
may finally tip the balance in persuading some heads to leave urban schools
(Menter et al. 2002). Heads in urban primary schools acknowledged that some
of the pressures they faced were pressures faced by all headteachers, wherever
they were located. One head suggested there existed: ‘The myth of the leafy
suburb where everything is nice.’ She added that urban headteachers were
wrong if they thought they could ‘escape everything they hated about run-
ning a school simply by changing locations’. However, the vast majority of
our respondents argued that their job was more challenging in a number of
ways that contrasted with schools in more advantaged areas and that people
in the ‘leafy suburbs’ did not always understand the problems that inner city
heads dealt with on a day-to-day basis. These problems could be tiring and
unpredictable and could result in the job of headship becoming more stressful
(West-Burnham 2003).

Qualities required for headship

Being the headteacher on the ‘frontline’ in an urban primary school is
without doubt a tough job. So, how do these headteachers cope and what
specific skills do they feel are required to carry out their job effectively? By far
the most common response from heads in this study, as well as others (Maden
2001; Riley and West-Burnham 2004), was that they needed energy, resili-
ence, enthusiasm and a sense of humour. The feeling among the heads we
researched and in the literature on headship was that it was virtually
impossible to do everything that was expected and the ability to laugh and
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make time for themselves was what prevented these heads from sometimes
losing heart (Cockburn 1996; Carlyle and Woods 2002). Added to this, a sense
of optimism was seen as essential. Heads referred to how easy it was to feel
overwhelmed by the quantity and range of demands they faced on a regular
basis. Several heads in our study likened the experience to ‘spinning plates’ or
‘juggling balls’ (see also Riley and West-Burnham 2004). They highlighted the
need to prioritize what needed to be done. Heads commented on the weight
of expectations they felt to achieve and to continually improve what they
were doing in school. Complacency or contentment was not an option.
Heads felt that if they lost their positive ethos and determination to continue
improvement, the schools and they themselves would become very quickly
demoralized.

With reference to the specific challenge of managing and leading in an
urban primary school, the heads in our study highlighted additional skills
and qualities that they thought were important for successful urban headship.
They highlighted the need for cultural sensitivity and respect for difference
and believed that more training could be provided in this area. They argued
strongly about the need to work effectively with a range of community and
religious leaders and the skills and additional knowledge that this sometimes
required. Some heads identified a need for training in dealing with ‘emo-
tionally complex situations’ that sometimes occurred in working with their
parents. Many simply argued for more recognition of their difficulties, more
resources and more support.

Need for support

Headship is a complex and changing occupation. Not only are headteachers
having to take on more work, but the nature of that work has undergone
profound changes. Headship is still concerned with ‘relationships and trying
to maintain educational values’ (Gunter 2001: 97) but it is also more and
more about increased managerial responsibility within the school (South-
worth 1998). This change towards self-managed schools has resulted in the
development of a different relationship between schools and LEAs, with
heads having more responsibility for decision making (Donnelly 2003). Day
et al. (1998: 213) suggest that: ‘What is needed in these days of high pressure
and fast change is a relationship of mutual support where both school and
LEA-based staff see their prime purpose as supporting the learning lives of
pupils.’ They argue that it is crucial for heads to develop good working rela-
tionships with LEA colleagues, particularly the advisory and inspection
service.

From the data that we collected from urban primary headteachers, it was
apparent that some LEAs were clearly doing better than others in terms of
proactive support. Some heads reported innovative support initiatives taking
place in their LEAs and a number of heads reported ‘buying back’ into the
advisory/consultancy services the LEA offered to support their work in school.
However, several heads reported that the provision of support was ‘not very
good’ for individual heads as it tended to concentrate on the school as an
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institution. Heads wrote that they frequently gained indirect support through
involvement in other government initiatives and in networking with other
headteachers, a situation that is reported elsewhere (Southworth and Lincoln
1999; Fidler and Alton 2004).

However, support is not a one-way process. Heads added that if their school
was going to get support from external agencies, then it was necessary for
these individuals to have credibility in their school setting. This meant an
awareness of, and being able to work in, a challenging context. As one head
commented: ‘It really is no good for somebody to come in and say, well we’ll
twin you up with some school and they’ll tell you how it’s done. They may
have no experience of dealing with what we have to deal with.’ Another head
claimed that in the past there had been a history of a ‘blame culture’ (Power et
al. 1997), where their LEA had held heads of urban schools responsible for
underachievement, but that this was beginning to change.

In a system where competition between schools is intended to fuel
improvement, it might be expected that schools refuse to work together or
share ideas. However, many of our heads, as in other studies (Day et al. 2000),
referred to the supportiveness of other heads and maintained that without
that assistance and understanding they would feel cut off and isolated. The
heads we questioned cited the importance of being able to support their
‘whole team’ within the school. Among the key skills they identified was the
ability to say ‘thanks’, to ‘always be available to everyone’ and the capacity to
‘inspire, motivate and stimulate’. This reflects a style of leadership identified
by Grace (1995a) as ‘headteacher–professional’ where strong emphasis is put
on collegial relationships and pedagogy in the school. A number of the heads
agreed that where there was a failure to effectively communicate their vision
and encourage their staff, they would quickly lose their backing in the future
(Davies and Ellison 1994; Wallace and Huckman 1999).

Several heads noted that being part of a network or cluster group of local
heads was helpful. Initiatives such as Excellence in Cities have, in some
instances, brought schools in urban settings together into support groups.
Riley and Louis (2000: 213) maintain that effective leadership is based on:

A network of relationships among people, structures and cultures, both
within, and across organisations which extends beyond the immediate
school community, embracing those many actors on the wider leader-
ship stage – governments, trade unions, school districts and businesses –
acknowledging the diverse roles which they play.

Bell (2003: 8) recognized that: ‘The increasing evidence of effective colla-
boration between groups of schools shows that there is widespread recogni-
tion of the added value of seeking solutions to the most entrenched
problems.’ As one headteacher told us:

We had a range of schools in the network, from your really affluent
‘well-to-do’ areas to areas like mine and schools that were in an even
more difficult situation than me to be honest. And we talked about that
openly. And we agreed that that was not going to get in the way of the
work that we were doing and I think we had that openness and that kind
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of trust between us that we wouldn’t be competitive with each other.
Because actually we were all working for the same cause, if you like.

While well-established heads seemed to be supportive of each other, there
appeared to be mixed support for new heads at a local level, from advisors for
instance. This was an area that several headteachers suggested could be
improved on, particularly for heads working in difficult and challenging cir-
cumstances. When a head went into a new school, they had to ‘put their
heads down and stay in the school’ as one head told us. There was some
evidence of personal mentoring schemes for new heads in some LEAs and
some of our informants had completed mentor training (Kinlaw 1989; Davies
and Ellison 1994).

Experienced heads reported that they could provide support for other urban
heads in terms of leadership, management and planning. Yet, Thompson
(2000) claims that much of the educational management literature sidelines
the knowledge and experience of headteachers. One head described her
experience of using a coaching model (Kinlaw 1989) to support a less
experienced headteacher colleague: ‘It’s the first time anybody’s ever gone to
him and said ‘‘OK, you tell me what you need to do to improve and let’s look
at how we might do that’’ and he said ‘‘he found that quite refreshing’’.’

As we found in our research and as reported elsewhere, a strong, committed
and hard-working supportive staff team was essential to headteachers (Maden
2001). Several heads described actively building a team of the ‘right’ people
who were happy to work together in a, sometimes, difficult school environ-
ment. This team included teaching and non-teaching staff as well as gover-
nors (Davies and Ellison 1994; Fidler and Alton 2004). Heads also stressed the
need for competent administrative officers who could help deal with some of
the finance issues. Some heads stressed the importance of having the support
of staff colleagues who were excited and committed about getting involved in
new school initiatives. As is probably the case in all schools, the deputy head
was identified as an important colleague in the management of the school
(Wallace and Huckman 1999).

In all schools where headteachers now have responsibility for site-based
issues of performance management, the roles and responsibilities of headship
have moved away from teaching towards management and leadership. Heads
are the leaders in schools; that is their distinctive role. Yet headship is an
‘ongoing experience of contradiction and dilemma’ (Gunter 2001: 104).
Heads have ultimate control and responsibility for their school but they also
have to build and sustain good professional and personal relationships with
staff, parents, governors and LEA personnel (Day et al. 2000).

The heads also identified other organizations and agencies with which it
was necessary to work and receive support from, particularly health, welfare
and social services, and the frequency and intensity of these contacts in urban
settings has been identified in other research (Riley and West-Burnham 2004).
Some heads reported sometimes needing to involve the services of the local
police force, although this support was not always forthcoming as their
schools were located in high crime areas. Some heads suggested that the
depth and complexity of the issues they faced in their schools required a
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multi-agency and community-based approach (Maden and Hillman 1996).
One headteacher talked of the health support that her school needed:

Our children have more illness than children in some other areas and
that’s a health issue and we need to work more closely with health. Some
of our children have very, very difficult home lives which is a social
services issue.

Staying power

The headteachers all recognized that urban schools presented an increased
challenge. They were aware that some of their peers in their LEA had found it
hard to cope, but most heads in our study had a realistic approach towards
their work. They were committed to their schools and planned to stay in the
job. Donnelly (2003: 14) has commented that: ‘The greatest challenges in life
bring the greatest rewards. This applies to all headships, but particularly those
of urban schools.’ Brighouse (in Riddell 2003: x) says that there are many
things that are similar in teaching anywhere, ‘but there are also differences,
particularly in urban schools’. He argues that with:

Outstanding urban teachers you see teachers whose capacity to learn and
improvise from their learning is formidable. So too is their skill in getting
their youngsters ready for learning – a vital factor when the ‘baggage’
some bring to the school makes it a triumph of will over adversity that
they get to school in the first place. (Brighouse, in Riddell 2003: x)

Heads in our study felt that more could and should be done to encourage
urban heads to remain in post for longer. There were very few examples where
heads demanded early retirement opportunities, more pay, more personal
support, better training or even regular sabbaticals, although these were all
mentioned. What heads did demand was more money for their schools to
reduce class sizes or to buy in additional teachers to support struggling chil-
dren or those with emotional and behavioural difficulties. Heads also wanted
additional funds to pay their staff more so that their teachers would remain in
post rather that give up altogether or move to more advantaged neighbour-
hoods. Heads recognized a plea for more money in their budgets as being a
wholly unrealistic expectation but were eager to stress that there were many
examples whereby heads could be encouraged to stay that would not cost
huge sums.

The most common request was a desire by heads for recognition, by both
LEAs and central government, of the difficulties of urban headship (Whitty
2002). Difficulties were caused primarily by unrealistic target setting and
benchmarking but also by the culture of league tables and direct comparisons
made between schools. Urban heads felt under pressure to consider the place
of their school in league tables for attendance, exclusions, attitude (con-
ducted using the Pupil Attitude Survey) and attainment. Heads saw the use of
league tables as damaging and demoralizing and almost unanimously
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demanded their wholesale removal if heads were to be actively encouraged to
remain in challenging schools. One head, who at 55 years of age had already
announced her retirement, simply wanted the school to be less demanding:
‘I’m going to be very honest and say that if I were in a less challenging school
or area I would probably have worked for another 2–3 years.’ For this head, it
is too late, but she concludes: ‘Recognition of the real day-to-day issues we
face would be nice.’

The heads in our study were vociferous in their belief of the need to create
and maintain a good work–life balance and the importance of this has been
highlighted in other research (Riley and West-Burnham 2004). However, as
one head put it: ‘If you’re working in a chaotic situation then the work’s not
going to be finished is it?’ Another head maintained that every so often
headteachers need some kind of break from the job, whether it is a second-
ment or some kind of sabbatical in order to energize people and ‘recharge
their batteries’ (Riley and West-Burnham 2004: 34). One head put it thus:
‘Colleagues certainly often begin to get worn down by it all and I do think
that that’s perhaps something that’s not taken into account when people just
compare schools of similar sizes and so on, they don’t see the context.’

Celebrating the school’s successes was also seen as a vital ingredient (Stoll
and Myers 1998; Day et al. 2000). This suggestion was not about ‘teacher of
the year’-type awards but a celebration of all that urban primary schools have
achieved. Headteachers in our study stated that ‘children gaining a sense of
achievement and control over their lives’ was a cause for celebration. As
Rogers (2001: 99) urges: ‘The many schools which are quietly succeeding to
add significantly to the life chances of their pupils need to be recognized and
praised.’ One head in our study wrote about a letter she had received from a
school inspector:

It read ‘I couldn’t help but be enthused by the classroom environments,
quality of work, displays and activities you described that your staff
engage in and I would hope to support the school in developing its work.
Well done to all involved’ . . . Now that made a lot of difference!

Nonetheless, the pressures can be relentless for school leadership in chal-
lenging urban contexts.

Changing the culture – towards success in urban primary
schools

In this second section we turn to the in-depth interviews that we conducted
with six urban primary school headteachers. Southworth (1998: 60) claims
that: ‘Headship is differentiated by experience, an idea which relates to the
notion that there are phases in headship.’ This was an issue that we wanted to
explore in relation to urban headship. We selected six heads from different
LEAs who had different lengths of experience and who had indicated their
willingness to be interviewed. We wanted to explore their approaches to
developing and sustaining successful urban primary schools over time.

The headteachers had taken up headships in schools that had been
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regarded as ‘the worst in the borough’ or as presenting an extreme challenge.
In some cases, these headteachers were committed to staying with their
schools until they retired, and some had already spent much of their pro-
fessional lives in their current headship. The less experienced heads in our
sample were planning to move on eventually – but to similar schools. All the
headteachers relished their work and the differences they could make in
urban schools. They talked of ‘improvement’, ‘transformations’, ‘quality’,
‘high expectations’ and ‘making a difference’ – these expressions typically
framed their discussions about the challenging role of headship in urban
schools. They saw themselves as making a difference and, in many cases, this
meant establishing a culture of ‘the way we do things round here’ (Maden
2001: 26). This they did in a variety of ways including developing strategies
with children, parents, teachers and in local religious, cultural and political
community contexts. From what they said, however, it seemed that heads
had different imperatives in different phases of urban headship.

The new urban headteacher

Belinda and Mike have been teaching for 10 and 14 years respectively and
have each been head for two of those years. They began their teaching careers
after the implementation of the National Curriculum and the use of national
testing to assess children’s performance in Key Stages 1 and 2. They are both
eager to complete the job they started at their current schools before looking
for bigger schools in equally challenging conditions. Both Mike and Belinda
sought to change the culture of their school largely through their work with
children. The two most significant areas they highlighted were the need to set
and maintain high standards of behaviour and to develop a curriculum that
matched the needs of their children.

One of the distinctions that came out of the interviews with the new
headteachers was that they both took very firm attitudes towards inap-
propriate behaviour (Draper and McMichael 1998). In their first year of
headship, these two new headteachers permanently excluded children and
used exclusions to signal the unacceptability of some behaviour. They took a
‘tough love’ approach and wanted the local community to know they meant
business. In some ways, it might be argued that they ‘massaged’ their intake
to a degree – excluding the most difficult children who had to go elsewhere
(Gewirtz et al. 1995; Day et al. 1998). From another perspective, they saw it as
tackling bullying, aiming high and having high expectations. Both heads
were eager to stress the importance of identifying the causes of inappropriate
behaviour while maintaining their ‘zero tolerance’ attitude towards
misbehaviour:

We’ve got quite a lot of challenging children, challenging in terms of
behaviour and our attainment is below the national average. A lot of our
children don’t have a range of strategies to deal with frustrations. There
can be a big flare up and that can take a long time to deal with . . . I think
one of the frustrations, but it’s got lots of potential and I think it’s
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different to working in other kinds of schools, is the need to work with a
whole range of agencies and people, lots of professionals, we have lots of
contact with social services. (Mike)

Mike recognized that children who ‘acted up’ in school would be more
likely to achieve less well and would need time to work through their emo-
tional flare-ups (McCurdy et al. 2003):

If a child does something, they know it will be dealt with but not
necessarily straight away and not in the severest way because actually the
worst time to try and deal with it is just when it’s happened. But the next
day if they know it will be followed up, and you can actually talk through
it and talk about how it might have been dealt with differently, which
might be a much more effective way of doing it. The kind of con-
sequences we use, they must conform to the three Rs, that they’re related
to what the child’s done so it’s not just sitting there doing pages of lines.
It must be reasonable and respect must be maintained intact for every-
body concerned so we’re not out to humiliate children and we have
quite a lot of reward systems in place. (Mike)

Belinda also placed great emphasis on establishing her own credentials
through the behaviour she expected of her children. She wanted to impose
herself on the school (Southworth 1995):

Those children were compromising the education of other children and I
wasn’t prepared to let that happen. We did short-term exclusions, masses
of short-term exclusions because once children realise that you’re ser-
ious, ‘Oh my God I’m going to get excluded if I behave like this’, they do
stop. It’s fairly utilitarian in viewpoint but I think it’s important. You’ve
got 200 children in the school and I wouldn’t be prepared to compromise
their chances because a certain number of children simply can’t behave
themselves . . . Gradually parents began to see that this was a school
where their children were safe because that was a concern for them
because bullying had been an issue, that their children were going to be
made to get on with their work and work harder than they were and our
results went through the ceiling. (Belinda)

Challenging behaviour was repeatedly an issue for many of our urban heads
and although exclusion was seen as an easy and sometimes essential short-
term solution, the new heads recognized their management responsibility to
develop the right conditions for children to learn (Hopkins et al. 1997):

We introduced a programme . . . which was a programme for those
children who were persistently poorly behaved. You know constantly
distracting other children from their work, that kind of thing. The sys-
tem that we put in place absolutely worked wonders for that group of
children. It was quite punitive actually because it was based on the fact
that they’d reached the point, they knew that this system was in place
and they knew that if they overstepped the mark, you’re going to get put
on the . . . programme. (Belinda)
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Both headteachers believed that, over time, the school sets a culture of
what is expected and children tend to adhere to these expectations (McCurdy
et al. 2003). Positive behaviour could be ‘caught and taught’ through mod-
elling, coaching and peer support (Espinosa and Laffey 2003). The heads
believed that it was crucial to involve and support their parents in this process
(Pascal and Ribbens 1998).

Having implemented behaviour policies, our new heads moved their
attention to the curriculum. The heads were prepared to be adventurous and
innovative and take as a starting point the needs of urban children (Riddell
2003):

Well, we based the curriculum on first-hand experience and we do things
like visits and residentials. There was a residential that used to happen of
long standing but we introduced an additional residential to the kind of
topics that we were doing. We had things like arts weeks and poetry
weeks. There was a lot of bid writing and attempts to get quality people
into school to come and do that but it was worth it because the children
needed the first hand experience. A good example is this. You expect
children’s writing to improve, that’s fair enough, you give them the skills
to do it but if they haven’t got anything to write about, a lot of children
can’t do it. You’re talking about children who didn’t go anywhere
because their parents haven’t got any transport so they only ever go to
places in their own locality. It doesn’t give them a great deal of experi-
ence of the world and it puts them at a disadvantage compared to chil-
dren in more affluent areas who get taken off on aeroplanes to places in
other parts of the world. (Belinda)

Mike, while also tailoring the curriculum for his school, was keen to explore
different approaches to learning and teaching (Egan 2005):

We spend a lot of time looking at learning styles, intelligences and
accelerated learning because I don’t feel that we can actually improve our
children’s attainment just by working hard on what we’ve already been
doing. Literacy catch up programmes aren’t going to be what turns our
children round but a lively, stimulating, challenging curriculum is. So
we’ve adopted this thing where we try and have what we call a unifying
feature every half term so if a class is doing Egyptians, they don’t just
produce a book at the end of their topic. They might have a feast. (Mike)

In what he said, it was evident that Mike was prepared to take risks but
overwhelmingly, he was committed to putting the children’s learning at the
centre of the school (Desforges 2001). He explained:

We’ve gone quite heavily into the learning styles that children have
whether they’re visual, auditory or kinaesthetic . . . The kinaesthetic
children are often the children that play with things, tap their fingers,
prod people and, of course, 70% of special needs children are kinaes-
thetic. So actually when you give those children something like a gar-
dening project to do, that completely absorbs their interest and the
amount of learning they do there is greatly increased. So we have quite a

Headteachers 65



lot of disaffected children on gardening projects who spend their
lunchtime weeding, watering and we grow a small amount of things like
rhubarb, strawberries that are then used to prepare food and they actu-
ally eat it. (Mike)

One of the other key ways in which heads began to change the culture of
the school was to make an immediate impact as quickly as possible. Time was
important and both heads talked of starting ‘immediately’ on changing the
environment. Sometimes they had been given a little extra money to start
with, in recognition of the pressing needs of their school. Belinda highlighted
the way in which changing the environment was tied up with a change in
school culture and ethos (Maden and Hillman 1996; Whitty and Mortimore
2000):

I think if you change the culture then you change the perception of the
school and for me, one of the key things was to improve . . . to transform
the learning environment. It [the school when she took over] was a
cesspit. It was the nastiest looking environment you’ve ever seen. Like
the corridor was the tunnel of doom, full of old wardrobes and chests of
drawers with ants in them. I managed to get the probation service to
come in and paint the whole school inside . . . which just made a huge
difference. (Belinda)

These heads referred to the pressures of testing and the publication of
results but revealed a determination not to let it affect what they recognized
as good practice (Gunter 2001):

The outside pressure and perception of your attainment and position in
the league table is quite hard to deal with at times. At my previous school
the first year that the SATs league table was published, we were bottom of
the LEA league table and we had the press outside the gates interviewing
parents that came in, you know, ‘what’s it like to have your child at the
worst school in the LEA?’ I think that sort of climate has changed a bit
now and there’s more acceptance that it isn’t just a level playing field.
How you are understood by people outside can be quite difficult at times.
(Mike)

When I took over the school, we were bottom of the league table
literally . . . and then last year the school was the highest in the authority
for value added and this year it will be high again and the SATs results are
in the 80s now. Which is a real transformation but I have no time for
league tables at all. I think it’s a complete waste of time and it does cause
problems between schools. (Belinda)

The new heads we interviewed were fiercely ambitious for their schools,
single minded and determined. These heads have a clear vision for their
schools and they are not afraid to make unpopular decisions if it will benefit
the school in the long run. They are also prepared to take risks and offer child-
appropriate learning contexts for social and emotional learning as well as
intellectual growth (Sharp 2001; Jones and Wyse 2004).
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Established urban headteachers

In our second category of established urban heads, Andrea and Glynis had
been teaching between 20 and 30 years and had been in urban headship for
5 to 10 years. Their priorities were somewhat different from those of the new
heads. The established heads were eager to focus on extending the curriculum
offered in their classrooms. They had a desire to move their staff beyond the
literacy and numeracy strategies to what they regarded as ‘proper teaching’
(Egan 2005):

You know when you used to write a book and things like that, they (the
children) were much better, much more enthusiastic. I’d say to my class
this afternoon we’re going to write. Whoopee, oh yes fantastic and we’d
be away. You say that to a class now. What are we going to write? Hang
on a minute. And here we do have children who say oh good but it’s not
quite the same. So, we don’t do the strategies. We’ve never done the
literacy strategy. (Andrea)

However, although there appeared an eagerness to challenge the uni-
formity of strategies and introduce more flexibility, in reality there still exists
a fairly rigid structure and, in some ways, our sample of more established
heads could be seen as less risk-taking than our new heads.

At 9 o’clock we start maths ‘cos everybody does maths and then every-
body does English and then everybody does phonics and then everybody
does two lessons in the afternoon. Everybody does circle time. So it’s
consistency, so children wherever they are in the building, whatever age,
it’s always going to be the same routine. (Glynis)

Our standards were not above national standards for literacy, no actually
we’ve been doing the literacy hour for a long time and we now do First
Steps and this is what we’re doing and standards are rising. (Glynis)

The established heads were very familiar with the workings of the National
Curriculum. They had the expertise and confidence to be able to take ‘own-
ership’ of the curriculum and make it their own (Pollard et al. 1994b). They
were actively working to ensure that they were supporting their teachers
while simultaneously extending the curriculum offered to the children in
their school.

We’ve now got the creative curriculum; we’re doing our best to give the
enrichment activities. Now we’re having to work on some of the really
key areas like assessment and pupil tracking and target setting and all
those things. It’s all in place but it’s done with staff well-being in mind.
It’s all on disk, you know, none of our planning is laborious; it’s all on
the system. Everybody’s got access to laptops and we do our utmost to
make sure that life is balanced. (Glynis)

To effectively change the culture of the school, established heads recog-
nized the need to work closely with their teachers. From what the heads said,
it was evident that they valued teamwork and were determined to work hard
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with and support their teachers (MacBeath 1998). They moved swiftly when
uncomfortable decisions had to be made. They saw a culture of high expec-
tations, teamwork and support as effective in recruiting and retaining staff.
What came across from their comments was the centrality of the school as a
site for learning – for the children, the parents and the teachers.

Since I’ve been here, I’ve had to do a lot. I’ve had to get people to change
the way they do things. We’ve had to do an awful lot of changing to
move into, you know, beyond 2000 because my predecessor had run a
very successful school for 18 years but it wasn’t the school that you need
it to be now and I think he would admit that. Teachers want to teach
here because I think we have worked to make it a good place to be.
(Glynis)

Experienced urban headteachers

Ralph and Jackie have been teaching for between 30 and 40 years and have
worked as headteachers for almost half that time. What distinguished their
approach from the other two groups was their strong emphasis on the
importance of working well with the community they served. They worked
hard to reduce any ‘divide’ that parents have sometimes spoken of in terms of
home–school relations (Dyson and Robson 1999; Donnelly 2003). An enor-
mous amount of their own time and effort was put into this aspect of their
work. These heads were innovative and welcoming to parents. They set up
groups, classes and support centres for their parents. They offered parents
help and support with learning and with challenging behaviour. In some
cases, they offered help with promoting self-esteem and finding employment.

Ralph and Jackie discussed the ways that they approached working with
their parents. One of the key aspects they both highlighted was the need to
develop and maintain positive relationships and this involved a consistent
approach on a regular basis.

Every morning I would go outside and talk to the parents. Every single
day and at the end of every single day as well . . . just making that per-
sonal contact is what they appreciated. Learning parents’ names. Being a
bit more personable with them and not patronising them. (Ralph)

These experienced urban heads invested a great deal of time in empowering
their local communities and in using the expertise and resources of the school
to work with parents and carers (Davies and Ellison 1994):

We were able to then offer at least four different parent courses but
unfortunately the targets that they have to achieve don’t match with
what parents want to achieve so having had access to the building . . . we
do offer parents workshops about how they can help their children and
things to make for their children and that obviously helps to build up
relationships with them. (Jackie)
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While being able to offer education and training for parents is important,
our heads recognized that parents needed uncomplicated opportunities to
meet other parents and talk. Jackie had set up a number of additional coffee
mornings for parents who shared languages other than English. She also
spoke about the need to ensure that parents understood the reasons for the
approaches to learning in her school:

Because, for instance, African parents have very often learned themselves
in a very different way to their children and certainly in our school we do
have parents who trust us now but you often get parents challenging you
as to why they are allowed to play and we have to sell ourselves as
learning through play and I think we do that but that’s because we do
have quite a lot of opportunities for parents to meet with staff. (Jackie)

The experienced heads we interviewed had developed a more pragmatic
and matter-of-fact attitude to testing. They were not going to be governed by
the tests or any requirement to ‘climb the league tables’:

They’re not particularly helpful to us in terms of, you know . . . as I say we
can go from where we seem to be doing quite well to not doing terribly
well in one year because our cohorts do vary quite a bit. There’s no
objection to testing children. I think the objection is to what’s made of
the information and there’s almost a kind of, some of those things are
beyond our control. Some of the journalistic phrases that are used are
perhaps more suitable for reporting the fortunes of football teams rather
than schools. The bottom of the table kind of thing, relegation and many
of the measures that are used are relatively crude although value added is
becoming more important. What concerns me is that schools doing a
good job in a difficult context sometimes end up being reprimanded.
(Ralph)

Conclusion

This chapter has attempted much. We have outlined the intensity of diffi-
culties, challenges and pressures faced by headteachers in urban primary
schools, but we have also been eager to identify the rewards and benefits.
Urban headteachers, like headteachers elsewhere, are highly motivated and
work hard to make a difference to their schools despite the challenge of social
disadvantage. In this chapter, we have detailed some of the ways in which
heads have sought to tackle and overcome these difficulties through a variety
of approaches (see also Keys et al. 2003). For some, this meant focusing on
improving the school environment; for others, the priority rested with,
among other things, the introduction of curriculum changes or ensuring
greater involvement of parents. Heads at different stages of their careers felt
more able to tackle some issues rather than others.

Although some heads were able to make a success of turning around failing
schools or achieving improvements within their schools, significantly more
help and encouragement needs to be provided by LEAs to sustain and assist
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heads who are struggling in what are sometimes very demanding circum-
stances (Southworth and Lincoln 1999). One head highlighted a practical step
that she thought would make a significant difference to urban primary
schools:

Stop wasting money on massive national initiatives because it’s like a job
creation scheme. There’s millions and millions of pounds that have been
put into redeveloping the curriculum and paying for people to do
external assessments of threshold applications and so on. That money
could have gone directly into urban schools where they haven’t got rich
parent teacher associations who can raise £4,000 at a summer fair, to
improve the learning environment; they can all have new furniture or
recruit good teachers. (Belinda)

Above all, the urban primary school headteachers in our sample believed
that they would benefit from a quiet period without the ceaseless introduc-
tion of new initiatives:

One of the things that amused me recently was the initiative ‘Beating
Back Bureaucracy’. You can send away for a ‘Beating Back Bureaucracy’
toolkit, which is another set of things. You know it’s fine, it’s great,
there’ll be a website that you can look at and people will say ‘oh there’s
this website’. It’s fine if you’ve got the time and energy to go through it
and I think many heads just don’t have the time and energy to even look
for things that might be helpful to them because there’s so little slack in
the system, there is so little room for manoeuvre. (Ralph)

What came across powerfully from the interviews with the six headteachers
was their passion and commitment to making a difference for their children
and families who already faced a number of disadvantages. Some of the heads
were concerned that the context of their school was not taken into con-
sideration. They recognized that they could help their children to achieve
well, but, in a hierarchic system, schools like theirs would always look less
successful than those in more affluent areas (Mortimore and Whitty 1997).

All the headteachers who returned questionnaires and took part in inter-
views recognized that their families faced more difficulties and dilemmas
than parents in more affluent areas. ‘People who live in severely dis-
advantaged areas are proportionally more likely to have poor educational
outcomes’ (Power et al. 2002: 2). They acknowledged what Riddell (2003: 68)
calls the ‘concentration of learning disadvantage’ in urban primary schools,
but the heads believed they could counter this to some extent. In what they
said, they demonstrated that they possessed many of the key characteristics of
effective school leadership:

The importance of a leadership stance which builds on and develops a
team approach: a vision of success which includes a view of how the
school can improve: the careful use of targets; the improvement of the
physical environment; common expectations about pupils’ behaviour
and success; and an investment in good relations with parents and the
community. (Whitty and Mortimore 2000: 164)
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However, the need to keep dealing with unpredictability, conflict and fre-
quent shifts in policy typifies the professional world of the urban headteacher
(West et al. 2005). In situations of high mobility in staffing and sometimes in
the intake of children coming to the school, it can be extremely difficult to
sustain and extend the achievements of an urban primary school over time
(McMahon 2003). It is the intensity of the demands and the rewards of
leading in challenging circumstances that distinguishes headship in an urban
primary school.

Questions

1 What are the challenges and opportunities of headship in the urban pri-
mary school?

2 What leadership strategies do you think are most effective in urban pri-
mary schools?

3 What qualities do you think are essential for effective urban headship?
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5

PARENTS

The focus of the chapter is the contested issue of home–school partnerships in
urban schools. In the two previous chapters, headteachers and teachers in
urban primary schools highlighted the importance of parent–teacher rela-
tionships in supporting children in school. They documented the strategies put
into place to welcome parents into their urban primary schools in order to
facilitate communication and partnership. Yet, at the same time, they
expressed concerns about what they saw as some unresponsive and sometimes
antagonistic parents. In this chapter, we want to explore parent–school part-
nerships in more detail as well as the contradictions this sometimes provokes
in the urban primary school.

We start by providing an overview of the changes in relationships between
schools and parents in order to highlight the conflicts and struggles that have
always characterized this area. We then focus on the movement towards
empowering parents through extending parental rights in education. We
explore some of the responsibilities that parents are now routinely encouraged
to take on in order to support their children’s progress in school. Finally, this
chapter argues that while parent–school relationships are sites of struggle,
more can be done in urban primary schools to include parents in working with
teachers to support their children in school.

Parental involvement: an overview

From the very start of the provision of state schooling, relationships between
parents and teachers have often been ‘highly charged’ (Lysaght 1993). Then,
as now, conflicts and struggles took place over issues such as discipline, par-
ental rights and children’s needs (Grace 1978). Some key ‘positions’ or dis-
courses were asserted in the nineteenth century that have proved difficult to
dislodge, despite contemporary shifts in government rhetoric about the
desirability of parental involvement and empowerment in the twentieth and



twenty-first centuries. For example, in the nineteenth century, schools and
teachers were expected to ‘gentle’ the unruly masses of working-class children
that they worked with. Their parents were seen as part of the problem of
moral decadence and a threat to social order that elementary schools were
exhorted to hold at bay. Teachers were the ‘professionals’ and parents, par-
ticularly the urban working-class parents of the late nineteenth century, were
pathologized as part of the wider social ‘problem’ of order and control,
degeneracy and decay (Fishman 1988). Grace (1978: 42) argues that in the
nineteenth century, while some teachers developed ‘unsympathetic’ typifi-
cations and saw ‘dirty underfed children’ as ‘evidence of the social dis-
organisation of the poor working-class families, others saw them as victims of
an oppressive economic system’. He adds that the social condition of ‘the
inner-urban school was often the context for the radicalising of teachers’
(Grace 1978: 42; see also Maguire 2001). Overall though, many elementary
school teachers set their professional expertise above and against the practical
experience of parents and carers, a struggle that has persisted over time, albeit
in different forms.

Vincent (1996) identified the 1960s as a key moment when substantial
shifts in parent–teacher relationships started to occur. Before this, schools and
teachers were in the ascendancy and parents of primary-aged children were
frequently not permitted to come into the school unless for a formal occasion
such as the traditional Christmas nativity play. It was commonplace to have a
line painted in the playground to mark out the border between parents’ and
teachers’ zones of responsibility. In the twentieth century, teachers struggled
to assert their professional expertise and were not easily going to accede their
hard-won authority to parents (Ozga and Lawn 1981). In some urban areas,
however, the welfare state had not been able to replace ‘the slum school, and
the deprived area’ (Jones 2003: 41). In central Liverpool, for example, there
still existed ‘closely-knit pockets of resistance’ to what Jones calls the
‘dominant culture’ as well as a gulf ‘between the ordinary teacher and the
child in the down-town school’ (Mays 1962: 92, cited in Jones 2003: 41).

By the 1960s changes were taking place in education policy and practice.
Vincent (1996: 23) explains that this was the decade that ‘witnessed the
switching of emphasis by policy-makers from secondary schooling to
primary and early childhood education’. It was in this decade too that
independent parental pressure groups were formed such as the Advisory
Centre for Education (ACE), which still continues its advocacy work today.
Vincent (1996: 23) adds that although teachers in the 1960s still tended to
view ‘parents as inconvenient distractions’, concerns about the quality of
public services and demands for more participation and accountability were
starting to impact on the politicians of the day, who recognized a need to
respond to parental concerns (see also CCCS 1981). This shift was also
reflected in a key government report of the day into primary education, the
Plowden Report (1967), that highlighted the significance and importance of
parental involvement.

The Plowden Report (1967), devoted a whole chapter to the value of par-
ental participation and concluded that there was a link between the con-
tribution of parents to their children’s education and the level of

Parents 73



achievement of their children in school. The Plowden Report recommended
greater parental involvement in school activities, including classroom activ-
ities. However, as Vincent (1996) notes, Plowden was judgemental of some
working-class parents. Plowden argued, for example, that working-class
families tended to have fewer books in their homes and were less supportive
of education generally. Thus, schools in challenging circumstances had to
‘compensate’ children for deficiencies in their homes. This deficit approach
was hardly a recipe for empowerment and partnership.

In the years following the publication of the Plowden Report, a series of
articles began to appear that became known as the Black Papers (Cox and
Dyson 1969). These critiques of state schooling were written by New Right
educationalists, academics and politicians of the day. Among the many issues
that the papers highlighted as causes for concern were what the authors
claimed to be increased levels of violence, truancy, and the growth and
development of progressive and permissive methods of teaching in primary
schools. The authors sought a return to traditional methods of teaching, a
raising of moral standards in schools and a curriculum that identified the pre-
eminent position of British culture. The Black Papers also sought to encourage
more parental involvement both as choosers and participants in their chil-
dren’s education. Academics and politicians such as Rhodes Boyson (1974)
and Antony Flew (1976) continued the themes of the Black Papers and urged
the government to increase parental rights and responsibility. They argued
that this involvement would ensure that schools became more accountable.

Simultaneously, educational research was also highlighting the way in
which primary schools, even self-styled progressive schools, were less
responsive to the working-class child and his family (Sharp and Green 1975).

Just when the Black Papers and the media more generally were claiming
that progressive child-centred education was failing and that there was
reluctance in schools to attend to the understandable fears and concerns of
parents, one key event occurred that combined these themes. At William
Tyndale Junior School in north London, some parents and teachers united to
express their concerns about progressive education and what they saw as a
lack of discipline in the school. The ‘crisis’ quickly escalated to hysterical
proportions, all the time being fuelled by the ever-present media. The Wil-
liam Tyndale ‘affair’ was a complicated and protracted concern that we can-
not deal with in much detail here (but see CCCS 1981). It eventually led to a
public enquiry (Auld 1976) being established and some of the teachers at
William Tyndale being dismissed. It seemed that parent power was now
firmly on the agenda.

The increasing influence of the Black Papers and the crisis of confidence
brought about by the Tyndale affair helped put pressure on the Labour gov-
ernment of the day. The direction of education policy including the precise
role and nature of parental responsibility and involvement needed to be
clarified. Prime Minister James Callaghan began with a speech at Ruskin
College, Oxford, in 1976, in which he called for a great debate or a national
discussion on the future of education (CCCS 1981). This was supposed to be a
turning point in how schools were to function. The Taylor Committee, which
was set up in response to the speech, made a number of significant
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recommendations regarding the need to expand the participation of parents
in schools. However, before the suggestions could be put before parliament,
the Labour government suffered an election defeat and was replaced by a
Conservative administration led by Margaret Thatcher. What began in 1979
with a new party in government was a comprehensive shift in the distribution
of power and responsibility in education towards parents and away from
teachers (Dale 1989). In this shift, parents were generally cast as a homo-
genous group, white, middle class and pro-school, who were best placed to
make decisions about their children’s education. They were often set against
teachers who, it was argued, needed to be more responsive to parents’ con-
cerns (DES 1985).

It is not possible here to provide a full account of the complex interplay
over time between schools, teachers and parents in a search for better parent–
school relations (Vincent 1996; Hallgarten 2000; Crozier and Reay 2005).
What is important is that currently, as Reay (2005: 23) argues, active part-
nership has become ‘enshrined in educational policy’. We are now at a point
where parental involvement is a necessity for all schools. It is explored and
assessed by Ofsted school inspections. It is part and parcel of the con-
temporary discourse of primary education.

Rise of a parentocracy

When Margaret Thatcher was elected to power in 1979, she was determined
to overcome what many saw as the problems of 1970s Britain: notably high
unemployment, a perceived failure of social democratic policies and a general
decline in confidence in the welfare state and the education system (see Ball
1990). Whitty (2002: 19) believes that Thatcherism in education ‘was partly
successful because whole constituencies felt excluded from the social demo-
cratic settlement of the post-war era’. The attempt to ally parents with gov-
ernment concerns, while displacing key state professionals such as teachers
and educational bureaucracies, was part of a new alignment within the wel-
fare state.

Between 1980 and 1986 much of the legislative action concentrated on
increasing parental rights such as choice of school, access to information, as
well as developing a greater role for parents on school governing bodies. For
example, the 1985 White Paper ‘Better Schools’ (DES 1985) argued that
schools and parents had shared interests and that ‘schools should explain
their aims and policies to parents and associate parents with their work’ (Reay
2005: 23). The Education Act 1986 sought to continue the trend of shifting
power and responsibility gradually towards the parent and away from the
LEAs. This legislation increased the proportion of parents on the governing
bodies of schools. It is worth pointing out that research into the constitution
of school governors has repeatedly found that governing bodies are over-
whelmingly white and middle class (Deem 1989). Nevertheless, even by the
end of 1987, parents were still peripheral participants until, that is, the
introduction of the Education Reform Act 1988. This marked the point at
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which the role of the parent would change substantially and would take on
the look it has at present.

The Education Reform Act (ERA) 1988 guaranteed that parents would have
a choice of school. Put simply, the argument was that the market ‘works’ best
because individuals make choices that ‘provide the discipline of account-
ability and demand that the producer cannot ignore’ (Gewirtz et al. 1995: 1).
In the education market place, the role of the parent ‘shifted from that of a
local taxpayer to that of client’ (Ball 1990: 97). It was argued that individual
parents were best placed to make choices on behalf of their children. Their
choices would drive provision; unpopular schools would have to change and
become more responsive to parental concerns or they would close because
parents would not choose them.

The publication of the Parents’ Charter (1991) gave clarity to the rights of
parents. When their children were aged 5 and again at 11, parents were able
to indicate a choice for a particular school for their children based on what-
ever criteria they decided. It is interesting to note that the revised Parents’
Charter (1994) substituted ‘choice’ for ‘preference’. The distinction between
choice and preference highlighted that parents did not have an automatic
right to the school of their first choice. Despite this, the DES insisted that
exercising a preference was important because the ‘choice of school directly
affects that school’s budget – every pupil means extra money for the school.
So, your right to choose will encourage schools to aim for the highest possible
standards’ (DES 1991: 14). It was argued by the DES (1992) that parents not
only had a right to choose an education for their children but also were
considered to be in the best position to do so. The 1992 white paper ‘Choice
and Diversity’ asserted that: ‘Parents know best the needs of their children –
better even than our educational theorists or administrators, better even than
our most excellent teachers’ (DE 1992: 3). The key question that arises here is
what sorts of parent and what sorts of school were envisaged in the rhetoric of
this White Paper. To borrow from Crozier and Reay (2005: ix), in this dis-
course of parents’ rights: ‘Parents are treated as a homogenous group; no
account is taken of gender, social class or ethnic differences.’ Neither is there
any recognition of the complex circumstances that some families, and
mothers in particular, have to face; factors such as poor housing, reduced
income, lack of wider support and possibly related health problems too.

The Conservative administrations between 1979 and 1997 oversaw a mas-
sive reorienting of educational policy and practice (Tomlinson 2001). The
insertion of quasi-market forces and the emphasis on competition as a lever
for raising standards was reflected in reforms in curriculum, pedagogy and
assessment (Whitty 2002; Jones 2003). These reforms repositioned parent–
school relationships. Brown termed this shift as a move towards a ‘par-
entocracy’: ‘the ideology of parentocracy involves a major programme of
educational privatisation under the slogans of ‘‘parental choice’’, ‘‘educa-
tional standards’’ and the ‘‘free market’’ ’ (Brown 1997: 393). What this ver-
sion of a ‘parentocracy’ asserts is the rights of individual parents: ‘the
opportunity to get a ‘‘good’’ education lies with how ‘‘powerful’’ the parents
are, in the sense of being equipped with educational knowledge and the
ability to act on it’ (Crozier 2000: 4). However, in the later phases of the
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Conservative administrations, the responsibilities of parents were also
addressed.

The Conservatives were keen to involve parents in educational processes.
This would ensure that schools and teachers were kept accountable. It would
also mean that parents would have to take on more individual responsi-
bilities; responsibilities for choosing on behalf of their own children and
protecting their own interests. If the state were responsible for providing
education, schools, curriculum, assessment mechanisms and teachers trained
to ‘deliver’ all this, parents were now individually responsible for ‘choosing
well’ and ensuring that their children were successful within the educational
system.

Responsible parents and home–school partnerships

With regard to parent–school relationships, New Labour has continued what
Crozier (2000: 7) calls a ‘two-pronged’ approach. One aspect of this is to
continue to make schools and teachers accountable to parents through
monitoring and reporting on their work and the second prong is an emphasis
on parents taking on more responsibility for their children’s learning (Whitty
et al. 1998). Crozier (2000) and Reay (2005) have summarized these New
Labour policy imperatives that include: ensuring that parents make their
children attend school regularly, ensuring that parents make their children
do some homework, ensuring that parents support their children’s academic
progress and ensuring that parents take on more responsibility for their
children’s behaviour. For example, Jack Straw (when Home Secretary) advo-
cated that parents whose children were continually disruptive might need to
attend compulsory parenting classes. Gradually, a different ‘tone’ started to
creep into parent policy. Research was suggesting that ‘problems’ of social
order, control and even ‘degeneracy and decay’ were still evident in urban
settings. Concerns about drug and alcohol related offences, high levels of
school truancy, high teenage pregnancy rates and even so-called ‘feral’
youths, for example, combined to produce a ‘moral panic’ about (some)
working-class parents (feckless, lazy mothers and absent fathers) and their
children, reflecting some of the typifications of working-class families that
had been generated in the nineteenth century. In consequence, parental
policy took a new turn. David Blunkett, when Secretary of State for Education,
argued that:

When there is a problem it is all too often because parents claim not to
have the time, because they have disengaged from their children’s edu-
cation or because . . . they lack even the basic parenting skills . . . So far
from being a nanny state, we must become an enabling state, which
ensures that parents and families have the backing when they need it. (in
Carvel 1998, cited in Crozier 2000: 8)

One immediate consequence of this speech was that New Labour set up
classes to support parents in supporting the literacy and numeracy strategies
in primary schools. Another outcome was the development of statutory
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home–school agreements that laid out roles and responsibilities for both sides
as well as sanctions if relations broke down (DfEE 1998a). Implicit in all these
policy enactments was the construction of the ‘good’ parent and the ‘bad’
parent. The ‘good’ parent would be seen by the school as the parent who fell
in with their suggestions and became active and responsible in supporting the
work of the school. The ‘bad’ parent would be ‘uncooperative’ or
‘demanding’.

It is widely accepted that good home–school relations enhance children’s
progression in school. However, what is contentious is the nature of these
relationships or ‘partnerships’. It is evident from our earlier chapters and
much of the published research (Vincent 1996; Crozier 2000; Vincent 2000;
Crozier and Reay 2005) that although educational professionals recognize the
need to involve parents, this relationship is not always straightforward.
Schools may appear to parents to be ‘full of adults, with their expertise and
incomprehensible jargon, apparently waiting to make judgements of their
child and implicitly on their parenting’ (Beresford and Hardie 1996: 140).
Parents might seem to be ‘difficult’, elusive, disorganized and sometimes
antagonistic to the school. And yet, individual parents have to assume greater
responsibility for choosing, for supporting their child and for working with
the school. As we have already suggested, some parents might have less
capacity to take on these additional responsibilities. What are the con-
sequences of a culture of individualism and consumerism and a ‘strategy of
responsibilisation’ (Crozier 2000: 6) for the parents of children who attend
urban primary schools?

Parents as consumers

In terms of patterns of consumption, the research into parental choice of
secondary school shows a strong relationship between social class and the
ability to gain educational advantage through the opportunities that the free
market has to offer (Butler and Robson 2003). Parental choice has emerged ‘as
a major new factor in maintaining and indeed reinforcing social class divi-
sions and inequalities’ (Gewirtz et al. 1995: 55). Parental choice research has
highlighted another classed difference: that is, the choices made by working-
class families and their children tend to be localized. As Gewirtz et al. (1995:
47) found in their study, working-class parents tended to be more concerned
with ‘facilities, distance, safety, convenience and locality’ rather than
selecting a school with ‘good’ examination results. Working-class children
themselves tended to have a greater say in choosing their secondary school
(Maguire 1995; Wooldridge 1997). Reay and Lucey (2003), in their research
into children choosing a secondary school, found that ‘educational destinies
are tied to geography’ (2003: 123). Children want to be with their friends,
remain with their peers and therefore they go to the local secondary school.
Reay and Lucey (2003) argue that for many working-class choosers ‘ ‘‘good’’
schools were seen to be beyond the horizons; out of reach both physically and
psychically’ (2003: 125). Thus, parents whose children attend urban primary
schools are substantially more likely to select local urban secondary schools
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for their children. Localism rather than market-driven ‘choice’ is more likely
to typify the consumption patterns of working class urban parents.

Parents as partners – factors of class

The opportunity to choose a primary and secondary school is one key area of
involvement but it is only one element of how parents act as participants and
decision makers in the education of their children. Reay (1996; 1998a) con-
ducted extensive research into how parents from different social classes
engage with their children’s education on a day-to-day basis. She carried out
in-depth interviews with two sets of parents from very different urban pri-
mary schools in London. One of the schools, Milner, was a multi-ethnic
school with a majority of working-class parents while Oak Park, only three
miles away, was predominantly white, serving a largely middle-class com-
munity. What Reay discovered was that the contribution of parents to their
children’s education varied enormously along class lines between the two
schools. Middle-class parents from Oak Park spent a great deal of time and
money supplementing their child’s education through private tutors and
music teachers.

Working-class parents, by way of contrast, had different considerations.
One parent described how she found it difficult to hear her child read in the
evenings when she was so depressed about her financial situation. Reay
(1996) summarizes the situation succinctly by concluding: ‘Relative affluence
provides the freedom not to be preoccupied with how each £10 is spent’
(1996: 583). When it came to out-of-school activities, in some cases, middle-
class parents were spending up to £100 a week for their primary-aged children
to attend classes in dance, drama, music, art and poetry as well as maths and
English. Reay (1998a) notes that some middle-class parents were spending
almost as much on extra tuition for their children as some working-class
mothers were receiving in total (1998a: 15). Reay noted some examples of
working-class mothers organizing and arranging supplementary tuition;
however, these were far less frequent and in some cases had to be abandoned
when these mothers realized they could no longer afford the fees.

Middle-class parents have a distinct advantage over their working-class
counterparts and better-off parents have always had the capacity to buy
educational advantage for their children by providing additional tutoring
while also being able to spend more time assisting with reading and home-
work. Reay (1998a) argues that, more recently, middle-class parents have been
far more adept at exploiting enhanced parental rights under recent legislative
changes described earlier. This is not to say that working-class parents were
unaware of their role as consumers. Rather, they felt they were unable to use it
as effectively as middle-class parents. For example, the mothers at Oak Park
often approached teachers or sent letters asking for explanations of why
things were taught, demanding that more homework be set, lessons be
delivered in a more formal style or more computation occur in maths lessons.
Meanwhile, at Milner Primary School, Reay found no examples of parents
writing letters, although there were a few examples of parents who had asked
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teachers either to teach a more formal curriculum or to set homework.
However, mothers at Milner did not have much success with this while those
at Oak Park succeeded in radically altering the way their children were taught.

Not only were middle-class mothers at Oak Park able to affect the content
and delivery of the curriculum, they were able to determine the future of one
of the teachers. Reay notes that ‘middle-class parents in the school had
already mobilized successfully as a pressure group to remove a teacher who
they felt was not offering a sufficiently academic curriculum’ (1998a: 22). This
example highlights the way in which middle-class mothers were confident,
skilled and effective in supporting their own individual children in the edu-
cational race. So at Oak Park, ‘partnership’ tended to mean that parents had
more capacity to control the relationship; ‘the power to define lay more often
with the parents than the teachers’ (Reay 1998a: 123). At Milner, parents were
only viewed ‘in terms of their ‘‘nuisance factor’’ not as a threat’ (1996: 585).

What seems certain is that middle-class parents are more able to exploit
their rights to directly influence their children’s schooling. Indeed, according
to Vincent and Martin (2000: 465), it is almost as though middle-class parents
recognize ‘the monitoring and surveillance of their child’s progress as a key
part of their relationship with the school’. Vincent (2001) summarizes the
situation by stating that:

Middle-class parents can call on resources of social, cultural and eco-
nomic capital in order to exercise their voice over education issues.
Working-class parents, often lacking the sense of entitlement to act, and
often the same degree of knowledge of the education system are more
likely to be dependent on professionals. (2001: 21)

In relation to parents of children at urban primary schools such as Milner, it
seems that they may be less likely to become involved in the work of school,
sometimes because of lack of time and the demands of managing their cir-
cumstances. Even where they do become involved, they may be more prone
to being ‘fobbed off’ by teachers (Reay 1998a: 118) or to being regarded as
uncooperative and a ‘hindrance rather than as partners in the process of
education’ (Roffey 2002: 18). They may even find themselves being ‘blamed’
for some of the consequences of living in circumstances of relative poverty.
They may also have had less than positive experiences of education them-
selves and they may have less knowledge of and confidence in dealing with
educational professionals (Hillman 1996).

Parents as partners – factors of ‘race’

When we come to explore the experiences that black and other minority
ethnic parents report of their relationships with mainstream schools, Crozier
(2005) claims parental anxieties about schooling often start long before the
children go to school. Parents in her studies reported being worried about the
possibilities of racism and the impact this could have on their children. Many
parents were aware of reports about black underachievement and higher
levels of exclusion from school. All this fuelled their concerns. When their
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children started school, they invariably reported perceptions that their views
were not taken into account. Some parents reported that schools held lower
expectations of their children. For these reasons, some parents in Crozier’s
studies (2000) reported that they had struggled to pay for their children to go
to private schools. Many of the parents ‘expressed anxiety regarding the
treatment of their primary school aged children’ (Crozier 2005: 44) and were
anxious that racism and discrimination might not always be recognized,
understood and dealt with. Blair (2001: 38) states that ‘parents talk about
being ‘‘talked down to’’ by teachers, and generally treated, on the basis of
their colour and class, as second-class citizens’. It is worth reporting the views
of a black supplementary school teacher in the study undertaken by Reay and
Safia-Mirza (2005: 149):

Our parents feel very strongly that they are not listened to. The educa-
tion system has a very long history of keeping parents out . . . I think it’s
part of that history, you know, ‘We’re the teachers, we know best.’ It’s
partly to do with class but it is also because whenever they see Black
parents opening their mouths they see them as creating discord or
problems.

As Blair (2001: 37) has commented: ‘Teachers sometimes assume that black
parents are aggressive and this makes them feel intimidated, thus hindering
their ability to relate to black parents.’

Wright et al. (2000), in their study of black exclusions in secondary schools,
point out that policy changes that emphasize attainment in national tests, for
example, can mean that other questions such as curriculum appropriateness,
or even pastoral care issues, can get sidelined. In these managerialist times,
schools may come to see some children as more or less ‘deserving’ of teacher
time and attention. Some children may be harder to reach and harder to
teach. These children, predominantly white and black working-class boys,
may, therefore, be more prone to exclusions from their schools (Wright et al.
2000). In cases where primary school-aged children are permanently excluded
they may well find themselves placed in another local urban primary school
that has vacancies. In consequence, some urban schools may well be
attempting to deal with a higher than average number of children with
complex social, emotional and behavioural needs. In a context with higher
staff turnover and less income flow, it might be more difficult to respond
appropriately to parents and children – particularly in a school that has a
great deal to do in terms of meeting its learning targets as well. Parents who
have already experienced one breakdown in home–school partnerships
through exclusion may now find themselves being ‘blamed’ by a second
school that could perhaps be less well resourced (both financially and in
terms of human resources) to respond in a sensitive and supportive manner.

New Labour and parents

When New Labour was elected to power in 1997, it immediately set about
promoting social inclusion and what the then Secretary of State for
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Education, David Blunkett, called ‘excellence for the many not just the few’
(cited in Gewirtz 2001: 365). New Labour produced a set of reforms focused
on disadvantaged areas. These included the expansion of pre-school educa-
tion and the setting up of Sure Start (DfEE 1999b), which concentrated on
helping families with young children. It included parental advice and sup-
port, as well as services to support play. In addition, New Labour reduced class
sizes in the early years of compulsory education and introduced the literacy
and numeracy strategies. New Labour has also attempted to reduce structural
inequalities through policies such as the reinsertion of the minimum wage
and family tax credits. As Whitty (2002: 120) observed of these policies:
‘Schools matter but so do families and communities and it is encouraging that
the problems that many poor families encounter in providing appropriate
educational support are at last being properly recognized.’

New Labour launched a ‘Parents’ centre’ on its website and also publishes a
magazine called Parents and Schools. Gewirtz (2001) argues that New Labour
parental policies stem from a position that sees working-class parents as
having less knowledge of the educational system and fewer material advan-
tages than middle-class families. Their policies are, therefore, aimed at pro-
viding more knowledge, which Gewirtz believes is a reasonable ambition, but
are also aimed at ‘re-socializing working-class parents’. She believes that this
second part of the project continues to pathologize working-class families
while also oversimplifying the values and parenting of middle-class families.

Gewirtz (2001) examined a wide range of DfES advice and recommenda-
tions to parents and maintains that there is a strategy that ‘aims to eradicate
class differences by reconstructing and transforming working-class parents
into middle-class ones. Excellence for the many is to be achieved, at least in
part, by making the many behave like the few’ (2001: 366). She argues that
working-class parents are being urged to be more active choosers of their
children’s schools. Advice concerning what to look for in a school and how to
evaluate performance tables is given prominence on websites and in official
literature and is clearly aimed at those parents who are not yet fully involved.
Gewirtz identifies the drive to ‘promote’ and extend the social capital of
working-class families as deeply woven into these parenting policies. The
social capital that is extended in community and family networks can support
and ‘at least to a limited extent, counteract material disadvantage’ (Whitty
2002: 116). ‘Sure Start aims to build for parents in areas designated as dis-
advantaged the kinds of intra-famility and community social capital that
middle-class parents are assumed to be able to exploit’ (Gewirtz 2001: 271–2).

Gewirtz argues that the current approach towards improving parental
participation by New Labour, as contained in its policies, and as reflected in
its publications and on the DfES website, seem to be shoring up a simplistic
and polarized view of working-class (and indeed middle-class) parents. In
relation to working-class parents, she argues that there is at least one alter-
native viewpoint: that is to recognize the activism of many black and white
working-class parents, who have struggled and campaigned for better
resources and against the ‘racist assumptions of a white-dominated education
system’ (Gewirtz 2001: 376). One of the dangers of the ‘oversimplified view’
of working-class families that is reproduced in New Labour’s policy lexicon, is
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that it fuels a ‘deficit’ approach that may be then unwittingly reflected in
teacher education programmes or taken up uncritically by those who work in
urban primary schools. A second major point made by Gewirtz is that the
factors that prevent parents from becoming more involved in their children’s
schooling, ‘poverty, stress, ill-health and poor living conditions’ (2001: 36),
are simply not mentioned in many of the New Labour approaches towards
enhancing ‘partnerships’ in schools.

Towards better partnerships

Crozier and Reay have offered a number of suggestions as to what teachers
could do to improve relationships between home and school. As they put it,
although home–school relationships ‘do not lend themselves to a wish list of
quick fixes . . . there are still things schools can do to lessen inequalities’
(Crozier and Reay 2005: 158–9). These include ‘developing forums in which
less privileged parents have a voice’ (2005: 158) and becoming involved in
‘lifelong learning’ programmes to provide support for parents wishing to be
more involved in their children’s learning. In addition, they suggest that
teachers should write newsletters and provide a regular time each week to talk
to parents. Schools need to train administrative staff to deal appropriately
with parents, and schools need to ensure there are always adequate bilingual
assistants available to translate. Blair (2001: 38), drawing on a case study of
one school that was ‘successful’ for black children, identified similar strate-
gies. She stated:

The most effective ways of gaining the parents’ support and cooperation
was to listen to their concerns, consult them about and give them a voice
on important issues, both pastoral and academic, and perhaps most
importantly, show them respect by acting on their concerns and not
merely involving them in a tokenistic way.

In this chapter, we have started from the assumption that good home–
school relationships, or partnerships, are important in children’s develop-
ment. In the early years of schooling and during the primary phase, parents
will tend to be more directly involved, delivering and collecting their children
to and from school on a daily basis and participating in various home–school
curriculum partnerships. In some ways, these ‘easy links’ might lead to a sense
of complacency that all is well.

In contrast, what has been argued in this chapter is that the rhetoric of
‘partnership’ can sometimes mask uncomfortable dilemmas. Some parents
find it harder to approach the school and may feel that their concerns are
‘fobbed off’ or ignored. Parents might not understand why certain practices
are being employed, for example, learning through play, and may not feel
confident or assertive enough to question the teacher. Some parents might
not feel comfortable or even welcome in their child’s school. For example,
black parents in Birmingham reported that they were more often involved in
conversations with teachers about their children’s behaviour than their
school work (Cork 2005). Simultaneously, teachers might feel threatened by
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some parents and might misinterpret interest as aggression. Teachers may
want to feel that they are in control in their classrooms and that their
expertise is not being called into question by parents who have not com-
pleted any specialist training in education. For some parents in acutely dif-
ficult circumstances, anxiety and depression might fuel tensions that flare up
when they come to school to talk about their children. For these sorts of
reasons, as well as differences such as social class and/or ethnicity between
teachers and parents, partnerships might not be that easy to realize in practice
(Roffey 2002).

Conclusion

The urban primary school is the setting where many of these tensions and
contradictions are played out. As we saw in the two previous chapters, urban
headteachers and urban teachers acknowledge the centrality of working
effectively with their parents. But what this can mean in practice is often less
certain. Teachers in difficult situations may well take up well-established
‘deficit’ discourses about parenting, perhaps as part of self-maintenance. As
we saw also in the earlier chapters, teachers identified relationships with
parents as one of the biggest challenges they faced in their urban primary
schools. Parents may well feel that teachers ‘blame’ them and exclude them
from decisions about their children. Teachers may feel undermined or
unsupported, particularly if there are other pressures, such as shortages of
staff, bearing down on their working lives. Teachers quite simply might just
not have been adequately prepared to work with parents at all.

Some of the high-stakes interactions between parents and teachers, such as
dealing with challenging behaviours or working with young children ‘at risk’
of exclusion from school, are far more likely to occur in urban settings.
Building ‘partnerships’ is always going to be complex, particularly in settings
where one person or group is seen to have more power and influence than the
other. Building and sustaining relationships between urban teachers, who
may be experiencing high levels of stress, and parents, who may also be
experiencing high levels of tension in trying to cope with the pressures of
daily life, is a demanding task.

While research into home–school relationships is not overly ‘optimistic’
(Crozier and Reay 2005: 160), ‘each school will have a different set of cir-
cumstances and issues to deal with’ and these will impinge on home–school
relationships. The distinctiveness of urban primary schools may well generate
more ‘high-stake’ interactions. In turn, these interactions could produce more
forms of what Gewirtz calls ‘active parenting’ where black and white working-
class parents could work together with their local schools to challenge some
aspects of education policy that work against their interests.
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Questions

1 To what extent do you think ‘partnership’ between parents and teachers is
possible in the urban primary school? What gets in the way?

2 What more can be done in urban primary schools to promote better
home–school relationships?

3 What can schools and teachers do to gain the support of parents from
minority ethnic backgrounds?
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6

SUPPORTING DIVERSITY

Social identities are forged out of complex interplays between a variety of
factors such as age, ‘race’, ethnicity, class, gender, (dis)abilities, sexualities,
faiths as well as the places in which we live. Some aspects of diversity, par-
ticularly those related to culture and ethnicity, are more likely to characterize
inner city urban classrooms and these provide the focus for this chapter. In the
chapter, we start with a discussion of inner city diversity and we explore some
of the ways in which diversity and social identity have been conceptualized.
We then examine research that illustrates the need to avoid over-
generalizations and categorizations in relation to children and teachers in
inner city schools. All schools need to respect and recognize the diverse social
identities that are present in the school community and in society at large in
order to provide a supportive and inclusive environment for learning.

Space, place and diversity

Before we focus directly on diversity, it is necessary to return to the role of
space and place and the part these play in shaping patterns of social differ-
entiation. Unlike the USA, where racialized locations characterize many of
the major cities (Bashi and Hughes 1997), in the UK socio-spatial differ-
entiation is regulated largely, but not wholly, by social class. In many ways,
this is not surprising. Home ownership and other patterns of housing tenure
decide settlement patterns in most European cities and housing is directly
related to income distribution. But other factors are also implicated in where
people live. For example, currently many new arrivals to the UK will settle in
the southeast. This is due to the geography of where key airports and coastal
ports are located as well as the desire to settle near friends or members of
the family or communities who may already be in the UK. It is also due, in
part, to the potential prospect of immediate employment in the large service
sector. For these sorts of reasons, many refugees and asylum seekers settle



in the London area, although recent policies of dispersal mean that this
pattern is starting to change and families are being housed across the UK
(Rutter 2003).

Historically, new arrivals to the UK have initially settled in major con-
urbations where housing and work were more readily available and where the
communities established meeting centres, supplementary schools and places
of worship. However, the settlement pattern in the UK in the late twentieth
century has become more complex and diverse. While most communities
initially settle in ‘locales of concentration’ (Byrne 2001: 124) many of these
tend to disperse over time as middle-class families move out to the suburbs or
into areas of gentrification. Other communities have tended to stay closer
together rather than dispersing; for example, the Sylheti community in Tower
Hamlets (Byrne 1998). These diverse patterns of settlement in areas that
typically experience high levels of population mobility, generally in older
working-class areas of the city, are reflected in the intake of many urbanized
primary schools.

The intake of some urban primary schools may be characterized by the
dominance of one community, for example the ‘traditional white working
class’ of Newcastle and Manchester (Power and Mumford 1999) or the Ban-
gladeshi community in Tower Hamlets. Other urban primary schools are
characterized by high levels of heterogeneity. For example, Johnson (2003)
has identified that children in London schools speak over 275 different lan-
guages, although it is important to recognize that many of the minority
ethnic communities in urban locations are second and third-generation black
British citizens. The key feature shared by all these urban primary schools is
that they serve a predominantly working-class community. In the UK, as we
have already argued, social class position frequently becomes conflated with
housing provision. Typically, poorer families become housed alongside one
another, frequently in poorer housing stock, often provided by local councils.
These localized communities will send their children, in the main, to the
local urban primary schools that serve their particular area.

We have already argued that in using the construction of ‘urban’ to signify
the focus of this book, we want to ensure that we are including primary
schools that serve the ‘urban poor’ (Grace 1994: 45), wherever they are situ-
ated. However, in much of this chapter we will be mainly referring to inner
city primary schools – schools located in the cities. This is because, in this
chapter, our focus is on cultural and ethnically constituted diversity. It is also
because many groups thus designated mainly work and live in inner cities
rather than elsewhere. In this chapter, we will also use the term ‘minority
ethnic’, as this is currently the way in which racialized discourses related to
immigrants and their descendants are reflected in policy texts and in much of
the research in the area.

Diversity and social identity

Before we can start to consider the ways in which diversity can be positively
supported in urban primary schools, we want to begin with a discussion of
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some of the conceptual issues involved in this area. Until recently, many
educationalists have worked with what Mac An Ghaill (1999: 44) refers to as
the ‘older stable social categories, such as class and black identity’. Very often,
researchers have focused on one structural attribute of diversity such as
gender or ‘race’/ethnicity. This approach has its uses. It has made it possible
to chart the ways in which schools have been implicated in upholding and
reproducing patterns and processes that exclude and oppress. For example, it
has made it possible to document the fact that working-class males of African-
Caribbean background have been over-represented in the numbers of chil-
dren and students excluded from mainstream schools (Wright et al. 2000;
Majors 2001). But, more recently, this unidimensional approach towards
social identity has been called into question.

First, it has been argued that this approach contains within itself a ten-
dency towards oversimplification and stereotyping. There could be, for
example, a tendency to suggest that all black children underachieve at
school (Gillborn and Mirza 2000). As research has demonstrated, the situa-
tion is frequently more complex than this essentializing and deterministic
approach would suggest and other factors, such as class, gender and age,
need to be considered simultaneously in relation to attainment (Gaine and
George 1999). Second, a unidimensional approach lacks the theoretical
capacity to explore the lived realities of complex social diversities (Shain
2003). For example, there may well be times when we are more aware of one
aspect of our identities than another, for example our faith or our gender.
Third, to focus on one categorization, such as ‘African-Caribbean’ for
example, might not be precise or indeed accurate in terms of describing
second and third-generation black British people who will inhabit a range
of complex and hybrid identifications. Being born in Manchester and/
or being gay may be equally, if not more, important to an individual
who might also be described as ‘African-Caribbean’. It is worth exploring this
particular categorization in a little more depth, for frequently, in educational
research and elsewhere, it is this group that is pathologized as ‘failing’. For
instance, concerns have consistently been expressed about the alleged
underachievement of young working-class black males designated as African-
Caribbean, although the evidence suggests that many white as well as black
working-class males do less well in compulsory schooling than their middle-
class peers (Gillborn and Mirza 2000). In a case like this, the continual focus
on ethnicity can sometimes become interpreted as a ‘reason’ for under-
achievement in school. This ‘understanding’ might also distract attention
away from considerations of what schools actually offer to working-class
students and the part schools might unwittingly play in this process of
‘underachievement’ for children designated as minority ethnic (Sewell
1997).

Hall (1996: 2) has said that ‘in common sense language, identification is
constructed on the back of a recognition of some common origin or shared
characteristics with another person or group, or with an ideal’. This per-
spective can be useful, as we have already stated. Demonstrating that some
groups have been disproportionately excluded from decent state housing or
from participating in higher education has created pressure for more socially

88 The urban primary school



just policies and practices (see Ginsburg 1992, for example). But there can be
difficulties in assuming, on the basis of some apparent similarities, that a high
degree of homogeneity exists. For example, in considering any differences in
opportunities offered to females and males, we would need to explore the
differences within these two groups as well as between them. Not all women
have the same access to opportunities: ‘race’, class, sexualities and age all play
a part as well.

Much of the contemporary approach towards social diversity concentrates
on how claims about social categories become established and how they
operate (Mac An Ghaill 1999). Social diversity is seen as ‘a product of social
and cultural experience’ (Dillabough 2001: 21). So, rather than focusing on
so-called differences between categories of children, the concern would be
with what impact these categorizations might have for the children who are
so identified. For example, if teachers are repeatedly exposed to claims about
groups of boys who ‘underachieve’ in language and literacy and are exhorted
to provide ‘boy-friendly’ support, they might not see that some of the girls in
their class could benefit from this intervention (Mahony 1998). They might
not recognize that some boys, in fact, do extremely well (Power et al. 2002).
They might be less encouraged to recognize that the category of boys is itself
differentiated by a range of factors such as class, age, ethnicity and faith.
Additionally, if children themselves come to regard some identities as less/
more desirable, or less or more prone to academic success, this may well have
outcomes in terms of what they say, what they feel and how they behave
towards one another.

Hall (1991) has recognized that social identities are complex. He claims that
they are not fixed and stable; they shift over time and in different settings.
They are constructed alongside and against other forms of identifications and
what he calls ‘otherness’. Hall uses the term ‘identification’ rather than
identity. This is to signal that ‘who you identify with, who you want to be and
who you want to be with are key factors in thinking about ‘‘identities’’ ’
(Epstein et al. 2003: 121). So, for example, there will be times/places where
aspects of gender will become more significant. Showing an interest in foot-
ball or fashion may be important in terms of friendships and social accep-
tance in schools (Skelton and Francis 2003), but identification is also deeply
implicated in ‘who you wish to differentiate yourself from’ (Epstein et al.
2003: 121). Schools are powerful places where children (and their parents and
teachers) learn and are taught about identities, identifications and dis-
identifications (Skeggs 1997); in other words, which identities ‘count’ and
which do not. In these dis-identifications, some social identities may be
rendered less visible, for example identifications of bilingual experience
(Nieto 1999). Others are perhaps subject to forms of vilification; for example,
some of the negative outcomes associated with being a refugee (Rutter 2003).

If we accept that social identifications are socially and culturally produced
and that this production takes place in and through social encounters, then
schools become powerful mediators of this process. In consequence, sensi-
tivity is needed in supporting diversity and difference within as well as between
various constituencies. As Gaine and George (1999: 121) argue: ‘Groups often
lumped together need examining separately, and even treating the sub-
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groups identified as homogenous will be misleading and runs the risk of
simply generating more sophisticated stereotypes.’

Schools need to be sensitized to the need for care in making attributions
about children in relation to ways in which they are categorized. The example
of boys of African-Caribbean background highlights the problems associated
with this approach. However, at the same time schools and teachers do need
to be able to recognize and support a wide range of diversities and differences
between and among groups of children – a complex and demanding process,
but one that is essential if schools are to help all children to benefit from their
schooling. This is a requirement that has been endorsed in the National
Curriculum (Education Act 2002).

National Curriculum and diversity

The National Curriculum now requires all teachers to take account of diver-
sity in their work. For the first time in the UK, the National Curriculum now
includes a statement on inclusion, ‘which makes clear the principles schools
must follow in their teaching right across the curriculum, to ensure that all
pupils have the chance to succeed, whatever their individual needs and the
potential barriers to their learning might be’ (Education Act 2002: 3).

The National Curriculum document states that: ‘Equality of opportunity is
one of a broad set of common values and purposes which underpin the school
curriculum and the work of schools’ (Education Act 2002: 4). It adds that this
principle of equality of opportunity includes valuing diversity in our society.
The inclusion section of the National Curriculum documentation outlines
three principles that all schools (primary and secondary) have to consider to
ensure that a more inclusive curriculum is being offered. These are: setting
suitable learning challenges, responding to pupils’ diverse needs and over-
coming potential barriers to learning and assessment.

More recently, these principles for inclusion have been considered by the
Teacher Training Agency (TTA) (2000), which recommends that, in
responding positively to children’s diverse needs, teachers need to have an
awareness of equal opportunity legislation. In relation to respect for and
recognition of diversity, the TTA has stated that teachers need to plan for
diversity, for example, by taking into account differences in religious and
cultural beliefs. The advice suggests that teachers need to use materials that
are free from stereotyping, that reflect cultural and social diversity and build
on children’s interests and cultural experiences. At the same time, the TTA
makes it clear that teachers must positively value differences and challenge
stereotyping, bullying and harassment. In what follows, we will explore some
of the ways in which an appropriate pedagogy needs to be developed in order
to support some aspects of diversity that typify inner city primary schools,
particularly in the light of the TTA’s strong and clear recommendations.
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Valuing and reflecting diversity in the classroom

Socially just practice in the classroom is not always a matter of treating
everyone the same. There are times when the recognition of difference is
essential to good practice. This approach will benefit all children. For exam-
ple, this approach would include the recognition of different faith perspec-
tives as well as a no faith perspective, something that is frequently sidelined.
One good example of the need for recognition and respect for difference, as
well as the sorts of complexities involved, relates to the issue of diverse lin-
guistic communities within the inner city urban primary school setting.

As we have already said, children in London use over 275 languages. Some
children may well be fluent in two or more languages, as well as English.
Others may just be starting to learn English. In all these cases, the role of the
teacher in supporting language development is crucial, for languages are
learned through interaction and through engagement in specific contexts
such as classroom routines, turn taking and dialogue (Baker 2001). Classroom
practices that rely on non-verbal and individualized routines such as filling in
worksheets or answering multiple-choice questions might not offer speakers
of other languages an optimum context for learning English. Furthermore,
they might not offer a rich learning context for English-speaking children
either. What is frequently recommended, however, to support language
development is the provision of ‘meaningful contexts for collaborative talk’
(Datta 2000: 33). In all this, the teacher–child relationship is central in
helping young children move positively and confidently into what might be
their second or third language. Teachers need to recognize and celebrate the
fact that the children in their class (and in the region, nation and world)
speak many languages and use different scripts. As Datta (2000: 36) says:
‘Language awareness activities endorse every child’s identity, language and
culture and help create a classroom community.’

The advantages of recognizing and including multilinguality in the primary
classroom can be shared by all the children and their teachers and parents:
‘Such sharing of experience energizes every child to develop a voice in cul-
turally diverse classrooms, and motivation to learn is high’ (Datta 2000: 238).
Recognition can be achieved through the range of resources that are used,
such as bilingual and multilingual texts and music, stories and poetry
representing a wide range of cultural settings. Drawing on a wide range of
cultural contexts to extend the curriculum can usefully expose all children in
school to the diversity in society. However, schools also need to be sensitive
to the wider social context where some languages are seen to have currency
(and are included in the National Curriculum in the secondary school) while
others are devalued and perhaps not even recognized, for example various
Creoles or types of black English (Harris and Leung 2001). Inclusive language
work is not just a matter of providing a range of resources, it involves sup-
porting their inclusion and challenging any negative responses to this work.

At the same time, it is important not to make assumptions about language
use on the basis of inferred and perhaps stereotyped perspectives related to
ethnic origin. Children are also actively shaping new hybrid cultures for
themselves – cultures that also need to be reflected in school (Pavlenko and
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Blackledge 2004). They are ‘at one and the same time aligned to both UK/
English/British ethnic identities and those associated with other global loca-
tions’ (Harris and Leung 2001: 211). In linguistic terms, this could, for
example, involve drawing on the children’s expertise and fluency in various
types of black English or other local varieties of vernacular English. Harris
(1999) argues that teachers need to appreciate that many children designated
as speaking ‘English as an additional language’ (EAL) may be more comfor-
table with a local urban spoken vernacular than with a ‘community’ language
more associated with their grandparents, for example. Some children might
switch between their ‘community’ language and local vernacular Englishes,
but as with some of their white British peers, might share some difficulties in
writing. Other children, meanwhile, will have a high degree of spoken and
written proficiency in a ‘community’ language as well as English. Harris
(1999) warns of what he terms as ‘romantic bilingualism’ – where teachers
may see their children as possessing ‘expertise in and allegiance to any
community languages with which they have some acquaintance’ (Harris
1997: 14). What all these points highlight is the need for sensitivity as well as
informed understandings of linguistic diversity in the urban classroom that
start with a grounded appreciation of the children’s experiences and per-
spectives. These points apply equally to diversity in religious and cultural
beliefs.

Religious and cultural belief systems are complex aspects of human life and
are areas that may also be susceptible to stereotyping, oversimplification and
inaccurate representation. It is important to realize that, as with all aspects of
diversity, there can be dangers of essentializing particular groups based on
their faith, for example, displacing other dimensions of complexity, fluidity
and hybridity. One strand of identification that illustrates these enactments
of exclusion occurs around some of the current positionings associated with
being a Muslim. In the light of current world affairs, being identified as
Muslim can have consequences in terms of various exclusions and dis-iden-
tifications, regardless of complex historical formations and theological dis-
tinctions within Islam. For youths and adults, this may involve more ‘stop
and searches’ on the streets (Alexander 2002). For children in the playground,
this identification might elicit bullying and harassment (Archer 2003; Shain
2003). The school has a responsibility to accurately reflect and represent
different perspectives, by drawing on experts other than teachers for support
in this work if necessary, and through ensuring that materials used in the
classroom are accurate and up to date in what they say. Valuing and reflecting
diversity in the urban classroom is not just an issue of providing the ‘right’
resources or the ‘correct’ information, it is fundamentally concerned with
respect for persons. This means that racism or racialized harassment and
bullying must be challenged and dealt with promptly (Shain 2003).

Inequality and social identity in school

Social diversity, social identities and identifications are constructions. That is,
they are shaped by and through the society in which they are situated and
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they are learned in social settings (Burr 1995). They shift and change over
time and place. Schools may often become prime sites for the production of
normalized identity constructions such as the ‘good girl or boy’ (Walkerdine
et al. 2001). Although these identifications will be struggled with/against, the
crucial element in their construction is that they are ‘more the product of the
marking of difference and exclusion, than they are the sign of an identical,
naturally-constituted entity’ (Hall 1996: 4). In terms of the production and
maintenance of racialized and ethnicized identifications in schooling, many
studies have identified the impact of racisms in schooling and the ways in
which children identified as ‘other’ have been marginalized, bullied and
excluded (Gaine and George 1999; Wright et al. 2000).

Phoenix (2001) argues that very few studies have concentrated on cases
where racism (even if unintended) has impacted on very young children in
the early years (but see Connolly 2003). She highlights a study in a nursery
setting in Scotland (Ogilvy et al. 1992) that detailed how teachers responded
more to white Scottish children’s needs for attention than other children
designated as ‘Asian’. Phoenix also focused on the well-known work of
Wright (1992) that found that teachers had categorized and stereotyped
‘Asian’ children as having language problems but as being hard-working and
polite. Wright (1992) found that children of African-Caribbean heritage, boys
in particular, were often seen by teachers as more likely to present challenging
behaviours and were more likely to be reprimanded for behaviours that were
also exhibited by white children in the class but not acknowledged by the
teachers. These examples suggest that where the teacher holds some ‘com-
mon sense’ assumptions about racialized/ethnicized groups, these could lead
to socially unjust practices in the classroom. We recognize that it could be
argued that these studies are old and that practice has moved on. We would
suggest, however, that it is worth exploring the work on the exclusion of
black children from school in a little more depth because here we see evi-
dence of inequality that has been consistent and has persisted over a long
period of time.

Studies continue to reveal that black children, particularly boys, are dis-
proportionately excluded from school (Majors 2001). One argument in the
research suggests that, in some cases, boys have continued to be excluded
from school because they have retaliated against racist harassment and racial
bullying left unchallenged by the school (Ofsted 1993; Kinder et al. 1996).
This ‘oversight’ on the part of some schools is deeply troubling. It suggests
that some children in schools have been taunting and verbally abusing
children who have been minoritized and categorized as ‘other’. It also sug-
gests that teachers might not always be even-handed in their responses
towards children who are ‘othered’ in this way (Wright et al. 2000). Simul-
taneously, the statistics on black exclusions might also work to alert teachers
to the ‘fact’ that children, boys especially, from particular groups, are more
prone to challenging behaviour. In addition, what this might well do is
sideline any concerns about girls and exclusion from schools (Osler and
Vincent 2003). It might also sideline the evidence that shows it is mainly
working-class children and children designated as having ‘special educational
needs’ who are disproportionately excluded.
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So, what we are suggesting is that schools need to ensure that any cate-
gorizations or ‘marking out’ of difference is not a lever for exclusion but a
recognition and respect for specific needs. To put it even more powerfully,
schools need to ensure that bullying and harassment, of all types, are chal-
lenged – in terms of immediate responses to incidents and by longer-term
work in promoting respect for diversity (Siraj-Blatchford 1994; May 1999;
Epstein et al. 2003).

Responding to diverse needs – children categorized as refugees

This need for recognition and respect can be powerfully illustrated in relation
to the needs of refugees and asylum seekers. From what we already know, the
majority of refugee children and their families are settled or awaiting settle-
ment in urban locales. More than 65,000 refugee children live in the UK and
about 80 per cent of these children live in London (Menter et al. 2000: 209). It
is worth clarifying what is meant by the terms ‘refugee’ and ‘asylum seeker’.
‘‘The term refugee means someone who has a ‘well-founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of ‘race’, religion, nationality, membership in a parti-
cular social group and political opinion’ and who cannot be protected in the
country of their nationality’’ (1951 Geneva Convention). An asylum seeker is
someone who has applied for refugee status and is awaiting a decision on
their right to stay in the UK.

Schools need to recognize that ‘refugee children’ are diverse and have dif-
ferent experiences. The age of the children, their previous educational
experiences, the languages they speak and their proficiency in English will
influence their progression at school. In addition, schools will need to be
aware that some of the children will be currently experiencing problems and
anxieties around issues such as accommodation, safety of family members
and racism from the wider community. Schools can do much to ensure that
children are sensitively and carefully inducted into their new school. There is
a need for sensitive and careful teaching that draws positively on the chil-
dren’s cultural and linguistic experiences in a non-stereotyped way. However,
as with our earlier discussion of respect and support for diversity, the fun-
damental issue relates to an approach that is inclusive and based on an
appreciation of human rights:

The ways in which schools respond to refugee children are likely to be
indicative of the way in which a school relates to all its pupils – treating
them as individuals each with their own particular need and each with
an enormous potential for contributing to the life of the school, its
teachers and pupils. It is essential that the diverse cultural backgrounds
are acknowledged and that the languages which refugee children bring
into a school are treated as additional assets rather than as problems.
(Menter et al. 2000: 227)

94 The urban primary school



Teachers, diversity and social identity

So far in this chapter we have concentrated on some of the key reasons why
all schools, but particularly urban schools, need to understand and respect
diversity. Our approach has centred on the diversity that characterizes some
of the children who attend inner city schools. Now we want to turn to con-
sider teachers, diversity and social identity issues. One major concern relates
to the under-representation of teachers from minority ethnic backgrounds in
the UK and elsewhere (Gordon 2000). As early as 1985 in the UK, the Swann
Report highlighted the under-representation of minority ethnic teachers as a
matter of national concern. It was argued then, as now, that school staff
profiles needed to reflect the diversity of a multi-ethnic/racial society (Siraj-
Blatchford 1993). It was recognized that teachers of minority ethnic back-
ground are well placed in helping to promote tolerance and in supporting
minority ethnic children, students and their families (Tomlinson 1990).
Teachers from minority groups can enhance the development ‘(of white
children) in a multi-cultural world’ (Gordon 2000: 2). In the light of long-
standing concerns about the educational performance of (some) minority
ethnic children in the UK (Gillborn and Gipps 1996; Gillborn and Mirza
2000), it has frequently been suggested that the recruitment of more teachers
of minority ethnic background is essential in raising the achievement of
minority children and students. While this approach could be said to typify
what we have called a one-dimensional approach towards identity, an
approach that we have criticized earlier in this chapter, generally, policy-
makers and schools have accepted the view that people from a minority
ethnic heritage have a positive and affirming contribution to make to edu-
cation provision (DfEE 1998b).

For some time it has been acknowledged that the interaction between white
children and their parents with teachers of minority ethnic origin can help to
eradicate racism (Tomlinson 1990). Further, the education system benefits
from the multilingual expertise of some minority ethnic teachers, their
understandings of racisms and their ability to act as advocates in school
settings (Carrington and Skelton 2003). However, research conducted over
time has consistently demonstrated that the numbers of minority ethnic
recruits to teaching are lower than would be expected in relation to the
demographics of the UK. Ross (2001) has estimated that, nationally, less than
5 per cent of teachers may be depicted as coming from minority ethnic
backgrounds. In contrast, he notes that almost 13 per cent of the English
school population can be described in this way. It is evident that under-
representation in the teaching profession presents a challenge to policy-
makers and for schools. Additionally, it might be the case that if there are few
teachers of minority ethnic descent, and even fewer in senior positions (Osler
1997), this might also inhibit future minority recruitment. Teaching might
not look as if it offers an inclusive occupation or career for people of minority
ethnic descent.

In a range of empirical studies, minority ethnic trainee teachers have
repeatedly reported that they believe themselves to be treated less favourably
than their peers from the majority group (Jones et al. 1997; Roberts et al.
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2002). Carrington et al. (2001) note that in their study of PGCE trainees, out
of 149 trainees from minority ethnic backgrounds in their study, 41 per cent
claimed that they had been ‘anxious’ about the reception they might receive
from school staff during placement, in respect of their ethnicity. A similar
proportion (36 per cent) agreed with the proposition that trainees from
minority ethnic backgrounds experience problems during training that are
different from those faced by white students and around one quarter reported
that they had encountered incidents of racism in their placement schools.
Some minority ethnic students report being caught up in a dilemma related
to their social identifications in school; they can sometimes be regarded as
‘experts’ on all matters to do with ‘race’ or they are supposed to be ‘better’ at
dealing with minority students (Jones et al. 1998). This is a complex issue that
needs more interrogation than is possible here, but it can mean that some
minority ethnic trainees face:

[H]eavy responsibility and many black teachers find the burden great
when they lose their individuality and become, consciously or uncon-
sciously, seen as representatives for black people generally. White tea-
chers retain a certain degree of individuality and their performance is
perceived as being that of an individual with strengths and weaknesses.
(Robbins 1995: 19)

Many trainee teachers now spend the majority of their training period in
school and thus, the school experience frequently becomes the most impor-
tant part of becoming a teacher. In these new ‘partnerships’ between schools
and higher education institutions, sometimes ‘scant’ attention is paid to
issues of equal opportunities and social justice (Blair and Bourdillon 1997). In
many of the small-scale studies on minority ethnic trainee views of teacher
education, it is the school placement that has caused the most concern
(Robbins 1995; Jones et al. 1997; Jones et al. 1998). Some minority ethnic
trainees have reported that some schools showed little sensitivity towards
cultural difference or respect for religious diversity (Roberts et al. 2002). Other
minority ethnic trainees have suggested that the placement locale itself has
sometimes been problematic; sometimes they have been placed in complex
and challenging multi-racial urban schools because they have been ‘ethni-
cally matched’ even though their social class positions have not prepared
them for these schools. Furthermore, placements in all-white schools with an
all-white staff have sometimes meant that minority ethnic trainee teachers
have felt isolated (Jones et al. 1998).

A Teacher Training Agency (TTA)-funded project that concentrated on the
induction experiences of newly qualified teachers (NQTs) from minority
ethnic groups (McNamara et al. 2002; Roberts et al. 2002) found that some-
times children who were not familiar with teachers other than those of their
own ethnic group reacted to their presence in what the researchers called
‘bemused’ ways. The NQTs from minority ethnic backgrounds believed that
they could act as role models and were in a position to challenge some of the
stereotypes sometimes ascribed to people of minority ethnic heritage. Some
trainees argued that their ethnicity afforded them an insight into social,
cultural and religious issues. However, the biggest benefit of being a teacher
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from a minority ethnic group was thought to be the ability to communicate
with minority ethnic parents in schools. Nevertheless, others believed that
they faced disadvantages because of their ethnic background, notably the
negative attitude of some colleagues and some parents (Roberts et al. 2002).
Overall, what this study, and others in the area, point to is the need for
sensitivity and care in relation to the social diversity and identities of all those
who work in schools. To this we would want to add parents, carers and all
those connected with the life of the school.

Conclusion

What we have tried to do in this chapter is to highlight some of the key
attributes of diversity that make a distinctive contribution to working in the
inner city primary classroom: ‘Urban areas have a much higher concentration
of low-income households . . . urban areas are also far more culturally and
ethnically diverse than the rest of England’ (DfEE 2005: 7). At the same time,
particularly through the example of linguistic diversity, we have tried to
indicate some of the complex and sometimes contradictory issues involved in
recognizing and supporting diversity in inner city primary classrooms. Many
schools have taken their responsibilities seriously in this area and have
worked hard to respect cultural and ethnic diversity and challenge racism. As
Gillborn (2001: 24) recognizes, although national policies have never tackled
racism and ‘race’ inequality directly, there have been pockets of good anti-
racist practice’. However, in the current policy context, even though the
National Curriculum talks of celebrating and supporting diversity, and the
Teacher Training Agency makes it clear that teachers and schools must
challenge and tackle racism, the competing demands of the need to raise
attainment may sometimes marginalize this need. Some primary schools may
feel pressured into focusing on literacy and numeracy without appreciating
how respecting and including aspects related to diversity could sustain and
extend this aspect of their work.

In this chapter, we have stressed that social and cultural diversities are
constructions and identifications that are (re)produced in schools by teachers
and also by the children. These identifications and attributions of identity
will sometimes play a role in making decisions about resource allocations;
which children get additional support or not; which children are regarded as
‘gifted and talented’ or not; which children are seen as more or less prone to
‘acting out’ behaviours. In recognizing the powerful outcomes of some forms
of identifications and attributions, schools may be able to work more con-
structively towards a socially just pedagogy. The challenge of supporting
diversity in urban classrooms and schools is as much to do with a sensitivity
towards recognizing when a difference requires a focused response, for
example, in the provision of texts in a community language or when a dif-
ference is being distorted into a stereotype that may result in exclusion or
oppression (Hey et al. 1998; Brown 2004). By recognizing the distinction,
schools might be better placed to challenge normalized identifications and
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interrupt and change some of the excluding practices and identifications that
cause so much pain and harm in schools and in society.

Questions

1 What can be done in the white urban primary school to reflect diversity
and difference found in the wider society?

2 How could teachers from minority ethnic backgrounds be better supported
in training and in career progression?

3 What sort of tactics could schools employ to ensure that the playgrounds
and other less supervised school spaces are free from bullying and
harassment?
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7

SOCIAL CLASS

In this chapter, we explore the ways in which educational provision has his-
torically been constructed as a classed project. The chapter deals substantively
with the consequences of different forms of choosing and the impact these
choices have in relation to factors of social class in urban primary schools. We
also consider the way in which some aspects of current policies aimed at urban
schools may actually be reinforcing forms of internal differentiation and
propping up class divisions rather than promoting the common good.

Introduction

In the first chapter of this book, we argued that the provision of state
schooling was initially aimed at ‘gentling’ and ‘civilizing’ the urban working
classes. The Victorian buildings that housed the first state-provided elemen-
tary schools, and which still stand in many of our inner cities, were designed
to represent churches – churches in the city. These tall buildings dominated
their local skylines with their distinctive church-like windows – too high for
little children to look out of and become distracted from their work – and
they stood as ‘landmarks of working class education’ (Hall 1977: 11). Their
symbolic meaning was clear – they were bringing salvation (of a sort) but at a
price: the subordination of one class culture and the celebration of another.
These early elementary board schools and council schools were central to
this ‘civilizing’ and classed project. Elementary schools were designed for
working-class children who would not need anything more than some
elementary schooling: basic skills of literacy and numeracy and some voca-
tional provision (Williams 1961; Reeder 1977).

As the twentieth century unfolded, some primary schools remained the
preserve of the working classes and never housed any middle-class children.
In other areas, some primary schools became more class inclusive. However,



fundamentally, the fears and dangers of ‘contamination’ of the ‘gentler’
middle-class child by ‘rougher’ working-class children continued to play a
role in maintaining some separation. During the late nineteenth century and
into the first half of the twentieth century, the final and formal ‘act’ of class
separation was marked by the provision of non-compulsory secondary edu-
cation that had to be paid for, unless a scholarship were obtained. Very few
working-class children progressed beyond elementary school, for even if they
passed the scholarship, uniforms, books and other essentials still had to be
purchased.

The Education Act of 1944 finally legislated for free and compulsory sec-
ondary school for all children in the UK. This provision was differentiated to
meet the needs of children with allegedly different ‘abilities’. It was argued
that academic children needed an academic curriculum as provided by the
grammar school. Children who were good with their hands needed a practical
education provided in the technical schools – few of which were ever built.
The rest went to the secondary modern school and these were frequently
housed in the old elementary schools and provided a curriculum based on a
diluted grammar school programme. Most working-class children went to
these schools. In this way, even though all children now had access to sec-
ondary schooling, the provision reflected ‘the survival of a familiar kind of
class thinking’ (Williams 1961: 166). However, a small minority of working-
class children passed the national selective examination, the 11 plus, and
went to their local grammar schools (Weeks 1986). Middle-class children now
attended state secondary schools but they were over-represented in the
grammar schools that remained, in the main, their provenance.

In the 1960s, when the 1944 Education Act had been bedded down for
some time, Jackson and Marsden conducted a study in Huddersfield, York-
shire, in the north of England, that focused on two class-related issues. First,
Jackson and Marsden (1966: 16) were interested in ‘the colossal waste of
talent in working-class children’ who still tended to leave school as soon as
possible and were (and still are) under-represented in institutes of higher
education (see Archer et al. 2003). Second, they were concerned with the
cultural trade-off between working-class origins and middle-class schooling,
which, they believed, could occur when working-class children did attend
their local grammar school:

In the search for equality through education there is a peculiar blockage.
Much has been gained – compulsory schooling, free schooling, second-
ary schooling for all. But was it altogether worth it? Did the child gain or
lose in winning through to middle-class life and growing away from
working-class origins? (Jackson and Marsden 1966: 16).

Their argument was that state education had not accepted ‘the best quali-
ties of working-class living’ and this was not reflected in educational provi-
sion or in what Jackson and Marsden (1966: 246) called ‘our central culture’.
What had happened over the decades of the twentieth century was that by
the 1960s, state schooling, which now included the majority of middle-class
children, had expanded but was still a selective and elitist provision. It is
worth quoting Jackson and Marsden at length because what they wrote, over
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40 years ago, seems so relevant to the contemporary situation of classed
choosing. Writing of what they found in Huddersfield, they said:

The crudest economic barriers (school fees etc.) have now been removed,
only to reveal subtler ones at work. It is now clearer to see the many
small ways in which money and power in society prepare early for a
competitive situation. In particular, we can note how the middle classes
(supported by the primary schools) respond to, and prepare early for, the
divisions of eleven plus at which their children do so conspicuously
well . . . Middle-class families are in so many ways insured against failure
by virtue of their class position; and any form of nominally academic
selection will, in effect, be a form of social selection . . . It is a process that
is at work all the time from the moment a child enters school to his final
leaving: a gentle shaking of the sieve, with now and again one or two big
jerks. (Jackson and Marsden 1966: 231)

State schooling in the UK has always been a classed project, overt and direct
in the late nineteenth century when it was set up, and while perhaps less
overt, was no less influential nearly 90 years later in the 1960s. This con-
nection has persisted through the ‘sorting and grading process, natural to a
class society’ (Williams 1961: 168) and continues to this day (Ball 2003b).

Before we proceed further, it is necessary to discuss the tensions involved in
the way in which we will deploy the categories of middle class and working
class in this chapter. By and large we will simply be contrasting middle-class
with working-class experiences of the educational system and the urban
primary school. Yet we recognize that this approach runs the risk of homo-
genizing and essentializing the complexity of class positions and classed
values. The working classes and middle classes are internally differentiated:
there is not one undifferentiated set of experiences, values and beliefs. Values
and concerns sometimes overlap between and within classes. Not all middle-
class families reject their local urban schools; not all working-class families
choose locally either. The lived situation of social class is more complex than
simple binaries might sometimes suggest. And yet, there are undeniable
‘brute realities of social inequality’ (Savage 2000: 159, cited in Ball 2003b: 5)
that pattern the classed experiences and opportunities of life chances of many
children and their families.

Urban theory, social consumption and education

We now want to return to some of the central themes in urban theory: space
and consumption, which offer some explanation for how this class project
‘works’. Briefly, the urban has sometimes been theorized as a spatial/density
problem, that is, a city is defined by its population size and the physical space
it takes up. A study of the urban has, in this perspective, simply been a study
of and about cities. A broader political-economic approach to the ‘urban’
concentrates on the consequence of advanced capitalism and industrializa-
tion processes. This second approach tends to ‘collapse’ urban theory into a
study of capitalism (Saunders 1981). To avoid this, urban theorists like
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Saunders (1981) and, more recently, Byrne (2001) have argued that urban
theory connects to spatial sociology and involves an exploration of the
consumption of social goods and competition for these goods in localized
struggles. So, while locality/locale is important, so are processes of competi-
tion and the places where competition is located as well as social patterns of
consumption (who gets what).

When we come to examine education, it is evident that there is local
competition and struggle over this provision – how to get into the ‘good’ or
even ‘best’ local primary school, for example. Access to and consumption of
education are critical to ‘success’ in post-industrial knowledge-based societies
like the UK (Castells 1997). Failure to access a ‘good’ school or just the fear of
not being able to access a ‘good’ school can induce great anxieties (Walk-
erdine et al. 2001; Swift 2003). Some time ago, Pahl (1968) talked about the
distinction between ‘proximity’ and ‘access’ in urban settings. He suggested
that some people live in proximity to negative environmental provisions –
such as factories emitting harmful gases, or, for our purposes, less successful
schools. Other people were better placed to ‘access’ social goods by virtue of
where they lived or through their capacity to move to or travel to where they
could access advantage (Harvey 1989). Thus, in locations that have become
colonized by the middle classes as a consequence of gentrification, it is likely
that the local schools, both primary and secondary, have become middle-class
dominated in terms of their intake. Locale becomes crucial in any struggle
over consumption. Where you live can dictate which hospital you are treated
in, the doctor you get, what dentistry is available, as well as the sorts of
schools you can actually attend. In newly gentrifying locales, where schools
may be more ‘mixed’ in terms of their intake, and certainly in global cities like
London, where different forms of housing stock exist side by side, schools
(certainly primary schools) will be more heterogeneous in their intake.
However, fuelled by league tables and an awareness of the role of ‘good’
schools in accessing additional life chances, local competition for access to
the ‘best’ primary and secondary schools will frequently be characterized by
social class differences in urban settings.

Class and schooling

The sociology of education has recently seen a return to interest in under-
standing class inequalities through exploring the ways in which the middle
classes manoeuvre to bring off class advantage through accessing particular
forms of educational provision and avoiding others (Power et al. 2002; Ball
2003b). Much of the earlier work on class and schooling, which started in the
post-war period of the 1950s and early 1960s, was caught up in ‘explaining’
why it was that working-class children did not succeed in school and their
middle-class peers did. Mostly this disparity was ‘blamed’ on factors to do
with the family. Key publications of the period, such as Douglas (1964) and
the Plowden Report (1967), alleged that working-class families were less able
or willing to support their children’s school careers and invest in their longer-
term futures. They suggested that education was less valued in working-class
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families than in middle-class homes. One of the most damning episodes in
this period was the allegation that working-class families and their children
used a ‘restricted linguistic code’ and for this reason, were less able to access
the benefits of schooling that were delivered in an ‘elaborated’ middle-class
code.

This spurious claim rested on an incorrect appropriation of Bernstein’s
theory of elaborated and restricted linguistic codes. Bernstein had argued
that, wherever there was a ‘strong sense of shared identity’ (Edwards 2002:
529), the group would produce a restricted linguistic code that maintained
group coherence. Working-class communities were examples of groups that
produced these restricted codes but so too were occupational networks and
other groups with closeknit interests and concerns. Bernstein also argued that
restricted codes could ‘carry great expressive power’ (Edwards 2002: 529).
However, his work was widely misrepresented. The consequence was that it
was argued that working-class children did not do well in school because they
lacked ‘the necessary verbal strategies’ (Deutch 1967: 179, cited in Edwards
2002: 528). Even though this perspective was challenged, its appeal lay in
providing a ‘reason’ for working-class ‘failure’ in schools and an excuse for
some schools to do little to challenge classed outcomes. One dilemma was
that the sociolinguistic debate that was spurred on by Bernstein’s work took
place in journals and lecture halls. Many teachers in training were simply
exposed to a dichotomized version of elaborated and restricted codes as
‘reasons’ for different patterns of success in primary schools. What happened
was that working-class families, and their children, became socially patho-
logized and were seen as ‘deficient’ (Walkerdine et al. 2001). Working-class
families were to ‘blame’ for their lack of success in the educational system.
Perhaps even at this point in time, working-class children were seen as
needing to avoid success if success were to be achieved by the middle classes
in the school system.

A key ratcheting up of the classed project of schooling occurred as a result
of the changes that were put into place through the Education Reform Act
(ERA) 1988. The insertion of market forces into education provision and the
complementary strategies of parental choice and market competition posi-
tioned education as a commodity, another asset to be acquired. Gewirtz et al.
(1995: 2) suggest that this process of acquisition is ‘driven by self
interest . . . the self-interest of parents, as consumers, choosing schools that
will provide maximum advantage to their children’. In this classless dis-
course, it is the individual family and individual parent who are positioned as
having choices. This means that ‘good’ parents need to put ‘the family first’
(Jordan et al. 1994). In these new times, it is the task of the ‘good’ parent to be
vigilant to ensure that they access the best advantage for their own child –
and this may well be at the expense of someone else’s child. As Bourdieu and
Boltanski (2000: 917) have argued, in the contemporary setting ‘the educa-
tion market has become one of the most important loci of class struggle’.

In consequence, interest has turned once more to issues of social class and
schooling. However, that interest now lies mainly with the strategies and
tactics that the middle classes deploy to ensure that they choose and get the
best available in order to secure longer-term advantage for their children in a
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competitive and risky social world (Beck 1992). As Bynner (2003) has
demonstrated, the UK is a stratified society in which the middle classes
‘elbow’ their way into any advantages that are offered. One way in which this
elbowing is evidenced is in the classed manoeuvrings associated with
primary-secondary transfer, although it is important to appreciate, as Lynch
and Lodge (2002: 3) remind us, that ‘social class inequality . . . begins at the
pre-school market stage when income and wealth are stratified’ (see also
Vincent et al. 2004).

Choice and class in primary/secondary transition

A great deal of research has concentrated particularly on the transition from
primary to secondary school in the UK (Adler et al. 1989; Echols and Wilms
1990; Gewirtz et al. 1995). The study conducted by Gewirtz et al. (1995) drew
on in-depth interviews with 137 parents from across all social classes who
lived in four different local education authorities. The middle-class families
interviewed for the study were concerned about many factors in coming to
make their choice of secondary school for their children. As Gewirtz et al.
point out, the families worked to find a school that ‘matched’ their children’s
needs and personality. However, in choosing schools for some positive fac-
tors, simultaneously they chose to avoid other less desirable factors:

The main reason we want Max to go to Suchard (school) is because he
tends to gravitate towards the rougher children in the (primary) school
and they’re nice enough kids but they’re not very motivated, they’re not
very bright, and he tends to work at the level of the children he’s
working with. (interview with a mother, cited in Gewirtz et al. 1995: 35)

Class choosing is rarely direct and unambiguous (Gewirtz et al. 1995). It is
part of a wider set of concerns. Nevertheless, in expressions like ‘the rougher
children’, it is possible to see a desire to avoid a social mix that might jeo-
pardize Max’s progression. And indeed, many other studies into primary/
secondary transfer reveal a range of tactics that middle-class parents some-
times deploy to ensure that their child avoids the ‘rougher children’ and gets
placed in a ‘good’ school – attended by enough other middle-class children
(David et al. 1994; Woods et al. 1998). These tactics may include attending a
particular church to ensure acceptance at a popular denominational sec-
ondary school; moving house to be in the right catchment area for a more
desirable school; using a friend’s address for the same reason. In some cases,
parents may transfer their children out of local urban primary schools, after
good early years’ provision but before formal schooling starts, into local
denominational primary schools that ‘feed’ popular and oversubscribed
denominational secondary schools but which do not have good nursery
classes (Maguire 1999). Overall, the ethics and the politics of choosing
schools are classed, complex and highly contradictory (Swift 2003).

One issue that has not been as fully researched as the primary/secondary
transition is the need to get into a ‘good’ primary school right at the start. In
some cases, this can increase the prospect of later access to a ‘good’ secondary
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school for which the primary school is a recognized ‘feeder’. Therefore, par-
ticularly in urban contexts, where there is much more choice and greater
capacity to transcend the limits of space (driving children to schools in dif-
ferent areas), some primary schools become oversubscribed, housing prices
rise in the immediate vicinity and the process of class choosing/class segre-
gation is initiated in the early years and primary sector.

Obviously, families who cannot buy and sell property and who cannot
move into the ‘right’ area are sometimes excluded from access to particular
primary schools. It is not that they are not ‘good’ choosers; rather, they
have little to choose from and between. Housing thus becomes a powerful
factor that shapes the intake of the local primary (and many secondary)
schools. The capacity to transcend space gives advantage to those best placed
to do this.

There is another factor implicated in choosing and getting into a ‘good’
primary school: the factor of religion. Many parents continue to regard
denominational schools as ‘good’. In some cases, denominational schools are
seen as providing ‘a selective education by any other name’ (Cohen 2005: 29).
Parents frequently claim that church schools are able to engender an ethos
that is conducive to hard work, high standards and school ‘success’. For this
reason, parents may well be positively disposed to select denominational
primary schools, regardless of their own faith perspectives – that then offer
the additional ‘bonus’ of feeding generally better regarded denominational
secondary schools. As denomination Christian schools are grouped in dio-
ceses that extend over a larger geographical area than the local educational
authority, these schools offer additional choices to some parents (Whitty
2002). Depending on their selection criteria, these schools may find it easier
to reject some groups; other people may find it easier to meet the entrance
criteria through starting to attend their local churches.

As a consequence of the competition between schools, bolstered by the
publication of league tables, schools become set in local hierarchies. ‘Good’
schools become popular, other schools are seen as ‘acceptable’, while yet
other schools are demonized – and more frequently these are the urban
schools, the schools for the working classes. Some families have enough assets
to overcome this problem and are better able to get what they want. Other
families have to take what they get (Reay and Ball 1997). And this applies to
primary as well as secondary schooling.

Again, it is useful to look back to the 1960s and see what Jackson and
Marsden had to say then about choosing a primary school as there are par-
allels with the contemporary policy context. They wrote of that first move
from the home into the primary school for the working-class families in their
study: ‘Nevertheless, when the moment came for schooling to begin, many of
the parents were less sure of their choice and guidance. This was the point of
entry to unfamiliar worlds’ (Jackson and Marsden 1966: 99). The Huddersfield
middle-class parents were far more aware that ‘all kinds of advantages may
flow in from choosing the best school for results, rather than accepting the
school which is simply the nearest’ (Jackson and Marsden 1966: 99), a factor
that few of their working-class families seemed to realize. As Jackson and
Marsden (1966: 100) found, ‘early success in the primary school was a pre-
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requisite to any further achievement’ so unfamiliarity with the system could
penalize some working-class children.

In their study, Jackson and Marsden recognized that different fractions of
the working class had access to different forms of knowledge and social net-
works. They talked of working-class families with ‘blood relatives in the
professional classes, or with middle class links through church or club’
(Jackson and Marsden 1966: 99) who found out about the reputations of
different primary schools and who took advice as to which school would be
best for their child’s future progress. Then, as now, the working class was
internally differentiated and this could increase or limit their capacity to
choose. Overall, however, in the Huddersfield study (and in studies such as
Gewirtz et al. 1995) many of the working-class families ‘chose’ very differently
from the middle-class families:

Middle-class parents . . . know that all kinds of advantages may flow from
choosing the best school for results, rather than accepting the school
which is simply nearest. Consequently they use the system’s elasticity,
and by doing so, reinforce differences in standard, tone and expectation.
Few working-class parents realized that. Apart from those with middle-
class connections, they accepted the local school in a natural ‘neigh-
bourhood’ spirit. (Jackson and Marsden 1966: 99)

Children and choice in urban locales

While Jackson and Marsden’s work has a strong contemporary ‘feel’ about it,
one consequence of the insertion of choice and competition (market forces)
has been the upsurge of research into parental choice (David et al. 1994;
Gewirtz et al. 1995). What has sometimes been sidelined in all this is the voice
of the children themselves and their participation in choice of secondary
schools. Although many of the best-known studies recognize that the chil-
dren themselves do have a part to play in choosing their secondary schools,
the way in which middle-class children’s capacity to choose is ‘managed’
within the family is worth considering here. Many middle-class families start
preparing their children for secondary transfer at an early stage in their pri-
mary schooling. Sometimes this involves extra tuition to help the child do
well in competitive entry examinations. While the children will be consulted
about where they would like to go, from family discussions that take place
over time, the children will have absorbed messages about which secondary
schools are appropriate/inappropriate for people like themselves (David et al.
1994). These discussions will continue in primary schools within the chil-
dren’s peer groupings. A reservoir of information about ‘good’ schools and
‘bad’ schools will be constructed throughout the primary phase. Middle-class
choosing becomes a process of manoeuvring through options from a sub-
section of the better/good schools. Other schools, the ‘rougher’ schools per-
haps, will already have been rejected (Gewirtz et al. 1995).

In contrast, some cohorts of working-class children will be more directly
involved in choosing their secondary school by themselves. Reay and Lucey
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(2000a: 86) found with the primary school children they interviewed ‘locality
is important and is integrally linked to feelings of security, belonging and
connection’. Working-class children were more likely to want to stay in ‘their’
own area with people like themselves even if these schools were not always
‘academic’ or high status. As Massey (1995) argues, where we live and grow up
influences us and helps shape our identities. Who we are is connected to
where we live and how we identify ourselves. Moving away from familiar
settings can be emotionally costly.

One of the first urban-based investigations conducted after the ERA (1988)
had introduced market forces, competition and ‘choice’ into education was
carried out by Thomas and Dennison (1991). They were concerned that
‘previous studies on choice of secondary school have not gathered data from
primary school pupils themselves’ (1991: 247). They gave all the Year Six
children in one inner city northern England primary school a questionnaire
in order to find out more about who actually did the choosing of the sec-
ondary school. In this locality, there were two secondary schools available to
choose between. They also interviewed a random sample of parents and a core
of primary and secondary teachers. Thomas and Dennison discussed the
powerful and pervading influence of local networks that passed on ‘bad
messages’ about less desirable schools – even where these messages were
unfounded. These messages were about fighting, bullying and ‘trouble’. The
study concluded that 61 per cent of the children were the main choosers of
their own secondary school. Much of this choosing was about ‘avoiding’ the
sorts of difficulty outlined earlier rather than choosing ‘for’ a particular
reason.

In a study conducted by Wooldridge (1997) a cohort of children from an
inner city primary school were interviewed frequently over the course of their
last year of primary school in order to tease out the processes involved in
choosing a secondary school in more detail. Wooldridge was a teacher in the
school and had taught all of the participants. He talked to the children at
opportune moments, conducted a series of focus group interviews and short
one-off interviews at key moments such as before and after visits to pro-
spective schools. He found that the children relied on local sources of
information, mainly older siblings and friends already at the available sec-
ondary schools, to inform their choice making. In their immediate location,
there were six secondary schools. None of these schools enjoyed a strong
academic reputation. Other schools in the locality were generally considered
to be too far away to be actively considered. As Wooldridge (1997: 37) sug-
gests from his work with the children:

Fighting, bullying, smoking, school uniform, the school buildings and
finally the existence of after-school clubs appear to be the most impor-
tant indicators of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ schools. Rumour and hearsay had
spread about these factors in school life, issues that are important but
away from the classroom and not directly associated with education.

The children viewed ‘good’ schools as those they described as ‘easy’ –
schools where there was no trouble. Issues of race and gender were ‘a means
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by which the girls, in particular, distinguished between schools’ (Wooldridge
1997: 38):

I don’t want to be bad but some people don’t want to go to a school
because they’re all one race and people are like typical racists. You know
Ryan’s Mum? She took the boy out because the school was full of Mus-
lims, Bengalis. That’s really bad. (Sophie, a white working-class girl)

Wooldridge discovered that social class and ethnicity had a considerable
impact on children’s choice of secondary schools. His study was conducted in
one inner urban primary school in a deprived locale. The primary school
intake was made up largely of children whose parents had come from Ban-
gladesh. Many of these parents would have some difficulty in accessing
information about schools out of the borough and schools too far away from
home would have not been desirable for families concerned about racism and
the safety of their children. Wooldridge argued that, in this case, the speci-
ficity of locale and issues of ethnicity had shaped choice patterns and access
to secondary school. What happened was that most of the children went to
the nearest school – the main issues arose in relation to a perceived need for
single-sex provision. In relation to this setting, Wooldridge (1997: 55) found
that: ‘Many parents do not engage with the market at all.’ The children did
what ‘choosing’ there was to do. His final conclusions are worth reproducing
here:

For these children, the process of choosing a school has been difficult
and confusing. The messages they hear are contradictory, deeply rooted
in myth and riddled with exaggeration. Choice has not empowered
children, instead it has given them one more thing to worry about in
their final year of primary school. (Wooldridge 1997: 56)

Reay and Lucey (2003) conducted a large study with over 400 inner city
primary school children where their attitudes, perspectives and processes of
choosing were explored before and after transfer. One finding was that the
reputations of schools shifted according to location – a secondary school
could be regarded as ‘good’ by children in one school while simultaneously
being seen as ‘bad’ by children from a different primary school. Reputations
were shifting and complex. However, the same sorts of key choosing issue
that had been identified in earlier studies were also found by Reay and Lucey:
the need to avoid ‘trouble’ rather than choose positively; the powerful role of
housing location; choosing locally and ‘not too posh’: ‘Primary to secondary
transition is one of those regular stages at which the educational system filters
out those whose cultural capital it is not designed to recognize’ (Reay and
Lucey 2003: 139); a finding that replicates the ‘gentle shaking of the sieve,
with now and again one or two big jerks’ described by Jackson and Marsden
(1968: 231).

Reay and Lucey (2003: 139) found that: ‘ ‘‘Choice’’ operates in the inner
city as a process of differentiating schools and concentrating problems’ (Reay
and Lucey 2003: 139). Like Wooldridge, they found that working-class boys
(black and white) and their parents were more likely to choose single-sex
schools with reputations for a ‘firm’ approach towards discipline. Like all the
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studies on working-class choosing, they found that most children were
choosing on the basis of ‘a sense of one’s place’. As Reay and Lucey undertook
qualitative work with a large number of children, they were also able to tease
out subtle issues that gradually became apparent. For example, children in
their study who ‘knew’ that some schools were out of their reach and who
chose less high-status but more accessible schools, demonstrated a keen
awareness of stratification and what was going to be possible. They had a
limited choice from a range of second-tier schools and as they knew they did
not have a real choice, they were making the best of what was on offer to
them.

One interesting issue raised by Reay and Lucey concerned the small number
of working-class children in one of their socially mixed primary schools who
were keenly aware of the different academic reputations of local secondary
schools as well as which schools were more desired by their middle-class
peers. Some of these children applied for and gained places in the higher-
status secondary schools although they reported difficulties post-transfer. In
any discussions about class and transfer it is important not to forget this part
of the cohort. Walkerdine et al. (2001: 162) have argued, in relation to girls
who make and get this sort of choice:

[W]hy some girls long for something different and have the strength to
make this happen through what is an emotionally and socially terrifying
shift while others feel safer staying within the well understood and
maintained practices of school failure is a question that demands to be
asked, but is not usually addressed by the educational literature.

This is an important issue that needs more research – in respect of girls, and
boys as well.

The process of choosing is a classed process. It circumscribes the ‘feeding’
roles of primary schools – some are more likely to feed ‘good’ schools, others
are more likely to feed local schools that may be under-subscribed and more
likely to serve their local communities. The location of the primary school,
the secondary school(s) it feeds and the culture of the local primary school
will shape, to a degree, what is possible, desirable and available. For working-
class children, the choice is likely to be localized and randomized; getting to a
‘good’ school will be a matter of luck. For the middle-class child, it will be the
result of a long sequence of careful selection, of processes of inclusion,
exclusion and familiarity with the system, a process that starts even before
compulsory schooling itself.

Choosing/avoiding: the consequence for urban schools

One reading of this chapter might seem to be suggesting that working-class
children make a school ‘bad’ and that ‘good’ schools are those that attract
middle-class children. While the evidence does suggest that so-called suc-
cessful schools are generally characterized by a more middle-class intake
(Thrupp 1998), the situation is more complicated. Sometimes schools that
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have good (relative) success with specific constituencies are still rejected by
middle-class families:

Parents choose on the basis of social mix. Beatrice Webb [a secondary
school] was unlikely ever to be popular with its reputation for violence
(because of a tiny minority of violent students) and its intake of mainly
working-class students, refugees and bilingual speakers. Local primary
headteachers had told the teacher responsible for primary liaison, that
some parents rejected the school because of ‘its very good reputation for
being welcoming and helping all sorts of refugee kids’. (Gewirtz 2002:
114)

Put another way, the social costs of choosing have different outcomes for the
schools of the working-class child and the middle-class child. Pahl’s (1968)
notion of ‘proximity’ might mean closeness to a less successful school in an
area where the more successful schools are two bus journeys away for parents
without their own transport or the time to take children to a more distant
school. The outcome of class choosing – a polarized provision in some cases
but a clear pecking order in others – will reinforce the ‘colonization’ of some
primary schools by the middle classes, who will sell up and move in order to
access ‘good’ schools or at the very least ‘avoid’ those which they see as
threatening to their children’s development (Butler and Savage 1995).

The consequences of this strategy can work to further demonize some
schools and certainly make it harder for these schools to survive. For example,
in a particular locale, the least popular school may well have the lowest
number of children on its roll. It will be compelled to accept some ‘harder to
teach’ children who may have been excluded from other schools (Maguire et
al. 2003). In turn, this may have consequences for the schools’ capacity to
recruit and retain staff. Higher staff turnover, too many supply teachers and
higher numbers of transient children who move from school to school can
make it much harder to provide stability and continuity (Power et al. 2002).
The stress and emotional pressures of working in schools in these sorts of
circumstance can make excessive demands on teachers. It is much harder to
meet targets with a transient school population and an ever-changing staff.
Higher levels of staff ill-health, caused by these greater pressures, can mean
the budget is overstretched on staffing costs, which will result in less money
for other resources. Finally, schools in disadvantaged locales will be less able
to make up any budget deficiencies through the sorts of fundraising activities
that are available in more prosperous areas. In many ways, the schools that
serve the more disadvantaged fraction of the working classes will be ‘pun-
ished’ for their work. This applies equally to primary and secondary urban
schools.

Supporting and sustaining urban schools in a ‘choosing’
environment

When New Labour came into power in 1997, education became its top
priority. However, in its concern with ‘raising standards’ it showed more
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continuity with the previous Conservative administrations than with a more
radical approach towards schooling (Demaine 1999). New Labour took on the
damaging rhetoric of previous administrations and made it their own. If
anything, it became tougher and more aggressive about challenging alleged
low standards, particularly in urban schools and needing to increase perfor-
mance management in schools and elsewhere in the public sector. However,
New Labour inherited a country in which levels of poverty had risen con-
siderably and recognized a need to challenge this situation (Whitty 2002).

As Tomlinson (2001) has stated, during the 1980s and 1990s, it was
repeatedly argued that ‘poverty was no excuse’ and that schools were
responsible for their own success or failure. Social and economic disadvantage
was not recognized and schools ‘succeeding despite the odds’ were used to
berate those who failed to meet their targets. In some ways, it might be argued
that at least and at last schools were being asked to ensure that working-class
children were succeeding in school. But, at the same time:

By the 1990s, there was an important section of the middle class, edu-
cated in private or good state schools and ‘good’ universities, dominating
the communications, information and propaganda industries, and the
political arena, who were easily able to resist egalitarian and social
democratic school organization. These and other knowledgeable groups
were determined that their children would have similar access to privi-
leged education. (Tomlinson 2001: 133)

These groups and other aspiring middle-class cohorts recognized the need
to ‘avoid their children being educated with the poor, to ensure their children
attended well-resourced schools and avoided stigmatized forms of education’
(Tomlinson 2001: 139). The outcome was that schooling became more
socially polarized and this impacted on school performance (Gibson and
Asthana 1999). In response to these sorts of pressures and also in an attempt
to ‘benefit the many, not the few’ (DfEE 1997: 11), New Labour implemented
a set of policies to deal with schools where attainment was below the national
average. Education action zones (and to start with, these were mainly urban),
Excellence in Cities (initially in six large conurbations and their adjoining
areas – inner London, Birmingham, Leeds/Bradford, Liverpool/Knowsley,
Manchester/Salford and Sheffield/Rotherham) and Fresh Start, which would
close and reopen ‘failing schools’, were all set up to ‘rescue’ urban schools.

It is not possible to do justice in this chapter to these policies; however,
they did pump in some additional resources to urban schools. Particularly
through Excellence in Cities, schools could now employ learning mentors to
give additional support to children who were experiencing difficulties in their
learning. Schools could also set up ‘fast-track’ schemes and additional support
for ‘gifted and talented’ children. There was to be an expansion of specialist
schools in the inner city that would ‘cater for ambitious and high achieving
pupils’ DfEE (1999c: 1). As Maden (2001: 336) argues, it is important for
schools’ success that they are able to attract and retain a ‘critical mass’ of
children who are ‘pro-school’. However, while these sorts of policies might
have given succour to some middle-class/middle-class aspirant families and
might have worked to retain their children in (some) urban schools, these
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policies have simultaneously promoted internal differentiation and segrega-
tion within schools. As Lynch and Lodge (2002: 40) have found in similar
projects in Ireland, there is mounting evidence ‘that schools feel pressurized
to provide ‘‘fast tracks’’ which mainly serve middle-class children and this is a
tactic to maintain middle-class enrolment’. Without any commitment to
challenging structural inequalities such as unemployment and poverty, the
focus on ‘standards’ has seemed strangely inappropriate at best and has
worked to ensure that, in the main, middle-class children are educated ‘apart
from the poor’ (Tomlinson 2001: 140). Recently, the emphasis on standards
has led to an increase in ‘ability setting’ in primary schools, particularly for
numeracy and literacy work (Hallam et al. 2004a: 531). While some of the
literature that focuses on children’s attitudes towards grouping practices
reveals that ‘the nature of language adopted, such as ‘thick’ or ‘dumb’, with
its negative connotations, stigmatizes those of lower ability’, one key ques-
tion remains: which social class of children are more likely to be allocated to
the ‘lower ability’ groups? (Willig 1963; Boaler 1997). The reality is a society
that is still divided along class lines where education works to support and
maintain division and the privilege of some rather than the common good of
all (Tomlinson 2001).

Social capital and urban education

Whitty (2002: 120) claims that New Labour is developing social policies that
have started to ‘look beyond the failures of the school for the causes of
underachievement’. He argues that New Labour has turned its attention to
the ‘social capital thesis’ and that this approach has influenced policies set up
to challenge exclusion, such as Sure Start and family literacy. The social
capital thesis argues that ‘relationships matter’ (Field 2003: 1), that the
capacity to gain support from networks and relationships can help (and
sometimes hinder) in accessing wider resources. The implication is that policy
needs to facilitate relationships and connections. Halpern (2005: 142), a keen
advocate of policies to enhance social capital and who works in the Prime
Minister’s Strategy Unit, has produced a review of international research that
suggests that ‘deficits in social capital can lead to negative outcomes’. Parents’
social capital can positively affect educational outcomes and ‘differences in
family social capital help to explain differences in educational achievements’
(Halpern 2005: 167). One example of the positive effects of social capital are
Catholic schools in the USA where working-class children perform much
better than children from similar backgrounds attending non-denomina-
tional schools. Halpern believes that shared aspirations, similar values and
strong ties between parents and the school help to make this difference. He
recognizes that enhancing social capital ‘is not a simple or single magic bullet
for solving all policy problems’ but claims that it is a ‘useful source of insight
into new policy levers’.

Recent policies in England (and elsewhere) have started to concentrate on
enhancing social capital. Some schemes have focused on supporting parents
of young pre-school children through extending provision, other schemes
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have offered parents free bags of books to promote reading and literacy in
three age groups: up to 1 year old, from 12 to 24 months, and up to 4 years of
age (Hill 2005: 10). School-based projects such as mentoring have been
developed to raise aspirations and build social and educational capital both in
primary and secondary schools. At a community level, Tony Blair has con-
troversially sought to provide more church schools in a partial attempt to
enhance social capital. Community-level efforts at enhancing social capital
have been attempted through volunteer schemes, promoted in schools by
citizenship education. While it is evident that these schemes can offer sup-
port to parents and bring some additional resources with them, we would
want to echo Whitty’s criticism (2002: 123) that ‘policies that are about
building social capital are also important, but they are a necessary comple-
ment to rather than a substitute for policies that attack material poverty’. In
concentrating on enhancing social capital, wider structural and economic
concerns might become marginalized or even become displaced.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have considered what happens in urban settings as a
consequence of the differential capacity to exercise choice and transcend
space. We have explored the ways in which location plays a critical part in the
allocation of school places. In particular, we have examined research into the
‘choice making’ of parents and children that works, in effect, to maintain a
society divided on class lines. We have also briefly examined some of the
urban policies that, while seeking to ameliorate some of the financial dis-
advantages that inner city schools experience, can work to set up processes of
internal differentiation in urban schools themselves. In the past, working-
class families were ‘blamed’ for poor parenting that held their children back –
now they can be ‘blamed’ for ‘poor’ choosing or even for having the ‘wrong’
sort of social capital or none at all.

Williams (1961: 12) wrote of what he called the ‘long revolution’. He saw
this as a process involving struggles for democracy, changes in production
and industry and the need to extend communications that would result in
‘deep social and personal changes’. In terms of education, Williams (1961:
168) saw the ‘long revolution’ as needing to move beyond the ‘sorting and
grading process, natural to a class society’. Williams (1961: 176) warned that
there was a choice between persisting ‘in social and educational patterns
based on a limited ruling class, a middle professional class, a large operative
class, cemented by forces that cannot be challenged and will not be changed’
or moving towards ‘a public education designed to express and create the
values of an educated democracy and a common culture’. We are still, it
seems, caught between these choices.
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Questions

1 In what sorts of ways does social class impact in the urban primary
classroom?

2 To what degree do you think that ‘educational destinies are tied to geo-
graphy’ (Reay and Lucey 2003: 123)?

3 To what extent is it productive for policymakers to try to enhance the
social capital of urban children and families?
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8

LEARNING IN THE CITY

Urban schools have often been viewed by policymakers as in need of com-
pensatory action to overcome their deficiencies or ‘problems’. In this chapter,
we argue that there is also a need to positively value urban experiences.
Valuing cultural differences and working to support participatory and localized
policymaking have an important part to play in promoting learning in the
urban school. The urban locale can and should be seen as a positive site for
promoting and sustaining learning. We start by reviewing some dominant
policy approaches towards urban schools. We then explore research into
children’s experiences of the city and consider the potential of the city in the
curriculum. Finally, we examine some of the contemporary strategies to raise
attainment and raise standards in urban schools and we argue that policy
needs to employ a more consultative and critical approach towards what
counts as knowledge in urban primary schools.

Policy approaches towards learning in urban schools

The ‘stark differences in the lives of pupils with different family backgrounds
have not gone away, nor has the problem of knowing how to deal with them’
(Mortimore and Whitty 1997: 1). Much of the earliest policy work in the area
of urban schooling originated in the United States and was driven by these
‘stark differences’. As Cicirelli (1972: 31) explained:

For many years in the United States, most children of the urban poor
have been inferior in academic achievement to middle-class children and
have suffered the consequences of being rejected by teachers, becoming
school dropouts without jobs, and contributing excessively to welfare
rolls and incidence of crime, drug addition, and mental illness. The cost
for the individual and society has been staggering.



Over time there has been a degree of continuity in the policy responses
towards urban schooling in the USA and in the UK. During the early 1960s in
the USA, and in the later 1960s and early 1970s in the UK, urban education
dominated the policy agenda as a focus of concern. In the USA, there was an
upsurge in ‘awareness of and concern for the urban poor’ (Cicirelli 1972: 31),
which was later mirrored in the UK. Cicirelli identified three major approa-
ches in policy attempts that, at this time, tried to reduce the differences in
school achievement between middle-class and urban poor American school-
children. These approaches, which are discussed below, still continue to
influence contemporary urban education policy and thus it is worth con-
sidering the forms they take.

Cicirelli suggested that one major set of approaches was based on
assumptions of ‘deficit’ where it was suggested that urban children ‘lacked’
some key essential ingredient to success that prevented their achievement in
education. For example, living in a run-down environment or experiencing
reduced support from within the family at an early stage in development
could, it was argued, compound later underachievement in education. A
‘strong’ version of this approach could be seen as pointing to structural dis-
advantages that could only be tackled by a politics involving redistribution,
perhaps through taxation reforms or additional state welfare. A ‘weaker’
interpretation, which located the ‘deficit’ in a culture/community, might
only lead to policies based on supplementing so-called cultural deficits rather
than tackling structural inequalities; policies based on compensating children
for these ‘lacks’. Corson (1998: 124) believes that one consequence of the
‘weaker’ policy approach that was developed in the 1960s was that it signalled
that urban working-class families and communities needed the help of pro-
fessionals in order to manage their problems.

A second policy approach that Cicirelli identified focused on arguments
around school disparity: some schools were ‘better’ than others at working
with the child in the city. Some successful schools, which allegedly shared
similar intakes to less successful schools, were helping their children to
achieve more in education. This approach could be seen, at the very least, as
indirectly ‘blaming’ the less successful school. It could also mean that any
politics of redistribution would be less likely to be advocated. If some schools
were doing well without any additional financial support, then all schools
should be able to cope. More recently, this approach has characterized some
of the mainstream schools improvement discourse in the UK. If some schools
were able to ‘succeed’ then other similar schools would either need to be
helped, changed or perhaps even closed down.

Cicirelli identified a third major policy approach that was based on the
need to help urban children develop their self-esteem in order to fulfil their
potential. In this third policy approach, the emphasis was on helping stu-
dents to overcome disadvantage through generating positive views about
themselves and their capacity to do well in school. It was argued that inter-
ventions that helped young learners enhance their self-esteem, raise their
aspirations and their attainment were needed. However, it could also be
argued that in this approach, the ‘blame’ for underachievement rested with
the individual child and their family. It could also be argued that this
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perspective still disregarded the impact of poverty, poor health and poor
housing on learning attainment (Grace 1995b).

In the USA, these three dominant approaches underpinned various strate-
gies that were put into place in order to reduce the so-called ‘achievement
gap’ for urban children. These approaches were characterized by attempts to
‘compensate’ urban children for the forms of social disadvantage they
experienced. The policies took two main forms: compensation and inter-
vention; many policies incorporated both of these strands. For example, in
the USA in the 1960s, one of the best-known compensatory-interventionist
strategies was the Headstart programme that was based on early interventions
for very young children such as breakfast clubs and extra support for learning.
This programme was an attempt to compensate for a less advantaged start to
life. Longer-term interventions into the schooling process, such as High
Scope, promoted child-centred active learning (see Herman and Stringfield
1995). In other urbanized nation states, similar concerns about the educa-
tional achievements of the urban poor were expressed and policies of early
intervention were initiated. One notable intervention was the Reading
Recovery programme set up in New Zealand by Marie Clay and later imported
into the UK and elsewhere (Rowe 1995) to assist ‘disadvantaged’ children
overcome early literacy difficulties (Clay 1982).

In the UK, in the mid-1960s, the educational priority area (EPA) schemes
put more money into designated schools that served ‘deprived’ areas to
compensate for a less advantaged start to life (Halsey 1972). This was a policy
that attempted to compensate as well as intervene into provision. One prob-
lem with this particular policy was that while it did signal government
concern with social inequality and social disadvantage, the money paid to
schools and the small additional sums paid to encourage teachers to work in
those inner city schools deemed to be in an EPA, were little more than ‘drops
in the ocean’. This was a policy where rhetoric disguised the underlying
complexities and displaced the fact that very little money actually fed into
the schools concerned. A case perhaps of treating the symptoms rather than
the cause? As Tomlinson (2001: 18) has argued, this was undertaken without
any debate about the ‘macro-economic conditions that create poverty or the
political failures over redistributive social justice’.

While the study of urban education was popular for some time in teacher
education in the UK in the late 1960s and early 1970s, its political edge
(asking hard questions about the causes of poverty and inequalities in society)
meant that when education policy shifted towards neo-liberal and indivi-
dualistic perspectives with a weakening of principles of concern for the
‘common good’, its use was displaced (Dyson 2003). During the mid- to late
1970s, more radical concerns about the need to combat poverty and
inequality in education were gradually replaced (in policy terms at least) by a
market discourse that privileged choice, competition and standards; ‘a thin
cover for the old stratification of schools and curricula’ (Bernstein 1990: 87).
In this new policy setting, the focus shifted to individual competition and
testing. However, social inequalities did not go away (Walker and Walker
1997).

What is currently apparent, in the UK and elsewhere, are the same concerns
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about social unrest, social upheaval and the individual ‘waste’ as a con-
sequence of low educational attainment in urban schools, which were
expressed by Cicirelli (Ravitch 1997; Bell 2003). Thus, in the UK when New
Labour came to power in 1997 it set up the Social Exclusion Unit expressly to
combat poverty, promote inclusion and reduce youth disaffection and youth
crime rates through increasing participation rates in educational provision.
Urban schooling was back on the policy agenda:

The long association of inner city schools with disadvantage, disaffected
and disruptive pupils continued to be regarded as a major public policy
challenge by New Labour. Dealing with the children of those whom the
Victorians had called the ‘feckless poor’, now known as ‘disrupted
families’, who constituted a major reason why aspirant parents wished to
move their children away from inner city schools, took priority. (Tom-
linson 2001: 103)

New Labour has taken up many of the policy approaches of Cicirelli sum-
marized earlier. They have intervened in early childhood provision in order to
reduce the achievement gap. Projects like Sure Start and family literacy are
attempting to support parents before the start of compulsory schooling. At
the same time, there have been tax breaks and increased benefit payments to
some of the poorest families in the UK. Through the standards ‘crusade’, New
Labour has also taken the approach that some schools are more successful
than others and need to be emulated; through, for example, the Beacon
Schools Programme and highlighting primary schools that exhibit ‘leading
practice’ (DfES 2003). It has to be said, however, that the ‘better’ or more
effective schools have nearly always not been in urban locations (but see
Maden 2001 who offers some cases where urban schools have ‘succeeded
against the odds’ in terms of effectiveness and improvement). New Labour
has also taken up some of the ideas of raising self-esteem and aspirations
through extending social capital, particularly in the swathe of mentoring
approaches that it has adopted ‘as an intervention with disadvantaged young
people’ (Colley 2003: 1). In spite of all this, as Whitty (2002) has argued, the
children of the poor still achieve less than their middle-class peers.

There has been some continuity over time in policy approaches to the
‘problem’ of the urban as ‘deficit’, the urban learner as a ‘low’ achiever and
the urban poor as needing professional intervention, advice and support.
There have also been some changes, particularly under New Labour, that
recognizing the ‘local’ knowledge that parents have of their own children
needs to be complemented by, rather than being replaced by, professional
expertise. However, this shift may sometimes be more apparent in rhetoric
than in practice or be more evident in particular settings such as pre-school
provision, where this approach has always had more salience (Sylva and
MacPherson 2002).

What we want to do now in this chapter is make a case for a different policy
approach towards the urban school. There has sometimes been a tendency in
the past, and continuing to the present day, that sees the urban experience as
a set of binaries. That is, the urban is ‘good’ in that it offers access to cultural
enrichment and diversity and it is ‘bad’ in that it stands for dereliction,
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poverty and crime. These sets of contradictory, and sometimes stereotyped,
approaches to the urban world have influenced urban policy. For example,
primary school teachers are exhorted to ‘exploit’ the cultural resources of the
city (DfEE 2005: 25), although there is, simultaneously, a need to ‘develop the
aspirations of those who live in our inner city areas and outer estates’ (DfEE
1999c).

Rather than starting from the cultural ‘wealth’ or the ‘problems’ of the
urban approach, we want to suggest that another useful approach would be to
explore some alternative understandings of the ways in which ‘children’s
lives and experiences outside school shape and affect their activities and
performances inside school’ (Corson 1998: 25). For understandable reasons,
New Labour has concentrated on boosting attainment in numeracy and lit-
eracy in urban primary schools. What we suggest in this chapter is that this
work be extended to make the curriculum and pedagogy of primary schooling
more ‘relevant to the lived experiences of children from diverse backgrounds’
(Corson 1998: 25). What is also required is a greater degree of active partici-
patory decision making for local communities in this education project.

Children’s experiences of the city

In this section, we explore the complex ways in which children themselves
construct the places in which they live, their homes, their communities and
their localities. We want to argue that urban children learn from their con-
textualized setting – but might be learning things that do not ‘count’ as
learning in terms of the National Curriculum and its assessments. For
example, children may be learning about inequality, injustice and
disadvantage.

We will start by looking back at some earlier contributions to urban theory
that are helpful in this process. In particular, we want to start with con-
sidering the twin concepts of access and proximity as used in the early work of
Pahl (1970). Pahl argued that social space played a powerful part in shaping
who got what in cities. ‘Access’ to the advantages that existed in cities was
going to be more available to more mobile middle-class families. Poorer
families would be less able to reduce their ‘proximity’ to ‘negative’ features of
social life. As Harvey (1973: 82) has claimed, those with the capacity to
‘transcend space . . . command it as a resource. Those who lack such a skill are
likely to be trapped by space.’ While we can see some usefulness in under-
standing the way in which urban space patterns and shapes access to
advantage and proximity to negative variables, we would want to ask a dif-
ferent question altogether. Is ‘proximity’ always negative and is the world not
more complex than these sorts of binary might imply?

This is not to argue that living in ‘proximity’ to environmental hazards is
positive. Rather, it is to suggest that children who live on council estates or in
settings that have been demonized as undesirable or ‘no-go areas’, for exam-
ple, might not actually always share these negative perceptions about where
they live. Pons (1975: 9) argued that ‘our cities are ‘‘real’’ for their inhabi-
tants’. He added: ‘One way of approaching them (cities) in all their
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complexity is to examine ever more closely how their inhabitants define
them, how they define their own situations in them, and how they make
sense of the complexity which surrounds them.’

Reay and Lucey (2000b) conducted research with a group of young inner
city primary school children about their views of living in a council estate.
These researchers were interested in how the children spoke and felt about
living in a particular social-spatial setting which had often been ‘demonized’
in the local papers. Reay and Lucey (2000b: 412) argued that ‘the places we
grow up in shape the people we become’, although they recognized that the
same place can be differently experienced. For example, middle-class children
cutting through a council estate saw it differently from the children who lived
on the estate. Furthermore, Reay and Lucey’s study, which focused on ‘life on
large estates’, did point to some dilemmas of ‘proximity’ (Pahl 1970). They
found that ‘children living on these urban estates map out a risky, often child
hostile, geographical landscape’ (Reay and Lucey 2000b: 418).

It was evident that the children were aware of violence, family difficulties,
low-level crime and ‘trouble’ on their estates. Reay and Lucey also highlighted
the children’s direct experiences of racism. They commented, ‘we cannot
afford to underestimate the effect on the emotional development of children
who witness the daily humiliation of their parents and other parental figures’
(Reay and Lucey 2000b: 421). For example, in their paper they cite the
experiences of Kelly (white working class):

The grown ups will shout out their window, sort of ‘Stop speaking like
that and go back to your own country’ . . . The Asian kids were saying,
‘Leave my Mum alone’ and things like that. And then the kids say, ‘No
we won’t leave your Mum alone, just go back to your own country’.
(Reay and Lucey 2000b: 420)

The children were aware of injustices, stereotyping, sometimes a lack of
resources as well as the strength and familiarity of being embedded in their
locale – not a set of knowledge that invades the contemporary primary
classroom very often, if at all.

In Reay and Lucey’s research, it seemed that although the working-class
children in their study were ‘out and about’ on their estates, they did have
clear and localized boundaries. They played in front of their block, in sight of
their balconies where their parents could easily check their presence. The
children did not talk about travelling great distances on their own to play in
parks. Their estate was their playground – although it may well be the case
that older primary-aged children have also become ‘new homestayers’ – in the
home on their own while the adult carer is at work (Solberg 1997). As one girl
reported: ‘Nothing will happen to me because it is so safe around my flats for
me. Even though they take drugs and that, it is really safe cos they all know
me so they wouldn’t do anything’ (Sarah, in Reay and Lucey 2000b: 422).

One further finding from the Reay and Lucey study was that while the
working-class children experienced a confined and highly localized world, the
middle-class children in their study were encouraged and supported in
moving out of the local area and into the wider city space of London. Part of
their ‘growing up’ was marked by their capacity to travel independently.
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Conversely, Lucey and Reay (2000) found that very few working-class chil-
dren were allowed to travel alone while all the middle-class children in their
sample were allowed to travel independently on buses (on selected routes).
While this may be an unexpected finding in terms of parental fears for young
children’s safety (McNeish and Roberts 1995), the significant issue relates to
the capacity of the middle-class children to ‘transcend space’ (Harvey 1973:
82). In contrast with their middle-class peers, the working-class children
identified strongly with a small localized area. The middle-class children, in
Reay and Lucey’s study, were growing up with a sense of empowerment in
spatial terms and a capacity to extract all that the city had to offer.

However, there is another aspect to all this: ‘Places form a reservoir of
meanings which people can draw upon to tell stories about and therefore
define themselves’ (Thrift 1997: 160). First of all, children who are ‘born and
bred’ in particular locales/estates reported feeling safe in their areas – things
wouldn’t go wrong for them as people on the estate knew who they were
(Lucey and Reay 2000). Living on their estates is where the children want to
be, although they may well have reduced access to a wider locale. Their
families and friends are all close to hand and they develop tactics to manage
some of the stresses and potential difficulties of urban life. Many of the
children spoke of their mixed feelings; they knew about the downside but
really, as they explained, they would not want to live anywhere else. Overall,
the working-class children in Reay and Lucey’s study demonstrated a pow-
erful sense of being ‘embedded’ in their local community and their horizons
were characterized by locality and familiarity. At the same time, as Reay and
Lucey (2000b: 424) recognize, ‘when the places where they live clearly do not
come anywhere near popular representations of ‘‘desirable residences’’ and
are subject to the most negative and damning descriptions by others’ it must
sometimes be hard to hold onto a positive feeling about their homes. A key
question here, therefore, is to what extent do schools sometimes contribute
towards a negative perspective, in terms of the hidden as well as overt
curriculum?

Urban children experience their city/their locale as a complex, rich and
sometimes conflicting place in which to live. At the same time, we recognize
that being tied to a more immediate locale – not being comfortable with
travelling far beyond the immediate neighbourhood – might ‘limit’ or reduce
access and opportunity. Some useful questions for educationalists might
include: to what extent is the social world of the children outside school seen
as a restriction or as a source for learning and empowerment by their tea-
chers? What sort of learning is involved in living in urban settings that goes
unacknowledged in and by schools? And finally, would recognizing and
including this informal knowledge make school learning more accessible for
more children?

Potential of the city in the curriculum

One of the concerns of earlier work on curriculum provision for inner city
schools was the attempt to bring the everyday lived experiences of the
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children, some of which we have outlined already, into the world of the
schoolroom. By the 1960s it was being argued that children’s needs and
interests needed to shape the content and pedagogy of primary education
(Plowden Report 1967). Starting from where the children were, with what
they knew and recognized, was seen as crucial to engaging their interest and
sustaining their motivation. Some educationalists argued for a stronger,
community-based approach. For example, Midwinter (1972: 116–17) argued:

We must prepare children not only for the life that they would like to
lead but for the life that they are likely to lead. Thousands of children
will continue to live in these kinds of urban conditions; soon they will be
citizens and parents in these areas. Will they have been any better
equipped than their parents to handle the day-to-day pressures of the
life-issues that inevitably face them?

In many ways, reflecting on the comments of the children interviewed by
Reay and Lucey, it is evident that urban children are exposed to the ‘day-to-
day pressures of life’. What might be less apparent is the capacity of the
National Curriculum, as it is currently expressed, to help them handle these
and other pressures. (It is useful to note here that there have been attempts to
contest, subvert and reclaim space in the curriculum for more radical work
e.g. White 2004.) At this point, it is useful to return to some of the earlier
curriculum critiques that argued for a need to engage directly with children’s
wider experiences.

In 1972, Midwinter argued that urban children needed to do more than
learn their place in a sometimes hostile world, they needed to learn how to
change it. With great prescience, in view of current policies, he argued for
community education that drew on ‘the potential and the experiences of the
city child in his [sic] own right’ (Midwinter 1972, in Connor with Lofthouse
1990: 120). He argued for a critical education which would inspire self-
renewal and community revitalization:

The community educationist is, at once more long-sighted and more
pessimistic than the compensatory educationist. He looks far beyond the
short-term blandishments of an improved reading age to the sunny
vision of a highly skilled citizenry recreating high quality civic life in our
cities. In doing so he notes, at base, that education cannot go it alone –
he is not, then, optimistic about the school as a kind of Lone Ranger
solving all educational and thereby social problems, with the silver
bullets of language programmes and literacy drives. (Midwinter 1972, in
Connor with Lofthouse 1990: 121)

Midwinter argued that a real and relevant curriculum for urban children
would be one that worked with them and their families to produce ‘social
criticism and action’. This did not mean that core skills would not be learned,
rather that they would be ’rooted’ in what the children knew and understood.
He suggested that this approach might even boost attainment. Midwinter was
arguing (although not in these terms) that the cultural capital of urban
working-class communities was often regarded by educationalists as ‘deficit’
in relation to that of the middle classes. As Dyson and Gains (1993: 8) have
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argued, while schools have improved in terms of recognizing some ‘cultural
mismatches and misunderstandings that can occur, and of the efforts that
institutions need to make to value and build on learner’s cultures’ this has not
always occurred in respect of working-class families. Friere (1972) claimed that
no curriculum was ever neutral. In order to empower the learner, he claimed
that teachers needed to use themes or topics that were familiar to their stu-
dents. In this pedagogy, students’ motivation would increase and they would
become more empowered through a relevant curriculum (Friere 1972).

Corson (1998: 111) has claimed that attempts to ‘change the education of
the urban poor’ must start from a perspective that recognizes that urban
settings have distinctive cultures and values. He adds: ‘These urban neigh-
bourhood cultures can be just as systematic and regular in their practices as
any culture, and they deserve the respect that any culture should receive.’
Corson argues that teachers should value the homes and community cultures
that children bring to school with them. Even more strongly, he believes that
the children’s out-of-school cultures should be reflected in the curriculum of
their schools in order to help the children improve their life chances. Echoing
Midwinter’s work, Corson (1998: 126) writes: ‘Instead of changing children
from diverse backgrounds in some way, to suit the school, I prefer to think
more about changing the forms of education that undervalue the things that
many children bring to school with them.’

As an example, Corson (1998) cites the work of Nieto (1999) undertaken
with Cambodian refugee children in cities within the United States. These
children believed that their culture was not valued in school. So they tried to
behave like their US peers and their emotional adjustment decreased the
more they attempted this behaviour change. ‘Valuing children’s culture in
engaged ways and in sensitive settings, enhances the educational opportu-
nities of inner city children’ (Corson 1998: 130). The same will hold true for
all children.

Curriculum and pedagogy in urban primary schools

Ladson-Billings (1995) has called for a ‘culturally relevant curriculum’ in
urban schools. While she is writing about the ways in which the experiences
and cultures of African-American children are not reflected in their schools’
curriculum in the USA, what she said has resonance for the UK setting. In
many ways, what she says reflects the work of Friere. For example, she believes
that schools must ensure that children experience academic success. They
must maintain and extend children’s cultural competences. Schools must also
support children in developing a critical perspective through which they can
challenge the status quo.

Corson (1998) has highlighted two main ways in which the curriculum and
pedagogy in urban schools can become more sensitive and responsive to
children’s backgrounds and experiences. First, he suggests that schools need
to show that they value and respect socio-cultural differences. They need to
do this by ‘allowing those cultures and meaning systems to enter the school
in formal and informal ways’ (Corson 1998: 129). In addition, teachers who
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hold high expectations and speak ‘openly about issues of race and dis-
crimination’ can start to eradicate bias and promote respect for difference.
They can support this work by using culturally appropriate ranges of books
and resources and by providing a curriculum that contains ‘fully integrated
minority culture history and studies’ (Corson 1998: 136). Second, urban
schools need to ensure that children are given access to high-status ‘academic
meaning systems’ (Corson 1998: 141). In many ways, the literacy and
numeracy strategies are attempts to do just this in the English context. A
difficulty lies in concentrating on this goal (Midwinter’s silver bullets) at the
expense of a wider, more enriching curriculum or through using texts or
materials that are perhaps not always accessible to the children, or even
through using a skills-based approach that can interrupt meaning-making
processes.

New Labour has talked of a ‘renaissance in our urban centres’ (DfEE 2005: 1)
and has recognized that ‘urban schools often have a negative reputation they
do not deserve’ (DfEE 2005: 2). They have celebrated the progress recorded in
Key Stage 2 results in primary schools. In terms of building on the gains that
have been made, New Labour has recognized the need to support schools ‘to
develop a curriculum that draws on the rich resources’ of urban areas (DfEE
2005: 24). However, other than extolling the virtues of visiting museums and
art galleries and after-school activities much of its approach relies on strate-
gies such as Building Schools for the Future and delivering the National
Curriculum more effectively. While there is a focus on Corson’s ‘academic
meaning systems’, there is no recognition of sensitivity and respect for
localized cultural differences. Other than a recognition of the need to have a
‘clear approach to racism’ (DfES 2003: 43), there is no discussion of active
ways to reduce bias and promote the critical pedagogy identified by Ladson-
Billings (1995) or Corson (1998).

Mortimore and Whitty (1997: 8) recognize that what currently counts as
knowledge in schools might have marginalized some groups. They add that
children can attain similar goals by experiencing different ‘routes’ that take
sensitive account of their backgrounds. However, they, like Midwinter, are
concerned that schools on their own cannot counter disadvantage. They
argue that what would make a difference would be policies that tackled
poverty and disadvantage head on. If children go to school in old buildings
that might not be attractive, if they experience a series of short-stay teachers
who find them ‘hard’ to teach and quickly leave, if they are exposed to dis-
courses that might not make ‘sense’ in their worlds, then the hidden curri-
culum of schooling is an excluding curriculum.

If the overt curriculum positions some children’s lives as ‘other’ or ‘deficit’,
or simply does not reflect their social worlds at all, then it will be harder to
come to care about that content. If urban children consistently ‘fail’ at a
learning that privileges another culture without building bridges between
these cultures, then schooling may be seen as less relevant to their lives
(Balfanz 2000). As Dyson (2003: 8) has asked, ‘have we simply failed to
understand the richness and complexity’ which inner city children experi-
ence and have we failed to capitalize on this and the creativity and tenacity of
some inner city children to sustain and extend their learning?
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Excellence in Cities

Since New Labour came to power in 1997 many initiatives have been devel-
oped that have targeted aspects of social deprivation. There has been an
attempt to ameliorate some of the debilitating effects of child poverty
through policies of redistribution of taxation such as family credit and also
through pre-school interventions such as Sure Start (Wilkinson 1997; Ennals
2003). New Labour was also serious about tackling the challenge of urban
schooling:

Successive governments have failed to resolve the educational problems
of the major cities. Standards have been too low for too long. Raising
standards in order to lift opportunities for our children is the key priority
for the Government. It is clear that schools in our inner cities demand
urgent attention. (Blair and Blunkett, in the Foreword to Excellence in
Cities (EiC), DfEE 1999c: 1)

Excellence in Cities (DfEE 1999c) was its flagship policy designed to tackle
this ‘key priority’. The policy document argued that low standards and low
aspirations had to be changed (Tomlinson 2001: 104). EiC was going to set up
more beacon schools and specialist schools in urban areas to lead the way.
There were going to be more opportunities for ‘gifted and talented’ children –
the top 5–10 per cent in every school would be given additional support and
enrichment – and there would be greater support for disruptive children.
Learning mentors would work in schools alongside children who could
benefit from the support of engaged adults who were not teachers and this
would help raise their aspirations, increase their confidence and lead to
higher levels of achievement.

The main thrust was on raising standards through raising performance and
achieving excellence. EiC was linked to the standards agenda and not the
amelioration of social and material injustice – although the document did
recognize that ‘unemployment, poverty of both expectation and income,
poor health and a low quality environment all make a difference’ (DfEE
1999c: 4). These ‘problems’ were being tackled through other programmes
and ‘social inclusion policies’ (DfEE 1999c: 4). EiC was initially set up to work
in secondary schools. In 2000 this was extended to include primary schools
and focused on three key aspects: the learning mentor, primary learning
support units and the gifted and talented strand.

It could be argued that in policy terms, EiC draws to some extent on a
version of the ‘deficit’ approach outlined by Cicirelli (1972). It also partly
works, albeit indirectly, to further demonize urban schooling by reporting
and reproducing a picture of failure and underachievement, rather than a
more complex and nuanced understanding of schools that work with dis-
advantaged constituencies and may well be extremely successful in this work.
It also picks up the other policy approaches identified some time ago by
Cicirelli; the compensatory approach and the self-actualization model too. It
has brought additional resources into some urban primary schools that have
been welcomed. At the same time, the ways in which this policy imperative is
justified or seen as necessary might be counterproductive and work to amplify
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concerns about urban schooling rather than celebrating their successes. Per-
haps one of the most invidious elements of EiC is that some urban schools are
funded while others are not. In the EiC schools themselves, some children get
more support than others – those designated as gifted and/or talented as well
as those with learning difficulties.

There are many questions to do with the EiC policy. First, even if ‘stan-
dards’ do rise in EiC schools, there will still be a hierarchy of attainment
overall and it is likely that middle-class children will continue to outperform
working-class children, regardless of policy initiatives (Mortimore and Whitty
1997). It could be argued that at least urban children are getting a foot on the
ladder of achievement, even if they are not as high up as their middle-class
peers. Second, there have to be questions about the context in which
attainment is performed and measured. Whose cultural capital is valued in
the educational system? Whose view of learning and knowledge is valued
(Ladson-Billings 1995)? Third, is there any evidence to suggest that a com-
petitive system that may well be rationed in favour of some groups more than
others (Gillborn and Youdell 1999) is systemically able to enhance the
attainment of historically excluded constituencies? Can schools really repair
the damage done in the wider social setting?

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have suggested that at specific moments, the attention of
policymakers turns towards the children of the inner city and their ‘lack’ of
attainment in learning. Currently, in the UK, concerns are once more being
expressed about urban schools and a plethora of projects have been set up to
‘include’ these children and ameliorate aspects of their exclusion. The focus
has been on ‘raising’ their attainments and raising standards as measured in
relation to the National Curriculum.

These policies have not started from a position that necessarily respects
what the children and their families already know. They have not appreciated
that a good education might involve ‘a more nourishing diet than the rather
thin gruel of the standards agenda’ (Dyson 2003: 9). And while these policies
have focused on ‘raising standards’ and removing ‘barriers to learning’, which
are laudable, few if any of these projects and policies have at their core
‘concurrent strategies to tackle poverty and disadvantage at their roots’
(Mortimore and Whitty 1997: 12). In terms of learning in the city, as Black
concludes (2000: 349–50):

We often overlook the obvious – the spaces outside our doorstep. Yet our
communities, towns, cities are ‘living’ curricula that teach us lessons
about cultural diversity and difference, racism and anti-racism. As such,
they are also a powerful and rich resource for students’ cultural experi-
ences and understandings.
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Questions

1 What do children learn in urban settings that could be used to enhance
their learning in school?

2 In what ways could the National Curriculum be extended to take account
of the urban as a resource for learning in the urban primary school?

3 To what extent do you think that EiC (or any other policy) ‘can succeed
where other urban education initiatives have, on the whole, failed’ (NFER
2004b)?
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9

SOCIAL JUSTICE

This chapter is concerned with the ‘practical difficulties teachers have to face
in trying to implement socially just practices’ (Cribb and Gewirtz 2003: 16) in
the urban primary school. In the first part of this chapter, we explore some of
the different ways in which the concept of social justice has been understood
and some criteria that can be used to work towards socially just decision
making. In the second part of the chapter, we draw on a number of situated
‘test cases’ for social justice decision making in urban primary schools, to
illustrate the contradictions that exist between different dimensions of social
justice.

Understanding social justice

Harvey (1973: 97) has argued that ‘justice is essentially to be thought of as a
principle (or set of principles) for resolving conflicting claims’. However, as
Vincent (2003: 1) has pointed out, social justice has more frequently con-
centrated on questions to do with economic distribution. This approach,
usually referred to as distributive justice, refers to ‘the division of benefits and
the allocation of burdens arising out of the process of undertaking joint
labour’ (Harvey 1973: 97) and is generally associated with the work of Rawls.
Rawls (1972: 7) maintained that, in society, the major institutions should
‘distribute fundamental rights and duties and determine the distribution of
advantages from social co-operation’. According to Rawls (1972) the essence
of justice, and the overriding principle on which it is based, relates to the
principle of fairness in distribution. In order to determine whether something
is fair, Rawls asks us to perform mental acrobatics each time we make a
decision. We should ask ourselves from behind a ‘veil of ignorance’ whether,
as rational persons, we would accept any position in the social system that
may arise out of any given decision. In other words, if we were not prepared to



accept any of the possible outcomes ourselves, then the decision would not be
socially just.

Conflicts may arise when it is not straightforward to arrive at a decision or
when the decision makers are unable to reach a conclusion that will satisfy
every group or constituency in society. Runciman (1969) argued that three
criteria needed to be applied in attempting to arrive at a socially just decision.
The first criterion was ‘need’. The second criterion related to whether the
distribution being considered contributed to the common good and the third
was ‘merit’.

The major question that arises out of the first criterion is how to determine
where the greatest need exists. One method is to establish where there is a
large demand for facilities and amenities, as then it can be argued that there is
a need for resources in these areas. For example, where there are large num-
bers of homeless people there is a greater need for housing provision than
where there are few homeless people. An addition that Runciman (1969)
proposed was that a need existed where there was ‘relative deprivation’. For
example, if one type of school was provided in a particular locale and not in
another then this could be seen as socially unjust. A further proposal for
determining the greatest need was to rely on the assessments of experts in
evaluating the relative needs of potentially disadvantaged groups. For
instance, where there are school buildings in a poor state of repair, the
designated experts will be able to recommend the allocation of additional
resources to improve the conditions of these buildings. A key dilemma in a
needs-based approach towards distributive justice was highlighted by Harvey
(1973: 105), who pointed out that ‘defining social justice in terms of need
thrusts onto us the whole uncomfortable question of what is meant by need
and how it should be measured’.

Runciman’s second criterion related to the contribution to the common
good. This is not an easy criterion to apply in practice either as it depends on
how the ‘common good’ is interpreted. For example, does the ‘common good’
refer to the global population, the national population or to more localized
communities? It could be argued that allocating resources to areas of need –
for example to urban regions, might do little to add to the benefits that may
be accrued to the nation as a whole and could potentially draw resources
away from areas where substantial progress is being made. Harvey (1973)
argued that in the search for a socially just distribution, the contribution to
the common good should take second place to providing for the needs of
localized communities. He justified this claim on the basis that the damage to
a community by not having its concerns addressed would be larger than any
overall negative impact on the population as a whole. However, in his dis-
cussion of distributional justice, Harvey was writing about geographical and
spatial organization and investment, not educational justice.

In terms of the criterion for socially just distributions allocated on the basis
of ‘merit’, Harvey claimed that ‘merit’ related to the degree of difficulty that
was experienced through living in a certain area. This would not necessarily
mean that someone who lived in a ‘deprived’ area would automatically
receive additional support. Rather, if it could be shown that they had been
forced to inhabit an area because circumstances prevented them from living
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elsewhere, then they would be worthy candidates for assistance. ‘Merit can
therefore be translated in a geographical context as an allocation of extra
resources to compensate for the degree of social and natural environmental
difficulty’ (Harvey 1973: 107). Need and merit are overlapping criteria in
determining a socially just distribution of social goods.

More recent work on social justice has argued that social justice is con-
ceptually complex, more ‘plural’ and goes beyond its distributional form
(Griffiths 1998; Cribb and Gewirtz 2003): ‘It [social justice] is viewed as
simultaneously concerning the distribution of goods and resources on the
one hand and the valorisation of a range of social collectivities and cultural
identities on the other’ (Cribb and Gewirtz 2003: 15). This second strand of
social justice is what Fraser (1997) and Young (1990) have called cultural
justice. This category of justice concerns the need to recognize and respect the
cultural differences that exist in society.

Sometimes, competing claims and ‘tensions’ between these different forms
of social justice may arise (Cribb and Gewirtz 2003). Fraser (1997) has argued
that the politics of redistribution and the politics of recognition often have
contradictory intentions and outcomes. For example, in schools, we might
want to claim that one group (cultural justice) needs to be treated differently
(distributional justice) in order to achieve a socially just outcome. Any dis-
tribution made on the basis of the politics of recognition might exclude those
not identified as part of the group.

A third form of social justice is associational justice. If social justice is to be
realized then it will be ‘necessary for previously subordinated groups to par-
ticipate fully in decisions about how the principles of distribution and
recognition should be defined and implemented’ (Cribb and Gewirtz 2003:
19). However, as Cribb and Gewirtz (2003: 19) also note, groups that have
been subordinated through distributional and cultural injustice, are less well
placed to ‘become involved in decision making, even when the opportunities
are there’.

So far, we have argued that social justice is a complex and multifaceted
concept. Issues of distribution, recognition and association need to be iden-
tified and interrogated in arriving at decisions about what to do in practice.
Decision making needs to consider criteria such as need, the common good
and merit. However, there is another key point that needs to be foregrounded
in this discussion of social justice and its meanings. Griffiths (1998) and
Seddon (2003) have argued that dominant constructions of social justice shift
over time and are interpreted differently in different contexts. As Vincent
(2003: 2) puts it: ‘What is considered as just at one juncture in history, or in
one place, or amongst one social group, is not necessarily considered so in
another.’

Social justice and education policy approaches

In terms of social justice and education provision, changes have occurred in
policy and practice as a consequence of differences in interpretations and,
sometimes, more responsive concerns for enacting social justice.
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Gamarnikow and Green (2003) argue, for example, that the post-Second
World War setting marked a key shift in public policy constructions of social
justice. The setting up of the welfare state in the UK challenged some of the
rigid classical economic doctrines of the free market. The social justice focus
was dominated by attempts at more socially just distribution, particularly the
distribution of health, education and housing.

After the Second World War and continuing into the 1960s, there was an
effort to create a more egalitarian society. Through the creation of the welfare
state, the national health service and the widespread changes in education
policy, Britain set up a number of provisions to ameliorate poverty and ill-
health and support for egalitarian reform was widespread. These egalitarian
beliefs, ‘posed a challenge to institutions, administrative systems and ideol-
ogies which had been created by old elites, in the interests of dominant
classes. But in practice, these radical impulses did not prevail’ (Jones 2003:
13).

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, against the backdrop of economic
recession and mass unemployment, it was argued that educational standards
were too low and that schools were failing in their task (CCCS 1981). In
relation to the contestations of social justice initiatives that were produced,
Tomlinson suggested that:

Underlying these charges was a concern voiced by those on the political
right, that social democracy itself, by encouraging groups, hitherto
destined for lower status jobs and lower levels of education to claim
equal treatment, was undermining the authority of the state. (2001: 22)

However, social-democratic critiques of educational provision were also
being produced at this time. For instance, Lawton (1977: 10) maintained that
the post-war settlement had (eventually) given all children a ‘right’ to 11
years of continuing schooling but he argued that access on its own did not
guarantee equality or social justice. To attend a school for a fixed period of
time was simply not enough. Lawton argued that what was needed was a
‘legal minimum’ of shared curriculum content. Some schools provided access
to a rich and varied curriculum while others did not:

Social justice in education does not mean equality in the sense of giving
all children the same education. But it does mean that all children
should have the right to real education, not an inferior kind of instruc-
tion and socialisation. It will not be possible to achieve this kind of social
justice without being more specific about a common core curriculum.
Social justice in education must mean that all . . . children have access to
worthwhile knowledge and experiences. (Lawton 1977: 187)

The complex and contested question of what counts as knowledge in terms
of curriculum content and social justice issues still poses many dilemmas.
Social justice questions surround curriculum policymaking such as: the need
for a common curriculum set against the need to recognize and respect dif-
ference; and the need to provide a culturally and practically relevant curri-
culum alongside the need to ensure that all citizens have access to the core
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skills of numeracy and literacy as well as a worthwhile enriching and critical
curriculum.

When Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government was elected to power
in 1979, education was not initially a key concern of government. However,
during the Conservatives’ second term in power, education moved into a
central position. The Conservatives focused on individual rights rather than
any notions of the common good. It was argued that individuals would
‘choose’ good schools, which would pressure ‘bad’ schools to improve or
close. Diversity and competition between schools would ensure that parental
choice worked as a lever for raising standards. The issue of poverty, or indeed
inequality, or issues of the common good of society as a whole were simply
not addressed.

Many commentators have suggested that Conservative educational policy,
by enhancing individual choice, sidelined the needs of groups who were less
able to exercise ‘choice’ and privileged those better placed to bring off social
advantage, namely the enlarged middle classes (Ball 2003a; Vincent 2003).
However, in 1997 New Labour were elected to government and placed ‘edu-
cation, education, education’ at the centre of their policymaking. In practice,
many of the educational policy interventions launched by New Labour
seemed and still seem to be ‘closer to that of the Conservative agenda than to
Labour’s traditional approach’ in terms of social justice (Whitty 2002: 127).
The policy imperative was social inclusion in a context where competition
and choice still held sway. The thrust of education policy was still with raising
standards through the policy intervention of curriculum tactics such as the
literacy and numeracy strategies. For New Labour, as with the Conservative
governments, the underlying cause of educational inequalities – poverty –
was often less important than in-school actions. Robinson’s suggestion (1997)
that ‘attacking’ poverty would do more to reduce inequality than in-school
reforms was dismissed as ‘claptrap’ by David Blunkett, the then Secretary of
State for Education (Pyke 1997).

Under New Labour, Gamarnikow and Green (2003) claim that education
policymaking is related to distributive forms of social justice. The overt
concern with social disadvantage and the moves towards social inclusion
demonstrate this approach. Gamarnikow and Green (2003: 217) argue that
while Old Labour focused on a discourse of human rights and ‘comprehensive
social mixing to bring beneficial effects for all’ (the common good), New
Labour has a ‘mixed’ and ‘confused’ approach to social justice. New Labour
is, they claim, concerned about social exclusion and its detrimental effects
on human capital and economic prosperity. While some policy initiatives
have addressed these concerns, other policies seem to be destined to
exacerbate these issues. For example, Gamarnikow and Green cite the
extension of educational hierarchies that have been reinserted under
New Labour:

It is difficult to envisage how such a system of stratified schools, located
in education markets and articulated with the wider processes of power,
can produce anything but unequal outcomes, disguised as organic
diversity and specialisation, while in reality consolidating further the
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already existing social class and education hierarchy. (Gamarnikow and
Green 2003: 220)

Policymaking involves more than just the enactment of legislation. One
dilemma is that combinations of different policy changes, often introduced
over several years, may work together to manufacture unintended changes.
Another dilemma is that policy enactments take place in situated contexts on
the basis of localized judgements. However complex social justice issues are,
and however contradictory or muddled different aspects of the policy agenda
appear to be, teachers in schools have a more practical problem. They have to
‘find the best available means of managing the tensions’ (Cribb and Gewirtz
2003: 28). In this process, therefore, what they understand by social justice
and the criteria that they deploy in coming to any decisions will influence
outcomes in practice.

Practical social justice decision making in urban primary schools

In this section of the chapter, we explore some dilemmas involved in
enacting social justice in urban primary schools where decisions have to be
made about pedagogy and practice. We focus on decisions related to selection
and rationing, tensions between meeting individual needs and the common
good, and potential conflicts between issues of fairness and recognition in
centralized educational systems. These decisions have to be made at a macro
level, across and between education authorities, as well as at a micro level,
within schools themselves.

In what follows, we will explore a number of situated ‘test cases’ of social
justice in urban primary schools through school-based vignettes that illus-
trate the tensions that exist. The vignettes that we deploy are drawn from
events that arose in discussions with those teachers and headteachers whom
we interviewed for this book. We are using a fictitious school, which we are
calling Curtis Primary School, to ground our discussions. Curtis is an urban
primary school, built in the 1880s and set within an estate that is largely made
up of local authority housing. The intake of the school is predominantly
working class and culturally and linguistically diverse. There are a very small
number of middle-class families in the area whose children attend the school.
Mrs Ali has been the headteacher at Curtis Primary School for some time. The
school has a number of experienced teachers but often has to rely on newly
qualified teachers (NQTs) and supply teachers to maintain adequate levels of
staffing. The LEA sees Curtis as a school that is managing well, despite higher
than average numbers of children who qualify for free school dinners.

We do not claim that the tensions we explore only exist in urban primary
schools, but it is likely that the impact of decisions-in-practice will have more
consequences for social justice outcomes in these schools. Schools and
families in more advantaged settings will have a wider range of economic and
social support systems through which to augment, extend and repair the
work of the school.
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Selection and rationing

Our first social justice policy issue relates to selection and rationing in edu-
cation. Selection has always been a social justice issue in state education,
although the intensity of its effects has been differently experienced at dif-
ferent historical moments in time. Lawton (1994: 96) raised one of the central
dilemmas in any discussion about forms of selection: ‘In a democracy is it fair
to give less education to those who need it most . . . is it efficient that a
majority could be grossly undereducated?’ In the case where ‘selection’ has
historically involved providing one group (usually middle-class high perfor-
mers) with a more academic education and others (usually working-class low
performers) with a more vocationally oriented schooling of shorter duration,
then the question of ‘fairness’ needs to be asked. It could be argued that
processes of selection recognize and respect differences between children’s
attainment. It could be suggested that children’s learning needs, for different
pacing perhaps, might be better met through some forms of selection or,
more positively, through sensitive grouping. However, if selection meant that
we had to accept the less popular social good on offer, would we be happy
with this outcome?

One current example of where selection occurs in primary schools is in the
‘gifted and talented’ schemes that operate under the umbrella of the larger
Excellence in Cities projects (DfEE 1999c). Academically ‘gifted’ children or
those who are perceived to have talents in a certain area are identified and
then extra lessons, activities or after-schools clubs are set up and specifically
targeted to meet the needs of these children. The justification for the scheme
rests, in part, on the assumption that there is a failure on the part of the
school to fully meet the needs of the ‘most able’ children during the normal
course of the school day. However, questions of fairness arise. To illustrate
this point let us use a contextualized exemplar.

In Curtis Primary School, the Excellence in Cities project means that some
children who are categorized as ‘gifted and talented’ are eligible for extra
support. The children who qualify are, in the main, white and include the
small number of children from middle-class families who attend the
school. The staff are concerned that the extra resources available to the
school are not being distributed in a socially just manner. Those children
and families who are already relatively advantaged will receive more
assistance. How can the school manage their resources in a way that is fair
and equitable?

Currently, the New Labour government has a commitment towards raising
standards in schools. In the New Labour policy lexicon, standards are mea-
sured through the test scores achieved by children in the end of Key Stage
tests. For a variety of reasons, such as raising standards for individual children
and individual schools, as well as ensuring that the government meets its own
published standard assessment tasks (SATs) targets, schools have been sup-
ported in targeting children who are just short of the necessary levels. While
what follows is another example of selection, it is also an example of a form of
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rationing of education provision. Gillborn and Youdell (1999) have argued
that the way in which some secondary schools have concentrated on students
on the C/D border in their GCSEs, rather than any other group, amounts to a
form of education rationing. (Any improvements in the C/D cohort will give a
measurable boost to the league tables that only record performance in the A
through to C category as a whole.) It could be argued that booster classes are
another form of rationing educational resources and, as such, issues of fair-
ness and justice are intimately involved in deciding who will or will not be in
the advantaged group.

Curtis Primary School has received funding to run booster classes after
school for children in Year 6 who are about to take their end of Key Stage
tests. The funding is only for children working at National Curriculum
Level 3, just below the national target of Level 4. The teachers in Curtis
Primary School are concerned that this policy is designed to ensure that
national targets are met rather than help children’s learning. What can the
school do to ensure the management of additional funding is used in the
best interests of the majority of children in the school?

Is this sort of funding fair and equitable in terms of Rawls’ test of fairness? If
it is not, what could the school do to divert the money to more of the chil-
dren? How can the teachers select children for booster classes in a fair and
egalitarian way? Perhaps the key question here is: should the requirement to
work in a socially just manner preclude funding one group to the exclusion of
all others? In cases such as this example, it is evident that ‘need’ as a criterion
for distributive justice is being interpreted in a way that excludes ‘merit’
(Runciman 1969).

Forms of selection occur on a daily basis within all primary schools in often
quite subtle and complex ways. For example, the literacy and numeracy
strategies have meant that many more primary schools are using ability
groupings in these curriculum areas (Hallam et al. 2004b). Are schools making
decisions in the best interest of all the children or is it in the interest of the
school that is trying to maximize its performance data? How can the school
manage grouping in an equitable and fair way? What opportunities are mis-
sed through not teaching in mixed ability groups, for children who have EAL
for instance? Are the pedagogical arguments in favour of setting children
justified?

In the micro setting of the urban primary school, decisions about dis-
tributive justice take on a personal dimension. In schools where there may
well be some concern to hold onto a ‘social mix’ in intake (Thrupp 1999;
Whitty 2002) this may become distorted by questions of distributive justice.

Ms Johnson is a middle-class mother of three children who attend Curtis
Primary School. She regularly talks to teachers in the school to find out
what they are doing to support her oldest child, James. When the school
decides to group according to ‘ability’ for maths and English (a social
justice dilemma) the teachers know that she will be upset if her son is not
put in the ‘top’ sets. The teachers are also aware that he will need to be
given extra help to enable him to cope alongside the ‘more able’ children.
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Ms Johnson has hinted that she might need to move her three children
from Curtis if James is not part of the ‘top’ groups. The teachers opt to
avoid conflict and put James in the ‘top’ sets.

What is the effect of this? What advantage does James gain? How does this
decision disadvantage other children? What would be the effect on the school
if they lost Ms Johnson, her three children and other similar parents? What
about the ethics involved in reaching this decision?

This example also demonstrates the role of teachers in the interpretation of
policy and therefore in the process of ensuring a socially just education sys-
tem. First, if the teachers opt to avoid conflict and put Ms Johnson’s son in
the ‘top’ group, they are likely to have to deny another child a place that
could be more suited to their needs. Second, to succeed in the ‘high-ability’
group, Ms Johnson’s son may require extra support that will draw teacher
time away from other children with similar or even greater needs. The tea-
chers in this case are required to consider all the children, evaluate their needs
and attempt to do the best they can to work in a fair and equitable manner.

Teachers in all schools face these sorts of tensions on a regular basis as they
attempt to decide how to interpret policy in the best interests of the majority
of their children. Although policy changes impact at a local, school-based
level, teachers are the people who translate policy into action on the ground.
Issues of social justice therefore are not solely the responsibility of policy-
makers, although they do bear the ultimate responsibility. They are also the
responsibility of headteachers and teachers within primary schools them-
selves. In the urban primary school, where resources may be reduced and
where the local community may be less able to raise additional funding for
the school, rationing education provision and rationing any additional
resources is likely to have more deep-seated consequences in terms of social
justice and fairness. Schools with more advantaged intakes will be able to
afford support for more, if not all, of their children, because of their enlarged
fundraising capacity and extended budget. More privileged children in these
primary schools will, in any case, have extended access to out of school
enrichments, activities and educational support within their families (Crozier
and Reay 2005).

Individual needs and the common good

Our second social justice policy issue in education relates to the tensions
between individual needs and those of the wider community – the common
good. In this section, we want to explore a hypothetical issue related to
individual choice and staffing issues in the urban primary school. In the UK,
there has been a tradition of individual teachers’ choosing which school to
work in. This is less the case in some other national settings. For example, in
Japan teachers are assigned to schools. In Australia, incentives are offered to
try to ensure that rural and indigenous schools are staffed by well-qualified
teachers. Yet, some schools in urban areas regularly experience difficulty in
recruiting and retaining their teaching staff. Newly qualified teachers and
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even the more experienced teachers often choose not to work in challenging
schools (Menter et al. 2000). One way forward has been to advocate offering
additional incentives to individuals who ‘choose’ to work in urban schools
(Johnson 2003).

Holly has graduated from college and has been offered a job by Curtis
Primary School where she did her final block of teaching experience. She is
a very good teacher. She knows the school is tough and would be extreme-
ly challenging. She has also been offered employment in Maryland
Gardens Primary School, which is located in a more privileged area where
the SATs results are excellent and behaviour is commonly known to be less
difficult. What might be the effects of her choosing Maryland Gardens
Primary School for the staffing of Curtis Primary School?

While Holly might choose the ‘easier’ school in which to complete her first
few years of teaching, there are some possible consequences of this choice for
Curtis Primary School. The ‘good’ school may improve still further while
Curtis Primary School may have to rely on temporary short-term supply cover
until they are able to find a suitable teacher. One solution could be to pay
Holly more for working in Curtis Primary School. However, although schools
are permitted to pay teachers more in urban settings, they do not receive
additional funding for this. If they offer points for recruitment and retention,
the money has to come from the school budget. Should teachers be appointed
in a more socially just manner that considers the needs of the whole school
community, the common good, rather than the choices of individual tea-
chers, whose training has been subsidized by the state? Consider the fol-
lowing scenario.

Curtis Primary School’s local education authority (LEA) has suggested a
scheme to alleviate teacher shortages and inequalities in staffing. The LEA
has decided that all new teachers should be allocated to schools based on
their teaching practice profiles. Students with excellent practice profiles
will be sent to the most challenging schools while competent students will
be placed in settings that are less challenging. This will support struggling
schools while simultaneously ensuring that human resources (teachers) are
more evenly distributed. Curtis Primary School is perceived by the LEA as a
‘coping’ school and therefore would receive a newly qualified teacher who
was competent but perhaps not outstanding. The teachers and head-
teacher are not fully behind the idea but can see the benefits to the
authority as a whole. Is it fair to restrict teacher choice for a few years after
graduation if the overall effects for the common good are generally posi-
tive? Are there any other ways of supporting ‘less popular’ schools in their
attempts to recruit staff?

On the surface, this solution towards staffing problems might seem socially
just – the most needy schools get the better new teachers from college while
the less confident new teachers get to develop their skills in schools in less
challenging circumstances. However, a related point is that social justice, as a
principle through which we ensure fairness throughout the education system,
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does not limit itself to what happens with individual schools, although that is
important. There is a need to consider the needs of all children. Where
schools exist that find it harder to recruit good teachers due to the high cost
of housing or the challenging behaviour of children, radical solutions might
be necessary. Directing newly trained teachers to the more challenging
schools is one such solution but others could include additional incentive
payments or accelerated progress up the pay scale. The question of directing
teacher placement would be a thorny issue (where the choices of individuals
were set against the needs of a wider constituency) and could deter some from
entering the profession. Nevertheless, alternative staffing strategies certainly
deserve consideration.

Fairness and recognition in centralized systems

Our third social justice policy issue relates to fairness and recognition in
centralized systems of educational provision. Here we are referring to the
centrally planned and controlled National Curriculum, the introduction of
the national strategies for literacy and numeracy and nationally set targets for
performance management. For all the benefits the curriculum offers, what we
are suggesting is that it may well work against many children in our urban
areas who have different needs. One fundamental question is whether a
National Curriculum, through which all children are exposed to the same
content and are expected to reach the same levels, meets the needs of all
children. Echoing an earlier point, all children should have ‘access to
worthwhile knowledge and experiences’ (Lawton 1977: 187) but this
approach needs to be mediated by the needs (and interests) of the children.
The situated vignette we have included here relates to issues of relational or
cultural justice.

The majority of children who attend Curtis Primary School live across the
road from the school in the local council estate. The estate has housed
many families who have come to the UK as refugees and asylum seekers.
Some of these families send their children to Curtis Primary School. The
children are aware of some local hostility towards recent arrivals. The
National Curriculum does little to provide an opportunity where issues of
oppression and the need to seek asylum can be discussed. Yet Mrs Ali, the
headteacher, thinks it is important that the school takes a lead and pro-
vides knowledge and understandings about the recent movements of
peoples. She also wants to assure her local community that racism will be
tackled if it occurs. What steps could the staff take to extend their curri-
culum offer? What can and should urban primary schools do to respect
differences in their curriculum offer?

In their study of school exclusion, Wright et al. (2000) argued that, because
the success of a school is largely determined by its results, some headteachers
might be exercising ‘damage limitation strategies’ through excluding children
perceived as disruptive. These children may then have difficulty obtaining a
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place at another school because headteachers are well aware of the reasons
why they are seeking admission. What follows is a scenario that highlights
the dilemmas between social justice for individuals and issues to do with the
common good in a setting regulated by centrally determined measures of
performance management (Tomlinson 2001).

Darren attends Curtis Primary School. He has difficulties with managing
his temper. He has had anger management sessions with a worker from the
school’s psychology service. He knows that when he feels he is losing
control he must go to Mrs Ali who will keep him until he cools down.
However, he has, from time to time, been excluded. Last week he com-
pletely lost his temper and hurt a classmate. Mrs Ali has now excluded
Darren on a permanent basis. Darren’s mother wants him back at school.
She cannot cope with him and believes that Curtis Primary School has the
experience and expertise to help and support him. The staff believes Dar-
ren has overstepped the mark. They are worried about the safety of other
children and believe Darren is having a negative effect on the education of
other children in the class. They believe classes will be easier to teach
without Darren and that, in consequence, more children will be likely to
achieve higher marks in their SATs. What social justice claims exist in
relation to the different needs of Darren, his classmates, his teachers, and
the school community?

What this scenario illustrates is the way in which one policy (here testing
and publishing performance details) may have a second-order unintended
outcome. That is, it may exert pressure on schools to resort to permanent
exclusion for children with challenging in-school behaviours. It is worrying
to think that teachers may well feel forced to weigh up the position of a
school in a league table of results alongside the education of some of the more
challenging children in our society. Equally, it could be the case that the
school has reached a decision in respect of the needs of the greater number of
children. Whatever the outcome, those responsible in schools for reaching a
decision in cases like Darren’s will be caught in a conflict between a number
of ethical positions in a context where national policy has also to be
considered.

So far, we have focused on some of the issues of distributional justice that
surround selection and educational rationing (Gillborn and Youdell 1999).
We have also briefly explored relational and cultural decision making. One
aspect of social justice that we have not directly considered relates to asso-
ciational justice. In urban primary schools, where the policy imperatives for
partnerships are strongly urged, often because of the age of the children, there
is a need to develop and extend participation in the life and decision making
of the school. However, this might be harder to achieve in the urban primary
school. Working-class parents might be less able to become actively involved
in the work of the school because of the lack of time and the demands of
managing their circumstances. Even when they try to become involved, they
may be more prone to being ‘fobbed off’ by teachers (Reay 1998a: 118) or
being regarded as a ‘hindrance’ rather than as partners (Roffey 2002: 18).
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Parents who have EAL might not always be supported to actively participate
in decision-making in their children’s primary school. Families that are being
temporarily housed and who are prone to higher than average levels of
mobility may have other pressing priorities.

Conclusion

Since New Labour was elected to office, some attempts have been made to
reduce poverty and promote social inclusion, particularly through raising
participation levels in employment. As Jones (2003: 146) points out, this
‘does not entail a lessening of the advantages of more privileged groups, not
an effort to return to the objectives of ‘‘equality of outcome’’ that many social
reformers thought possible in the 60s and 70s’. In contrast, in the education
sector an increase in hierarchies and selective mechanisms has allowed ‘more
advantaged social groups differential access to particular forms of provision’
(Jones 2003: 146). Somewhat contradictorily, families in urban areas may be
in receipt of family tax credits and have a Sure Start provider in their area, but
they may have reduced access to targeted provisions like booster classes or
‘gifted and talented’ supplements.

From our ‘case study’ of Curtis Primary School, it seems that ‘social justice
has a variety of facets . . . [and] these facets might sometimes be in tension
with one another’ (Cribb and Gewirtz 2003: 18). Tensions exist in making
decisions that have different consequences for individuals and institutions,
for example, when reaching exclusion decisions. Potential conflicts exist
between different forms of cultural justice and distributional justice. For
instance, boy-friendly reading support might sideline the needs of some girls
who also need additional support (Hey et al. 1998). There are also tensions
because of the differential power that exists between and among people.

We have highlighted some of the ‘practical difficulties teachers have to face
in trying to implement socially just practices’ in the urban primary school
(Cribb and Gewirtz 2003: 16). Decisions about socially just practices are often
left to small groups of teachers, in their own school settings, sometimes in
their own classrooms. In some urban settings, the primary school might
represent the major local investment by the state. In some urban locations,
the local community might have a much reduced capacity to supplement the
basic education provision. In a competitive market-driven environment,
where resources will be rationed out and where ‘success’ is rewarded and
‘failure’ punished, implementing socially just decisions will be a complex
proposition indeed:

In a political culture of relative private interest a growing number of
citizens reject the legitimacy of action in support of the disadvantaged
(who are seen to be responsible for their own problems) and support
policies designed to enhance their own interests. (Grace 1994: 53)

Whether the focus is on distributional, cultural or associational social jus-
tice, without the political will for a change in the political culture, urban
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primary teachers might be left struggling to work towards social justice in
overwhelmingly challenging circumstances.

Questions

1 What could be done in the urban primary school to broaden alliances and
strengthen associational forms of justice?

2 Would it be fair or socially just to place all newly qualified teachers in their
first appointments according to the needs of local schools?

3 What additional policies could be implemented to promote social justice
in urban primary schools?
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A US PERSPECTIVE

This chapter explores some major trends in urban education policy and
practice in the USA with a specific focus on elementary schooling (primary
education). The chapter is divided into the following sections: understanding
the US urban context; a historical overview of US urban school reforms;
research into educational activities and programmes in urban US commu-
nities; and, finally, a consideration of some contemporary initiatives that have
been introduced to manage and support urban elementary school education in
the USA.

Introduction

The UK and the USA have had a well-established academic and empirically
focused concern with urban development and with urban education. The
USA has generally taken the lead in this area of enquiry: ‘Desegregation of the
school system, the whole civil rights movement, the start of the capital flight,
white flight and economic decline of many major industrial cities [led] to a
growth in educational concern for the children within inner city schools’
(Bash et al. 1985: 44). In the UK, similar changes in production modes and in
the requirements of the labour market, coupled with population shifts, have
underpinned intellectual enquiry into the so-called urban ‘crisis’. In both
settings social, cultural and economic changes have impacted on educational
provision. Specifically in terms of education policy and practice, it is useful to
explore US-based approaches and provision because the two systems are
sufficiently alike so that ideas could be interchanged relatively easily between
the two nation settings (Corner and Grant 2004). For instance, the UK (and
more specifically England) has frequently looked towards the USA and earlier
approaches towards urban underachievement have been ‘borrowed’ and
inserted into forms of compensatory education (Bash et al. 1985).



One distinction needs to be acknowledged at the start of this chapter. In the
USA, public education is a function of the state and, in each state, resources
are devolved to the school district in which the schools are located. These
districts respond to their state legislature, rather than the nation, in the
administration of local public (state) schools. Instead of a ‘national curricu-
lum’, each state in the USA has its own curriculum. However, ‘despite
decentralisation and the consequent diversity of values, resourcing and pro-
vision, there is a fair measure of overall consistency in the [US] education
system’s structure’ (Alexander 2000: 103).

Both England and the USA are relatively affluent, highly industrialized
nations with densely populated and complex cities and with large numbers of
poor and marginalized groups living mainly in the inner cities. Kozol (1991,
1995) has demonstrated in his studies of American inner cities that the
conditions of life for poor children and inner city families are particularly
harsh. In Amazing Grace (1995: 3) he describes an elementary school in the
South Bronx, where: ‘Only seven of 800 children do not qualify for free school
lunches. ‘‘Five of those seven,’’ says the principal, ‘‘get reduced-price lunches,
because they are classified as only ‘poor,’ not ‘destitute’. In what follows we
consider the policy responses towards the US urban school. Our intention is
that this work will provide an additional perspective through which to con-
sider policy and practice in the UK urban setting.

The US urban context

There has been a growth in social and economic polarization as well as the
geographic isolation of urban populations and communities in the USA. This
polarization has been fuelled by a major shift in the modes of production
(Castells 1989). In particular, the emergence of new urban-based information
technology economies has impacted on the labour market:

The bulk of new jobs pay lower wages and enjoy less social
protection . . . At the same time, to fill jobs a new supply of workers is also
changing the characteristics of labor, generally making workers more
vulnerable to management requirements in terms of their social char-
acteristics, along the lines of gender, race, nationality, and age dis-
crimination in society at large. (Castells 1989: 202)

Information technology industries emphasize the need for workers with a
higher level of education and the complex skills that are needed to fill
knowledge-intensive jobs. Traditional manufacturing and manual jobs are
being phased out as a consequence of de-industrialization and globalization
(Bettis and Stoeker 1993). While most highly paid jobs are to be found in
metropolitan areas: ‘The majority of the resident population of inner cities
cannot match the skill requirements of the new labour market because of the
inefficiency and segregated nature of the public school system’ (Castells 1989:
204). This gap in skills looks set to widen because of disparities in funding that
mean that some schools are less well resourced to support a technology-rich
pedagogy.
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In 1977 Castells argued that a contradiction existed between the provision
of services and the economics of the city. His point was that where the
increasing demands for urban welfare services were seen as unprofitable and
unsustainable for capital to fund, they were resisted by financial corporations
and neo-liberal economic policies (Hutton 1995). The consequence was that
many states in the USA made extensive cuts to their social programmes, to
avoid fiscal crises and maintain financial credibility. Castells (1998: 161)
claims that the USA is characterized by ‘a sharp divide between valuable and
non-valuable people and locales’. He refers to this overall urban policy trend
as denoting the dual city.

The consequences of the dual city coupled with shifts in production modes
have outcomes for the lives of children in the poorest neighbourhoods who
often attend run-down inner city schools (Anyon 1997). Urban school sys-
tems in the USA have to cope with the effects of families who experience high
levels of poverty, housing problems, crime, vandalism, drug and alcohol
abuse, child abuse and neglect, gang fights and unemployment (Doherty
1998). The students who currently live and attend schools in US inner cities
are from ‘a highly culturally, ethnically, and socioeconomically diverse
population’ (Brown 2004: 285) with a disproportionate number of them
coming from low socio-economic households and minority groups. As Kozol
informs us:

Even with a genuine equality of schooling for poor children, other forces
would militate against their school performance. Cultural and economic
factors and the flight of middle-income blacks from inner cities still
would have their consequences in the heightened concentration of the
poorest children in the poorest neighbourhoods. (1991: 123)

In terms of economic factors, inadequacies in public funding have com-
pounded the difficulties in urban schools. In the USA, as well as federal
(national) and state government funding, local property taxes have histori-
cally been used as a mechanism for funding public schools. In richer districts,
property is more highly valued and therefore property taxation produces
higher levels of finance through which to fund public schools. Urban districts
are disadvantaged as property is less valuable and, thus, less tax can be raised
for local schools. A landmark lawsuit occurred in 1981 (Abbott v Burke) when
the Education Law Center filed a case on behalf of urban school students in
New Jersey. The result of the case was that the New Jersey constitution was
amended to establish a more equitable system of funding schooling and to
raise the level of spending on students in poorer districts to match that spent
per student in wealthier districts. In 1990 the case of Abbott and Burke was in
court again in New Jersey. The court now ruled that funding needed to be
focused on schools in the poorest districts, providing additional, rather than
equal assistance.

There has been a raft of legislative changes in the USA that have attempted
to provide support as well as reduce inequality in urban schools. However,
arguments in support of these legislative changes have frequently been con-
ducted in a policy environment that has sought to understand the ‘causes’ of
the urban problem. In the USA, as in the UK, a search for someone to ‘blame’
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for failures in urban education, whether students, teachers, parents or
administrators has been widespread (Doherty 1998). One approach, ‘that ‘‘if
classrooms are run properly, student achievement will improve’’ highlights
teachers as the central problem’ (Doherty 1998: 231). Staff shortages and
inexperienced and unprepared teaching staff have been blamed for the pro-
blems of urban schools. This particular emphasis has resulted in calls for
greater accountability and increased monitoring of teachers’ performance. As
a result, there are pressures to recruit and retain staff in urban schools.

In American urban schools, teacher turnover is high and retention rates
have dropped to an average of three years (Adams and Adams 2003). Urban
schools and those with relatively high populations of minority and low-
income students face the greatest shortage of teachers (Murphy et al. 2003). In
terms of addressing teacher retention in urban schools, Adams and Adams
(2003) suggest that the following matters need to be considered: mentoring
new teachers in urban districts; job sharing to help teachers feel less over-
worked and stressed; better teacher training programmes for graduates who
want to be successful in the urban context; focused financial incentives such
as increases in salary and support for urban leadership.

Urban teachers face distinctive challenges in their schools. They may
sometimes experience a sense of isolation and may sometimes lack parental
and community support for their schools (Stone 1998; Fisher and Frey 2003).
Adams and Adams (2003: 3) illustrate some of the complexities involved in
urban teaching:

It is hard being a teacher, and even harder being an urban teacher. There
are no typical days but lots of unpredictable ones. Dealing with students
from different backgrounds, making immediate decisions, balancing
several tasks at once, and continuing to labour at a thankless and very
public job can be overwhelmingly stressful. Having few resources and
little control over curriculum and pedagogical decisions, and working in
dilapidated buildings with mould, leaking water, no air conditioning
and, in some cases, no heat – these circumstances can take a toll.

However, the most central and enduring educational urban issue relates to
reduced levels of academic achievement in urban schools. Sometimes lower
achievement rates have been ‘blamed’ on reduced expectations, on the lack of
a demanding curriculum as well as ineffective instructional practices (Doh-
erty 1998). As a result, there have been calls for curricular reforms and an
increase in pressure to improve results. As with some of the urban policy
approaches in the UK, there has been an emphasis in the USA on in-school
features rather than wider structural issues such as poverty and disadvantage:

The fact that many urban children show no marked differences from
others when they enter school but increasingly fail in comparison after
each year of attendance (Feldman 2001) turns the attention to school
and community structures (that is, policies and practices) and away from
a pessimistic deficit view of and expectations for urban children. (Fisher
and Frey 2003: 3)
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Therefore, standardized testing has become a key factor in US education
(Ravitch 2000). Assessment results in the USA are being used in some states to
assess the ‘success’ of schools and school districts and to identify ‘badly’
performing schools. In some school districts, the advent of standardized
testing has been accompanied by a skills-based and test-focused curriculum.
Such a ‘one size fits all’ approach runs contrary to a view that recognizes the
realities of variation and differentiation in the lives of children:

We do not confront abstract ‘learners’ . . . instead, we see specific classed,
raced and gendered subjects, people whose biographies are intimately
linked to the economic, political and ideological trajectories of their
families and communities, to the political economies of their neigh-
bourhoods. (Apple 1986: 5)

Not surprisingly, urban schools have tended to fare worse in testing regimes
and some schools have had funding constraints placed on them as a result.
However, echoing a ‘success against the odds’ UK perspective (Maden 2001),
Stone notes:

In a diverse society where people are spatially differentiated by income,
class, ethnicity, race, and religion, particular school districts and indi-
vidual schools inevitably march to different drummers. Despite the
general failures of urban school systems, some city schools do a much
better job of educating disadvantaged children than others. (1998: 294)

Thus, while there are some differences in the US urban setting, notably the
extremes of urban poverty and a much reduced welfare safety net (Anyon
1997), it is also possible to see some convergences between policy approaches
to the ‘crisis’ of the urban school in the UK and the USA.

Overview of urban school reforms in the USA

This section will briefly review the key policy phases of school reforms in the
USA that successive administrations have introduced since the 1980s until
the present day. As with reforms in the UK, there is a degree of continuity
over time in terms of reforms focusing on ‘failing’ schools. The policy
emphasis is with discourses of urban school failure and governmental
responses to this.

In the early 1980s during the Reagan administration (1981–9), a commis-
sion was set up to look at the quality of education, as it was reported that
education in the USA was inferior to that of many other nations. The report,
‘A nation at risk’ (1983), criticized public education standards and in parti-
cular urban public education. In response to the publication of ‘A nation at
risk’ it was agreed that the introduction of more rigorous academic standards
for students and more professional standards for teachers would improve the
existing educational provision. Urban schools were hit hardest by ‘A nation at
risk’ as they were identified as having the lowest test scores, highest dropout
rates, lowest graduation levels and so forth. Reformers wanted to increase
accountability among urban schools to pressure them to perform as well as
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other non-urban schools. Therefore parents were to be given the opportunity
to move their children through the introduction of voucher systems, allow-
ing children to attend a school of their choice. However, no extra funding was
provided to help with school improvements.

The late 1980s saw a focus on grassroots changes at individual school level.
For instance, there was the introduction of greater accountability and school
restructuring with an emphasis on site-based management and the involve-
ment of all stakeholders, a focus on teacher empowerment and enhanced
professionalism strategies that have continued to the present day. School
management approaches were advocated as ways of making urban schools
systems more efficient. These initiatives concentrated on centralization,
standardization and bureaucratization.

In George H.W. Bush’s administration (1989–93), further proposals were
made to improve public education. This administration published a key
report, ‘America 2000’. Contentious proposals in this report included intro-
ducing national standards, vouchers and standardized testing. President
Clinton (1993–2001) published ‘Goals 2000’ in the 1994 Educate America Act,
which retained most of the America 2000 reforms and supported standardized
testing and school choice. Under Clinton’s administration, the emphasis for
reforming public education took place at school district level. These devel-
opments included a number of strategies such as reforms of the school’s day
and time spent in school; more time for teacher planning and preparation;
specific curricular innovations and an increased provision of in-service sup-
port. Other tactics included shifting the control of schools further from
central administration to the individual school sites. In general, however,
there were no specific plans at policy level to reform urban provision as such,
although the increase in testing meant that further pressure of accountability
was placed on urban schools.

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act (2001) was the centrepiece of George
W. Bush’s education agenda. In contrast with previous administrations’
approach towards education, urban areas and urban levels of attainment were
now firmly back on the policy agenda. In law, schools and school districts
receiving Title 1 federal funding (distribution of federal funding to dis-
advantaged areas) were now required to test students annually in Grade 3
(Year 4) through to 8 (Year 9) in mathematics, language, arts, literacy and
science, to begin in 2005. The NCLB Act also called for all children to have
achieved minimum competency levels by 2014. Failure to achieve 100 per
cent proficiency would result in sanctions and ‘corrective measures’ being
introduced (US Department of Education 2002). These were to include greater
monitoring at district level, giving parents the option of transferring their
children out of failing schools and extreme measures including replacing staff
or schools being taken over by a private company. The key goals of the Act are
to improve the achievement of all pupils and to analyse and address the
achievement gap between disadvantaged students and others. It aims to
equalize levels of attainment between urban and non-urban students and
aims to increase the English fluency of those students with English as an
additional language.

The act encouraged greater accountability. Measures were put in place that
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aimed to increase the involvement of parents and the promotion of parental
choice in their child’s education; improve safety in schools and increase
financial assistance particularly for disadvantaged schools. Another thrust
sought to enhance the quality of teachers and school principals. States were
to be allowed to address teacher shortages through implementing alternative/
shorter forms of certification than usually required; they could also offer
merit pay and help with housing for those teaching in shortage subject areas.

The US Department of Education, the Council of the Great City Schools
and some school superintendents have reported some early evidence that
NCLB is helping to raise student academic achievement in the major cities at
elementary school level. The Council of the Great City Schools stated that the
largest urban public school systems have shown improvement in reading and
maths scores in the first year under the NCLB law (Casserly 2004). However,
not all public educators are convinced that NCLB is workable. The National
Education Association – the largest professional educational employee organ-
ization in the USA – claims that it costs more to educate children in urban
schools than elsewhere and points out that the vital issue of under-funded
mandates has not been resolved by NCLB. Critics of NCLB also argue that
telling educators what, when, where, why and how to teach is misguided (see
Peterson and West 2003). It has also been suggested (Moscovitch 2005) that
the adequate yearly progress (AYP) target is unrealistic and unworkable for all
schools, while the testing and accountability-linked sanctions could mean
that some schools previously considered successful may well be identified as
underachieving if their contextual background is not taken into considera-
tion (Linn 2003).

Hess (1999: 9) claims that: ‘Critiques of urban schooling almost invariably
begin with the presumption that urban public school systems are in a state of
crisis.’ He argues that because of this assumption, policies are frequently
produced that deal with the symptoms of the ‘crisis’ rather than addressing
more fundamental causes. For example, as Stone (1998: 295) argues:

Should Americans concur that every child must be enabled to reach
some minimal level of educational accomplishment, then national
standards and a new set of nationally shared educational practices will be
needed. In the end, practices are more important than standards, since
the goal is to improve education rather than to provide a national
scorecard that will presumably underscore what we already know – that
city school districts, schools, and students perform poorly in contrast to
most other schools.

In this section, we have argued that efforts to improve education in urban
areas have continued intermittently and successive federal administrations
have continued to tackle the urban ‘crisis’. However, in these policy
approaches there is a fundamental contradiction: ‘Since support for public
schools is shallow, reforms that fail become further evidence of the inade-
quacy of the system’ (Doherty 1998: 225). Furthermore, the introduction of
policy after policy has, according to Hess (1999), hampered the embedding of
reforms and their potential success in practice: ‘The key to improving
teaching and learning through new initiatives is through implementation
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and cultivation of expertise. These are difficult tasks in the best of circum-
stances, and urban school districts do not present the best of circumstances’
(Hess 1999: 157). One tension is that the policy thrust is a top-down
bureaucratic response that frequently sidelines the perspectives of those who
are the intended focus of the reforms: ‘A shared definition of the issues sur-
rounding education, and the establishment of common goals among refor-
mers, may be at least more promising than efforts built only on a shared
distain of the current system’ (Doherty 1998: 244) and this effort ought to
focus on the needs of children.

Educational activities and programmes in urban communities in
the USA

In this section, we explore some examples of educational activities and pro-
grammes conducted in urban settings in the USA to bring about change and
improve the educational experiences of urban students. Strategies to tackle
the achievement gap for urbanized groups have included the provision of
extra classes; additional individual tutoring programmes, increased account-
ability at state and local levels; improved professional development for edu-
cators; changes in federal economic policy; a reduction in class sizes and
improved preparation of students in school for entering college.

One notable example that addresses the educational experiences of poor,
urban students of minority heritage is the Comer School Development Pro-
gram, named after the child psychiatrist, James Comer. It originated in inner
city elementary schools in the late 1960s and was developed to improve the
education of students through building relationships between all members of
the local school community. It had a particular emphasis on developing
home–school relationships to improve academic achievement (Comer 1988).
In many ways this approach was a precursor to later attempts, both in the UK
and USA, to enhance social capital. Evaluations of the programme found that
it improved social skills and raised achievement and attendance levels
(Coulter, Office of Research, 1993).

There have been other success stories in urban schooling. For instance, E.J.
Scott Elementary School is located in a poor neighbourhood of Houston,
Texas, where:

A majority of the boxy, one-storey frame houses are well kept, but others
are in bad shape, with their foundations sagging, shingles missing, and
trash strewn about the yards. Many have bars on the windows. The only
businesses nearby are bars, a small grocery, and a couple of fast-food
restaurants. (Miller 1998: 2)

The school population comprises about 60 per cent Hispanic and 40 per
cent black children, with over one-third of the children at an early stage of
English acquisition. However, according to Miller: ‘The school is in most ways
a model of the kinds of initiative and attitudes that researchers say are
common to high poverty urban schools that succeed against the odds’ (1998:
2). She reports that many students achieve ‘exemplary’ high standards,
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through staff teamwork, a clear educational purpose and emphasis by all on
achievement and success combined with effective leadership.

Some urban elementary schools, such as New Stanley Elementary School in
Kansas City have been experimenting for some time with extending the
school year, having a longer school day with before- and after-school pro-
grammes and keeping the same teacher with the same students for several
years. Such initiatives were found to be successful in ensuring that children
progressed to middle school at or above average grade level (Prisoners of Time
1994).

In one small-scale longitudinal study, Davis (1999) described collaboration
between an inner city elementary school and a university in Virginia that
provided opportunities for professional development activities with the aim
of improving child-focused teaching and learning. Davis (1999) highlighted
the time-consuming, slow process and complexity of change and the many
demands and pressures on the school and university involved. Davis con-
cluded that in order for such collaborations to work and for school change to
occur, it was critical to provide adequate resources and staff development. In
terms of associational justice forms, the study argued that parents and carers
needed to be empowered to take ownership of the restructuring and change
process.

A study of 13 Chicago elementary schools undertaken by Diamond and
Spillane (2004) explored different schools’ responses to high-stakes account-
ability policies. These policies emphasized ‘managerial’ and ‘professional’
accountability and required teachers to be more answerable for their practice
and performance through strengthening in-school mechanisms for learning.
The responses from schools depended on whether the school was a ‘low-’ or
‘high-’performing school. The ‘low-’performing schools had a narrower focus
on standardized test materials in order to ‘comply(ing) with policy demands,
focusing on improving performance of certain students with benchmark
grades, and in certain subject areas’ (Diamond and Spillane 2004: 2). As
working-class, minority students tend to go to the lower-performing schools,
the findings suggest that using standardized test materials might restrict their
access to the wider forms of knowledge (and cultural capital) available in the
high-performing schools, therefore contributing to the maintenance of class-
based educational inequalities (Ladson-Billings 1995). As Ravitch (2000: 15)
comments on these sorts of curriculum ‘alternatives’:

Curricular differentiation meant an academic education for some, a non-
academic education for others; this approach affected those children –
mainly the poor, immigrants and racial minorities – who were pushed
into undemanding vocational, industrial or general programs by
bureaucrats and guidance counsellors who thought they were incapable
of learning much more.

A three-year research study of two districts in a midwestern US city and an
eastern seaboard city with large numbers of children from poor neighbour-
hoods and on free school meals was undertaken by Corbett et al. (2002). The
researchers were interested to see if the teachers’ assumptions about their
students as learners impacted on what took place in the classroom. Most of

150 The urban primary school



the teachers adhered to the often quoted school mission statement that ‘all
children can learn and succeed in school’ but they qualified this by stating
that without the support from home and effort by the students there was only
so much they could do. Other teachers refused to accept lack of parental
support or lack of student motivation to be reasons for them not succeeding.
On the contrary, these teachers saw it as part of their job to ensure that their
students succeeded.

Corbett et al. (2002) explored the impact of the ‘it’s my job’ and ‘no
excuses’ philosophies and campaigns supporting better education for the
poor by educators taking responsibility for their students’ success. They stu-
died schools and classrooms where students who had previously performed
poorly were now succeeding and making good progress. These teachers and
schools raised the performance of their students by:

Quite simply . . . refus(ing) to accept any excuses for students performing
poorly in school. Instead, they took it upon themselves as their jobs to
supply all the support necessary for students to complete assignments at
an acceptable level of quality. We argue that there was no recipe for
doing this and adamantly avoid extracting any categories of actions and/
or programs that would promote success for all. (Corbett et al. 2002: 9)

These successful teachers were found to be extending their students’
learning and competency well beyond the basic skills. There was a greater
emphasis on what the students were capable of achieving, rather than on
what they were unable to do. This perspective reflects earlier discussions in
this book about a ‘cultural deficit’ perspective (which implies that it is the
students and their home backgrounds that prevent their success). In order to
succeed, Corbett et al. (2002) concluded, educators need to recognize and
value student diversity, establish links between home and school, adjust the
school to support students’ needs and crucially to recognize and believe that
students are capable of success. At the same time, they insist that a ‘myopic’
approach towards poverty is unproductive – it exists and presents the students
with a number of obstacles.

Corbett et al. (2002) found that most of the teachers in their study did not
appear to believe that urban students could succeed. One upshot of such
findings could be that teachers might now be blamed for not believing
enough. Corbett et al. (2002) recommended that there needed to be funda-
mental changes in beliefs about urban schooling, in particular a need to
examine teachers’ beliefs about the nature of successful pedagogies. They
identified a need to develop sets of shared beliefs that, with the right support
structures, could shape classroom practice. Furthermore, these researchers
argued that support and policies were needed to assist the efforts of the
schools in working towards student success.

Another study conducted by Hess (1999) examined the nature of school
reforms among 57 urban school districts during 1992–5. He concluded that:
‘The vigilant search for the right ‘‘silver bullet reform’’, the one that will serve
urban education, is distracting and unproductive’. He added that the search
for ‘quick fixes wastes resources even as it fosters apathy, cynicism and dis-
illusionment among veteran teachers’ (1999: 191). Hess maintained that in
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order to help urban students, the greatest emphasis needed to be placed on
the performance, not of the students, but of the policymakers and adminis-
trators. He saw reform most urgently needed at school district rather than at
individual school level: ‘This spinning of wheels has aggravated the sad plight
of urban education’ (Hess 1999: 177). Hess called for policymakers and
administrators to be held accountable for their results and actual achieve-
ments, rather than rewarding them for what they promise to achieve. ‘The
professional and political interests of urban school leaders need to be hitched
to the long-term performance of urban schools’ (1999: 181).

Contemporary initiatives to support urban elementary school
education

Educationalists who consider that educational change is achievable:

Bring resources to ideas, ideas to actions, and actions to outcomes,
whether they are involved in building new schools from the ground up
with widespread community partnerships or in aggressively challenging
traditional tracking, testing, curriculum, or pedagogy. (Fisher and Frey
2003: 3)

It is often grassroots initiatives that have had most success in urban locales.
Such initiatives have managed to make positive alliances between the dif-
ferent groups that support urban schools (Grace 1994), such as students and
their parents, teachers and school administrators. The initiatives that will
now be explored in this section reflect this approach.

Full Service Schooling emerged in the USA in the 1970s and 1980s with the
recognition that there was a need for health and welfare support services to
contribute towards maintaining a child’s learning. These programmes involve
schools and community agencies, incorporating health and social services,
working collaboratively rather than in isolation, to form a system of support
and intervention services for children and their families. They aim to provide
quality educational activities and increase the chances of school attendance
and encourage students and their families to get more involved in the life of
the school. Dryfoos (1994), one of the leading advocates of Full Service
Schooling, maintains that this development amounts to a ‘revolution’ in
health and social services and offers benefits to all stakeholders.

The model for full service schooling is that most of the services are located
on the school site. This approach is sometimes referred to as ‘one-stop
shopping’ and is viewed as providing a number of advantages for urban
communities in terms of access to healthcare, career and employment advice,
housing support and welfare services during the school day and before and
after school, as well as during the weekends and holidays. However, some
criticisms have been expressed. These concerns have focused on practical
questions such as who would be in charge and manage the provision; how
would collaboration between agencies work and would there be any tensions,
particularly between new arrivals and already existing support staff? Concerns
have also been raised about the possibility that the school, rather than more
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community-based programmes could become the main focus and beneficiary
of any additional resources. Furthermore, close association with the school
might put some people off utilizing the services (Smith 2001).

Another initiative is the charter school movement. It aims to form small
and intimate school communities that are not under the same central con-
trol, regulations or constraints of conventional state schooling. This shift
towards smaller schools is in response to the view that larger public school
bureaucracies and particularly urban schools, have become an ‘obstacle to
high quality education’. They are seen as being unwieldy, impersonal and
students get ‘lost’ in the system (Doherty 1998: 230). Various stakeholders
have been involved with the formation and management of such schools,
such as parents, teachers, community and business leaders.

Charter schools have emerged in many urban areas where the need to
reform education due to lack of resources and overcrowding of state public
schools has been identified. The reduced size of the charter school student
population means that there is supposedly less anonymity between children
and staff. Some charter schools have focused on the requirements of urban
minority/multilingual students, through utilizing culturally appropriate
materials and curricula and including cultural events and activities to pro-
mote and support the cultural heritage of the school population. Proponents
of charter schools maintain that the choice to attend is open to any child.
Critics of the movement have suggested that there are hidden factors such as
transportation costs and that those children who are easiest to teach have
been admitted to these schools.

There has also been strong and trenchant opposition to the charter school
movement in the USA. In their critique of the insertion of a competitive
market into education, Apple and Bracey (2001) claim that charter schools are
neither innovative nor diverse and that the movement has been hijacked by
middle-class, moral majority parents (conservative, fundamentalist Christian
groupings). Furthermore, they claim that:

While a few children may be helped by vouchers, there may be even less
financial support for inner city schools in the long run, leading to fewer
resources for those parents who ‘choose’ to keep their children in under-
funded schools because, notwithstanding vouchers, they cannot avail
themselves of private education. (www.asu.edu/educ/epsl/EPRU/docu-
ments/)

Some charter schools are non-profit-making while others are for-profit
organizations. There have been examples of private corporations taking over
individual schools and even whole school districts, in a bid to reform the
education systems and simultaneously make a profit; consequently prior-
itizing private benefit, taking funds out of the state sector and breaking down
the public purpose of equality in state education (Kuehn 1995; Apple 2001).
As these schools are ‘chartered’ by either school districts or the state depart-
ment of education they are able to receive public funding for their function,
yet have the freedom to run themselves. However, they need to demonstrate
to the chartering authority that they are successful in improving student
achievement. Adams and Adams (2003: 55) claim that: ‘As of 2003, charter
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schools have shown no improvement over urban public schools in terms of
academic achievement.’ If this be the case, they are not fulfilling their
mission.

There are, in addition, many examples of partnership programmes in the USA
created to tackle specific issues in urban education, such as teacher shortages
in urban schools. For instance, in order to address recruitment, some urban
districts ‘grow their own’ teachers through programmes providing local
people with the opportunity and support to train as teachers. Other initiatives
have included the ‘Troops to Teachers’ programme for military personnel to
begin a new career as teachers in public schools and ‘Teach for America’,
where well-qualified individuals commit for two years to teach in low-income
rural and urban communities.

Various partnership schemes have been introduced in higher education to
increase the number of student teachers preparing to teach in urban areas,
with urban teacher training programmes and internships often guaranteeing
employment for graduates. The State University of New York Urban Educa-
tion Teacher Center (SUTEC) opened in 2001 with the aim of preparing stu-
dent teachers who wanted to work in an urban setting and, in particular, New
York City schools. A partnership has been developed between SUTEC and the
NYC Department of Education to provide a supportive environment and
access to resources for student teachers. For instance, the student teachers are
provided with a SUTEC support team that includes experienced teachers and
administrators who provide various workshops throughout the year. There is
a shortage of teachers in New York City, so there are many job opportunities
when student teachers have obtained their New York state teaching licences.
There are funding and housing opportunities for those qualifying teachers
who are prepared to commit themselves to working in a high-need school.

One established programme, the Urban Education Partnership, was foun-
ded in Los Angeles in 1984. It is an independent, non-profit-making organ-
ization, relying on contributions for its support. It currently works in four
states, 14 school districts and more than 300 schools. It aims to tackle the
most difficult problems and issues in urban education using pioneering
approaches: ‘To help students in high-need schools increase their academic
achievement by partnering with educators, parents and the community’
(Urban Education Partnership 2003: 1). It focuses on strategic leadership –
improving training and development for leaders in urban education; trans-
forming schools; restructuring schools to create more effective teaching and
learning environments and connecting parents and communities to schools.
According to the Urban Education Partnership, its urban learning centres
initiative has received national recognition for raising and sustaining student
achievement. Testimonies from school principals and teachers provide evi-
dence of their success in supporting low-achieving schools, partnership
building with families and communities and changing beliefs among all those
responsible for improving academic achievement in high-need urban schools.
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Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated that in the USA there has been a lack of
agreement about how to improve education for urban communities. From the
brief historical overview, it seems that there is no simple quick-fix formula for
successful educational reform through the introduction of new policies and
initiatives and such efforts seem to proceed on tenuous ground (Hess 1999).
However, there are some examples of elementary school-based reforms and
state–district initiatives that have made a difference. In this chapter, a num-
ber of policy initiatives in the US setting have been explored, with the
intention of providing a contrasting account of the complexities and tensions
that impact urban education. What has emerged is the need for a flexible,
nuanced and localized response towards issues in urban education. An
understanding of how these issues have been addressed elsewhere could
potentially enhance our capacity to address similar challenges in the UK.

Questions

1 How can an understanding of other urban education systems and policies
support and develop your understanding of urban education in your own
country?

2 What are the arguments for and against full service schooling?
3 To what degree is it useful for UK policymakers to ‘borrow’ urban policies

from the USA?
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11

UNDERSTANDING THE

URBAN PRIMARY

SCHOOL

This chapter will consider what the discussions in the foregoing chapters have
to offer to an understanding of the urban primary school. It will revisit the
main purposes of the book, namely, to articulate a more complex picture of the
urban primary school that goes beyond some of the stereotypes that still
dominate urban policy; to explore some of the challenges of learning and
teaching in urban settings; and to reassert some critical urban educational
concerns. Finally, it will offer some comments about urban policy and urban
primary schools in terms of the private and public good.

The main themes of this book

As we have argued in this book, too often government urban education
policymaking is couched in ‘deficit’ terms that marginalize and disregard the
wider social setting and that ‘blame’ individual children, their parents, their
schools and teachers for any ‘failure’ in achievement. Garcia and Guerra
(2004: 151) claim that ‘school reform efforts stall or fail because deficit beliefs
become a filter that blocks educators’ abilities to examine their assumptions
and to look beyond traditional solutions for real and meaningful change’.
Thus, the first purpose we had in writing this book was to theorize urban
primary schools in a way that engaged with the wider social issues of struc-
tural disadvantage, poverty, oppression and exclusion.

In a competitive environment, the more privileged in society enjoy
increased ‘access’ to social advantage (Pahl 1970) and are better at gaining
benefits for their families (Ball 2003a). When less privileged families are
trapped in low wages, poor housing and have limited access to social welfare,
it is not surprising that their children fare less well in school. Urban education
theory involves a recognition that ‘urban problems and crises’ are not failings
in people or institutions, rather they occur as symptoms of the wider



contradictions of capitalism (Grace 2005). Urban theory offers an insight into
the broader contradictions that shape the educational world of the urban
child:

Urban schools are at the center of the maelstrom of constant crises that
beset low-income neighborhoods. Education is an institution whose
basic problems are caused by, and whose basic problems reveal, the other
crises in cities: poverty, joblessness and low-wages, and racial and class
segregation. Therefore, a focus on urban education can expose the
combined effects of public policies, and highlight not only poor schools
but the entire nexus of constraints on families. (Anyon 2005: 177)

The second purpose of this book was to explore the challenges of teaching
and learning in the urban primary school. We have argued that the children
who attend these schools need access to the same curriculum that is offered to
more advantaged children. In addition, children in urban primary schools
need to understand and have access to the cultural capital of dominant, more
powerful groups in society (Bourdieu 1986). This is a rights entitlement in any
democratic society (Delpit 1997). Children in urban primary schools also
need the capacity to interrogate and critically engage with the curriculum
(Ladson-Billings 1995). Ladson-Billings (1992) argues that a culturally rele-
vant curriculum should explore and extend children’s own experiences.
Through this curriculum children can come to critically engage with domi-
nant cultures to reveal the distortions and bias that exist. Children growing
up in urban areas have the right to see their own experiences reflected in the
school’s curriculum. They have the right to a curriculum that includes diverse
cultural and social values, different histories and literatures and that deploys
‘narrative materials and styles like those used in the local community’ (Cor-
son 1998: 136). Children who attend urban primary schools need to be taught
in a way that respects and recognizes their capacity to achieve and supports
their progression in a culturally sensitive way. Teachers in urban primary
schools still have some capacity to challenge socially divisive policies through
their organizations at a local level. In their classrooms and schools they still
play a part in mediating education policy and in struggling to enact socially
just decisions.

In the UK, the study of urban education and urban schooling has been
neglected for some time. So, the third purpose of this book was to assert the
distinctiveness of urban primary schools in theory, practice and policy deci-
sions. Teachers in urban and non-urban primary schools face some similar
pressures, such as the need to meet targets and raise standards. What is dis-
tinctive in the urban context is the catastrophe of poverty that shapes urban
settings and the schools in these areas. Rather than an education policy that
simply exhorts the urban primary school to emulate its more privileged
neighbour, there is a need to recognize the broader socio-economic contra-
dictions that impact on the urban primary school: ‘The urban context
remains a challenging one. It is time to re-assert the positive features of cities
as learning environments’ (Menter 1998: 23).
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Moving forward

‘Society needs to be clearer about what schools can and cannot be expected to
do and what support they need’ (Whitty 2002: 124). Urban policymaking,
urban pedagogy and teacher education need to directly acknowledge the
impact of the urban crisis. As Jones (2003: 172) claims, focusing on raising
standards without recognizing contextualized factors ‘may well give rise to
misdirected pressures, demanding too much of schools, and planning too
little for wider sorts of social change’. Just as importantly, there is a need for a
politics of education reform that will recognize and respect difference, offer
all children the life chances that come with educational success and promote
inclusion and the common good rather than private advantage.

In some ways, this is a pessimistic book. The structural and material dis-
advantages that surround and shape the urban primary school cannot be
overcome by educational reform alone or by individual schools and teachers.
They cannot be overcome without policy reform or the support of schools
and teachers either. And no change can take place without the political will
and desire for reform:

In a political culture of relative public good, a significant sector of citi-
zens accept the legitimacy of political action taken in support of dis-
advantaged citizens as a practical expression of commitment to ideas of
social justice, equality of opportunity and equity in society. In a political
culture of relative private interest a growing number of citizens reject the
legitimacy of action in support of the disadvantaged (who are seen to be
responsible for their own problems) and support policies designed to
enhance their own interests. (Grace 1994: 53)

In the survey and interviews we conducted with teachers and headteachers
in urban schools what came across powerfully was their commitment to the
children they worked with and their desire to ‘make a difference’. In a period
where ‘the need to give consideration to the fate of others has been lessened’
(Ball 2003a: 179), the ethical integrity of those who work and stay working in
challenging circumstances needs more recognition. These educators could go
to ‘easier’ schools but they stay where they believe they can make most
impact. They also stay where they know they are needed. All those who work
in primary schools face tensions between their ethics of care (Nias 1989) and
policies that they do not always recognize as pedagogically appropriate. In the
urban primary school, these tensions make even greater demands on the
professional repertoires of all those working to educate young children in
settings of higher than average levels of social and economic disadvantage.

Our intention is not just to argue for more resources for urban primary
schools, a more appropriate curriculum or greater responsiveness and respect
for those who learn and teach in urban primary schools. Even if these pro-
posals were enacted, a hierarchical and class-based system would still deliver
advantage to some and disadvantage to others. What is needed is a political
commitment to eradicate social inequalities and injustices in education. In
his book, The Courage to Teach, Palmer (1998) acknowledges that challenging
social conditions and the power and resistance of institutions to change may
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lead to a sense of despair and pessimism. In contrast, he claims that ‘only in
the face of such opposition has significant social change been achieved. If
institutions had a capacity for constant evolution, there would never have
been a crisis demanding transformation’ (Palmer 1998: 165). Palmer argues
that those who have transformed society (and he cites the civil rights
movements in the USA) ‘found sources of countervailing power’ outside of
formal institutional settings and ‘consolidated that power in ways that
eventually gave them leverage on the structures themselves’. He identifies a
way forward through building social movements and making common cause
with others who work to ‘make a difference’ in education.

In this book, we have highlighted the ways in which teachers and head-
teachers talked about the challenges and the rewards of working in urban
primary schools. As Donnelly (2003: 14) claims, ‘the greatest challenges in life
bring the greatest rewards’. Working with children who sometimes make it ‘a
triumph of will over adversity that they get to school in the first place’
(Brighouse in Riddell 2003: x) is emotionally costly, but professionally satis-
fying. Rather than seeing urban schools and children who attend them as
‘deficient’, the best urban primary schools are able to realize their children’s
experiences as ‘assets rather than problems’ to be drawn on as powerful
resources for teaching and learning (Menter et al. 2000: 227). The dilemma for
the urban primary school teacher is to be able to recognize the impact of the
wider social context and draw on its cultural resources without losing their
belief in the power of education to promote and sustain social
transformation.
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