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The three-year Cambridge Primary Review is probably the most comprehensive overview and evaluation of research in primary education ever compiled. Its final report on the condition and future of primary education in England, based on 4,000 published sources, written submissions, face-to-face soundings and searches of official data and 28 commissioned research surveys from 65 leading academics, was published in October 2009. This article is aimed at bringing learning from this rich source of research and policy ideas to some of the challenges facing education in developing countries.  It is hoped that practitioners will be encouraged to investigate the review material further and find ways to translate its messages into action in their own settings, working together towards a better world for all our children.
The review confirms many of the precepts on which international educators have been basing their work for many years, and provides a wealth of new and newly consolidated evidence. For instance, it prioritises the benefits of listening to children’s views: “Children who feel empowered are more likely to be better and happier learners”. Scientific studies using new technologies are challenging long held assumptions: “forget” developmental stages, right brain/left brain functions and ‘learning styles’. It shows that it is not the age of early years interventions but their nature which lead to developmental benefits when “the biological, social, emotional and intellectual aspects of learning are inextricably interwoven”. 
The UN Millennium Goals and Education for All are about realising ‘access to quality education’. While access is easy to measure (though fraught with complications given the problems of data collection in the developing world), quality has presented a bigger challenge both in measurement and achievement.  The review says “To understand, promote and measure quality a broad view is needed” that goes “far beyond the academic to encompass analysis of children’s development, needs and capabilities” to “the condition of the society and world in which today’s children are growing up, and predictions and fears about the future.” 
The review identifies poverty as “the gravest threat” which “shortens and diminishes lives”,  puts families under great strain, leads to chronic and mental illness, and “creates terrible gaps, ones that open early and get harder to close as the years go by.” While national policies must  “give highest priority to eliminating child poverty”, educators have a role in “bridging divides and seeing beyond stereotypes”. The review notes that “schools can and do make a difference in alleviating social and educational inequality” by modelling trust, encouragement, respect and optimism for both children and their families.

The review shows that the primary education system in England faces problems similar to those being tackled by poorer countries across the world:  centralisation; teacher expertise and morale; community engagement; overschooling and the abridgement of children’s time for other activities;  emphasis on formal testing at the expense of formative assessment.  At the centre of the review are twelve proposed ‘aims’ for primary education to drive the curriculum, teaching, assessment, schools and policy, and ‘domains’ providing “professional curriculum categories for schools to interpret and a starting point for curriculum planning” (see below).
With the increasing concentration of international donors on education in difficult circumstances such as fragile states, conflict, and climate and economic migration, the natural tendency is to prioritise the ‘basics’ of literacy and numeracy in narrow curricula such as ‘accelerated learning’.  The review identifies a “strong association between broad curriculum and high standards in the ‘basics’”, suggesting that even in the short term, time and resources used to create “the right linguistic and social environment” will determine the “quality and capacity of children’s thinking, perseverance and problem-solving abilities”.  Creative activities are not an ‘add-on’ to the ‘basics’ but are central to their acquisition. Children are “very competent and capable learners” who “think and reason in all the same ways as adults – what they lack is the experience to make sense of what they find”. Literacy and numeracy is enhanced by, and perhaps impossible without, attention to wider learning.  As the review observes, key concepts are often presented in “unnatural opposition”: it is not a case of the basics or curriculum, but even in the most difficult of circumstances we should seek both basics and a broad and balanced curriculum.
Much schooling worldwide relies on models of teaching seeing the student as an empty vessel into which knowledge is poured. Arguments for ‘active’ learning rarely consider the psychological insights which support them. Children like everybody, says the review, “tend to interpret the world in line with their own explanations as to why things happen”. A “diversity of experiences … helps them modify their understanding of the world and become better at reflecting on their observations”. This understanding is expressed in play and creativity, and talk.  The review suggests that modern schooling tends to give priority to literacy and numeracy and neglects spoken language even though talk is “a key to cognitive development, learning and successful teaching”.

The review reminds us that starting with the child’s observations, and “the ways in which teachers talk to children, ideally amplifying and elaborating their comments, can enhance learning, memory, understanding and motivation”.  This should be at the centre of consideration when addressing ideas of mother tongue bi-lingual education. Language policy, especially the ‘language of instruction’ has been a matter of concern in education for over fifty years.  Overlaid as it is by political questions of national unity, post-colonial control, minority and language rights etc., the term ‘language of instruction’ concentrates on the teacher and the notion that education is synonymous with the transmission of knowledge and information. The language of the child as a party to dialogue and learning  is often forgotten.  
A problem identified in English classrooms will be familiar to observers from around the developing world: Despite many organisational changes “Pupils compete for the attention of teachers who ask ‘closed’ questions. Answers are brief, usually only proving a child can recall what they have just been told, and feedback is minimal. Cognitive challenge is low and talk remains a vehicle for the transmission of facts rather than the stimulation of thought.” In promoting pedagogy (“the why, what and how”) as the “heart of the enterprise” of teaching, the review notes that “even the most basic learning relies on effective linguistic and social interaction with parents, teachers and other children” and that teachers will “enhance children’s learning with collaboration, challenge and purposeful talk.” Dialogue is the aspect of schooling which has the greatest influence on learning, and the review nominates “classroom interaction as the aspect of pedagogy which most repays investment by teachers and those who support them”.  
While the principle that children with special educational needs should be in mainstream schools is officially accepted, the review cautions that “the ‘concerted effort’ the UN warned would be required to make it successful is still lacking”.  The review reveals how much of this effort involves challenging cultures of exclusion.  ‘Deficit thinking’, negative labelling and stereotyping become  self-fulfilling  prophecy, and children are ‘segregated unnecessarily both by the type of school they attend and what they are offered when they get there’.  
The review presents overwhelming evidence “that all children, but particularly those from disadvantaged homes, benefit from high-quality pre-school experiences”.  However, the “structured play and talk, interacting with each other and with interested and stimulating adults” necessary to realise these benefits are often “distorted by the downward pressure” of formal schooling where “teachers feel obliged to prioritise literacy and numeracy as well as to drill four-year-olds in the routines of lining up and sitting still and listening”.  In what has become the most controversial (and misinterpreted) proposal to the British government, the review suggests a single primary stage from ages 4 to 11, ensuring a transition  where “children glide, rather than trip, over the threshold into mainstream primary education”
The review addresses other challenges which will be familiar to educators internationally: reluctance of government to decentralise and democratise control of education; paucity of data on which to base planning and decisions, equitable funding and the reluctance to change of those comfortable with or benefiting from existing arrangements.  It recognises that “multi-agency working, and increase[d] support for schools to help them ensure the growing range of children’s service professionals work in partnership with each other and with parents” is the aim but is most difficult to put in to practice.  Although the agencies referred to here are the ‘children’s services’ of contemporary England, the same could be said of the UN, non-government and government bodies making up the multi-agencies working internationally.  And as a final caution, and using the terminology of the review in another context, we might reflect on the competitive environment that has grown up among agencies so that it is becoming “impossible to debate ideas or evidence which are not ‘on message’, or which were ‘not invented here’” (i.e. in our agency under our logo). The review provides food for thought and grounds for co-operation to “ take control” and “join other professionals to discuss the implications and build a better future.” 
Aims
(To drive the curriculum, teaching, assessment, schools and policy.  These aims are interdependent.)

The individual

· well-being

· engagement

· empowerment

· autonomy

Self, others and the wider world

· encouraging respect and reciprocity

· promoting interdependence and sustainability

· empowering local, national and global citizenship (enable children to become active citizens by encouraging their full participation in decision making within the classroom and school, and advancing their understanding of human nights, conflict resolution and social justice. They should develop a sense that human interdependence and the fragility of the world order require a concept of citizenship which is global as well as local and national.)
· celebrating culture and community.
Learning, knowing and doing

· exploring, knowing, understanding and making sense

· fostering skill

· exciting the imagination

· enacting dialogue.
Domains 

(professional curriculum categories for schools to interpret and a starting point for curriculum planning)

· arts and creativity

· citizenship and ethics

· faith and belief

· language, oracy and literacy

· mathematics

· physical and emotional health

· place and time

· science and technology.
� This article is based on and all quotations are taken the from the booklet Introducing the Cambridge Primary Review at http://www.primaryreview.org.uk/Downloads/Finalreport/CPR-booklet_low-res.pdf





