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Morgan Phillips

Education is not the answer, it cannot solve the 
social, climate and ecological crisis on its own. 
It does, however, have a key role to play, 
change will be impossible without it. But if the 
education system in England is going to play its 
role, it needs to be transformed.  

We need education systems that develop young 
people’s ability to create change. But even more 
than that, we need education systems that help 
nurture young people’s desire to create that 
change. The education system in England has 
the potential to do both, but it rarely does. It 
can, in fact, do the opposite. In its current state, 
it often blocks much that is good about 
environmental education, and risks fomenting 
and locking in regressive ways of thinking (and 
doing) that serve only to keep society on an 
unsustainable, unjust, and ruinous path.  

We believe that the education system in 
England is on the cusp of a defining new era. 
Growing awareness of the urgency and scale of 
the multicrisis is contributing to the momentum 
for change that is building, but it is not the 
determining force. The case for change is being 
built around widespread disillusionment with 
the current centralised, managerial and 
competitive system, which was built on what is 
now an outdated understanding of human 
nature.    

In this collection, Global Action Plan is 
appealing directly to our fellow environmental 
campaigners. We are calling for a refocussing 
of effort, and the adoption of what we call a 
‘First Mate’ role, which we argue is the best way 
to maximise our impact. This is an ancillary role, 
a champion of a bigger effort; in it, we will 

bolster calls for a new education system that is 
more democratic, more decentralised, and only 
lightly instrumentalised. We will do this by 
making these calls ourselves, but also, crucially, 
by supporting and amplifying those who are 
making similar and aligned calls from other 
– more powerful – corners of the education 
ecosystem.  

Revolutionary change to the education system 
is more possible today than it has been in 
decades. It will not, and should not, be a fast 
revolution, it will play out over the next decade. 
First Mate Environmentalism can help get it 
started, it requires our movement to think 
differently about our role. We hope that you feel 
open to this, and invite you to ‘First Mate’ with 
us.  

Foreword



3

Since World War II there have been two great eras of education, the 
Beveridge inspired age of ‘optimism and trust’ that lasted from the mid-
1940s to the mid-1970s, and the age of ‘markets, centralisation and 
managerialism’ that surfaced with the dawn of Neoliberalism and has 
persisted until today. Just as the first great age lost its fitness for purpose 
in the 1970s, the flaws inherent in this second age are increasingly 
apparent today.

The education system in England is on the rocks, it is floundering badly, 
and while it has achieved much, it is no longer fit for purpose, not in a 
world characterised by unpredictable and accelerating change. And so 
– as the old education system falls – a new one will rise, it will be the 
third great era of post-WWII English education.

In this collection, we examine what educators can do to help create 
positive environmental change, and what environmentalists can do to 
help shape the new era of education.

Contents  
1.	  On the cusp of change 

2.	  First Mate Environmentalism 

3.	  Power, Purpose and Preparation in the English education system 

4.	  A Three Thirds Curriculum - a vision for education in England 

Introduction to this collection



On the cusp of change
We… believe that there is a pent up desire to see our school sys-
tem aim for different achievements and more ambitious horizons 
than is currently the case… Indeed, we believe the school system 
is on the threshold of a new age.  
– Tim Brighouse and Mick Waters*

The darkest hour is just before the dawn.
- proverb 

*	 Having interviewed every living Secretary of State for Education since the mid-1970s and over 100 leading players in the English education system, Brighouse and Waters come to this conclusion in 
the final chapter of their epic examination ‘About Our Schools’. Brighouse, T. and Waters, M. (2022) About Our Schools, Crownhouse, UK.
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On the cusp of change

As an activist or campaigner in the English education system you can 
operate from one of two starting points. In position ‘a’ the education 
system is relatively fixed, you view this era of education as being the era 
and one that is here to stay for the foreseeable future whether you like it 
or not. You focus, as a result, on securing small wins and tweaks to the 
existing system; the aim is to make it less bad. What if, however, in 
taking this fatalistic view, you were missing something major, what if the 
education system was not as fixed as it appears to be? What if it were 
on the cusp of change? This is position ‘b’, and it is fundamentally 
different starting position, an outlook from which the focus of your 
campaigning efforts would need to change considerably. 

The analysis we present here, puts us in position ‘b’. We, like Brighouse 
and Waters (cited above), believe that a new era of education is about to 
arrive. We are, to paraphrase Zachary Stein, in a time between 
education worlds.1 It is in recognition of this that we call – elsewhere in 
this collection2 – on our colleagues to adopt ‘First Mate 
Environmentalism’ as a guiding principle in the design and delivery of 
their campaign and advocacy work. In this essay we highlight the signs 
that show us that we are on the cusp of change – England is headed for 
a third great era of post-WWII education.

Fixed or in flux?
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The climate and ecological crisis has advanced to a critical point. We 
are, potentially, on the brink of ecological, societal, and economic 
collapse – it could happen, in England, within the lifetime of today’s 
primary school pupils. 

Our social, cultural, and economic leaders are slowly waking up to this, 
but too slowly. The systems that shape our lives remain profoundly ill-
equipped to mitigate, cope with, or adapt to what is coming. They are 
vulnerable, they need to be transformed. We find ourselves, as Naomi 
Klein3 puts it, in a moment where ‘there are no non-radical options left 
before us’; we are going to ‘change or be changed’. If we are to change 
before we are changed, transformation of the education system is 
essential. 

This is not a fringe view in the environmental sector, recognition of the 
need for radical systems change – in education and beyond – is 
accelerating and will continue to. However, in the mainstream of the 
education sector, the need for radical systems change – purely for the 
sake of people and planet – remains a fringe view. The majority of 
teachers, students, parents, governors, policymakers, and multiple other 
stakeholders have not fully woken up to the seriousness of the crisis.4 

*	  ‘We’ appears twice in this sentence, in both cases the ‘we’ is Global Action Plan (though we know many colleagues in the environmental sector who feel broadly the same).

Even the most progressive education voices give scant coverage to the 
climate and ecological crisis in their speeches and writing. If they cite it 
as a reason why the education system needs to change, it is tacked onto 
a long list of future threats, and rarely – if ever – covered in any depth. 
The impotence of the Department for Education’s Sustainability and 
Climate Change Strategy5 - which Lynda Dunlop and Lizzie Rushton 
astutely argue ‘runs the risk of becoming a placebo for policy’6 - is, 
perhaps, a consequence (or reflection) of this.

So, while we* might think that the deepening climate and ecological 
crisis is a key reason why the education system should and will evolve 
into a new era, we are not claiming that the climate and ecological crisis 
is a major driving factor of the systemic change that is about to happen. 
It is a blunt oversimplification to say it but, the education system would 
have likely reached this inflection point with or without the climate and 
ecological crisis. This essay explores why.  

---

Perhaps controversially then, while we see the ever more tangible 
climate and ecological crisis as a symptom of a deeper crisis that 
strongly suggests we are in Zachary Stein’s time between worlds, we do 

Five signs of change 
(the climate and ecological crisis isn’t one of them)
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not see the climate and ecological crisis as a key sign that we are on the 
cusp of change in the education system in England.* For us, there are 
four far more immediate signs of change that are observable on the 
surface, and a fifth that needs more unpacking (but is absolutely key). 
We discuss all five here, but recognise that there are likely more to be 
identified. 

i.	 The education system is failing
The centralisation, managerialism, and markets era is falling apart (and 
not just in the education system7). Its multiple failings are becoming too 
obvious to deny, and too broad to write off as single-issue anomalies in 
an otherwise well-functioning system. As this era collapses, we are 
witnessing a doubling-down by Government on policies of centralisation 
and top-down control. Teacher morale is in decline8, persistent absence 
levels are worryingly high9, and commentators are asking searching 
questions about what function our schools actually serve: ‘‘it is time to 
decide whether schools are the front line of children’s services, or 
whether they are specialists in education.”10 The English education 
system is staggering on, but it is fragmented, chaotic, and riddled with 

*	  When the next world emerges everything will have changed, including the education system on one comparatively small country. What we are examining here is the change that is happening in the English education system 
while we are in the time between worlds, because the time between worlds is likely to significantly outlast the time between education worlds.

crises. It seems – like the wider economic system it is embedded in – to 
be disintegrating under the weight of its own internal contradictions.   

ii.	 Doubt and disillusion reigns (again)
Crises breed discontent. In interviews promoting their book ‘About Our 
Schools’ Sir Tim Brighouse and Mick Waters repeatedly argued that the 
education system (in England) is ‘on the cusp of change’.11,12,13 In an 
interview with the Guardian’s Fiona Millar, Brighouse said this:

“Today feels like 1976 when Callaghan made his [Ruskin] speech. It took 
time, but change came in the end and this moment feels very similar, so 
even if it takes five to 10 years, we will have been happy to give these 
ideas a push and contributed to that.”14

The changes that happened in the late 1970s and 1980s to create the 
current markets, centralisation and managerialism age of education 
were preceded by a distinct period of doubt and disillusion. The then 
Prime Minister, James Callaghan’s, ‘Ruskin speech’15 recognised this, it 
was the Government acknowledging the need for action, action that led 
to the era-defining systemic change that followed. 
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As the current system falls apart, doubt and disillusion once again reign. 
The pages of education sector press and much of the mainstream media 
are reporting examples of failure, despondency, frustration, controversy, 
and crisis on an almost daily basis. Added to this are the damning 
reports and reviews of various official and unofficial commissions.* A 
modern day ‘Ruskin speech’ moment has not yet arrived, but it feels 
imminent. 

---

For some, the swelling of doubt and disillusion is evidence enough that 
we are on the cusp of change. However, to be sure that change is 
coming, we need more evidence. What are the other tell-tale signs that 
change is coming?

iii.	 The rise and rise of EdTech 
The rise of Education Technology (EdTech) has been rapid. It advanced 
dramatically during the lockdowns of the Covid-19 pandemic, but its 
growth was already well underway. EdTech is a multifaceted and varied 
sector, it includes everything from the interactive whiteboards and 

*	 There is not space here to catalogue the full range of doubts that exist about today’s English education system, they are many. Similarly, levels of disillusion with the system are clearly visible to anyone working in, or with 
England’s education settings. The comprehensive 2022 Times Education Commission summed up the mood well in its final report, it showed that the education system is failing on all measures: FE News (2022) The Times 
Education Commission Report finds the British education system is ‘failing on every measure’, FE News

monitoring apps that are now almost ubiquitous in UK schools, to the 
use of AI and Virtual Reality to revolutionise learning and assessment. 
The EdTech market has grown and looks set to grow at an extraordinary 
pace. The UK’s EdTech Industry is estimated to be over £3.4 billion and 
one of the fastest growing in Europe.16 As with all tools, its impact on the 
shape of the new education era will be determined by those who design 
and operate the tools. Within the existing markets, centralisation and 
managerialism paradigm EdTech has the potential to exacerbate 
existing trends. However, EdTech can, and already is, showing us how 
learning can be better tailored, rather than standardised, and an 
enabler of hybrid, or blended, learning where students can learn part 
time at school, part time at home.17 Whatever form the new era of 
education takes, for better or worse, EdTech will be prominent. Its rise – 
and enthusiasm for it from teachers18 – is a clear sign that change is 
coming.    

 https://www.fenews.co.uk/fe-voices/the-times-education-commission-report-finds-the-british-education-system-is-failing-on-every-measure/
 https://www.fenews.co.uk/fe-voices/the-times-education-commission-report-finds-the-british-education-system-is-failing-on-every-measure/
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iv.	 Believable, enticing, alternative visions are 
emerging 
Those pushing for change are up against powerful actors who will fight 
to stave off change for as long as possible. The education system in 
England will not transform without some strong encouragement and 
– critically – the prospect of a believable and exciting alternative future 
(hence the need to advocate, campaign, and inspire). 

In the late 1970s / early 1980s, in that historical moment – the 
interregnum between the two great post-WWII eras of formal education 
– many proposals and ideas on what the education system should 
become were being aired. This is once again the case. The sector is 
awash with books, reports, and speeches on the future(s) of education. 
The current malaise encourages thinkers, activists, and institutions to put 
forward their visions.19,20,21,22,23,24,25 Global Action Plan is not immune to 
this temptation, as part of this collection we offer a provocative vision of 
a ‘three thirds’ education system26 that is lightly instrumentalised, greatly 
decentralised, and immeasurably more of the people, and by the 
people.

The proposals being made are not all hypothetical either; education 
systems are changing all over the world, England, in fact, has three 
education systems on its doorstep – in Northern Ireland, Scotland, and 

Wales – that are notably different in how they develop curriculum, 
pedagogy, and assessment, and in how they hold schools accountable.

If all were well with education in England, alternative proposals would 
be fewer in number and education systems across the UK would have 
more similarities. The divergence of Wales and Scotland from England 
and the emergence of so many proposals – provocative or otherwise – is 
a sign that things may be about to change. 

---

However, as hope-fuelling and inspiring as emerging visions of a new 
education system can be, there is no question that we are living through 
a foreboding time. Other visions – less appealing and EdTech charged – 
are emerging too; the spectre of authoritarianism, and what that means 
for education, is alarming. 

But, in this darkest hour, we also see a society that is developing an 
appetite for decentralisation and deliberative democracy.27,28 The social 
anarchist Left is providing a growing challenge to the fascist Far Right as 
mainstream politics departs painfully from the Centre ground. As the 
appetite for social anarchism grows and accelerates, it could29 – and in 
our view likely will – give birth to an entirely new era in the English 
education system. 
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The emergence of a politics of decentralisation30 and deliberative 
democracy31 is going under the radar somewhat, it doesn’t excite the 
tabloids or broadsheets in the same way as the reactionary, right wing 
politics that grab the headlines. But the emergence is real and is part of 
the fifth and vital sign that things are about to change. It is a 
phenomenon underpinned by a paradigm shift we believe is in motion 
and powerful enough – in combination with EdTech – to trigger an era 
defining change in how the education system operates. 

We unpack this paradigm shift in detail here, it is emerging because 
prominent people in society, business, and policymaking, are starting to 
answer ‘no’ to a question that, for a long time, has been answered with 
a ‘yes’: do we live in a selfish world?  

v.	 Do we live in a selfish world? 
In this section, we chart the evolution of a key paradigm shift. It is, we 
believe, underway and profound enough to facilitate an era-defining 
systemic change in education and society. The paradigm shift in 
question relates to the breakthroughs being made in how human nature 
is understood. It asks the question: ‘do we live in a selfish world?’ and 
instead of answering ‘yes’, it answers ‘no’ (or, at the very least, ‘not as 
much as you might think’). That an increasing number of people, 
including academics, campaigners, politicians and think tanks are 

engaging in this question is key. It is a sign that change is on its way, 
and it hints at what might be coming.  

The demise of New Public Management

Devolving power over the education system in the ways we propose 
elsewhere in this collection32 would be momentous, a genuine 
transformation. At the heart any decision to devolve power is trust. As a 
society, we would be placing enormous faith in citizens assemblies, 
communities, teachers, and students, while at the same time stripping 
significant powers away from Government ministers, the Department for 
Education, and the leaders of large Multi Academy Trusts. The 
Government would be choosing to do the same thing; they would be 
agreeing to decentralise decision making; using their power, to 
empower others.

To many people, this scenario seems unlikely. Those who have power, 
have the power to hold onto it, and tend to do just that. However, the 
shift in worldview required to unlock a new power structure is looking 
more possible today than it has for decades. 

Core to our belief that we are on the cusp of a new era in education is 
the unravelling of the evidence base that propped up the long dominant 
New Public Management (NPM) paradigm upon which the era of 
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markets, centralisation and managerialism was built, not just in 
education, but across the public sector. 

There is growing recognition (and acceptance) that NPM, is failing. It was 
originally developed as a framework to reorganise public sector 
management procedures. NPM was based on the idea that the public 
sector would be run more efficiently and effectively if it followed private-
sector approaches. In the 2007 BBC documentary series ‘The Trap’, 
journalist Adam Curtis traced the origins of NPM. He described how, in 
the UK, it was seeded by Margaret Thatcher, aggressively pursued by 
John Major during his time as Prime Minister, and then consolidated as 
a modus operandi by his successor, Tony Blair… and every PM since. 

The nature of ‘human nature’ - according to James Buchanan

Curtis cites Game Theory, John Nash, the Prisoner’s Dilemma, RD Laing, 
Friedrich Hayek, Cold War strategists, and the economist James 
Buchanan as instrumental in the propagation of the theories that 
underpin NPM. Their theories – the origins of which can be traced right 
back to assertions made by Adam Smith in 1776 – converged around a 
core assumption about human nature. They were arguing that while 
people can appear kind and altruistic, this is superficial. Deep down – 
they argued – human beings are inherently self-interested. It was upon 
this assumption that Buchanan and others argued that the best way to 

manage people – in the public sector especially – is to game their self-
interest.

Buchanan became an influential figure in the Conservative party under 
the leadership of Margaret Thatcher. Similar to the Cold War strategists 
and psychiatrists like RD Laing, Buchanan held a suspicious view of 
human beings. He was particularly sceptical of the idea that people 
could be motivated by a sense of public duty. He labelled as hypocrites 
any politicians or public servants who claimed to be working for the 
public good. 

From ‘good enough to great’ – unlocking intrinsic motivation

Thatcher and Major agreed with Buchanan and they set about 
reorientating the economy and the state around the idea that most 
people, most of the time, are acting in their own self-interest. This 
thinking, applied to the education system in England from the 1980s 
onwards, has led to today’s fear-based top-down approach to improving 
schools that places a strong emphasis on targets, competition, and 
financial incentives. The IPPR (2023), however, argue that NPM’s 
limitations are now being revealed, especially in education:

“Across the public sector NPM approaches are becoming less and less 
popular. This is because, while there is evidence that some of these levers 
(such as targets or regulation) can drive schools (and other public services) 
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from poor to good enough, there is limited evidence they can drive them 
from good enough to great.”

To get to ‘great’ – and great is what is needed – the IPPR argue that 
policymakers need to move ‘toward unlocking the ‘intrinsic motivation’ of 
staff and service users by moving from the low trust, skill and autonomy 
NPM playbook to a high trust, skill, autonomy alternative.’

In arguing for this, the IPPR are drawing on the work of Edward Deci and 
Richard Ryan, who drove the development of Self Determination 
Theory.33 Deci and Ryan argued that all humans have an innate need for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness, and that these are critical to 
mental wellbeing and thriving. Unlocking the intrinsic motivation needed 
to turn ‘good enough’ teachers into ‘great’ teachers is not easy. The 
education system would need to give teachers more agency and 
autonomy, ensure they have high levels of competence, nurture their 
creativity, and make sure they develop authentic, mutually reinforcing, 
relationships with others.  

The IPPR is arguing that extrinsic motivators (status, money, fear) are 
effective, but only up to a point – ‘good enough’. Teachers are ‘good 
enough’ when they are getting the job done, when they are hitting their 
targets, and efficiently carrying out all their planning, lessons, marking, 
and administrational tasks. What teachers in this system are being 
denied is the chance to excel. Time and budget constraints, and a lack 

of decision-making authority, mean they are not able to master their 
craft (as a great musician or artist might). This is demotivating, 
disempowering, demoralising, it prevents a teacher from fulfilling their 
potential. The knock-on effect is that (at best) children get a ‘good 
enough’ education, but are denied a ‘great’ education, which is rarely 
the fault of the teacher.

Things would be different if the education system was set up to tap into 
the intrinsic motivations of its teachers. Sadly, today – in England – it 
struggles to do so, in fact it can be argued that it isn’t even trying to. The 
result is a population of teachers who feel untrusted, incompetent, and 
atomised. They are compelled to ‘teach to the test’ and treated as 
nothing more than uncritical delivery agents of a pre-defined national 
curriculum. 

Perceptions matter – and they are starting to shift

The failure to recognise and tap into teacher’s intrinsic motivations is a 
huge missed opportunity. In this paper (see sections 3 and 4) we 
propose a more democratic, lightly instrumentalised, and decentralised 
education system. Such an education system would seize this 
opportunity and take us beyond ‘good enough’. Getting there – getting 
to ‘great’ – won’t, however, be straightforward. It requires us to trust our 
teachers (and learners), give them more autonomy, more agency, and 
more support. This will require us – as a society – to let go of Buchanan’s 



14

On the cusp of change

bleak view of human nature, which has grown into a very powerful 
myth. This idea – that most people, deep down, are self-interested – has 
assumed a vice-like grip over our collective conscience. 

The vice, however, is starting to lose its grip. Perceptions are starting to 
shift. People are beginning to realise, through their lived experience and 
exposure to new evidence, that in truth most people are kind, altruistic, 
cooperative. The data shows clearly, for UK adults and children,34 that a 
large majority (over 70%) of people do care about the future of the 
planet, they want a more socially just and compassionate world. 
Crucially, the data also shows that when compassionate people believe 
that most other people are also compassionate (rather than self-
interested), they are more likely to volunteer, vote, and get involved in 
other civic activities to create a better world.35 As the Common Cause 
Foundation put it: Perceptions Matter.  

The emerging evidence on the true nature of human nature is being 
popularised by increasing numbers of authors36,37,38,39 and 
organisations40,41,42 including Global Action Plan. It is leading to a major 
rethink in policymaking circles. Architects of public sector services and 
management are questioning whether gaming of self-interest is still a 
smart strategy. They are being inspired by social activists like Jon 
Alexander,43 who powerfully advocates for the embedding of a ‘citizen 
story’ to replace the ‘consumer story’ we tell about ourselves and wards 
off the danger of a ‘subject story’ taking hold; Hilary Cottam,44 who 

shines a light on the transformative effect of creating capability rather 
than dependency in the delivery of public services; and even ‘accidental 
anarchists’ like former UN diplomat Carne Ross,45 whose professional 
background makes him relatable to those who might normally be 
dismissive of those who typically advocate for radical forms of 
decentralisation and deliberative democracy. 

Citizens assemblies, participatory budgeting, and other forms of 
decentralised and deliberative democracy are becoming more popular 
in the West and all hint at an emerging paradigm shift in how society is 
run. Traces of this shift – suggesting we are on the cusp of a new era 
– are also evident in education. In Scotland, and more recently and more 
deeply in Wales, the [not always smooth] trend towards trusting teachers 
and learners is accelerating. In Ireland, a pledge to hold a Citizens 
Assembly on the Future of Education was made in the Irish Government’s 
Programme for Government, it is due to happen in 2024 and will be 
groundbreaking if it does.46 

Signs exist in England too, but in more embryonic forms. For example, 
the growing success and popularity of EPQs and other forms of student-
led learning are busting the myth that young people can’t be trusted 
with the responsibility of directing their own project-based learning.47
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A sense of public duty is a real thing

James Buchanan was wrong, we human beings aren’t nearly as selfish 
as he made us out to be. Altruism is a real thing, and it is perfectly 
possible to hold a genuine sense of public duty. Most humans are 
predisposed to collaboration and cooperation, and while we are – 
teachers included – all driven by status and money up to a point, but it is 
only up to a point. Most of us thrive when we are fairly paid, financially 
secure, but also trusted and given space to collaborate and create. We, 
however, shrivel when we are treated like robots, forced to compete, 
and motivated by fear. 

Understanding and acceptance of this evidence is spreading. As 
reported on above, organisations like the IPPR are starting to draw on it 
to develop policy proposals. We expect others to follow suit. There are 
signs that they will in papers and reports by, for example, the 
Foundation for Education Development, who call for a long term plan for 
education and the empowerment of regional and local leaders, and the 
LSE who have advocated for a ‘stakeholder model of governance for all 
state-funded schools representing parents, staff, the local authority, and 
wider community’ to ‘provide local democratic accountability and greater 
transparency to the local community.’48  
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In this paper we have highlighted five reasons why we think the 
education system in England is on the cusp of change. Firstly, it is 
crumbling, signs of cracks and failure are everywhere. Because of this, 
doubt and disillusion are mounting, which is giving rise to a proliferation 
of new visions for education (including live examples on England’s 
doorstep). The rise of EdTech as a temporary salve to single issues, but 
more likely as a foundation upon which a new era will be built, is a 
fourth powerful sign, which is only trumped by the underlying paradigm 
shift in how human nature is coming to be understood. 

There is a distinct false economy in persisting with a strategy of 
tinkering, retro-fitting, and patching up of a broken system. As 
Buckminster Fuller said: ‘You never change things by fighting the existing 
reality.’ This is as true for politicians as it is for campaigners and 
teachers. Once again, a UK Prime Minister will, we think – at some point 
soon – come to accept this as Callaghan did in 1976 (only this time – we 
hope – the PM will conclude that that central Government needs to cede 
control, rather than seize it). 

Fuller famously went on to say: ‘To change something, build a new 
model that makes the existing model obsolete.’ In this time between 
education worlds, this is the opportunity for a confident, visionary, and 
ambitious political leader – they need to be encouraged to take it. And 
they will if a blueprint of a believable, pragmatic, and popular new 
model emerges. It is into this space that activists and campaigners with 

big ideas rush; they are already starting to, movements and momentum 
are building. 

If fresh visions for the education system are founded on the 
advancements in EdTech – they undoubtedly will be – and on new 
understandings of human nature, movements for change will coalesce 
around these visions and shake the very foundations of the markets, 
centralisation, and managerialism model. With enough shaking, that 
model will tumble, and out of the rubble will come, perhaps, something 
wonderful. 

---

However, there is no room for complacency, change will not just 
magically happen; the foundations of the existing system are strong, 
they can withstand a lot of shaking. In the introduction to his 2019 book, 
‘Beyond Schooling’ David H. Hargreaves makes an important 
observation about the last great shift in the English education system:

“The trajectory to high centralisation from its beginnings in the 1960s to the 
decisive and monumental reforms of the 1988 Act took over twenty years 
of incrementalist softening up, and these were followed by a further thirty 
years of consolidation for centralisation to reach its present condition. It 
cannot be changed overnight; indeed, it was designed and carefully 
nurtured so that it would be virtually impossible to reverse.“49

Conclusion - make the existing model obsolete
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Hargreaves is right, the education system will not change overnight, it 
has a lot of built-in resilience. A new period of ‘incrementalist softening 
up’ is, however, undoubtedly in progress – foundations are being 
rocked. We environmentalists have a key role to play alongside our allies 
in the education sector to continue this softening up processes, but we 
also need to be there to build the new era of education that makes the 
old one obsolete. We need to be ‘first mate’ environmentalists.50 
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First mate 
environmentalism
When the status quo has existed for long enough, it’s easy to believe it is 
unchangeable. The systems we often take for granted – political systems, how we 
structure our companies, the way our cities are designed – are all human-made 
systems. We created them to suit our purposes, to solve our problems or facilitate 
advancements. The problem is that as a species we have progressed to the point 
where many of our systems are now outdated or entirely obsolete. The good news is 
that it is within our powers to do something about it. We create the worlds in which we 
live, and there is always the possibility of re-creation. 

– Sir Ken Robinson1 
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The current era of education – now nearly 50 years old – is on the cusp 
of change, it is soon going to give way to a new one. The status quo is 
neither sustainable, nor fit for purpose, it is outdated and outmoded, 
doubt and disillusion are rife. Exactly when the transition to a new era 
takes place is very difficult to predict. It could start this year and be 
completed within the decade. It might, however, start in five, six, or even 
ten years’ time. 

The timing of the revolution (for that is what it is) is dependent on how 
quickly those in power warm to a new and workable vision of a new 
education system. This, in turn, is dependent on the efforts and efficacy 
of thought leaders, campaigners, and lobbyists. 

In this paper, we make the case for a First Mate Environmentalism 
approach to pursuing education system change. We flesh out what we 
mean by this term, explain why we think environmentalists should adopt 
a ‘first mate’ role, and recommend four key, near term, campaign tactics 
we – as the environmental movement – need to focus on.

Introduction
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Global Action Plan follows a five-stage changemaking cycle. Flowing 
from the ‘identify why and how systems need to change’ stage, we 
seek to mobilise those engaged in the movements we are part of so 
that, as a collective, we can influence decision makers. 

Systemic change results from the pressure and mandate created by 
the momentum the movement has generated. Policy interventions 
that lock change in are then possible and secured. The emergent 
‘new’ or transformed system – the behaviours and beliefs it gives 
birth to – must then, again, be critiqued and analysed. The cycle 
thus renews.* 

This collection represents step one in the changemaking cycle 
illustrated above; we have set out why we think the education 
system is on the cusp of change2, and our thoughts on why the 
current education system is problematic3 and the direction it may 
need to now go in4. Step one will, we hope, help us with step two: 
we want to bring organisations and people – you – along on this 
journey with us. Then, together, we can get started on step three, a 
determined effort to influence decision makers – through advocacy, 
campaigns, and lobbying – to create the conditions for the systemic 
changes in the education system that will underpin the wider 
systemic changes that are now so necessary.

*	 Global Action Plan’s change cycle is described in more depth on our website

Global Action Plan’s changemaking cycle

Identify why and how 
systems need to change

Bring organisations and  
people along this journey:  
with knowledge, tools and 
agency to create organisational/ 
behavioural change 

Influence decision makers: advocate  
for and demonstrate what’s possible 		
along with the mandate for change

The system changes: through 
policy intervention with the support 
of people and professionals

Behaviour and beliefs change: 
framed and supported by 
systems changing

https://www.globalactionplan.org.uk/about-us
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The role of ‘first mate’
The new era of education will, inevitability, be a ship that is built as it 
sails. That ship is already edging away from the harbour wall. We, the 
environmental movement, need to pay attention. We need to send a 
healthy contingent of activists and campaigners to the harbour wall now, 
and we need them to jump on board the ship ASAP. If we don’t, we will 
end up – late to the party – on a very crowded main deck, and nowhere 
near those with their hands on the tiller. If we arrive even later, we will 
miss the boat entirely (as we have before) and be left behind in the 
choppy water, clutching desperately at lifebuoys – if any are thrown. 

Getting on board early is essential, but the role we assume once there is 
what’s critical. So, what should that role be? This is the question we seek 
to answer here. 

Firstly, we can say with some certainty that, even if we boarded first, we 
will not be the ones with our hands on the tiller when the ship leaves 
port: it will not be out-and-out environmentalists who shape the new era 
of English education. The environmental sector is neither powerful, 
influential, nor – sadly – respected enough, to play such a role. But, how 
close can we get to those who will be setting the course? 

Right now, the role we look most likely to assume, is the one we have 
always defaulted to. We will be down on a crowded main deck calling 
out to whoever will listen for ‘more climate education’, ‘more outdoor 
learning’, ‘more natural history’, ‘more eco-clubs’, ‘more solar panels’. 

None of these calls should be dismissed, but if we want to secure the 
place – and more importantly the outcomes – of environmental and/or 
sustainability education in the new era of education, we may be wiser to 
pursue a different role. 

As the good ship ‘new era’ sets sail, a contest is underway. Different 
factions are vying for the role of Captain. It is a battle of ideas; the 
system change recommendations of, for example, the Times Education 
Commission5 differ markedly from those offered up by the National 
Education Union6, or by a thought leader like Professor Guy Claxton7. As 
the ship is built and the battle ensues, some ideas will float to the top, 
while others will be thrown overboard. These ideas are those that are 
endlessly debated around the big three - curriculum, pedagogy, 
assessment - but also include a long list of important broad and specific 
issues, such as accountability, governance, power, behaviour, 
attendance, recruitment and retention, as well as matters surrounding 
safeguarding, wellbeing, technology, SEND, colonialism, equality, and 
equity.

Today, the ideas that prevail - around the big three especially - have left 
us with an education system that is resistant to environmental education. 
It barely lets it in; it is even, perhaps – in some quarters – entirely 
ignorant of it. Environmental educators have, in response, bent and 
twisted their practice to jimmy themselves into schools. As a 
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consequence, meaningful impact is rare and highly localised. There are 
two main reasons for this:

•	 Firstly, the approaches that are possible within the constraints of 
today’s system are compromised versions of what effective 
environmental and sustainability education actually is. 

•	 Secondly, the environmentalist’s message is drowned out by the tidal 
wave of explicit and implicit messages that reinforce the values and 
norms of a consumer capitalist society – so, while a brilliant, no holds 
barred, workshop on the climate and ecological crisis can cause a 
splash when it lands in a school, it is more often than not, a drop in a 
very large ocean that causes only minor ripples, not waves, and 
definitely not a tsunami.  

As environmentalists, after decades of being resigned to the fact that the 
education system will seemingly forever be resistant to environmental 
education, the prospect of a new era brings with it the tantalising 
possibility of a radically new education system that might, at last, be 
receptive. 

Nothing, however, is certain.

Change is on the way, but it will not happen just because we hope for it; 
and when it comes, there is also no guarantee it will change for the 
better. As broken as it is, today’s education system may well limp on for 
another decade. The system is on the rocks, but is not done yet, it needs 
to be sunk. Likewise, a radically new – and receptive – education system 
will only rise if enough momentum is built, and built around an inspiring, 
yet practical, fresh vision. Change requires effort. If momentum for the 
education system we want isn’t built, today’s education system could 
easily end up morphing into something equally, or even more 
inappropriate for the needs of future generations and the environmental 
challenges that they are growing up with. 

The task, therefore, for environmentalists – on the cusp of a new era – is 
not to stand on the sidelines of the existing education system shouting 
for ‘more climate education’, but no significant change; that will not 
suffice. The task is to push for systemic change, but how? We need to 
find our role and choose our campaigning strategy wisely. 
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This paper makes the case for choosing the role of ally: ‘First Mate’. We 
will carry out this role over three phases, and the work starts now: 

1.	 As we board the ship, we will pick out the would-be Captains (the 
thinkers, activists, and influencers) who are pledging – should they 
get their hands on the tiller – to design and deliver an education 
system that (a) complements (rather than contradicts) 
environmentalism, and (b) is receptive (rather than resistant) to 
environmental and sustainability education. 

2.	 As the ship leaves port, we must become a ‘first mate’ to our 
favoured would-be Captains, and do whatever we can to ensure they 
get their hands on the tiller. 

3.	 Then, as the voyage gets underway and we start to sail the high 
seas, our role is to consul and support our Captain, helping them to 
navigate a course and keep the New Era afloat. 

This is First Mate Environmentalism. 
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To recap, taking on the role of ‘first mate’ in a campaign to transform the 
education system will require us, as environmentalists, to put down 
(initially at least) our ‘MORE ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION’ placards. We 
cannot afford to be single issue-ist in this moment. We will need to show 
up instead as a loyal and powerful ancillary force to those who do have 
real influence. We must help them usher in an education system that 
promotes forms of curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, and 
accountability, that align with the very best forms of environmental 
education and action. 

First Mate Environmentalism is a new idea, and not yet fully formed, it is 
not a campaign strategy – that will follow, and we would like to work 
with you on it. Here, we propose the four ‘first mate’ tasks we have thus 
far identified, and are already starting to implement at Global Action 
Plan: 

1.	 	Soften up the existing system;

2.	 Amplify the calls and proposals of our allies;

3.	 Shift the Overton Window;

4.	Leverage the climate and ecological crisis.

These tasks need to be pursued simultaneously, it is a heavy workload, 
which is why we must work together. A ship rarely has just one first 
mate, they have several, each with their own speciality. 

i.	 Softening up the existing system
Pointing out fault is easy when the error is glaring (and there are plenty 
of glaring errors in our current education system). To soften up the 
system there is a need to critique it in a committed, strategic, and 
coordinated way. Here we’re advocating a little and often approach via 
social media – the goal being to sew doubt and disillusion across the 
sector thereby weakening the system’s resistance to further pressure 
and hastening its demise. Although it is a legitimate tactic, it isn’t 
necessarily a comfortable thing to be doing, especially when one has 
chosen to do it in a systematic way. It is uncomfortable because of the 
inevitable human-element, and because doubt and disillusion – when it 
becomes endemic – is demoralising for those who are teaching, 
learning and administrating in the here and now. It must therefore be 
done as ethically as possible, with caution, and with great humanity. 

When the error or dysfunction is less obvious, pointing out fault is harder, 
but an absolute necessity. This is specialist work, often journalistic, 

Four key tasks for the First Mate environmentalist



27

First mate environmentalism

sometimes involving whistleblowers.* This work can be very labour 
intensive but can uncover deep systemic faults and emerging hidden 
trends. These are the stories that have the potential to topple Secretaries 
of State, they might even catalyse the end of an era. 

Finally, there are research studies and reports that draw on surveys, 
focus groups, government data, and direct observation. This work is 
conducted by independent commissions, think thanks, NGOs, 
Universities, and other research institutions. Reports of this nature vary 
in terms of scope and quality, some look at the education system with a 
wide lens, while others zoom in on a specific issue such as numeracy, 
SEND, physical infrastructure, teacher wellbeing, or eco anxiety. Whilst 
research and reports of this nature can highlight positive trends, they are 
often conducted as ways to test hypotheses and reveal ways in which 
the education system is failing and used as a springboard for the 
publication of proposals and recommendations on how the system can 
be improved. 

The role of the ‘first mate’ here is to help soften up the education system 
by, for example, regularly and strategically sharing and citing stories of 
system failure, and by conducting and publishing insightful research and 
reports.

*	 Warwick Mansell is a master at this, you can follow his work at Education Uncovered

ii.	 Amplifying the calls and proposals of our allies
Many, probably most, environmentalists – environmental educators 
especially – are sympathetic to the ideas and recommendations of the 
thought leaders of progressive education. Although we might wish they 
engaged more deeply in climate and nature issues, they are often – 
pedagogically and philosophically – natural bedfellows. Their ideas 
resonate because many of their core values and goals resonate with 
ours, and because the changes to the education system they advocate 
for would enable environmental education and youth social action to 
thrive. As campaigners, in a first mate role, we should share and spread 
their calls and proposals, helping them to reach and inspire wider 
audiences. Doing this also helps coalesce the movement for change, so 
that the environmental education sector joins with other education sub-
sectors to become a united front.  

We can find allies too in the world of politics, journalism, think tanks, 
teaching unions, education NGOs, and parent groups. Calls for change 
are being made right across the education sector. We may not agree 
with everything a group or individual is saying, but if they are influential 
and have calls (major or minor) that align with the changes we seek, we 
must echo those calls to help them gain traction. 

https://www.educationuncovered.co.uk/
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For example, General Secretary of the NEU, Daniel Kebede, has used his 
platform to make strong calls for increased teacher autonomy.8 He 
doesn’t mention the environment while making these calls, but it is still a 
call an environmentalist could be amplifying. 

The environmental education movement is already in the habit of 
amplifying the calls and proposals of our allies, think for example of how 
many times environmentalists have shared the work and speeches of Sir 
Ken Robinson over the last two decades. We did this because we 
recognised that an education system that values imagination and 
creativity is an education system more likely to deliver outcomes that we 
environmentalists value. What the environmental education sector has 
been less in the habit of doing is sharing the reports and 
recommendations of less prominent thinkers or organisations. We could, 
for example, be amplifying the recommendations of the IPPR report cited 
in the ‘on the cusp of change’ essay in this collection – especially given 
how positive an impact greater teacher autonomy9 could have on young 
people and their preparedness for the future.   

iii.	 Shifting the Overton Window
In ‘Beyond Schooling’, David H. Hargreaves declared, like many others, 
that the current education system is failing.10 He was less optimistic 
about the chances of it being replaced, arguing that the markets, 

centralisation and managerialism era has become highly resilient to 
change. In his book, subtitled ‘an anarchist challenge’, Hargreaves 
builds towards a remarkable new imaginary, but cautions thus:

“Every education and schooling imaginary is embedded in a wider social 
imaginary that largely shapes it. It is true that a schooling system can in 
turn reshape society, often in ways that were neither intended nor 
anticipated, but I believe, to the disappointment of many past and present 
school reformers, that a radical change in the dominant educational 
imaginary is rarely possible without some significant change in the wider 
social imaginary.”

As explored elsewhere in this collection11, a paradigm shift in how 
human nature is understood is underway. This represents a potentially 
very ‘significant change in the wider social imaginary’. But this is not the 
only shift that is underway. As society grapples with the fall out of late-
stage Neoliberalism, which is potentially also late-stage Capitalism, 
ideas on how to organise the economy that were previously quite fringe 
are gaining traction fast. Academics calling for Universal Basic Income, 
Doughnut Economics and Degrowth are no longer being ignored, their 
social-economic imaginaries are gaining popularity and being taken 
seriously. In the five years since Hargreaves published his book, social 
science, economics, and politics have moved on making significant 
change to the wider social imaginary a more distinct possibility. 
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The new imaginary for education that Hargreaves proposes is 
undoubtedly radical. He built on his earlier calls for a significantly 
decentralised education system formed around a SISS (self-improving 
school system) model.12 In ‘Beyond Schooling’ Hargreaves is breaking 
free from the education establishment, which he had been, in his own 
words absorbed and frustrated by for the first decade of this century. His 
proposal for the future of education draws on anarchist perspectives to 
call for an education system that is significantly less centralised to what 
exists today. He describes it as ‘an imaginary that prizes education over 
schooling’. Hargreaves calls for a greater emphasis on home education, 
where learners ‘learn the art of self-managed learning’. He rallies 
against age-grading, he cites it as a cause of ‘even the main one’ of the 
growth of youth cultures and fashions, with huge pressures to peer 
conformity that are often the source of so much distress. 

Pertinent here is the radical nature of Hargreaves’ proposal. By positing 
it, he is making less radical, though nonetheless still revolutionary, 
proposals look measured in comparison. First Mate Environmentalists 
can follow Hargreaves’ example. By proposing creative and far-reaching 
visions*, we can shift the Overton window, thereby coming to the aid of 
the good ship New Era’s would-be captains, whose proposals we make 
look restrained.

*	 We propose our own as part of this collection: A three thirds curriculum – a vision for education in England

iv.	 Talk to would-be captains about climate change
UN Secretary-General António Guterres has declared that: ‘Climate 
breakdown has begun.’13 If it is allowed to continue to worsen, it will 
profoundly change the world, and not for the better. Only radical and 
rapid transformation of existing economic, political, and societal 
structures can now prevent this. 

Despite growing awareness of this climate reality – and the twin horror 
of irreversible ecological breakdown – World Leaders (in politics and 
business) continue to pursue strategies of modest, incremental, delayed, 
or illusory change. The evidence clearly shows that these definitively 
non-radical approaches are taking the planet to the brink of 
disaster.14,15,16,17

Humanity faces a choice: radically change the way we run our 
economies and societies so that the worst effects of climate and 
ecological breakdown can be avoided; or, suffer the radical changes 
that climate and ecological breakdown will inflict.  

Global Action Plan is working for a green and thriving planet where 
people enjoy their lives within the Earth’s limits. This future is possible but 
threatened. Radical changes are urgently required – including to the 
education system. Too few education thought leaders have grasped how 
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advanced climate change now is, nor have they realised how sweeping 
the social and economic change needs to be if global heating is to be 
constrained to the upper limit of well below 2°C above pre-industrial 
levels. 

In the role of ‘first mate’ alongside the captains who are setting the 
course of the third great post-WWII era of education, we must 
communicate to them the reality and urgency of climate crisis. If we 
don’t, who will? And, if we don’t, climate and ecological crisis will not be 
given the consideration it deserves as new education system purposes 
and structures are drawn up.*   

*	 Minor caveat: we recognise here the reality that knowledge about climate and ecological crisis does not necessarily turn into action
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The new education system is coming. There is an opportunity now to 
help shape it. As a ‘first mate’ to those would-be captains who hope to 
lead our young people into a new era, we can help create a system that 
is receptive to environmental education. If our chosen would-be captains 
do end up with their hands on the tiller, the role of first mate will 
continue, but in a new form. The task, once the new era is underway will 
be to consul the captain, guiding and supporting them to chart a safe 
course through the ocean of uncertainty that lies ahead. 

In ‘Power, Purpose, and Preparation in the English education system’18, 
we look at today’s education system in more detail and begin building 
the case for a new one. Combined with the provocative vision we set out 
in the case for ‘A Three Thirds Curriculum’19, this is Global Action Plan in 
the role of ‘first mate’, we are doing the softening up, we’re amplifying 
the calls of our allies, and we’re shifting the Overton window. 

Conclusion - an opportunity not to be missed
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Power, Purpose, and 
Preparation in the English 
education system
Education is not preparation for life; Education is life itself. 
– John Dewey
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England has an education system that is not responding adequately to 
the climate and ecological crisis; but worse than this, the education 
system in England is actively contributing to the crisis – it is a foundation 
upon which today’s environmentally unsustainable and socially unjust 
society is built. Change, we think, is coming1 and urgently needed; the 
scale of change required is considerable. 

Change can be difficult, disruptive, and off-putting. It cannot be rushed, 
and the new that replaces the old must be both ambitious and viable. In 
this essay we examine the current state of England’s education system. 
We consider the power dynamics at play and how they shape what is 
taught in our schools, we look at who makes the important decisions, 
and explore the purpose of education – past, present, and future. We 
conclude by establishing the case for a more democratic education 
system that is much less instrumentalised, greatly decentralised, and – 
as a result – better for our lives and our planet. 

Introduction
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The education system, in England especially, has become outdated, 
colonial, centrally controlled, and – incredibly – for some, a physically 
dangerous place to be.2 Surveys reveal how concerned and 
disenfranchised parents are feeling abou the education system* This 
unease is not incidental, it is echoed in the very heart of the Westminster 
system. In late 2023, the House of Lords Education for 11-16 Year Olds 
Committee3 reported on the acute and systemic shortcomings of 
Secondary education concluding that ‘following recent reforms, 11-16 
education in England is not adequately preparing pupils for the future.’ 

Other studies show that on sustainability issues specifically, there is 
strong evidence that not only are young people suffering an almost 
complete absence of meaningful climate and sustainability education4, 
teachers too, are feeling impeded† and ill-equipped‡ to respond to 
student’s cries for help.5

*	 Parentkind research found that only 14% of parents feel that the government listens to what they want for their child’s education, and that as many as one in three parents are concerned that their child’s school is not preparing 
their child for the future job market

†	 According to the Pearson School Report (2023), 7 in 10 teachers do not think that the current system is developing sustainability minded citizens of the future. They cite ‘time pressures’, ‘not being a priority to SLT’, and ‘feelings of 
uncertainty and/or overwhelm’ as barriers to delivering environmental education.

‡	 According to Teach the Future ‘70% of teachers feel they have not received adequate training to educate students on climate change, its implications for the environment and societies around the world, and how these 
implications can be addressed.’ See: Teach the Future (2021) Teaching the Future - Research with UK teachers on the current state and future of climate education

§	 In 2020, Reboot the Future revealed that there is a significant disconnect between the values people think will best equip young people for the future and the values promoted by the current education system. See: Reboot the 
Future (2020) Reboot Education- A conversation on how COVID-19 is changing ideas about education.

These insufficiencies are, however, only one reason why Global Action 
Plan sees the education system as a problem that needs to be 
addressed. It is not just what the education system fails to do that is 
problematic, what it does do is problematic too. Arguably more so.

The education system in England is not a benign force. It activates 
and reinforces the values, beliefs, and worldviews that underpin – and 
shore up – today’s hyper-consumerist and unsustainable society.6,§

This is problematic because, as Global Action Plan’s Online Climate and 
Clean Air work both demonstrate, the collateral damage caused by 
rampant consumerism is vast and – if left unchecked – potentially 
catastrophic. Far from creating the Generation Action7 that the world 
needs, the education system is continuing to create Generation 
Consumer. 

An education system that is not only failing to respond…

https://www.parentkind.org.uk/assets/resources/The-National-Parent-Survey-UK-2023.pdf
https://www.pearson.com/uk/educators/schools/issues/school-report.html 
https://www.teachthefuture.uk/teacher-research
https://www.rebootthefuture.org/media/Rebooting-Education-Report.pdf
https://www.rebootthefuture.org/media/Rebooting-Education-Report.pdf
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What is taught in schools? And who decides? 
It is a general expectation that learners will know things by the time they 
graduate from school. They might know, for example, the capital cities of 
Europe, the Kings and Queens of the United Kingdom, the basic 
workings of the human body, and the plot of at least one of William 
Shakespeare’s plays. They might also know that increasing 
concentrations of greenhouse gases in the Earth’s atmosphere is 
causing global average temperatures to rise. Then again, they might 
not(!)8, it all depends on what they are taught, and how well that 
teaching is done. 

Currently, the National Curriculum, a political document owned by the 
UK Government’s Department for Education, has a heavy influence on 
what is taught in England’s schools – even in schools that do not have to 
follow it*. 

The National Curriculum lists subjects and topics for learners to study, 
but it also goes further than this. It also sets out skills that young people 
should come to master. This is the ‘knowhow’ they need to complement 
their ‘know what’. At the most foundational level, it dictates that students 
should know how to read and write, and how to add and subtract. But 

*	 As more schools have switched to Academy status, they have technically freed themselves of the National Curriculum. It is, however, a restricted freedom especially since the arrival of the new Ofsted framework, which positions 
the national curriculum as the informal benchmark all schools are judged against. As Matt Hood, chair at Bay Leadership Academy and CEO of Oak National Academy puts it: ‘If you want a “good” inspection grade, the national 
curriculum now matters. A lot.” See: Hood, M. (2020) Why is the national curriculum Ofsted’s gold standard? TES magazine.

knowhow extends beyond the 3Rs into the domains of the arts, 
literature, languages, the sciences, and physical education. 

For example, in Primary school, according to the National Curriculum, 
children should ‘become proficient in drawing, painting, sculpture and 
other art, craft and design techniques;’9 in secondary school, pupils 
should be able to ‘use a range of tactics and strategies to overcome 
opponents in direct competition through team and individual games;’10 
and by age 16, through the study of Science, they should ‘develop and 
learn to apply observational, practical, modelling, enquiry, problem-
solving skills and mathematical skills, both in the laboratory, in the field 
and in other environments.’11  

Schools and pupils are regularly assessed and tested – by the State – to 
monitor how well they are performing. Although methods have evolved 
over time, the approach has remained largely the same, regardless of 
which political party holds power. The results of these tests and 
assessments can be make or break for schools, teachers, and pupils. 

This is not to say that schools have to stick rigidly to the National 
Curriculum, or dutifully and robotically follow the commands of an all-
powerful centralised body. Things are not quite that bad (though it does 

https://www.tes.com/magazine/archive/why-national-curriculum-ofsteds-gold-standard
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remain a dangerous possibility and there are case studies that are a 
very real cause for concern12,13). Freedoms do still exist, and schools are 
using them14, but in practice – especially for education settings who are 
feeling under pressure to improve exam results and Ofsted ratings – it 
can feel risky, irresponsible even, to deviate (even momentarily) away 
from the National Curriculum. There is a tendency, in fact, for schools to 
double-down on core subjects, thereby significantly limiting the choice of 
subjects their students can pick from at key stages 4 and 5. 

For all the rhetoric about choice and autonomy – and there is plenty of 
rhetoric15 – the education system in England is still centrally controlled.* 
So, in a system that is ever more centrally controlled, the short (and 
blunt) answer to the question of what is taught in schools, is: I refer you 
to the National Curriculum. As for who decides, ultimate responsibility for 
outlining the content and matters covered by the National Curriculum 
lies with the Secretary of State for Education – a post appointed by the 
Prime Minister (although both are, like the wider Government, beholden 
to the electorate and/or their corporate sponsors – depending on your 
perspective on where power actually sits). 

*	  By DfE, but also by the senior leaderships teams of large MATs. See: LSE news (2018) Academisation of state education has reduced freedom and autonomy for schools.

The UK Government is guarded about the purpose of all this. Ambiguity 
around this is not necessarily a bad thing, or at least it wouldn’t be in a 
less centrally controlled system (for reasons explored later in this essay). 
However, in today’s education system, because it is so centralised, the 
lack of transparency over purpose is problematic. The education system 
is being centrally controlled, but those who control it are reluctant to 
communicate the ends to which they are directing it. Clues to the 
Government’s intent, however, do occasionally reveal themselves.

In 2015, the highly influential Schools Minister, Nick Gibb MP, described 
the education system’s purpose like this: ‘Education is the engine of our 
economy, it is the foundation of our culture, and it’s an essential 
preparation for adult life.’16 

More recently, the Leader of the Opposition, Sir Keir Starmer MP, argued 
that the education system should be instrumentalised in a similar way. In 
July 2023, Starmer announced that ‘Labour has a plan to tear down the 
barriers to opportunity that hold this country and its people back’17 and 
positioned education as a key tool for doing this. For Labour, the 
education system is a tool they intend to use to break the ‘class ceiling’ 
so that wealth is spread more equally in an infinitely growing [consumer] 
economy.18  

https://www.lse.ac.uk/News/Latest-news-from-LSE/2018/06-June-2018/Academisation-of-state-education-has-reduced-freedom-and-autonomy-for-schools
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It is becoming something of a cliché to cite the Finnish education system 
as the one to aspire to. There is much to admire about it, it is - in our 
opinion - worthy of much of the praise it receives. Of interest here, 
however, is the story of how and why, mid twentieth century, Finland’s 
education system was transformed. 

In the 1960s, when Finland was struggling economically compared to its 
neighbours, a cross-party decision was taken to make an 
unprecedented and huge investment of public funds into the 
transformation and resourcing of their education system. This happened 
because Finnish politicians of the time recognised that if Finland was to 
transform and thrive it needed a labour force with the knowledge, skills, 
creativity, confidence, and entrepreneurial spirit required to build and 
sustain a prosperous economy. 

The Finnish education system was re-framed and re-purposed as a tool 
for social change. Enormous investments were made (governments can 
choose to do this if they so wish), teacher training expanded, school 
infrastructure improved, and academic achievement started to rise. 
Within a generation, the Finnish economy had been transformed from 
one of predominantly low-skill manual labour, to one of high-skill, high-
tech industry.19

*	 Interestingly, teacher autonomy is prioritised in Finland, teachers are trusted to choose the pedagogies they judge to be most effective in achieving the desired educational outcomes. These freedoms are recognised as being 
key to the success of Finland’s education system. See: Crouch, D. (2015) Highly trained, respected and free: why Finland’s teachers are different, The Guardian

Finland was instrumentalizing education. Schools were no longer places 
where children and young people went to learn for learning’s sake. The 
purpose of education had moved far beyond the intrinsic notion that it 
should exist to ‘equip people to make their own free, autonomous 
choices about the life they will lead’.20 Education had become something 
else, an instrument of change.* It still is. 

Instrumentalization is highly prevalent around the world. It has been 
evident in England for at least a century. In consumer capitalist free 
market economies like the UK, current instrumentalizing trends have 
‘pressed education in the direction of individualism, markets, promotion 
of an ‘enterprising self’ and the relentless measurement of people 
against targets and performance criteria.’21 

Such a purpose – a shoring up of the consumerist status quo – is 
obviously problematic; especially in an age of an intersecting health, 
inequality, climate and ecological multicrisis.

What is key, and what we will explore in this essay, is the degree to 
which the education system is instrumentalised, and who is in control of 
the instrument. This is where Finland and England, perhaps, diverge in 
how they run their education systems. 

Why have an education system? - Instrumentalising education

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2015/jun/17/highly-trained-respected-and-free-why-finlands-teachers-are-different
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Redefine the purpose of education?
The obvious temptation when one is frustrated with how the education 
system is being used, is to look to re-define the purpose of education. 
Instead of an education system that serves consumerism and endless 
economic growth, we could lobby Westminster for an education system 
that serves the goal of ‘sustainable development’. With that ‘green’ 
purpose in place, students would be schooled via a new National 
Curriculum and given a fresh list of Government-chosen topics to learn. 
Issues and concepts of social justice, ecology, and climate would be far 
more prominent than they are today, and young people would be 
trained in a specific set of thinking and practical skills that could be put 
to ‘good use’ in their adult lives to advance sustainable development. 

However, such a shift in purpose – if it were to ever to become a topic of 
serious public debate – would very likely become engulfed in a violent 
storm of lobbying, wrangling, and horse-trading over what should and 
shouldn’t be part of a young person’s learning journey*. Multiple 
stakeholders would battle – as they do now – over the lists of knowledge 
and skills students should learn, and they would fight over the values 
schools should promote and discourage. This is no bad thing of course; 
a public debate and a formal consultation process would be essential. 

*	 This began to become evident in one recent attempt, by Lord Jim Knight and Darren Jones MP, to add ‘sustainable citizenship’ as a purpose within The Education Act (2002) See: UK Parliament (2022) Education (Environment and 
Sustainable Citizenship) Bill [HL]

Compromises would inevitably be made but, given the power of vested 
interests and the profound inequalities of power that exist in today’s 
society (and education system), there is no guarantee that planet Earth 
would be a net beneficiary – it would barely have a voice. And neither 
would many young people, their teachers, nor their parents – they would 
have the chance, through consultation processes, to have their say, but 
whether they would have the time to engage or be listened to is 
debatable, praise for Government consultation processes is quite hard 
to come by.22 The education system would change, but the change 
would be centrally controlled and most likely insufficient – we’d be 
‘winning’ a bit faster, but still slowly; too slowly. 

Preparing for uncertainty?
Another potential new purpose for education, and one that has greater 
momentum behind it, stems from an acknowledgement that the future is 
highly unpredictable. Climate breakdown, to take just one example, will 
lead to average temperature increases (above pre-industrial levels) of 
anything between 1.5°C and 4°C this century.23 It is nearly impossible to 
predict when, and at what level, temperature increase will stabilise and 
stop, or whether a new stable equilibrium will even be reached. What 

https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/2874
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/2874
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we do know is that a 1.5°C warmed world will be vastly different to a 4°C 
warmed world – the uncertainty over what sort of world young people 
will grow up into means they need to be prepared for either scenario, 
and all those that lie between. 

Complex systems trend towards chaos, multiple futures are possible, 
uncertainties about where we are headed are enormous. Given this, it 
seems foolish to attempt to create a definitive list of what should be 
taught to young people, and arrogant to expect that we’d get that list 
exactly right and seamlessly deliver something as hard to define as 
sustainable development (or indeed something as quixotic as infinite 
economic growth). Instead, so the argument goes, the purpose of 
education should be to prepare young people for a future that is 
inherently uncertain. 

Again, however, debate rages. This time over whether educators should 
lean more towards (a) preparing young people to simply be able to 
adapt to whatever emerges in their futures (by developing their adaptive 
reactivity – a comparatively passive and individualist position), or (b) 
preparing them to be agents of change capable of working together to 
transform the world (by developing their agentic world-making – a more 

*	 Referencing the OECD’s ‘Back to the Future of Education’ report (2021) and UNESCO’s ‘Reimagining our Futures together’ together report (2021), Noah Sobe (2023) argues that the OECD adopts an ‘adaptative preparation 
paradigm’, which potentially overstates the levels of uncertainty that exist over issues like climate breakdown, whereas UNESCO prefers an ‘agentic’ preparation paradigm where the aim is to ‘mobilize and encourage groups 
of people to imagine, deliberate, and work together’ to create change given what is known and knowable about the future: See Sobe, N.W. (2023) Uncertainty as Ignorance? Governing Futures of Education, ECNU Review of 
Education, 1–12

active and communalist position)*. Global Action Plan, like UNESCO24 and 
many of our fellow environmental NGOs, understands the need for 
young people to be able to adapt, but leans more towards preparing 
them to be the latter, the planet needs more agentic world makers; it 
needs a generation of them. At Global Action Plan, we call it Generation 
Action and we are trying to bring it into being. This leads us to a more 
foundational way of thinking about the purpose of education. 

Education as a non-instrumentalised process of 
self-discovery and discovery of the world
Faced with an uncertain world – that without determined collective 
action may spiral to catastrophe – students need to be willing and able 
to re-shape the world. Somewhat counterintuitively, if education is to 
nurture such students, such agentic world-makers, and therefore play its 
role in creating a green and thriving world, it might be better to not 
attempt to teach sustainable development, or indeed, attempt to teach 
anything specific at all. Peter Sutoris25 explains: 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/20965311231189518
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/20965311231189518
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“Education is not, nor can it ever be, the panacea, but it does have a role to 
play… we might serve the agenda of environmental sustainability better if 
we see education as an end in itself – a process of self-discovery and 
discovery of the world – as opposed to trying to turn education into a fix for 
the failures of policy, markets, or human behaviour. This might seem 
illogical; surely, education will make more difference to sustainability if we 
actually resolve to make education a force in service of sustainability? But 
the apparent contradiction can be resolved if we consider that 
noninstrumentalized education is more likely to bring us closer to our own 
humanity – including sensitivity to the world around us and our ability to 
imagine different futures – than education designed to advance any 
specific political agenda.”

Sutoris’ thesis, and it is one Global Action Plan supports, is that students 
– when given more freedom – are more likely to develop the knowledge, 
skills, and values needed to imagine and create a better world. Through 
having more agency – as independent learners* – they grow used to 
shaping their day, their timetable, their lifeworld (rather than having it 
shaped, or made for them, by a teacher, a school, or a MAT). They 
become agentic world-makers of their own personal worlds, and this 
develops agentic world-making in them. Over time, because they have 
agency, they become used to making the world, it is normal to them, it 

*	 The concept of independent learning is explained in this interview with Professor Guy Claxton

comes naturally, and it develops into a way of being human that they 
carry into adult life. 

In addition (and to hark back to John Dewey), in giving students more 
freedom, in not attempting to educate them for something – which 
inevitably leads us into territory where we are trying to get them to think 
in a certain way – we are respecting them, we are enabling them to 
think for themselves and to not be dependent on teachers or the 
thoughts of others  – education is life itself. Bob Jickling26 expanded on 
this in 1992 in one of the most devastating passages in the history of 
environmental education:

“To talk of educating for sustainable development is more suggestive of an 
activity like training or the preparation for the achievement of some 
instrumental aim. It is important to note that this position rests on several 
assumptions. First, sustainable development is an uncontested concept, 
and second, education is a tool to be used for its advancement. The first 
point is clearly untrue and should be rejected; there is considerable 
scepticism about the coherence and efficacy of the term. The second 
assumption can also be rejected. The prescription of a particular outlook is 
repugnant to the development of autonomous thinking.” 

https://www.guyclaxton.net/?wix-vod-video-id=872959cf4f5c4ab5968ba4811287c5fb&wix-vod-comp-id=comp-l6v56wuv
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To be clear, we are not calling here for an education system that leaves 
young people completely to their own devices (pun intended), far from 
it.* 

Educators, especially teachers, are essential facilitators of children’s 
learning, they act as guides, coaches, and sounding boards. Teachers 
can co-direct learning with their students, helping them to pick topics 
and utilise pedagogies that are fit for purpose, rather one size fits all. To 
play this guiding role, teachers need freedom too, they need to be 
trusted by their seniors, their community, and by the State. But again, 
teachers can’t be left fully alone to do this, they need to be supported 
and guided too, by central and local government, teacher training 
institutions and services, and their communities of practice. 

In such an education system – and we set out a provocative vision in this 
collection – the relationships between the State and schools, between 
teachers and learners, and between learners and their learning, would 
look significantly different to the relationships we see today. It is our 
belief that a rebalancing of the relationship between policymakers on 
one side, and teachers, learners, and citizens on the other, needs to 
happen. 

*	 Though this can be effective, see Sugata Mitra’s work on ‘Minimally Invasive Education’ (MIE), more commonly known as ‘Hole in the Wall’ which highlights the process and benefits of self-directed learning and argues for it to be 
a part (not the whole) of every school’s curriculum: Mitra, S. (2012) The Hole in the Wall Project and the Power of Self-Organized Learning, E-book excerpt, eduTopia, George Lucas Educational Foundation

Teachers and learners need be given more agency, genuine autonomy, 
and crucially, teachers need to be resolutely trusted by the State, which 
should still have a say in the design of education, but a more limited one 
and one more strongly informed and deliberated on by the citizenry. This 
is the soil from which good education, and sustainability education will 
grow. 

https://www.edutopia.org/blog/self-organized-learning-sugata-mitra
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To help reverse current trends (which are towards greater centralization, 
less student and teacher autonomy, and full instrumentalization of the 
education system) a growing minority of pioneering teachers are using 
what agency they do have to be the change they want to see in the 
education system. They are thereby proving that they can be trusted and 
be given more agency. Global Action Plan’s strategy27 is to pioneer in this 
way too through (i) our work in schools, to lead by example,28 and (ii) by 
encouraging and enabling teachers and sustainability educators to be 
the change themselves, and thus join the ranks of the pioneers.* 

Through these efforts by Global Action Plan, other changemaking 
organisations, campaigners, and pioneer teachers, a bottom-up 
movement for change is growing. As we gain and align with more allies, 
we will turbo-charge that growth, and create enough momentum to do 
a third vital thing: (iii) reassure and persuade policymakers that they can 
and should instigate the required – revolutionary – shift in national 
education policy.†

*	 We are not alone in doing this, we have allies across the sustainability sector, and beyond, who are playing a similar role and have a similar strategy. We hope to see our numbers grow.
†	 We are describing the next two steps of our cycle of change here (see chapter 1, or our website.

Towards a decentralised and lightly 
instrumentalised education system
Implicit in this reorientation of the education system is greater 
democracy and decentralisation. There would have to be a partial (not 
total) power shift away from the centre, be that Whitehall, the upper 
echelons of a Multi Academy Trust, or the high offices of a Local 
Authority. This would require a reversal of the current direction of travel, 
a movement away from creeping centralisation, which breeds greater 
instrumentalization, dependency, and diminished democracy. 

We will leave readers to place their own ‘you are here’ dot on the 
spectrum presented below (see figure 1). If you are in a typical state 
school in England (if such a thing even exists), we suspect your dot might 
land somewhere in the middle. 

Being the change, to drive the change

 https://www.globalactionplan.org.uk/about-us
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Teachers and schools treated as 
delivery agents of a preordained 
National Curriculum.

Students, teachers, school leaders, 
governors, parents, and local 
government and communities 
have no say over what is taught at 
school, nor where and how learning 
happens.

Assessment centrally designed and 
administered, school teachers not 
involved in formal assessment of 
their students.

Teachers and schools treated as 
delivery agents of a preordained 
National Curriculum. They have 
limited say over how learning 
happens.

Students have almost no autonomy 
over their own learning.

School governors, parents, local 
Government and communities 
have no say over what happens at 
schools.  

Assessment centrally designed and 
administered, school teachers not 
involved in formal assessment of 
their students.

Teachers treated as delivery 
agents of a preordained National 
Curriculum or School Curriculum 
that has been created by another 
central power. Teachers have some 
freedom to deliver enrichment 
activities.

Students have very little autonomy 
over their own learning and limited 
freedom to choose from a limited 
number of enrichment activities.

Local communities, Governors, 
parents have a limited say over 
what happens at their local schools.  

Assessment centrally designed and 
administered, school teachers not 
involved in formal assessment of 
their students.

Teachers empowered as co-
designers of School Curriculum that 
adhere to some basic
National and Local standards. 

Local communities, Governors, 
parents have a meaningful say over 
what is taught schools they are 
connected to.  

Students have significant autonomy 
over their own learning with 
10+ hours per week ringfenced 
for self-directed independent 
or collaborative learning using 
pedagogies of their own choice.

Assessment locally designed and 
administered, school teachers 
collaborate locally to deliver formal 
assessment of students. Qualitative 
evidence given equal status as 
quantitative evidence of student’s 
learning journey and development. 

Teachers inspire and facilitate 
student learning, they do not 
prescribe content or pedagogy.

Students have full autonomy over 
what they learn, and where and 
how they learn it.

Student-led self-assessment as an 
ongoing reflective process facilitated 
by teachers.

Teachers document student 
learning journey’s qualitatively 
and quantitatively in partnership 
with student and their parents/
guardians.

No local or national standards.

Student leave school with a portfolio 
of their learning.

Fully  
instrumentalised

Heavily  
instrumentalised

Strongly  
instrumentalised

Lightly  
instrumentalised

Non- 
instrumentalised

Desired direction of travel

Current direction of tavel

Figure 1 - A spectrum of education system instrumentalism
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For Global Action Plan, the goal isn’t a fully non-instrumentalized 
education system, but a lightly-instrumentalised one, where both 
teachers and learners have more autonomy and agency, thus enabling 
a diversity of pedagogy, assessment, and content to thrive. This will be 
achieved through a strategic and once-in-a-generation process of 
decentralisation, and an ongoing process of deliberative democracy. 
Much will need to be factored in; how, for example, schools and 
teachers are held accountable, how children are kept safe, and how 
socially-disadvantaged young people and those with SEND will cope and 
thrive in a system that prioritises learner autonomy.    

The fundamental changes proposed here will, however, only arise in 
England if policymakers: 

a.	 	recognise the criticality of the moment and the need for an education 
system that meets that moment; 

b.	 	believe in the transformative potential of an education system that is 
less prescriptive on pedagogy, assessment (as per Finland), and – 
crucially – content; 

c.	 	have the courage, conviction, and mandate required to successfully 
build a defining new era of education;    

d.	 	are willing to use their power to empower others. 

In this time between education worlds, it is the task of the 
environmentalist to work with allies across the education system to 
make the above a reality. We can do this as ‘first mate’ 
environmentalists.29 

Conclusion - keep it light
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A three thirds curriculum 
- a vision for education in 
England
Why in a democratic society should an individual’s first real contact 
with a formal institution be so profoundly anti-democratic?  
– Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis1 
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Despite the education system being so clearly unfit for purpose, the 
environmental sector continues – in the main – to only make humble 
calls for schools to be incrementally ‘greened’ and tends to focus more 
on the fabric of the buildings and grounds than on the teaching and 
learning that goes on in and around them. Doing this may win us some 
minor reforms, but these will not be enough; ‘winning slowly is the same 
as losing’ as Bill McKibben famously observed.2 We need to be bold. The 
education system is on the cusp of change3, that change needs to be a 
transformation. The new era of education needs to meet the critical 
nature of the moment we are living through and prepare the ground for 
a better future. An education system revolution is needed.

In essence, what we are calling for is a resurgence and deepening of 
democracy. Presented here is a provocation. It is a brief sketch - a vision 
- of a lightly instrumentalised and greatly decentralised education 
system. We present it as an antidote to today’s increasingly centralised 
and instrumentalised situation4, and as one possible alternative future 
that lies beyond today’s education system inflection point. 

*	 This work was made possible by JJ Charitable Trust who funded GAP’s ‘Reorientating the English Education System’ project in 2022/23.

Our vision is of an education system that is vastly more democratic. It will 
afford far greater levels of autonomy to teachers, learners, and the 
communities they are embedded in, while still having a National 
curriculum, albeit a less suffocating and centrally controlled one. 

This vision is Global Action Plan’s; it is tentative – a conversation starter 
and an example of the sort of ‘first mate’5 effort we argue 
environmentalists need to pursue to help shift the Overton window on 
education. Our vision has been developed following extensive desk 
research and a series of in-depth conversations with teachers, students, 
academics, parents, and colleagues in the UK sustainability education 
sector.* In sketching this vision, our aim is to propose an education 
system that differs significantly from what exists currently in England. 
However, what we are proposing is still – we hope – realistic and 
appealing across the political spectrum. 

A conversation starter
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History shows us that in education, slow revolutions stand a far better 
chance of success than those that are rushed or enforced.  We therefore 
do not expect the vision proposed here to become a reality overnight. Its 
realisation will and should take time as new era of education emerges. 
The question of how to start and run that revolution will be explored at a 
later date, we have our own thoughts on tactics and theories of change, 
but we intend to collaborate towards an answer with those 
organisations and people who want the education system to go on a 
journey of change that looks something like this:    

Global Action Plan’s vision of a new education system for England 
deviates significantly from what currently exists; it is more locally and 
personally controlled and only lightly instrumentalised. We have a vision 
of an education system that splits responsibility for what is taught in 
schools more equally, so that (i) the State, (ii) the local community, and 
(iii) teachers and learners all have a meaningful say over what is taught 
in schools. 

Under this new arrangement, a third of what is taught in our schools 
would be generated at a national level, the local community would 

*	 Citizen’s Assemblies on education are not without precedent. The current Irish Government, for example, has made the following commitment: “We will establish a Citizens Assembly on the Future of Education ensuring that the 
voices of young people and those being educated are central.” This will likely be a broad deliberation and will result in recommendations for change that the Irish Government will consider, knowing that the Citizen’s Assembly 
gives them a powerful public mandate should they want to implement the ideas. See: Hawkes, M. (2020) Citizen’s Assembly for Education could be a game-changer, Education Matters. Global Action Plan’s vision is for a Citizen’s 
Assembly with a tighter scope, focused on what should be included in the National Curriculum. Our Citizen’s Assembly would also have more power, it would decide the content of the National Curriculum rather than merely 
recommend. 

decide a further third, with the remaining third decided by teachers and 
learners, with learners having greater decision-making power as they 
age. 

There would therefore be a National Curriculum, a Local Curriculum, 
and a Hyper-local Curriculum. Schools would devote an equal amount 
of time to the teaching of all three. All three curricula would be created 
through democratic processes. 

Third 1: A National Curriculum
To design the National Curriculum, we propose the use of a national 
Citizen’s Assembly held once every ten years. This Citizen’s Assembly 
would bring together a nationally representative sample of England’s 
citizens, selected via sortition, who deliberate over a period of at least 
six months.* The assembly would be given the responsibility for 
recommending to Government what children are taught for a third of 
school life. They would be asked to choose topics and skills that they feel 

A three thirds curriculum – national, local, and hyper-local

https://educationmatters.ie/citizens-assembly-on-education/
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are essential – things that shouldn’t be left to chance. The national 
government would use these recommendations to formulate and legally 
enshrine the National Curriculum. A qualification like the proposed 
‘Advanced British Standard’ might emerge from this.6    

Third 2: A Local Curriculum
At a local level, we propose the use of similar processes of deliberative 
democracy that involves parents and guardians, children and young 
people, businesspeople, politicians and other public servants, third 
sector employees, academics, and educators from within the 
boundaries of, for example, a local authority who would be selected by 
sortition and make recommendations on a Local Curriculum in that 
would be ratified and enshrined in law by the Local Authority. A Citizen’s 
Assembly on the Local Curriculum would take the National Curriculum 
into consideration, but ask ‘what’s missing?’ It might also ask questions 
like: ‘What should young people living here know about their local area?’ 
‘What knowhow do young people who live here need?’ And ‘what should 
young people living here know about the wider world?’ Again, it would 
take place once a decade, and commence once the national Citizen’s 
Assembly has concluded. 

*	 For an insight into school’s that facilitate self-directed learning see: Abrams, A. (2018) When School Is Based on What Kids Want to Learn, Yes!
†	 See ‘Preparing for uncertainty?’ in paper 3 of this collection.

Third 3: A Hyper-local Curriculum
At a Hyper-local level, teachers and learners would be given the 
freedom and statutory responsibility by the national government to 
decide what is taught and learned for the remaining third of a young 
person’s time at school. This creates an opportunity for teachers to teach 
things they are highly knowledgeable and/or skilled at. It also gives 
young people the opportunity to let their natural curiosity guide their 
learning, enabling them to dive deep into topics that interest them as 
individuals, or as a group. With the close support of their teachers, they 
will also have a big say in how they learn, for example through projects 
and inquiries, but equally by reading books and articles, watching and 
listening to documentaries and films, playing games, volunteering, 
shadowing professionals, or by travelling and exploring. The personal 
curriculum would create much needed space for self-directed learning,* 
and help students to develop as independent learners, and agentic 
world-makers.†  

https://www.yesmagazine.org/democracy/2018/08/28/when-school-is-based-on-what-kids-want-to-learn
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In this new education system, a school might split each day in three, 
National Curriculum in the morning session, Local in the two hours 
before lunch, with the afternoon given over to each child’s personal – 
Hyper-Local – Curriculum. Equally, a school might want to split the 
curricula over a week, or month, so that entire days or weeks are given 
over to National, Local and Hyper-local learning. Alternatively, schools 
may choose to mix delivery by blending National and Local together. Not 
all learning would need to happen in a classroom, or even at school, 
students could study at home, in the community, or in the wider world. 
Which brings us onto pedagogy.

The how of teaching would be decided by teachers across all three 
thirds, they would be well trained, have full pedagogic autonomy, and 
given adequate time to prepare.* They would not be under pressure to 

*	 Time to prepare is critical. In surveys, teachers consistently cite ‘lack of time’ as one of the main reasons they are unable to develop new resources, or cover a wider range of topics at school. Ensuring all teachers are well trained, 
and have adequate time to prepare would also guard against the exacerbation of existing inequalities in education. 

follow any specific education philosophy, or set of resources. 
Assessment would be designed and conducted by teachers for the Local 
and Hyper-local thirds, with the State responsible for the National third. 
The current model that, by design, creates winners and losers, would be 
abandoned in favour of an assessment system that allows all young 
people to ‘win’ at National, Local and Hyper-local levels.

In lieu of an OFSTED type body, schools would be accountable to each 
other at, for example, local authority level, the emphasis would be on 
collaboration, rather than competition, and the local authority as a 
whole would be reviewed periodically by the State, which would also 
facilitate collaboration between local authorities.  

Pedagogy, assessment and accountability in a three-thirds 
education system
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This is about power. Specifically, it is about where power resides in the 
education system and the benefits of redistributing it. Power has 
become disastrously centralised over the last four decades. Those who 
seek to control and instrumentalise education have sought to impose 
their view of what education should be. We can either accept the power 
structures that currently exist and seek to become, or influence, those 
who hold positions of power. Or, we can seek to undo and remake these 
power structures so that they secure the freedoms that we need 
teachers and learners to have. The education system is on the cusp of 
change, this is the time to think and act big. 

An invitation 
Global Action Plan invites you to join us in a First Mate Environmentalism 
effort to take us from a time between education worlds, to a new era for 
education in England. We are on the cusp of change, we need to soften 
up the existing system, amplify the calls and proposals of our allies, shift 
the Overton Window, and leverage the climate and ecological crisis. We 
need to be active in shaping and making calls for an education system 
revolution in England. 

We do not wish to achieve what’s possible within the current power 
structures because what’s needed is not possible within those structures. 

We want to change the power structures, so that the changes that are 
needed become possible and something akin to the vision laid out 
above becomes real.  

•	 If you want to be a First Mate Environmentalist, we want to meet you. 

•	 If you believe that greater autonomy for teachers and learners is a 
goal worth striving for, for its own sake, we want to meet you.

•	 If you believe that greater autonomy for teachers and learners will 
lead to more and better environmental and sustainability education 
and action, we want to meet you. 

•	 If you believe that school curricula should be more democratically 
designed and delivered, we want to meet you. 

•	 If you believe that we are on the cusp of a new era, we want to meet 
you. 

•	 If you like our vision of a ‘three thirds curriculum’, we want to meet 
you.  

Please join us. 

Conclusion - new era, new structures of power
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More information

To learn more about our Generation Action work please visit:  
https://www.globalactionplan.org.uk/our-work/generation-action.

If you would like to explore partnership and collaboration opportunities, 
please get in touch via email to  
schools@globalactionplan.org.uk.
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