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Preface
Jennifer Nias

This and its companion volume (Osborn et al., 2000) are important books.
Grounded in data collected in the last decade of the twentieth century, they point
forward to the twenty-first. What Teachers Do describes and analyses the response of
English primary school teachers and headteachers, of all lengths of experience, to the
changes in policy which followed from, and after, the Education Reform Act, 1988.
What Pupils Say documents the parallel impact on the lived experience of pupils
between 5 and 11. The focus of the books is the introduction of the National
Curriculum and its associated assessment procedures, but because the Primary
Assessment, Curriculum and Experience (PACE) project was longitudinal in its
approach, they also take note of the changes in inspection procedures, school
governance and funding which took place in the years 1989 to 1997. What emerges
from the mass of quantitative and qualitative data which the project team
accumulated is a vivid and disturbing picture of teachers' and pupils' evolving
experience of the new requirements for curriculum, pedagogy and assessment; and
of the cumulative effects of this experience upon their sense of autonomy, their
motivation and their attitudes to, on the one hand, teaching and, on the other,
learning.
The books are vivid because they draw extensively upon painstaking classroom
observations and on sensitively conducted interviews with participants, as well as on
appropriate statistical evidence. They are disturbing because they point up some of
the unintended consequences of, and tensions within, the policies of three different
governments, each intent on raising educational standards by the use of
centralization and control together with an appeal to the power of competition
and parental choice. The PACE evidence suggests that an apparent rise during the
1990s of measured standards in English, Mathematics and Science has been achieved
by sacrificing, at least in part, some of the characteristics of teaching and learning in
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English primary schools that have attracted the attention of visitors and researchers
from over the world. Among these are a warm affective climate and encouragement
of pupils' autonomy, creativity, activity and reflexivity. The curriculum has
narrowed, despite the initial promise of the National Curriculum, sometimes
bringing boredom in its wake. More fundamentally, the cumulative pressures of
additional curricular content, of assessment, recording and reporting have eroded
time for affective contact between teachers and pupils. Partly as a result of this,
many teachers have begun to replace their sense of moral responsibility for their
work, deriving from their relationship with individuals, with one of contractual
accountability for the achievement of externally set targets.
Indeed, a theme running through all the project findings is the growth among
teachers and pupils of an instrumental and pragmatic view of education. As pupils
grew older they increasingly came to equate 'success' with producing what teachers
wanted in the narrow curricular areas of reading, writing, Mathematics and, to a
lesser degree, Science. In addition, they showed limited understanding of the learning
purposes which their work was intended to fulfil. For their part teachers too,
although in most cases reluctantly, began to define their own success in terms of their
ability to meet performance targets over which they had little or no control. For both
sets of participants schooling during this decade often became a question of task
accomplishment, a process in which quality was constantly overtaken by quantity;
teacher facilitation of pupils' self-defined learning goals by instruction; pupil activity
by sitting, listening and writing; spontaneity, creativity and inquiry by satisfactory
performance on school and national tests.
This pervasive instumentalism has had the further effect of creating a new type of
differentiation between pupils and among teachers. One of the stated aims of all
governments since 1988 has been to reduce the impact of economic and social class
differences on access to, and the ability to profit from, education. The National
Curriculum was conceived as 'curriculum entitlement' and the rhetoric of this
aspiration has persisted. Similarly, the drive to raise standards in 'the basics' derives
in part from a desire that all children should achieve equality of educational
opportunity. Whatever the outcome in terms of test results of this emphasis by
central government, the PACE project makes it clear that a new form of
differentiation has replaced, or perhaps been added to, the familiar distinctions
which are associated with social and economic status. Pupils who did well in primary
schools during the 1990s and whose SAT results, especially at Key Stage 2, were
satisfactory or better, were those who showed obvious signs of self-confidence and
self-esteem as learners. Similarly, the teachers who rose above the pressures of
constant modifications to curriculum and assessment, intensified workload, the need
for new curricular knowledge, OFSTED inspections and media attacks were those
whose self-confidence as teachers was not eroded or was, in some cases, enhanced by
these policy changes. By contrast, pupils and teachers who experienced anxiety and
loss of confidence when faced with what they perceived as their failure to meet
externally imposed, and often apparently arbitrary, goals did not thrive under the
new conditions. When such pupils could, they devised strategies to get by or to avoid
overt censure, thus achieving some sense of control over their environment, if not
over their learning. The toll among teachers who were anxious or lost professional
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self-esteem was more obvious. Illness and early retirement rose to unprecedented
levels during this period, especially among the more experienced.
Of course, the confidence that one can succeed in meeting the standards set by
others, or can successfully afford to ignore them, derives from many sources.
Evidence from this project indicates the importance of support by other people.
Teachers benefited from working in collaborative environments; pupils tended to
receive support from teachers, but also, and crucially, from parents, peers and
siblings. This further complicates the problem of how to achieve equality of
opportunity. Differentiation based upon degrees of self-confidence, self-esteem (as
teachers or learners) and support is not likely to be susceptible of easy solutions,
especially in a social and political climate that favours competition and
individualism.
As an instrumental view of schooling has gained ground in the minds of pupils,
parents and teachers, a further tension in government policy has emerged. The
present system of curricular instruction, external target-setting, regular assessment
and measured outcomes encourages a performance view of the learner and the
teacher. This is in line with the official doctrine that Britain's economic future
depends upon the existence of a skilled, competitive and reliable workforce. Mutatis
mutandis, this argument is little different from that used in the late nineteenth
century to justify the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment of the elementary
schools. But the social, economic and technological background from which school
entrants come and into which leavers must fit has radically changed. Business
leaders, politicians, educationalists and many parents are all aware that now and in
the foreseeable future society and, more narrowly, economic enterprise needs citizens
who are flexible, resourceful and capable of 'lifelong learning'. The evidence
presented in these two volumes suggests that the structured pursuit of higher
standards in English and Mathematics may be reducing the ability of many children
to see themselves as self-motivating, independent problem solvers taking an intrinsic
pleasure in learning and capable of reflecting on how and why they learn. It also
highlights the fact that primary schools can strongly affect pupils' willingness as
learners to take risks and to engage emotionally with their learning. Too great or
inflexible an emphasis upon pupils as products may inhibit the emergence of a
society whose members are also capable of acting as agents, wanting to learn,
confident of their capacity to do so, responding to economic and technological
challenges in active yet reflexive ways. There is little indication that politicians are
yet aware of this tension in the goals which they espouse.
Similarly, the fact that their teachers have tacitly been defined as technicians
whose skills can be judged against externally set criteria has reduced the sense of
moral commitment which most feel to their work. It has been replaced by a
narrower, more bureaucratic sense of accountability which, in its turn, may prove
too limited and inflexible to meet the future needs of a 'learning society'. At the same
time, those teachers who have retained a sense of moral responsibility for pupils
often experience dysfunctional levels of stress, because they feel required to act in
ways which they believe to be contrary to the latter's best interests.
Paradoxically, the answer to these apparent conflicts may also lie within the
project data. Pupils have only one education and although their attitudes to it are
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influenced by parents and older siblings, they are less likely to question innovations
than are teachers. The latter are older; their beliefs and values are more firmly
established. Even if they have been teaching for only a short time, it may cost them a
great deal in personal terms to alter or surrender these principles. What Teachers Do
shows the ways in which a fluctuating number of 'creative mediators' have taken
active, but selective, control of the changes imposed upon them, with the result that
they have sometimes become makers rather than simply implementers of educational
policy. These teachers and headteachers have retained their educational beliefs, and
a sense of their professional efficacy and autonomy. In their classrooms and schools,
instrumentalism is often reconciled with creativity, the fulfilment of external targets
with affectivity and pupil-directed learning. It seems as if relatively small reductions
in the pressures currently bearing upon teachers and pupils would free some learning
time and space into which both could grow. If the imbalance between
instrumentalism and individual development, between extrinsic and intrinsic
motivation, were corrected, teachers might begin to regain their sense of professional
autonomy and with it their feeling of moral, rather than contractual, accountability
for their work. In their turn, pupils might become more concerned with their own
learning and less with mere task-fulfilment.
The data presented in these volumes and the conclusions drawn from them are
thought-provoking and potentially far-reaching in their consequences. These books
are a fitting outcome from a decade of rigorous and insightful inquiry with which I
have been glad to be associated. I hope that they will reach a wide and appropnate
readership.
Jennifer Nias
University of Plymouth
July 2000

Books from the PACE Project
This book derives from the three phases of the Primary Assessment, Curriculum and
Experience project (PACE), which ran from 1989 to 1997.
The value of the book may be enhanced by reading it in conjunction with the other
PACE books, and the structure of these is as indicated below.

Pollard, Broadfoot, Croll, Osborn and Abbott (1994)
Changing English Primary Schools? (Cassell)

(A major review of findings at Key Stage 1
in the first years of the National Curriculum.)

Croll (ed.) (1996)
(with Abbott, Black, Broadfoot, Osborn and Pollard)
Teachers, Pupils and Primary Schooling (Cassell)

(A collection of papers with initial findings
in relation to Key Stage 2.)

Osborn, McNess and Broadfoot
with Pollard and Triggs (2000)

Pollard and Triggs,
with Broadfoot, McNess and Osborn (2000)

What Teachers Do: Changing Policy and Practice in
Primary Education
(Continuum)

What Pupils Say: Policy and Practice in Primary
Education
(Continuum)

(A synoptic overview and analysis of project data
on teachers in Key Stages 1 and 2.)

(A synoptic overview and analysis of project data
on pupils in Key Stages 1 and 2.)

xvi Books from the PACE Project
As would be expected, there are many design and theoretical elements that are
shared between our two parallel synoptic books reporting six years of fieldwork
findings on teacher and pupil experiences. Their origins and the coherence of the
project as a whole is reflected by some shared text, particularly in the introductions
and chapters on research design.
A fifth book deriving from the PACE projects is being considered (Broadfoot and
Pollard). Provisionally entitled The Assessment Society, this would address the
emphasis on 'performance' within modern education, taking its influence on primary
education as a case-study.
Members of the PACE teams have been engaged in other, closely related, projects.
For international comparisons, see Broadfoot et al. (2000). For studies at a further
level of detail concerning pupil 'life-stories' through primary schooling, with
particular foci on learning, career and assessment, see Pollard with Filer (1996),
Pollard and Filer (1999) and Filer and Pollard (2000).
Details of other publications from the PACE projects are available on the ESRC
database, Regard, at http://regard.ac.uk (search on authors or the ESRC project
reference numbers: R000231931, R000233891, R000235687).
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