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Our early start on making children unfit for work

Ken Boston 
Why is it that so many young people, after attending school for more than 10 years, are found to be so poorly equipped for employment? These youngsters are not necessarily the underperformers and school dropouts – many of them have good GCSE results and come from schools at or near the top of the league tables. 

Yet employers find that, despite their formal qualifications, many young people are unable to communicate simply and well; they cannot work in teams; they lack initiative, enterprise and the capacity to foresee and resolve problems; they cannot plan a schedule or manage themselves; and they lack a thirst for continued learning and personal growth. They are deficient in the soft skills that form an essential component of each individual’s human capital, some of them to the extent that they are in fact unemployable. 

This situation is a not a figment of employers’ imaginations. It is real and it is a crisis. The response of governments and education authorities has been the adoption of remedial strategies: the introduction of programmes for secondary school students in areas variously described as personal learning and thinking skills, life skills or employability skills. 

There is undoubtedly a place for remedial strategies to support the adult workforce. The Skills for Life Strategy, established by the government to improve the literacy and numeracy skills of 1m adults, is producing excellent results among adults who have not had the opportunities available to young people today and it is to be applauded. But should we really need remedial strategies in the soft skills for 15 and 16-year-olds, after they have spent two-thirds of their lives in continuous education? 

It was not always thus. I would hazard that few of the readers of this article aged over 30 have ever taken a course in personal learning and thinking skills, yet most are probably either successfully employed or possess the skills required for employment if they choose to use them. 

Employability skills are the product of a well rounded education. Teamwork can be taught and learnt only over a decade of activities such as playing sport weekly, or singing in a choir, or playing in a band or orchestra. Initiative, enterprise, self-management and a thirst for learning are created by building, from the early primary years, respect for individual creativity and real achievement, through recognition and reward. Competitiveness, and striving for individual success, is at the heart of teaching and learning in initiative, planning, personal organisation, problem-solving and enterprise. None of these educational outcomes is achieved or enhanced by national testing or league tables: they are the result of enlightened school leadership and effective classroom teaching across the full range of the national curriculum. 

The present problem is not the result of inadequacies in the primary curriculum. The curriculum needs to be reviewed, and this is being done by Sir Jim Rose, but there is not much wrong with it and much to say in its favour. The real problem is that teachers and schools aren’t able to get on with teaching it. 

That is because the government’s approach to the key stage tests has sucked the oxygen from the classrooms of primary schools. It is not the tests themselves so much as the high stakes attached to them, the archaic method of delivery and marking and the multitude of invalid uses to which the results are put. In all but those schools principled enough to resist the pressure upon them, the primary school curriculum has become a dry husk. The teaching programme focuses on what is to be tested and on practising for the tests, because the future of the school (not that of your son or daughter) is dependent upon the result. 

Rather than being drilled for weeks or months on previous test papers and practice tests, the life chances of your child would be better enhanced by learning how to use mathematics to solve a real problem, rather than simply how to perform a clever manipulation; by learning to play chess and the violin; by being put in competitive situations in which sometimes they win and sometimes they lose, but always on the basis of relative performance; by spending a week away from home on a school camping expedition (there is a great deal of initiative, enterprise, self-management, self-confidence, teamwork and communication required and learnt by a group of nine-year-olds putting up a tent after dark); and by reading, for example, David Copperfield, even though it is never going to be tested. 

The creation, growth, maturation and possession of the skills required to succeed in employment in adult life depend on good teaching of a broad and enriched curriculum at primary school. We cannot compensate for an impoverished primary education by giving its recipients a dose of employability salts at age 15. The necessary enrichment at primary level is impossible so long as the key stage tests continue in their current form and with such high-stake consequences. You fatten a steer by providing a full and nutritious diet, not by weighing it repeatedly. 
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