Free schools: the research lab of state education?

Toby Young's free school is about to expand into primary education. He argues it's the perfect place to test new approaches to teaching and learning

Toby Young, Guardian Professional, Wednesday 3 October 2012 
As the co-founder of the West London Free School (WLFS) – a four-form entry secondary in Hammersmith – I've had plenty of arguments about the pros and cons of the coalition's education reforms. After three years, I've concluded that the strongest argument for free schools is that they provide a protected space within the taxpayer-funded sector where teachers and educationalists can try out new things – the research and development wing of state education, if you like. By allowing schools like the WLFS to innovate and experiment – and monitoring the results – we can eventually discover more effective ways of teaching and learning and, by extension, drive up standards across the board.

Now, I'm pretty sure I've heard all the responses to this, from "You shouldn't experiment with children's lives" to "There's plenty of innovation going on in community schools already". Perhaps the best rebuttal is that the population of one free school is too small – and too atypical – to draw any meaningful conclusions from a single trial.

My intention is not to get into that debate here. Rather, I want to tell you about the experiment that's currently being conducted at the WLFS and which we will shortly extend to a new primary school.

The founding principle of the WLFS is that all children can benefit from a classical liberal education, regardless of background or ability. What that means in practice is that all our pupils are expected to study a core of academic subjects – English language, English literature, maths, history, geography, divinity, Latin, French, physics, chemistry and biology ​– complemented by plenty of art, music, drama and sport.

Our aim is to provide our pupils with a storehouse of core knowledge in a range of traditional subjects – the best that's been thought and written – so they end up with the social capital to succeed, both in their schooling and beyond. We hope that pupils will leave the WLFS able to participate in the conversations mankind has been having with itself for thousands of years about the universe and man's place in it. By extension, we also hope they'll exhibit the virtues that are traditionally associated with a classical liberal education: well-informed, honest, courteous, industrious, self-disciplined, self-reliant, resilient, tenacious, public-spirited and open hearted.

This is clearly an experiment – and an ambitious one. We describe the WLFS as "a grammar school for all" (Harold Wilson's original definition of a comprehensive), but can all children really access a grammar school curriculum? The conventional wisdom, even in high-performing state schools, is that a classical liberal education is only suitable for children in the top half of the ability spectrum, with less able children (usually those from more deprived backgrounds) being steered towards a combination of academic, technical and vocational subjects. It is that shibboleth, above all others, that the founders of the WLFS have rejected. We believe that, with the right support, it's possible for all children to complete their secondary education with a storehouse of general knowledge ​– and we draw inspiration from a number of schools that manage this successfully, such as Mossbourne in Hackney and the Renaissance Arts Academy in Los Angeles.

Obviously, it's far too early to say whether our experiment has been a success. We're only just over a year old. But the early signs are good. To begin with, our 'classical liberal' formula is popular with local parents. The WLFS had nine applicants for every place this year, making us the most oversubscribed state secondary in the borough. Not just white, middle class applicants, either. Approximately 28% of our current year 7s are on free school meals and between 30 and 40% are black, Asian or minority ethnic. Roughly 25% of all the pupils – year 7s and year 8s – have special educational needs (SEN) and 50% have English as an additional language.

So a fairly typical mix for an inner London comprehensive and, so far, there's no evidence that any of them are struggling with our ethos or curriculum, including those with statements of SEN. (We employ a full-time SEN co-ordinator.) We haven't had to permanently exclude any pupils and in our recent parental satisfaction survey 100% said they'd recommend the school to others. Our year 7 girls netball team came second in the local league – in spite of playing against girls as old as 14 – and roughly two-thirds of our first cohort of 120 children are learning a musical instrument. Perhaps most encouragingly, there's no attainment gap between those children on free school meals and their peers. On the contrary, when we assessed our current year 8s at the end of the last academic year we discovered that girls on free school meals are outperforming every other cohort.

Next year, we'll be opening another school in Hammersmith – this time, a two-form entry primary. As with the secondary, we want to offer all the children at the school a classical liberal education. We'll be basing our curriculum on the Core Knowledge Sequence developed for American elementary schools by ED Hirsch, the educationalist at the forefront of the 'knowledge' revival. In essence, Hirsch believes there's far too much emphasis on skills in contemporary public education at the expense of detailed subject knowledge, particularly in the humanities. He has repeatedly made the point that trying to teach children higher-order thinking skills without, at the same time, expecting them to memorise a good detail of factual knowledge is not only at odds with our theoretical understanding of how children learn (see Daniel T Willingham, Why Don't Our Students Like School?), but leaves children at taxpayer-funded schools with a 'knowledge deficit' that renders them unable to compete with the products of elite, fee-paying schools.

So far, Hirsch's Core Knowledge curriculum has only been rolled out in America, but the results have been spectacular. In the state of Massachusetts, for instance, where Hirsch's curriculum was adopted in 1993, schoolchildren regularly outperform those of every other state in standardised tests.

Civitas, the education thinktank, has adapted Hirsch's elementary school curriculum for English primaries and, in partnership with them, we'll be piloting it at our new primary. Not only will this curriculum be knowledge-based, but more and more lessons will be taught by subject specialists as children progress through the school. We're hoping that this approach will be as successful in raising attainment in London as it is in Boston, particularly among children from deprived backgrounds.

No doubt many people reading this will have had all their suspicions about free schools confirmed, dismissing them as little more than opportunities for vainglorious publicity seekers to meddle in matters they know nothing about. But if there are any teachers out there who are excited by the idea of getting involved in a bold educational experiment, we'd love to hear from you. We're recruiting a primary headteacher and an assistant head and we're looking to appoint by the end of October.

For more information about the West London Free School and the new primary, email Toby Young on newfreeschool@gmail.com
