Perils of Discovery Methods and Student Power

In comprehensive and all types of schools a stand must be taken against the wide spread of discovery methods, integrated days, permissive approaches and all the new Gods. When the educational correspondent of The Times takes for granted that the sixth form of the 1970s will react against the restrictions of the traditional sixth
form it is time to call a halt. Student power wants stopping before it becomes infant or baby power which would be no more ridiculous than some of the demands of student power. It is time our society realized the need for most of its traditional values, and decided to stand by them. Education, like welfare, is not a right but a privilege to be paid for by the rest of the community to which the student or welfare recipient owes
an obligation.

Discovery methods though useful in stimulating the mind are dangerous if people grow up thinking that they can in their life-time discover what it has taken 10,000 years of human history to achieve. Men are arrogant to believe that this can be achieved for its only result would be to revive the dark ages. People must learn the theorems of Euclid and the grammar of a foreign language. Traditional methods of study are generally short cuts to knowledge. Many new methods have been
introduced as experiment for experiment's sake and to help bored teachers, not bored children.

The attempt to achieve understanding by all pupils of the rules behind mathematics and other subjects can often fail because most pupils rightly see education as a tool and not an end in itself and want to use logarithms for their future work without worrying as to why they give the right result. Most men and women will not become great scholars but simply wish to use knowledge. It is possible that some children are
-less confused by drill than by explanation that is beyond their understanding. It is good that pupils should understand the reasons for long division but not if it means they get their sums wrong. A girl does not want to get out her 'discovery blocks' every time she wishes to pay her shopping bill; she simply wants to add up quickly. Tables in the modern age can perhaps be rehabilitated as 'programming the human computer'.

Learning needs discipline, not the atmosphere of a Butlin's Holiday Camp. Great scholars, good salesmen, reliable operatives need to be trained from birth to finish a task, not to give up when they are bored, and they must realize the real prize is the final achievement, not fun on the way. The International Survey of Achievement in Mathematics showed that what matters is what goes on in schools not how you organize them. This is the real issue and the battle goes on from primary schools through secondary schools to universities.

Comprehensive schools, like the new universities, are, however, new creations without the discipline of tradition and they need special care that they do not simply become platforms for every gimmick, every social theorist and every disruption of our age. If they become such platforms we shall never know whether they could have been a means of extending academic education to more of their age group, and in twenty years’ time we shall be re-introducing a tripartite or bipartite system again.

Extract from: Boyson, R (1969). ‘The Essential Conditions for the Success of a Comprehensive School’, in
B Cox and AE Dyson (Eds.), The Black Papers on Education. London: Davis-Poynter, pp.160-162
