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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
Below the surfaces of the daily news and gossip and embedded within it 
lie two eternal concerns; the future and the behaviour of human beings.  It 
is only recently that there could be concern with the future of humanity, 
not just because of the potential of mass self-destruction but because of 
what has been done to the environment. Whilst people carry on regardless 
there is an underlying sense of the potential apocalypse.  This book is 
about human behaviour but it is exemplified in the way that people have 
reacted to news of climate change.  
 
As Von Humboldt said.  "First people deny a thing; then they belittle it; 
then they say it was known all along."  When the first environmentalists 
gave warning of what was happening to the Earth's eco-balance, they were 
belittled, or they were ignored, which is the most effective form of 
belittlement (Lovelock 2007).  Gradually the facts have been reluctantly 
accepted until even the most complacent acknowledge there might be a 
problem.  And those who have taken the apocalyptic vision most seriously 
feel it is too late so that nothing can be done about it.  Within these 
different reactions is any number of internecine and international disputes 
but few collective agreements on what to do. 
 
In trying to draw attention to some of the reasons for human behaviour I 
sometimes feel like an early environmentalist.  The evidence appears clear, 
consistent and profound.  If we want to understand why people behave as 
they do we need to understand their education, and their culture, the way 
in which they are brought up.  Many people are in anguish about the 
present state of the world, about terrorism or more domestic outbreaks of 
bad behaviour from vandalism to murder, from the random destructiveness 
of computer viruses to systematic bullying.    And yet in all the blame and 
the seeking for causes, very little attention is paid to the way in which the 
young are taught to think and behave.  There are vast resources and 
copious amounts of energy spent on education systems.  And yet little 
attention is paid to the results. The hand-wringing about lack of skills and 
the deeper worry about standards of conduct keep increasing but the 
possibility that we might have got the education system wrong is often 
immediately dismissed. 
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The evidence presented here are comes from those who are experiencing 
being brought up and educated.  They are attempting to explain what it is 
really like and what is really happening to them: not what they are 
supposed to learn but what they are actually learning. If the reluctant 
conclusion is that the education system does great harm it is one that has 
been forced on us by the weight of evidence.  It is not another criticism of 
contemporary policies of but a more fundamental questioning of the 
structures of educational provision.  We have had a modern education 
system from more than 150 years.  And what do we have to show for it? 
 
This research is about individuals and about their points of view.  It is 
about how a variety of people interpret what is happening to them and how 
they try to make sense of it.  Whilst it is about how pupils cope, it is also 
about the events and circumstances with which they have to cope. The 
evidence is not gathered from focus groups, engineered to produce 
answers we want to hear, but with individuals saying what they think.  It is 
not always easy, since we are all conditioned to say what we are supposed 
to say and what we are expected to say.  To reveal something which 
undermines established norms is no easier than to have these assumptions 
challenged.  
 
 In focusing on how pupils cope we are establishing what education, at 
home as well as school, is really like.  It is an underlying puzzle why, 
given the evidence, we seldom take the views of pupils into account or, 
indeed, try to establish what effects our systems are really having.  To 
explore this pathology of denial would take another book, but perhaps it is 
because the systems are so well-established that we take them for granted.  
As Wittgenstein pointed out, not acknowledging the seemingly obvious is 
the greatest danger.  What is so well-known soon becomes forgotten, or at 
least suppressed. 
 
The deliberate ignorance of the effects of systems of schooling does make 
clear the power of institutions over individuals.  We are all products of the 
same system, and therefore take them for granted.  Having survived them, 
we assume that they are the making of us.  The pupils who talk with 
immediacy about their experiences will no doubt also develop a different 
interpretation of events, but they will never be quite as unknowing as those 
whose job it is to keep the system going. 
 
Pupils learn to cope with school in a way that forms their attitudes and 
conduct, if not their character.  One of the most insistent questions that the 










































