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I work in the English education system and have a passion for improving the quality of educational experiences for all children and as such found this book by John White enlightening and thought provoking. The proposition that he offers is that the beliefs about intelligence and curriculum, which underpin so many of the national strategies and implementation plans, and so much of the practice in schools, are rooted in values of a bygone era. He begins with a confident assertion:
“…if you look for sound supporting arguments behind them, you will be disappointed. There are no solid grounds for innate differences in IQ; and there are none for the traditional subject-based curriculum.”(p. 1)
He goes on to explore the sources of these influential but flawed drivers and provides well reasoned arguments for those frustrated by dominant practices that feel to be negations of educational values of egalitarianism and a love of humanity, to draw on. White goes further than many writers and asks why, despite the ‘philosophical doubts about the justifiability of these core beliefs’ they have persisted and been so powerful. He turns to socio-cultural history and the lives of the men that embodied the theories and have been systemically influential for his answers.

White’s story of intelligence starts in 1865 when Francis Galton first put forward his notion of intelligence. No one before him had come up with the thought that we all possess different degrees of an ability which is innate, intellectual, general and limited. That notion according to White has no philosophically justifiable rationale. However it has persisted and made an invisible transformation from a hypothetical construct to accepted ‘fact’ which significantly influences policy and practice in education in much of the world today. 

In questioning the notion of ‘intelligence’, as Galton proposed, White is not suggesting that there are not differences between people and how intelligently they act, nor that some differences may be genetically influenced. What he is doing is calling into question the notion of ‘intelligence’ as an abstract intellectual quality, which can be measured and used to prophesise and determine the life chances of young people. He places Galton’s beliefs, which have become dominating theories of intelligence, in the context of the man’s values and experiences. White reminds his readers of Galton’s familial links with Darwin whose work Galton drew on when making the leap from theories of inheritability of physical traits and their statistical description to those that make us human, such as ability to act intelligently and ethically.
The significance of John White's book is in his claim that there are no solid grounds, for innate differences in IQ or for the traditional subject-based curriculum, which opens to question the very underpinnings of current theories and practices in education and the ‘success indicators’ we use to judge our children, young people, schools and other establishments.

Most of the arguments in education over the years have been concerned with ‘best practice’ which delivers the nationally determined curriculum and secures the highest exam results. There has been an unquestioning acceptance of a notion of ‘intelligence’ as having a real existence, rather than treating with it as a hypothesis that someone, somewhere came up with as an answer to a long forgotten question. White questions the underlying principles on which rests practice and finding them flawed asks, ‘where do the concepts come from’ and ‘how have they gained and maintained such a powerful influence’. White asks these questions eloquently and offers very compelling arguments as to the genesis and continuing power of the concept and the related practices. 

In the book White proposes that concepts of intelligence, as expressed in England and America, and the school curriculum are, and have been, linked at the level of policy for centuries. He provides evidence to support the assertion that the two ideas have common origins which can be traced back to the radical forms of Protestantism in the sixteenth century and more recently to the men with the same cultural roots and affiliations who are responsible for the current notions of intelligence and our present school system.
White argues that a line of influential English and American men with similar cultural roots have transmitted notions born in 16th century Puritanism. Whether you accept White’s explanation or not I think the evidence he offers, that the dominating theory of intelligence which served the purposes of the days of empire and privilege has survived and thrived, must cause us to rigorously test the beliefs and values that we are building educational practice on today.  
I was stunned by the similarities in language and practices that have continued almost unchanged over the last century as exemplified by the current National Gifted and Talented strategy. 

Does this remind you of any recent documents?

“The 1904 Elementary Code (Board of Education 1929:9) stated that:

It will be an important though subsidiary object of the School to discover individual children who show promise of exceptional capacity, and to develop their special gifts (so far as this can be done without sacrificing the interests of the majority of the children), so that they may be qualified to pass at the proper age into Secondary Schools, and be able to derive the maximum of benefit from the education there offered them”. p. 8

1904 was a time when it was accepted that the rich man was in his castle and the poor man was at his gate and their offspring would necessarily be sorted into the appropriate schools; the former into private and exclusive schools to equip them for their destiny as the ruling classes and the latter, into the state schools for the masses to learn how to serve. Yet despite the change in our cultural values we still have the language ‘discover individual children who show promise…’ It is even clearer when juxtaposing these quotations White provides from Terman in the 1920’s and Eyre in the 21st century.
“… (Terman 1922:657-9, quoted in Minton 1988:99), stated that… It is to the highest 25 percent of our population, and more especially to the top 5 percent, that we must look for the production of leaders who will advance science, art, government, education, and social welfare generally…” p. 24

Professor Deborah Eyre in 2004 who headed NAGTY (the National Academy of Gifted and Talented Youth) set up by the government for the ‘most able’ 5 per cent of pupils in the country wrote:

“today’s gifted pupils are tomorrow’s social, intellectual, economic and cultural leaders and their development cannot be left to chance’. She goes on: ‘A major reason for a dedicated educational focus on gifted and talented pupils is their potential to play a leading role in their adult lives. If England is to be successful in a globalised world then it will need to produce leaders who can compete with the best”. p. 143

White goes on to suggest current popular notions of intelligence, such as Gardner’s multiple intelligences, are variations on the same theme:

“Today, intelligence is still bound up with the school curriculum, but often differently. In England, for instance, the academic curriculum – once only for a few – is now, in the shape of the National Curriculum, the daily experience of all. IQ tests have receded, and with them the idea that intelligence is a unitary ability for abstract thinking. In their place many teacher now believe that children come hard-wired with combinations of multiple intelligences. These closely fit the areas of the traditional curriculum – not only at its more abstract end, but also in artistic and other subjects like physical education. Non-abstract thinkers can now be bright, too: a curriculum for all coheres with a theory of intelligence for all.

To understand a theory I think I need to understand something of the theorist; what are their values and the beliefs and theories they hold about the world, what is the story they are trying to tell and why, how should I understand the words they use? I feel White is of a similar view when he writes:

“Why did these pioneers on both sides of the Atlantic develop the theories and tests and the educational arrangements they did? What impelled them to make the comments quoted from them in this text?

…Most of these take us back to Galton – not surprisingly, since many of the oddities in others’ positions can be explained by their Galtonian origin. Galton was the first of the line. If we can understand more clearly what motivated him, we will be in a good position to understand the others.” (p. 25)
White gives an interesting exposition of Galton’s cultural background and religious affiliations and the parallels in his theories of intelligence and eugenics. He then goes on to show the shared cultural heritage, (even though some may have disavowed a theistic faith or commitment to a church), of many of those who followed and bore the torch to the 1970’s: Morant, Burt, Terman, Cattell, Thorndike, Vernon, Eysenck to name a few. It is no surprise to learn that many of these men actually knew one another; Eysenck for instance was a student of Burt, who was supported by Galton to gain his position with the London Education Authority. Most of these men belonged to the Eugenics Society.

Even though the people who continue the work today do not share the family connections with the puritan past the language and the prevailing logics still dominate. For instance teachers often talk of ‘fulfilling potential’; White shows how the language and logics we use have roots in the sixteenth century puritan’s religious view of the world and Man’s preordained destiny. He suggests that the dominating logic is not Aristolelean but can be traced back to a French sixteenth-century scholar called Pierre de las Ramee, also known as Ramus. It is this thinking that underpins the curriculum and accommodated changes brought by empirical scientific thinking. 

“The subject-based school curriculum which has been mandatory in England since 1988 has faced repeated attacks on its justifiability. This is not surprising, because it was introduced without any accompanying aims to speak of: ministers seemed to take it as read that it was a good thing, without onus of further backing. ….”(p. 4)
How far have we moved or are we still trapped by the values of previous generations? I do wonder when I think of the ‘catch up’ and ‘enrichment and extension’ programmes in the 21st century and reflect on some of the quotes that White offers, for instance by Burt whose work, now discredited, underpinned so much of policy and practice in education in the middle of the last century described here:

“Part of a memorandum on ‘backward children’ he wrote while working as a psychologist for the London County Council in 1925 was attached as an appendix to the Handbook of Suggestions for Teachers (i.e. elementary school teachers), which went through many reprints until as late as 1944. in it he stated:

The ideal plan would perhaps comprise a ‘treble-track’ system – a series of backward classes for slow children, a series of advanced classes for quick children, both parallel to the ordinary series of standards for children of ordinary average ability (Board of Education 1929:422.)” ( p. 9)
In his conclusion White offers an inspiring challenge to educators:
“The school curriculum is not a thing in itself. It is a vehicle to realise larger aims. … The school curriculum is – or should be – a vehicle to enable young people not only to lead a fulfilled personal life, but also to help other people, as friends, parents, workers and as citizens, to lead as fulfilled a life as their own “.(p. 151)
I would recommend you read the book. The myriad of quotations of those now dead which I still hear echoed today has helped me question the very basis of much of what is taken for-granted in our 21st century school system and the policies and strategies we are forcefully encouraged to implement. In questioning I have found contradictions in practice and have begun to see more clearly where I am and am not contributing to the educational experience for our young people to learn to lead a fulfilled and worthwhile life. See if it does the same for you.
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