
Friday 31 March 2023 

 

Phrase of the moment: Existential Risk. Not to be confused with abdication of 

responsibility 

 

Dear Everyone 

Today and over this weekend is the annual conference of the Philosophy of Education 

Society of Great Britain, an international gathering of academics and educationalists thinking 

about the nature and value of education.  

I have been active in this group since my teacher training days, and its attraction as a group 

to me is twofold: it tends away from promoting instrumentalist approaches to teaching 

practice (spelling schemas and faddish ‘how to improve x’ packages etc), although synthetic 

phonics gets a kicking every so often, and instead thinks about the ethics and value of 

education, often with a view to its social impact from a moral perspective. In conversation 

with another Head earlier today, we shared our allergy to agenda driven directives. I note in 

the conference programme abstracts this gem: Does citizenship teaching simply act as a 

political agent to assimilate people to the state’s objectives? There’s a thought.   

This year’s host of papers include: Racial Justice through education; whether flourishing is a 

legitimate aim of education; academic freedom; boredom; religious accommodation in 

schools; and, one that really caught my eye, does education depend on the possibility that 

the future will be better?  

As a community, open challenge of ideas is encouraged, a feature that seems lacking in so 

much public discourse. See what’s happening with Ofsted, for an example of leaden 

judgement making. It sometimes takes a tragedy to awaken discontent into the public realm. 

A more nuanced inspection regime, accountable in itself and open to scrutiny would be 

welcomed by school leaders, and families.  

Most independent schools are inspected instead by the Independent School’s Inspectorate 

(ISI) and its new inspection framework (F23) is going through its pilot phase. The update is 

encouraging. https://framework.isi.net/school-pilots 

Highlighting proportionality and nuance is good news if that indeed does manifest itself in 

future reporting. In identifying school’s strengths, the update brings the welcome news that 

it has dropped the expression “exceptional practice with demonstrable impact,” replacing it 

with “significant strengths”. The update appears also to have dialled back on an over 

emphasis on well-being, a contested concept at the best of times, and instead appears to be 

more pragmatic. Its guiding principles of inspection practice are: Manageability; 

Triangulation; Collaboration and Typicality. I have been publicly critical of the initial F23 

proposals, but I am encouraged that the ISI’s consultation appears to have listened to school 

leaders. The proof will be in the pudding.  

 

 

https://framework.isi.net/school-pilots


AI has burst back into the news this week, with its own architects calling for the pause 

button. The Moral Maze has been quick to respond, 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m001kh4j  

This is a fun read, too: https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/the-new-technocracy-whos-who-

in-the-chatbot-revolution/ 

Ideas of the singularity have been pushed around for decades, and mid-20th century fiction 

writers like Asimov and Clarke were on to this long before the microchip.  

Very much in the real world and not an invention of the metaverse, at the end of this term 

we say goodbye, and thank you to Rebecca Jackson. Rebecca has stood in for Kim Thomas, 

as head of Learning Support. Kim has returned, and Rebecca is off to embark on an entirely 

new adventure. Rebecca’s calm, professional and detailed care of children in what can 

sometimes be unsettling times for children and parents, has been outstanding. All qualities 

that Kim shares. When we first met Rebecca, it was clear that she would be the perfect 

choice for us, and we wish her well.  

Two apposite tunes this week:  

Daft Punk’s Derezzed from the film Tron 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m4cgLL8JaVI 

And the main theme from Blade Runner, based on Philip K Dick’s 1968 dystopic novel Do 

Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccJJ0uxigVA 

For the film nuts among you, the big question remains, was Deckard a replicant?    

 

If you’re in the mood for piling up holiday reads, and want to stay in the zeitgeist of AI, try 

Kashuo Ishuguo’s Klara and the Sun.  

Best wishes from New College, Oxford.  

Simon   
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