
Primary Education: Issues and Trends 

Emile Blanc 

General policy in primary education 

All countries which have tried to reform or develop their primary 
education systems in recent years appear to be in general agreement on the 
following points: 

1. Educational reform can only be effective if school management, 
teaching staff, parents and related social organizations collaborate 
together. 

2. Successive revisions of primary education curricula have led to 
the overloading of the curricula and it is now necessary to reduce 
the teaching load. However, it is not easy to reach agreement on 
what is essential in primary education. 

3. In the industrialized countries primary schooling is the first stage 
of a free, compulsory education process lasting from eight to 
eleven years. In some developing countries, by contrast, it has not 
yet proved possible to guarantee four or five years of primary 
schooling for everybody. 

4. The keystone of any educational policy is the pre-service and 
in-service training of teachers. A highly qualified school-teacher 
can provide good teaching even when curricula and materials are 
not up to standard, whereas an unqualified one will fail even with 
the best curricula and textbooks. 

All countries also agree on desiring greater equality of opportunity for 
children to enter education. However, the means may differ quite widely. It 
is impossible for many countries to make education available to everybody, 
even at primary level, since they often lack the basic buildings, staff and 
financial resources; elsewhere, countries which have succeeded in enrolling 
all children of primary school age in education have different ideas about 
how to obtain equality of opportunity. Some of them seek to reach the goal 
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by providing identical education for all pupils up to the age of 15, 16, 17 or 
even 18, whereas others consider that only early diversification makes it 
possible to provide a worthwhile education for the whole range of young 
people with their different preferences and abilities. 

The universalization of primary education means the recruitment of all 
school-age children into a school. Many developing countries have not 
reached this target even if the length of compulsory primary education is 
set only at six years. In practice, there continues to be a wide gap between 
the industrialized countries and the rest. In the former there are generally 
eight to ten years of compulsory schooling between the ages of five or six 
and 15 or 16. This covers not only primary education but also the first stage 
of the secondary level. Moreover, since this education is compulsory, it is 
also free. In the developing countries it is not always possible to provide 
four or five years of schooling — naturally only at primary level — and 
even then it is not always free, the local or central authority lacking the 
necessary funds. 

Nevertheless, in recent decades Third World countries have made 
considerable efforts to increase the provision of education, not only in the 
sense of heavy financial sacrifices but also in the search for new ways of 
supplying primary education. To take a few examples: 

1. Schools may be managed by parents, teachers and volunteers. 
2. Self-instruction is practised by large groups. 
3. In the rural areas of some countries, second-chance teaching 

systems have been established for the benefit of those who have 
been unable to enter school when they were young or who have 
dropped out of it. 

Two further measures have been designed to promote the universalization 
of primary education: 

4. Some governments have recognized that the difficulties of 
enrolling all children of primary school age had been under
estimated. They have very courageously undertaken to improve 
their planning. 

5. Generally speaking, projects to improve the provision of 
education failed because they did not take account of local 
conditions. However, more recent projects have been designed to 
take this factor into account. 

With regard to dropout and wastage, the latest UNESCO statistics are 
somewhat depressing for the developing countries. Indeed, in these 
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countries 15 per cent of the school population repeat the previous year, and 
as many as 40 per cent may drop out by the fourth year of education. Still 
more distressing is the fact that such wastage is even more frequent among 
girls than among boys, despite the firm intention of the authorities to fight 
against this disparity. 

In view of the scale of these phenomena, many studies have been 
undertaken to try and find out the causes. Unfortunately, the task is 
proving long and difficult, and all the research undertaken and solutions 
proposed have not yet produced the expected effect. 

It is nevertheless to be hoped that tangible results will soon be observed 
because, here again, the gap is widening between the industrialized 
countries and the rest. In most of the developed countries, the birth rate 
has slowed down very noticeably, particularly in the last decade. 
Consequently the six to 12 age group in particular has become less 
numerous and the size of classes has noticeably diminished. Thus teachers 
have been able to take more care of pupils in difficulty and the repeating of 
school years has been kept to a minimum. Dropping out does not exist, 
since primary schooling forms part of free, compulsory education, and a 
very strict control of attendance is maintained, offenders being heavily 
punished. 

Organization 

Problems of organizing primary schools are constantly cropping up in all 
countries because the increasing pace of changes in society inevitably has 
its effect on education. 

While schools should not remain isolated from such economic and social 
changes, it is their duty to correct certain social phenomena detrimental to 
a sound and balanced education of primary school pupils. Curricula have 
to be brought up to date regularly and pupils must be progressively 
introduced to the basic elements of science and technology by methods 
suitable to their stage of intellectual development. Our society is more and 
more influenced by the results of scientific and technical progress and 
young people must be prepared to live in such a society. 

However, there remain essential values, based on the family and the 
community, to which the schools should remain closely attached. First and 
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foremost there are the moral values which are said to be on the decline in 
many countries. Next, there are the values relating to literary and artistic 
activity, which should harmoniously complement those connected with 
the study of mathematics and the sciences. Finally, schools should also 
consider that a good written and spoken knowledge of the pupil's mother 
tongue, or at least of the main language of communication in the country 
in question, is indispensable. Such knowledge has indeed been on the 
decline for some years particularly in the highly industrialized countries, 
owing to the dominating role played by the mass media such as radio, 
television, video and micro-computers. 

Independent of this constant social change, the growth of the population in 
many countries obliges them to take special measures, sometimes at very 
short notice. New schools have to be built and new teachers rapidly trained 
in order to avoid an intolerable increase in the size of classes. But there are 
also countries where the young population is decreasing,, leading to the 
closure of classes and schools, and unemployment among newly trained 
teachers. An attempt is made to limit such unemployment by reducing the 
number of pupils in each class and by finding temporary jobs for the new 
teachers. In all cases, extra financial outlays are required at a time when the 
national economy may be unable to bear them or, at the most, only to a 
very limited extent. In practice, countries with a rapidly growing 
population — particularly for the primary school age group — are 
generally the poorest. Where the population is rapidly declining, as in the 
industrialized countries, the effects of the world economic recession are 
also felt. Budgets have had to be cut, including education budgets. No 
doubt an effective statistical service would make it possible to foresee 
fluctuations in the school population and to plan a certain number of 
measures which would help to avoid dramatic situations. Unfortunately, 
such statistical services are still very rare and their work is rendered 
difficult by the scale of migration between countries, which can sometimes 
falsify forecasts. 

Management 

Many studies and experiments have been carried out with a view to 
improving the efficiency of schools. Their goals include the following: 

1. The search for continuity between kindergartens, primary schools 
and secondary schools. The object is to avoid the shocks which 
may occur when the pupil passes from one level of schooling to 
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another. This step is often a source of difficulty owing to 
administrative divisions between primary and secondary 
education. 

2. Continuous evaluation of pupils with a view to better deter
mination of their aptitudes and also of the quality of their work. 
The idea is that such evaluation should play a guiding role 
throughout the school year by giving teacher and pupil the 
possibility of correcting shortcomings. 

3. Abandonment of an over-theoretical curriculum in favour of a 
syllabus and teaching methods better related to modern society. 
In particular, this change is being adopted by certain developing 
countries which previously had curricula too closely modelled on 
those of the industrialized countries. 

4. The establishment or, where it already exists, the improvement of 
educational or vocational guidance. The object is to motivate 
pupils by guiding them towards courses adapted to their aptitudes 
and capacities and, in addition, to help them aim for trades and 
professions which will be required by their country, insofar as 
such tricky forecasts are possible. 

5. Reassessment of teaching in classes made up of children from 
several age groups where mutual instruction offers advantages 
which have in the past been underestimated. In fact, this kind of 
teaching is frequently found in less populated zones in all 
countries. It is especially frequent in many poor countries where 
there is a shortage of teachers and schools, and where there is no 
alternative but to place pupils of different ages in the same class. 

6. It is hoped that close collaboration between teachers and parents 
will give rise to a better mutual understanding of each other's tasks 
and, in consequence, co-operation which will benefit the pupils 
themselves thus reducing repetition and dropout rates. 

The content of primary curricula 

Renewal of the curriculum is the type of change most frequently proposed 
in educational journals. There have been two phases of revision in recent 
years: (a) curricula were modified by the introduction of new material 
without any real reduction of existing matter; (b) subsequently and more 
recently, several countries have re-examined their primary school curricula 
as a whole in an effort to retain the essential part of the former programme 
while adding the new material rendered essential by the development of 
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society. 

During the first phase new material was introduced or new emphasis given 
to certain aspects of existing disciplines: 

1. It is essential to make young people aware of environmental 
education which will be vital for all citizens in the years to come. 

2. Earlier study of the natural sciences will lead to better under
standing of the idea of protecting nature: 

3. Practical work in the workshop and laboratory associated with 
the teaching of mathematics, physical sciences and technology. In 
this way pupils leaving the primary school will be able to integrate 
more easily in a society where the technology plays an ever greater 
role. 

4. Arithmetic has evolved towards mathematics, with an accent on 
reasoning and the acquisition of fundamental logic. 

5. As a complement to the natural sciences, health and sex education 
are also of increasing importance in all countries. 

6. Consumer education has also been introduced within the frame
work of domestic science and economics. 

7. The early study of a second language is also becoming widespread 
throughout the world. 

8. Education in international understanding has found a place in the 
curricula of several countries. It is naturally facilitated by the 
study of a second language and of the cultural elements which 
accompany it. 

In the second or overall phase of the revision of school curricula, countries 
have found themselves confronted with two major constraints: 

1. How to lighten the curricula, in particular those which had 
become so overloaded that in the end for lack of time subjects 
were skimmed over rather than taught in depth. 

2. What material is really essential and what can be eliminated. 

In order to comply with these two constraints, countries which have 
revised the whole of their curricula have generally reached the following 
conclusions: 

1. The old primary school curricula were thought up at a time when 
compulsory schooling often coincided with the complete primary 
education, hence the abundance of material which sought to give 
pupils the widest possible education before the majority of them 
went Out into everyday life. In effect, these curricula were created 
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at a time when young people who continued their studies or 
underwent vocational training were a minority. 

2. With the progressive extension of compulsory schooling, primary 
curricula should have been reduced accordingly. Unfortunately, 
this has not been the case. There are two main reasons for this. 
First, as we have just seen, during this period new material was 
added without any corresponding curtailment. Second, since 
there was downward pressure from the second stage of secondary 
education on the first stage not to lighten its curriculum, the first 
stage of secondary education exercised a similar pressure on the 
primary schools. 

3. In the more recent major revisions of curricula it has nevertheless 
been resolved to unload some of the content of primary curricula 
onto the first stage of secondary education. It has now been 
realized that there is really no good reason why the study of 
certain subjects should not be postponed to the end of compulsory 
education since they are better understood and are more 
appropriate at that age than at the end of primary schooling. 
Thinning out the curricula has not only made it possible to give 
more emphasis to fields considered to be important, but also to 
inculcate working methods which will enable the pupils, if 
necessary, to complete their education themselves after leaving 
school. 

4. Material which is considered essential for primary school 
curricula would seem to be as follows (in order of priority): (a) the 
mother tongue or the main language of communication in the 
country concerned; (b) mathematics and the physical and natural 
sciences, with some elements of technology; (c) human sciences, 
i.e. history, geography, civics, the elements of economics, 
education for human rights and for international understanding, 
and moral education; (d) art and manual crafts; (e) physical 
education and expression; and (f) early introduction to a second 
language. 

Teaching methods at primary level 

As we have just seen, teaching methods can affect the content of curricula, 
but teaching methods are also related to teaching aids. 

Teaching aids are used widely today, whether we refer to the usual ones 
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such as radio, tape recorders and audio-visual equipment, or more recent 
ones such as television, video, pocket calculators or micro-computers. The 
"rational use" of these machines means achieving a satisfactory balance 
with traditional teaching, which retains all its educational virtues. For 
example, it is preferable for the teacher not to use the pocket calculator 
until the pupil has learned how to do the basic operations in his head and to 
understand how they work. Mental arithmetic is an extremely useful skill 
for all other forms of calculation in mathematics and also for the 
development of spatial vision, as has recently been observed. To obtain the 
full benefit from audio-visual aids the pupils should write a summary 
afterwards, thus passing from a passive to an active role. This enables the 
pupil to fix a rather rapid audio-visual image more firmly in his mind and 
to learn to express himself in his mother tongue. 

Among the new ideas being introduced into primary education, the 
following are worthy of mention: 

1. Encouraging the pupil to work independently is a teaching 
method which is recommended everywhere. Whether in class or at 
home, there is a trend towards leaving more opportunity in the 
timetable for the pupil to carry out work on his own. This gives 
him the chance to use his knowledge and his abilities, and to 
acquire a certain independence. Moreover, theoretical, practical 
or artistic work should be accompanied by a written report, and 
also by an oral presentation. This method provides a useful 
opportunity to exercise the pupil in the most important subject of 
all — his mother tongue. 

2. A more interdisciplinary manner of teaching also finds much 
favour nowadays. This practice is easier for the primary school-
teacher who teaches all subjects than for the more specialized 
teacher in the secondary school, particularly at the upper level. 

3. The study of motivating situations is one of the most recent trends 
in modern teaching and is already bearing fruit. It is a way of 
making teaching more alive. The pupil's environment is taken as a 
starting point and examples discussed in class are chosen from 
real-life situations. It is also an excellent means of obtaining the 
pupil's active participation in group work, and of evaluating his 
qualities or his weak points in conditions different from those of 
his ordinary classwork. Nevertheless, successful teaching based 
on motivating situations calls for serious preparation on the part 
of the teacher. 

4. In recent years, it has been observed that prolonged teaching in 
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mixed-ability classes did not produce all the desired results, 
particularly in the case of pupils who were gifted for theoretical 
studies and also for those who, on the contrary, had an aptitude 
for practical work. It has also been noticed in certain countries 
that dividing pupils in the 11 to 15 age group according to their 
aptitudes offered more advantages than drawbacks, provided a 
certain number of precautions were taken. This means, particular
ly, that transfer from one stream to another is not made too 
difficult. 

5. As to methods of evaluation, these have been much improved in 
recent years, to the great advantage of pupils. There has been an 
evolution away from traditional tests and marking towards a 
more continuous evaluation which takes the following forms: (a) a 
regular comparison of the pupil's behaviour and achievement 
with the teaching goals and the communication of this in
formation to pupils and parents; (b) a regulatory process 
consisting of a formative evaluation which makes it possible to 
follow the learning process of each student on the most individual 
basis possible; and (c) a process of orientation and selection which 
occurs mainly at the end of primary school studies. 

Final considerations 

The development and reform of primary education throughout the world 
can be broadly summarized as follows: 

1. The universalization of primary education is a goal which was 
attained several decades ago in the industrialized countries; this is 
still far from being the case elsewhere. 

2. Wastage is still a scourge in many countries, but whereas the 
economically developed countries are above all troubled by 
repetitions, the main problem for the others is the rate of drop out, 
particularly among girls. 

3. A considerable reduction in pupils dropping out has been 
achieved in some developing countries by paying particular 
attention to local conditions. For example by using: (a) itinerant 
teachers in thinly populated areas; (b) teachers who are more 
familiar with the environment of the children; and (c) part-time 
teachers for children who are obliged to work in order to survive. 

4. The organization and management of primary schools are in a 
state of constant flux because they have had to adapt to profound 
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and rapid changes in our societies. Primary education has had to 
keep pace with scientific and technical progress. But the 
introduction of pupils to science and technology comes on top of 
other social requirements, such as early exposure to a second 
language, education in international understanding, environ
mental and consumer education, and so on. Hence the difficulties 
encountered in attempting to solve the problems of management 
and organization. 

5. The overloading of curricula is the immediate result of what has 
just been said. This overloading is less tolerable in that the 
addition of new material has rarely been accompanied by the 
removal of older matter. The reason for this is clear: it is very 
difficult to agree on what is essential and what is not, since the 
tradition of teaching any given subject tends to make us believe 
that everything is indispensable. 

6. This is why modernization of curricula must go forward in step 
with new teaching methods which make it possible to study a more 
restricted programme. But the transfer of knowledge and the 
learning methods acquired should enable the pupil to complete 
the study of a subject on his own. 

7. Putting these reforms into practice implies that the countries 
concerned possess a qualified teaching staff for whom a system of 
regular in-service training has also been provided. There is no way 
of avoiding these requirements if the non-specialized primary 
school-teacher is to carry out his many tasks with success. 

8. However, in many countries, particularly those in which the 
teacher's tasks are the most difficult to carry out, these require
ments are only partially satisfied. In saying this we are speaking of 
developing countries where there is a lack of financial resources 
and thus of qualified teachers, premises and teaching aids, and 
where, at the same time, the size of classes is growing under the 
pressure of a rising birth rate. 
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