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Head-start, Early Finish? 
The Scandal of England’s School Starting Age 

 by Richard House 

If I allow the child to think, if I teach him to write, for instance, in an intellectual way, saying: 
“Here are the letters and you must learn them”, I am overstraining the mental powers of the child 
and laying the germs of sclerosis, at any rate of a tendency to sclerosis…. 

Rudolf Steiner, 11 August 1923 

Rather than making sure the child is ready for school, 
wouldn’t it be better to make school ready for children? 

Caroline Sharp,1 November 2002

A Pre-school ‘Curriculum’?
For some, the notion of pre-school ‘education’ is highly 
problematic, and the associated idea of a pre-school 
‘curriculum’ fundamentally misplaced. Such language is 
used all too frequently in modern Western culture, and 
it betrays a ‘too much too soon’, ‘schoolifying’ agenda, 
which is in turn symptomatic of what happens when a 
materialistic worldview comes to dominate modern 
thinking and our associated pedagogical practices. 
The notion of ‘curriculum’ also implies content rather 
that process; yet holistic educationalists maintain that 
it is process – including unselfconscious experiential 
learning and being – that is overridingly important in 
early childhood, not procedural or cognitive content – or, 
indeed, the cognitively demanding learning of reading, 
writing and mathematics. The adult world’s arguably 
most damaging error of all is the (usually unwitting) 
assumption that young children have a similar kind of 
consciousness to that of adults, as Rudolf Steiner showed 
all too clearly in his classic text The Child’s Changing 
Consciousness and Waldorf Education. Having made this 
cardinal error, we then treat children as if they are ‘mini-
adults’, dragging them out of their child consciousness 
well before this is either appropriate or necessary; and as 
a result the essential subtlety and sensitive, non-intrusive 
nurturing that holistic development requires becomes 
hopelessly compromised.
 
England’s School Starting Age: Some Background
One of the longest-standing controversies in British 
early education is that of so-called ‘school readiness’, 
and more specifi cally, England’s school starting age. In 
the Daily Telegraph of 20th April 2008, for example, 
the then chair of the prestigious Education Select 
Committee, Barry Sheerman MP, was calling for ‘a 
radical shift towards a structure whereby pre-school 
education would last much longer’. Four years earlier, 
education journalist Hilary Wilce was asking in The 
Independent, ‘Boys do worse at school than girls; is our 
early school-starting age responsible for this trend?’ (2 
September 2004). Wilce quoted Professor Greg Brooks, 

a Sheffi eld University literacy expert, as saying, ‘What 
we need to see is the age range three to six being treated 
as one developmental stage…’ (my italics).  
 Earlier still, in July 2003 the school inspectorate 
OFSTED itself raised its own doubts, in a comparative 
study of England, Denmark and Finland,2 which 

concluded that six-year-olds might be better served if 
schools didn’t have to attach such importance to what 
children know and can do. In Finland and Denmark, 
for example, the focus was found to be on children’s 
social, physical, interpersonal and moral development, 
with encouragement to acquire self-confi dence, 
positive learning dispositions and constructive relating. 
Tellingly, no national performance targets were present, 
and teachers had considerable professional autonomy. 
Nor were parents concerned if their children didn’t 
encounter letters and numbers until they were seven.  
 In stark contrast, in England children were (and still 
are today) required to begin school far earlier, with 
everything being much more centralised, prescribed 
and monitored, the report said (and to reiterate, this was 
in 2003, before the statutory Early Years Foundation 
Stage3 was even introduced), with teachers expressing 
anxiety about lack of time for creativity and play. The 
educational outcomes of the two systems also differed: 
six-year-olds in England were generally well ahead of 
those in Denmark and Finland in terms of ‘the Three 
Rs’ (the phrase commonly used in educational circles 
when referring to the disciplines of reading, writing and 
arithmetic); yet by age 15, Finnish children comfortably 
out-performed all others in reading, mathematical and 
scientifi c literacy. This is crucial, especially when set 
alongside the work of Dr Sebastian Suggate, whose 
award-winning empirical research has clearly shown 
that children who start reading at a later age (6 or 7) 
have caught up by the time they are 11 with children 
introduced to reading and literacy at a much younger 
age.4 Moreover, there is even some empirical evidence 
to suggest that delaying the school starting age can 
actually improve children’s grasp of reading at the end 
of primary education.5  

Education
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 Britain’s Department for Education’s recent ominous-
sounding, yet ill-defi ned, pronouncements about ‘school 
readiness’ in relation to England’s statutory Early Years 
Foundation Stage (EYFS) ‘curriculum’ review are of 
major concern. Diverse evidence (referred to below) 
strongly suggests that for children under age six, certain 
kinds of development (e.g. physical and socio-emotional 
development) are far more important than are other 
kinds (e.g. cognitive development).6 On this view, the 
compulsory EYFS ‘learning-goals’ framework seems 
very likely to be signifi cantly compromising of young 
children’s well-being – as it is based upon a quite 
erroneous, ‘normalising’ view of child development 
which fl agrantly ignores the huge diversity in early 
child development – and without any evidence existing 
to support its early-learning priorities. It is therefore 
essential that this fundamentally fl awed thinking lying at 
the heart of England’s EYFS ‘curriculum’ is exposed and 
challenged, if our youngest children’s well-being is not to 
be signifi cantly compromised. More on this later.

Westminster Seminar, May 2012
On 16 May, I was invited to give a brief talk to a high-
powered early years Westminster Education Forum 
Keynote Seminar entitled ‘The next steps for Early Years 
and childcare provision in England – funding, curriculum 
and the workforce’. In that talk, I issued a public 
challenge to the Prime Minister and the Department for 
Education on England’s unconscionably early school 
starting age and its associated EYFS ‘curriculum’. I 
argued that after years of accumulating professional, 
clinical and anecdotal concern about the harmful effects 
on children’s well-being of an unduly early start to quasi-
formal learning and schooling, compelling empirical 
evidence now exists (see next section) that premature 
institutional education for intelligent, ‘normal’ 
young children can be bad for their health, with 
negative health effects being measurable right across 
the life-span, including – shockingly – increased risk 
of premature mortality. This extraordinary longitudinal 
research evidence was the subject of an exclusive report 
by the Daily Telegraph’s Education Editor, Graeme 
Paton, published on the same date.7  

The New Research Evidence: 
The Longevity Project
The evidence comes from an unlikely source – a 
longitudinal research study based on a group of over 
1,000 Californian children born early last century, and 
whose development was tracked from early childhood 
throughout their lives, until they died. More specifi cally, 
the Terman Life Cycle Study was initiated in 1922 
by Lewis M. Terman as a study of gifted children in 
California. Participants were followed throughout their 
lives, with evaluations occurring every fi ve to ten years. 
The research team of the resultant Longevity Project,8 led 

by Professor Howard S. Friedman of the University of 
California in Riverside, supplemented this information 
with the collection of death certifi cates and the 
construction and validation of new psychosocial indices, 
including measures of personality, alcohol use and mental 
adjustment. The augmented Terman data therefore offers 
a unique opportunity to look at the possible lifelong 
consequences of early educational milestones. 
 Professor Friedman and his researchers used 
data from this sample to examine lifelong outcomes 
associated with ages of children when they fi rst learn 
to read  and at school entry. Based on a review of the 
literature, the researchers hypothesised that entering 
school at a relatively early age would be associated with 
lower academic performance and worse psychosocial 
adjustment across the lifespan, including increased 
mortality risk. They also examined educational 
achievement, midlife health and mental adjustment, and 
alcohol use as potential mediators of these relations.9   
 In a recent personal communication (March 2012), 
the lead researcher of the Longevity Project, Professor 
Friedman, wrote to me thus:

“In our work on The Longevity Project, an 8-decade 
study of healthy aging, we were amazed to discover that 
starting formal schooling too early often led to problems 
throughout life, and shockingly was a predictor of 
dying at a younger age. This was true even though the 
children in The Longevity Project were intelligent and 
good learners. I’m very glad that I did not push to have 
my own children start formal schooling at too young an 
age, even though they were early readers. Most children 
under age six need lots of time to play, and to develop 
social skills, and to learn to control their impulses. An 
over-emphasis on formal classroom instruction – that 
is, studies instead of buddies, or “staying in” instead of 
“playing out” – can have serious effects that might not 
be apparent until years later.”   
 Their research fi ndings, then, are unambiguous and 
dramatic: to quote the researchers’ 2009 paper from the 
Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, ‘Early 
school entry was associated with less educational 
attainment, worse midlife adjustment, and most 
importantly, increased mortality risk’. 

Commentary
These research fi ndings are somewhat counter-intuitive, 
in that the sampled children were actually of above-
average intelligence. This has considerable implications 
for how we, as a society, respond educationally to bright 
(and ‘normal’) children. The conventional ‘wisdom’ 
is that naturally intelligent children should have their 
intellect ‘fed’ and ‘stimulated’ at a young age, so that 
they are not ‘held back’. Yet these new empirical fi ndings 
strongly suggest that exactly the opposite may well be 
the case, and that young children’s ‘run-away’ intellect 
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actually needs to be slowed down in the early years, 
if they are not to risk growing up in an intellectually 
unbalanced way, with possible life-long negative health 
effects. This view also coheres with the views found in 
Waldorf education and of anthroposophically informed 
writers who have robustly challenged the fashionable 
modern ideology that uncritically encourages the 
‘stimulation’ of young children.10 

 Whilst it is always important to treat ‘positivistic’ 
research of this kind with caution and to take care in 
generalising uncritically or recklessly from it, what is so 
compelling about these fi ndings is that they add empirical 
corroboration to the arguments that have been made by 
a host of authorities from education and psychology 
over many decades – including Rudolf Steiner and 
Donald Winnicott (see next section), Maria Montesssori, 
Professors David Elkind, Lilian Katz and Neil Postman, 
and the Ypsilanti High/Scope Project (among many 
others) – that an introduction to early, overly formal  
institutional schooling has negative health effects on 
young children that can be life-long in impact.  
 There are of course some children from very deprived 
backgrounds who on balance would, and certainly do, 
gain a net benefi t from such early interventions; but 
the evidence is now quite overwhelming that such an 
early introduction to institutional quasi-formal learning 

is not only quite unnecessary for the vast majority of 
children, but can actually cause major developmental 
harm, and at worst a shortened life-span. The only 
remaining question is, when will the politicians and 
policy-makers catch up with the evidence? – unless, of 
course, ideologically driven ‘political correctness’ and 
the ‘needs of the economy’ are taking precedence over 
the well-being of young children. And to the extent that 
the latter is true, it is a modern scandal whose import 
can scarcely be exaggerated. 
 More anecdotally, I am myself a living example of 
the virtues of ‘later is better’. Coming from a working-
class background, I was allowed to repeat my fi rst year 
at primary school when I fi rst started school in 1958, as 
I was very young in the class – and I went on to obtain a 
fi rst-class degree at Oxford University and a PhD. I doubt 
this would have happened if the system hadn’t had the 
fl exibility in 1959 to allow me to repeat my fi rst year at 
primary school – and from the evidence, I would also 
have been more likely to have had life-long negative 
health effects and, quite possibly, an earlier death too. 
 These fi ndings should also be seen in the context 
of wider cultural concerns about children growing up 
too quickly in modern technological and commercial 
culture; and on this view, it becomes incumbent upon 
government to do all it can to help slow down the 
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premature ‘adultifi cation’ of children – and one of the 
most obvious places it can start is in early childhood, 
and early educational policy-making. 

Key Corroborative Evidence: 
Rudolf Steiner and Donald Winnicott
Two of the greatest modern thinkers about children 
and their development, Rudolf Steiner and Donald 
Winnicott, had a lot to say about the issue of premature 
child development, and the lifelong harm it can do. 
Indeed, their radical thinking chimes exactly with the 
empirical fi ndings of the Longevity Project. Thus, here 
is Steiner, speaking almost a century ago in his lecture 
titled ‘The rhythmic system, sleeping and waking, 
imitation’ delivered on 11 August 1923: 
 “What then will happen if we make too great a 
demand on the intellect, urging the child to think for 
himself, forcing him to think? Certain organic forces that 
tend inwardly to harden the body are brought into play. 
These forces are responsible for the salty deposits in the 
body and are needed in the formation of bone, cartilage 
and sinew, in all those parts of the body in short that 
have a tendency to become rigid. This normal rigidity is 
over-developed if intellectual thinking is forced. These 
hardening forces are normally active during our waking 
consciousness, but if we make undue claims upon the 
intellect, if we force the child to think too much, we 
are sowing the seeds of premature arterial sclerosis…. 
.[I]ntellectuality impoverishes the soul, makes a man 
inwardly barren… If we force intellectual powers in 
the child we arrest growth; but we liberate the forces 
of growth if we approach the intellect by way of art. 
For this reason at the Waldorf School value is placed 
upon artistic rather than upon intellectual training at the 
beginning of school life.” 
 And a bit later, “[I]f we over-intellectualize, man 
will go through life feeling that his body is “of the earth 
earthly”, that it is of no value and must be overcome…. 
[A] false intellectual education inwardly so hardens 
the body that the bones become burdensome instead of 
moving with resilience in harmony with the soul… This 
is one of the tragedies of our day. A materialism which 
intellectualizes everything is now only able to understand 
the concepts itself has evolved about matter; materialism 
however can never reach the heart of matter….” 
 Some 14 years earlier, in March 1909 we fi nd Steiner 
further arguing that11  
 “[In the early years] anything in the way of... distressing 
circumstances that we allow the child to suffer up to his 
seventh year has a hardening effect on his physical body, 
and this creates obstacles for him in later life... If…  the 
teacher continues to overload [the child’s] mind, he will 
induce certain symptoms of anxiety. And if in spite of this 
he still continues to cram the child with knowledge in the 
usual way, disturbances in the child’s growing forces will 
manifest themselves…. The educator must know what 

effect his education is having… [Inappropriate levels 
of memory taxing] can even lead to irregularities in the 
circulation of the blood and of the breath, the effects of 
which last on in to later life.” 
 What is remarkable about these insights is that they 
are entirely consistent with the new empirical fi ndings of 
the Longevity Project, i.e. that unbalanced over-formal/
intellectual/institutional (we’re not quite sure yet which 
it is) early learning is damaging; and as in so many other 
areas, Steiner yet again got to this crucial insight many 
decades before more conventional empirical research 
methods ‘discovered’ it. 
 But we also have clinical evidence, too – this time from 
the highly respected paediatrician and psychoanalyst 
Donald Winnicott (1896–1971). Edward Corrigan and 
Pearl-Ellen Gordon summarise Winnicott’s argument 
very succinctly, when they write: ‘The reliance on mind 
and the intellectual function at the expense of action and 
bodily experience can be a serious pathological factor in 
early development’.12

 More specifi cally, Winnicott wrote about what he 
called the ‘mind-psyche’,13 subsequently developed into 
the notion of the ‘mind object’ by Corrigan and Gordon 
– referring to a pathological psychological phenomenon 
in his patients which Winnicott put down to precocious 
intellectual development in very young children. Put 
simply, some children are exposed to such noxious 
environments in early life that they have to fi nd some way 
(or psychological mechanism) of defending themselves 
against the overwhelming environmental impingements. 
Faced with a situation, then, in which there is no reliable 
and consistent attachment fi gure in their early life, some, 
and possible many, children respond by developing their 
own minds (or the ‘intellectual function’, as Winnicott 
termed it) to rely upon, in a way that is developmentally 
out of balance and highly inappropriate, as intellectual/
cognitive capacities are developed out of harmony with 
the ‘going on being’ of ‘psyche-somatic’ development 
that Winnicott (in common with Steiner) saw as an 
indissolubly holistic psycho-somatic experience.  
 Winnicott’s quite narrow clinical concerns can be 
tentatively generalised to a cultural level, in that the 
kind of premature awakening of the mind in children 
that Winnicott ascribed to a failure in the individual 
child’s familial ‘facilitating environment’ can actually 
be observed as a rapidly sedimenting cultural-level 
‘norm’ in the way that very young children are treated 
and related to in modern technological culture—and not 
least in terms of the prematurely awakening educational 
regimes to which they are increasingly being subjected.  

Towards Political Action: 
Early Childhood Action (ECA)
Some early-years professionals are now taking matters 
into their own hands, in launching a direct challenge 
to the government’s statutory, ‘schoolifying’ EYFS 
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‘curriculum’, with the latter’s quite explicit remit of 
preparing England’s children for school at the age of 4. 
Specifi cally, the independent campaigning organisation 
Early Childhood Action (ECA), of which I am a founder-
member, is currently drawing up its own early years 
framework document, authored by a richly diverse group 
of prominent early-years practitioners, trainer-consultants 
and academics, who share a vision of early childhood 
experience and professional practice which carefully 
avoids the developmental inappropriateness and ‘too 
much too soon’ ideology of England’s EYFS.14  
 ECA’s deliberately provocative strapline – ‘fearlessly 
speaking professional truth to political power’ – echoes 
the thinking of radical countercultural thinker and 
French cultural theorist Michel Foucault.15  ECA is also 
a part of a range of wider cultural initiatives that are 
fundamentally challenging the right of governments to 
impose statutory practices on to professionals, when 
those same professionals know those compulsory 
practices to be harmful to their clientele – in this case, to 
very young children. This clearly has crucial implications 
for professional practice, as I discuss below. 
 ECA’s learning and development framework will be 
informed by a long list of specialist experts (national 
and international) who have agreed to act as consultants 
to the drafting process. In this way, the drafting process 
is open, democratic, and refl exive, and genuinely rooted 
in the most progressive practice in the sector, in that 
ECA supporters will be given the opportunity to feed 
back on the fi rst draft of the framework, before the fi nal 
published version is released in summer/autumn of 
2012, and formally launched at a major autumn 2012 
conference. 
 When early childhood practitioners set ECA’s new 
framework alongside the government’s revised EYFS 
‘curriculum’, we confi dently predict that there will 
be little argument as to which document practitioners 
will prefer, and which is more likely to be in the best 
interests of young children’s well-being and long-term 
healthy development. 

Some Urgent Policy Implications
The policy implications stemming from all this evidence 
are obvious and dramatic. At the very least, a strict 
precautionary principle should immediately be adopted 
by the British government, by:  

• making England’s EYFS ‘curriculum’ voluntary 
rather than statutory; 

• extending the EYFS to the end of the 6th year; 
• considering (e.g. via an independent inquiry) 

raising the statutory school starting age to 6 
(perhaps in a phased way, over several years); 
and 

• allowing schools the fl exibility to allow children 
to repeat a year, if teachers and parents deem that 
children are being inappropriately rushed in their 
early development and learning.  

 The government only has to look to Wales or to 
Scandinavia for models of how such a transition to 
a more enlightened, evidence-informed early-years 
framework can be managed and delivered. 
 If the government fails to implement such changes, 
or at the very least instigate a full independent inquiry 
into England’s school starting age, the research evidence 
now shows that its policies will likely be condemning 
large numbers of our children to worse life-long health 
and a shorter life-span than would otherwise be the case 
in a saner approach to school starting that coheres with 
the general approach observable in the rest of Europe. 
And in an age where such credence is rightly given by 
government to ‘evidence-based’ policy-making, for 
government not to respond to this new evidence would 
be fl agrantly to ignore their own policy-making nostrum, 
which they claim – at least in their oft-repeated rhetoric 
– to be following. 

Implications for Childcare Professionals
These dramatic research fi ndings should also empower 
early-childhood practitioners to make their own informed 
decisions about what is, and what is not, appropriate for 
the children in their care. The solemn injunction to ‘Do no 
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“The human being would not become aware of the Divine without the Sense of Touch” – Rudolf Steiner
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harm’, to which all responsible professionals necessarily 
subscribe, means that if practitioners and teachers are 
to discharge their professional responsibilities ethically 
and responsibly, they must feel able to refuse to work 
with children in ways that the evidence suggests may 
lead to life-long harm – no matter what the government 
is instructing them to do through its imposed statutory 
‘curriculum’ – with its scarcely believable 225 ‘musts’ 
in just 26 pages of text.16 

A Call to Political Action
This recent and welcome media engagement with the 
issue of school starting age is merely the latest episode 
in a series of major media reports on the ‘erosion of 
childhood’ theme, with British Prime Minister David 
Cameron himself expressing concern about the speed 
at which our children are being forced to grow up in 
the modern world. Politicians and others are constantly 
seeking the ‘root cause’ of England’s educational 
failures – but they continue to look anywhere but in the 
‘too-much-too-soon’ mentality that dominates our early-
years policy-making process. It is as if policy-makers 
are forever blind and deaf to the compelling evidence 
before them – with the ‘demands of the economy’ 
and employment agendas criminally overriding the 
developmental needs of our youngest children. These 
priorities must now be reversed – and with the political 
will and commitment, there is no reason why this cannot 
be done. Anything less will be conclusive evidence that 
government rhetoric about ‘evidence-based policy-
making’ needing to foreground children’s well-being 
is little more than a hollow sham – or in other words 
(to misquote ex-President Bill Clinton), ‘It’s “the 
economy”, stupid! – not children’s wellbeing’….   
 Following David Cameron’s recent welcome 
involvement in challenging the availability to children 
of online pornography, the Prime Minister should now 
involve himself directly in the issue of England’s school 
starting age and its compulsory early-years ‘curriculum’ 
– for history shows that if it is left in the hands of Britain’s 
Department for Education, nothing will change, and our 
children will continue to suffer – and as we now know 
from the new empirical evidence, and as Steiner pointed 
out a century ago, quite possibly for a lifetime.  

Concluding Thoughts
It is extraordinary that no-one has previously even noticed 
the dramatically damning evidence from the Longevity 
Project, which has been in the public sphere for several 
years now; and this failure is itself symptomatic of the 
cultural and political denial and expediency that exist 
in policy-making circles about England’s unacceptably 
early, Treasury-driven school starting age – by which 
allusion I mean that England’s educational policy-
making is driven far more by the expedient ‘needs of 
the economy’ than it is by the developmental needs of 

children themselves. Moreover, one can only wonder at 
the very plausible causal link that we can surmise exists 
between England’s absurdly low school starting age and 
our children’s measured levels of well-being. In 2007, 
a widely publicised UNICEF study17 concluded that 
England’s and Britain’s children were at the bottom of 
an international league table on children’s well-being; 
and if the evidence adduced in this article is anything 
like right, then it seems very likely that England’s early 
school starting age may well have a great deal to do 
with this profoundly troubling fi nding.  
 To conclude, then, in the public policy sphere, we 
urgently need to shift from a discourse of ‘readiness 
for school’ to one of ‘readiness for life’ – which must 
crucially include at its centre an open, courageous 
public debate on England’s school starting age. 
Professor Robin Alexander’s Cambridge Review of 
Primary Education,18 it should be remembered, boldly 
recommended that England’s school starting age be 
raised to age 6. And as that much-admired doyenne of 
childcare wisdom Penelope Leach has so aptly put it 
as the epigraph to the book Too Much, Too Soon?, “In 
the earliest years, valuable though the input of teachers 
may be, children are not pupils, but apprentices in the 
business of growing up as human beings”. 
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will be Senior Lecturer in Education (Early Childhood) 
at the University of Winchester. Richard is the editor of 
Too Much, Too Soon? (Hawthorn Press, 2011) and co-
editor of Childhood, Wellbeing and a Therapeutic Ethos 
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PISHWANTON
 GREEN BUILDING COURSE 

Summer 2012

The Green Building Course is a participative practical project with training in a variety of building skills 
designed around the construction of the  rst student chalet accommodation in Pishwanton Wood. 

It will begin in July and run continuously with  ve formal training sessions:

Course 1  Foundations (two parts)   16 –21 July & 30 July – 3 August 
Course 2  Frame  13 – 17  August 
Course 3   Roof  27 – 31 August 
Course 4  Interior  10 – 14 September 

£500 per week – inclusive of skills training, accommodation and all meals

For more details contact: The Life Science Trust, Quince Cottage, 
 4 Baxtersyke, Gifford EH41 4PL Scotland. 

Tel: 01620 810259 ~ admin@pishwanton.com ~ www.pishwanton.org
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