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Abstract 
In this article, I build on Goodman’s concept of mass superstition, which he 
applied to the schooling system. Goodman holds that we continue to believe 
in the value of this system, without clear evidence that it is working. I use this 
concept to apply the argument to the way the current system deals with par-
ents. In spite of clear indications in the research that parental engagement 
with children’s learning is one of the best means to support educational 
achievement, particularly for children at risk of failure in the current system, 
parents are still routinely held at a distance from the learning processes fos-
tered by the school system. I argue for a change to the foundational beliefs of 
the system, so that schools and families will work in partnership as 
co-constructors of children’s learning. 
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1. Introduction 

I have written elsewhere (Goodall, 2010) on the concept of superstition, not as a 
manifestation of ignorance or helplessness, but rather as a considered, human, 
rational response to a universe which is often perceived as capricious. It may 
well be true that we have come to understand the mechanisms by which large 
storms are created and distributed around the globe; however, when one expe-
riences such things personally, the concepts of logic and scientific rigour seem 
more than a trifle unhelpful. Rather, we attempt to impose order, even when it 
seems that there is none. We do this by observation, reasoning and (hopeful) 
application: if a follows b x number of times, it is logical to assume that it will 
continue to do so, even if there is no clear connection between the events.  
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I have also written a good deal about the engagement of parents in the learn-
ing of their children (Goodall & Vorhaus, 2011; Goodall, 2012; Goodall, 2013a; 
Goodall, 2013b; Goodall & Montgomery, 2013; Goodall, 2014a; Goodall, 2014b; 
Goodall, 2015a; Goodall, 2015b; Goodall, 2015c; Goodall & Johnston-Wilder, 
2015a; Goodall & Johnston-Wilder, 2015b). In this article, I intend to effect at 
least a betrothal, if not a marriage, between the concepts of superstition (as 
hopeful agency) and parental engagement. The minister of this union is Paul 
Goodman, particularly his work from the early 1970s, Compulsory Miseducation 
(Goodman, 1971); the acolyte to the marriage is Gramsci’s concept of hegemony. 

The link between Goodman’s work and my own lies in his conceptualisation 
of the system of state funded education as “mass superstition”. He is able to use 
this term because he relies on an older idea of superstition, which sees supersti-
tion as something that humans indulge in because they, in essence, don’t know 
any better (Jarvis, 1980; Roud, 2006), as something that is believed without evi-
dence, and as a valid term for something many (but clearly not all) believe and 
therefore few argue against. 

Goodman sees our societal belief that children need to go to school to be edu-
cated as a mass superstition—a collective, unquestioned belief about not only the 
way things are but about the way they should and must be. Goodman sees the 
need for education, but seeks to de-couple that need from the system of school-
ing we have at the moment. He points out that many students feel entirely dis-
tanced from the processes of schooling but often shine in other areas. He sug-
gests ways forward within the current system (such scrapping the process of 
grading at universities and that some universities could insist that prospective 
students spend at least two years “out in the world”, as it were, before entrance) 
but overall, holds that the system we have now hinges on our superstitious belief 
that children and young people belong in schools rather than being able to learn 
in other ways.  

On this, I would partially agree with him (Goodall, 2014c; Goodall, 2017); 
children and young people manifestly do not need to go to school to learn, or 
even to be educated, although both of these processes undoubtedly can and do 
take place in schools. I would even agree that children whom we deem to be of 
“school age” do not need the institution of schools; over 36,000 children in the 
UK are taught at home, for example (Jeffreys, 2015). 

However, I do take issue with other ideas in Goodman’s book. Goodman stops 
short of suggesting that the schooling system needs to be dismantled completely; 
rather, he suggests some wholesale changes to the system, and that some child-
ren and groups could opt out altogether. There is still merit in these ideas even 
more than 50 years after they were penned. I would propose a different and per-
haps more radical solution to a system which is clearly not working well for all of 
its constituents, as there is a well-known and seemingly unmovable gap in 
achievement between children from different backgrounds (Save the Children, 
2013). I would propose that we keep the framework and change the foundations 
on which it stands, that we move from a model in which has a clear disconnect 
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between the different areas of children’s lives, and move to a model of authentic 
partnership between families and schools.  

More importantly, for superstition to be effective and ingrained, few people 
can realise that it would be possible to argue against these ideas. In this sense, 
superstitious belief could also be seen as hegemonic belief, based on the ideas of 
Antonio Gramsci. Gramsci used the concept of hegemony (which he never ex-
plicitly defined) to describe why individuals support a societal structure which 
does not benefit them (Lears, 1985), 

The “spontaneous” consent given by the great masses of the population to 
the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental 
group; this consent is “historically” caused by the prestige (and consequent 
confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of its position and 
function in the world of production (Gramsci et al., 1971: p. 145). 

In essence, society, or rather, the people who make up a given society, have 
become convinced that the status quo is just the “way things should be”; “The 
values of the elite—in our case, the middle class—are internalised as simply the 
way things are, rather than being seen as elements of a system amenable to 
change” (Goodall, 2017). 

Goodman styles teachers and other people working in and for the school system 
as “school monks”; I would, unfortunately, be listed among the “school-monks” 
(nuns?), as my livelihood as a lecturer in Educational Leadership most certainly 
depends on the existence and continuation of the system. My argument, which I 
believe to be true, that my interest in the system ultimately turns on improving 
the life chances of children, would cut no ice with Goodman; it’s the system itself 
that is seen as the problem. He speaks of the “cult of schooling” in which I am, at 
the very least, an acolyte.  

Goodman suggests that many young people react to the strictures of school-
ing1 with “reactive stupidity”, in which students either disengage from the sys-
tem or begin to act out the anxieties, fears and anger which have been denied 
and repressed by the system. He goes on to point out that the ultimate end of the 
educative process should be enhancing the ability of young people to act wisely 
and well, on their own initiative (Goodman, 1971). This leads to an ever widen-
ing gap between the clerics of schooling and those whose conversion to the sys-
tem they seek—particularly between the clerics and those who have actively re-
jected their baptism of scholasticism. This gap remains when students leave the 
schooling system (successfully or otherwise) as they become adults in the meta 
system which both produced and enforces the schooling regime (Bronfenbren-
ner, 1979).2 

 

 

1It should be noted that I am not using “schooling” as a synonym for “education”; the first is a very 
small subset of the second. 
2It could easily be argued that the monks of schooling form a subcultures parallel to that Goodman 
discovers among young people—we share a jargon, almost an entirely separate language, we contain 
within our ranks secrets or at least ideas not understood by people on the outside of the group. 
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I take a different approach, assuming (as one would expect) that the system is 
salvageable. This doesn’t mean that the system is not in need of a fairly radical 
(word used advisedly) overhaul. I’ve argued before that radical change is pre-
cisely what’s needed (Goodall, 2014c), in the high old meaning of the word, sig-
nifying a return to one’s roots. This too, is such an argument. 

At its root, “education” links back to one of two Latin words, either educere, 
meaning to lead out or to train, or educare, meaning to train or to nourish 
(Frankena, 1973; Winch & Gingell, 1999). There is a startling difference between 
the import of these words and the world of schooling as depicted by Goodman 
(or indeed, by Robinson in his well-known TED talk (Robinson, 2010)), who 
both present schooling as essentially static, with children in banks of rows, all 
learning the same material, at the same time, for the same embedded and ulti-
mately incomprehensible reasons. This relates much more to the concept of 
training than to that of nourishing, or leading out of anything whatsoever. 
Schooling, as seen in these conception, uses what Freire called a banking model 
of education (Freire, 1970), in which knowledge is transferred more or less di-
rectly from teacher to student, with little input or even interest from the latter. (I 
would suggest that today, this picture is far more accurate a description of a 
university, rather than a school classroom). School, as well, derives from a root 
which presents a radically (sic) different scenario than that which takes place all 
too often. The word comes from an Old English root, which mean philosophy or 
lecture place (the second meaning might be closer to reality) (OED, 2016). 

The original idea of education and schooling, then, was to support, to scaffold 
learning, in particular areas and for particular purposes (Sidorkin, 2011). And, 
to a great extent, we have returned to this idea, at least in relation to our child-
ren, in part due to the work of Goodman and others, who forced us (as a society) 
to reconsider how our children experience schooling. We have, as a society and 
as a system, moved much closer to Dewey’s ideas of schooling as learning for life 
(Dewey, 1897; Dewey, 1916), and away from the regimented, rote based class-
room against which Goodman, Freire and Montessori reacted. In this sense, I do 
not agree with Goodman that our schooling system represents a mass supersti-
tion, a societal belief in that which simply is not true. We have not yet achieved 
Goodman’s ideal of mass education, which would be about educators passing on 
previous learning, and supporting criticality, with the aim of producing young 
people who would be able to function freely and well in society (Goodman, 
1971). 

This is not, however, an argument that the system is entirely fit for purpose, 
or serves all children equally well; while 22% of secondary schools are still being 
judged to require improvement or be inadequate (Ofsted, 2016), and while we 
still have large gap between children from different socio-economic backgrounds 
(Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission, 2015), arguments for perfec-
tion, or even adequacy, of the system cannot be sustained. 

I cannot agree that our schooling system is based on an essentially flawed idea 
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or that it would not be possible to make it fit for the purposes we envision for it, 
that is, the mass schooling of our children and young people. This does not 
mean that we are superstition free in relation to schooling. We do not yet oper-
ate in a purely rational way, as much as we might like to believe this to be the 
case. 

We have known for a good many years that parental engagement with child-
ren’s learning represents one of the best ways to support children’s learning in 
and out of school (Fan & Chen, 2001; Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Jeynes, 
2007; Fan & Williams, 2010; Jeynes, 2012); this case does not really need to be 
made yet again. When parents engage with their children’s learning, particularly 
out of school, there are very likely to be increases in attendance, behaviour in 
school improves, homework return rates go up and, overall, children’s achieve-
ment tends to improve (Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2007; Fan & Williams, 2010; 
Goodall & Vorhaus, 2011; Jeynes, 2012). This tends to be the case across groups 
not just among the middle classes, who already benefit well from the schooling 
system. 

There is no need here to reproduce the arguments showing the value of pa-
rental engagement with children’s learning. Rather, I wish to try to sift the dis-
course around the engagement of parents from engaging with schools (which is 
good but not as useful as other forms of engagement) to engagement with child-
ren’s learning, which takes place mainly at home (or in the car, or on the bus…) 
(OECD, 2012; Goodall & Montgomery, 2013). 

When I speak to schools and school leaders about engaging parents, almost 
invariably I receive one bit of information and am asked one question: the per-
centage of parents who come to school for parents’ evenings, is the information, 
and the question, in one form or another is, “how do I get the rest to come in?” 
This reflects a continuing belief—a superstition, if you will—that what is impor-
tant is “getting parents in” or to put it more colloquially, “bums on seats”.  

I believe this amounts to a fairly clear case of superstition, a least according to 
the definition given above, as I shall demonstrate below in reference to the ele-
ments listed. 

Merriam-Webster (Merriam-Webster, 2017) gives the following definition of 
superstition: “a belief or practice resulting from ignorance, fear of the unknown, 
trust in magic or change, or a false conception of causation”; I would argue that 
this definition is an accurate depiction of the schooling system, or more precise-
ly, of an area of practice within the schooling system today, that area being the 
way  that many school staff deal with the concept of parental engagement with 
children’s learning. 

2. Ignorance 

The first of these elements is “ignorance”, which might be better expressed as a 
gap between the research literature and practitioners in schools. While an in-
creasing number of peer reviewed articles are available through open access 
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routes, many still reside behind pay walls at least for a period of time. Add this 
to the heavy workload of teachers in England (Sellen, 2016), and it is hardly sur-
prising that the results published in journals are not commonly accessed by 
school staff. The discourse of “hard to reach” parents and families has been 
roundly challenged in the literature (Lears, 1985; Crozier, 1999; Crozier & Da-
vies, 2007) but is still very common in schools (Campbell, 2011). Again, for a 
number of years, it has been known in the literature that the attitude toward 
learning in the home is of great importance, (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Sylva 
et al., 2008a; Sylva et al., 2008b) yet this is often missing in the school based dis-
course, which tends to centre around parents helping the school (Goodall, 2017). 
There is a gap, then, between common beliefs in schools—that the aim of paren-
tal involvement is to get parents into school—and the findings in the litera-
ture—that the aim should be to increase engagement in the home. I do not mean 
to suggest willful ignorance on the part of school staff, but it must certainly be 
acknowledged that the information from the research literature does not seem to 
be filtering through to school staff. 

3. Fear of the Unknown 

There is often a gap between parents and school staff in relation to experience, to 
social class, even to language. Parents have reported that school staff do not un-
derstand their families’ context (Crozier, 1999; Crozier, 2001; Harris & Goodall, 
2008) and the literature has shown that interventions to support parents are 
more likely to succeed when they accord with parental values and mores (which 
is very difficult for school staff to arrange without knowledge thereof) (Goodall 
& Vorhaus, 2011). Particularly in areas where parents face economic challenges, 
or do not come from the same background as school staff, this gap is likely to 
continue. Previous research has found that this lack of similar experience can 
lead to distrust between teachers and families (Crozier, 1999; Crozier, 2001).  

There are at least two ways hegemony can be seen to be at play here. The first 
is the simple assumption which runs through this entire debate that the solution 
to the achievement gap is to be found in schools. Although work within schools 
clearly has not continued to narrow the gap, we continue to base our work there, 
simply because we rarely consider that there could be another way to approach 
the issue. 

Secondly, due to the lack of diversity in the UK school teaching force, and the 
status of the schooling system as very much a part of the established order 
(schools are funded by and inspected by the state), it is perhaps understandable 
that hegemonic ideas of “what should be” pervade schools (Sue, 2004; Ule et al., 
2015). This has been shown to apply to the area of parental engagement: there 
are ideas of what “good parenting” looks like, and who is capable of providing 
this. Parents who come from cultures which differ from those of the majority of 
teachers have found that their support for their children may be underappre-
ciated or even disregarded (Crozier, 2001). Hegemonic ideas, almost by defini-
tion, are rarely questioned or even separated out as individual concepts; this ap-
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pears to be the case for how parental engagement is seen by many school staff. 
All of this adds up to a lack of knowledge and trust on both sides, so that neither 
parents nor school staff experience the other as partners, in supporting the 
learning of the child that they have in common.  

4. Trusting in Magic or Chance 

I would argue that our continued attempt to close the achievement gap and raise 
attainment by focusing on work in schools amounts certainly to superstition and 
in some ways to a belief in magic, or at the very least, to magical thinking. Magi-
cal thinking may be defined as “beliefs that defy culturally accepted laws of cau-
sality” (Einstein & Menzies, 2004: p. 539). Even though the literature is clear that 
many of the mechanisms currently in use have little or no effect on what we’re 
attempting to change (See & Gorard, 2014; Huat See & Gorard, 2015), we insist 
on continuing to apply such solutions. 

It’s often said that the definition of madness is to expect new outcomes from 
repeated actions; it may be that this particular form of madness is a form of 
magical thinking, or the other way around. What it most certainly is not, how-
ever, is either logical or, more importantly, effective for supporting our child-
ren’s learning.  

Politicians and policy makers, as well, continue to see schools as the locus of 
change. Schools are amenable to policy dictates, and accountable to outside bo-
dies in a way that families are not, and unless our system changes radically, can-
not be made to be. However, calls have already been made (Social Mobility and 
Child Poverty Commission, 2015) for the government to begin to move beyond 
schools and begin supporting and discussing family engagement with learning. 
There have been some moves in this direction such as the trial of a universal of-
fer of parenting programmes (Lindsay et al., 2010; Cullen et al., 2013). However, 
these are aimed at the parents of pre-school children, which leaves the majority 
of children without this form of support.  

We continue to ignore the most valuable lever to increase attainment and re-
duce the achievement gap, in favour of continuing to do things which are not 
working. Schools have done a very great deal (Save the Children, 2013) but the 
remaining gap needs a different solution. It is not clear why the findings of more 
than 20 years of research about the value of parental engagement which child-
ren’s learning has for the most part been ignored in school processes and poli-
cies. It is easy to find proximal reasons, such as the lack of emphasis on this en-
gagement in initial and continuing teacher training, but this still begs the ques-
tion as to why it is not given more prominence.  

It would seem likely that one explanation, perhaps the main one is a false 
concept of causation. 

5. A False Concept of Causation  

This brings me to the final element of the definition of superstition: a false con-
ception of causation. In the usual run of superstition, this occurs when we 
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attribute outcomes to inputs, when in point of fact the two are not causally con-
nected, such as having good or bad luck after seeing a black cat cross our path.  

In relation to parental engagement, the false causality is an assumed link be-
tween greater input by school staff, or changes in policy affecting school staff, 
between school staff and a narrowing of the achievement gap. The causal link 
here is missing; however dedicated and professional school staff may be, 80% of 
the achievement gape relates to issues outside the school gate (Rasbash et al., 
2010). The link which must be made is that between parents and the learning of 
their children. As the research has made clear, it is here that we can begin to ad-
dress, and to close, the achievement gap. 

Almost two thirds of the British population rate themselves as at least mildly 
superstitions (Wiseman, 2003). When it comes to avoiding (or seeking out) par-
ticularly coloured felines during one’s daily constitutional, such superstition is 
neither here nor there. We cannot, however, afford to continue to make deci-
sions which affect the schooling of millions of children on the basis of ignorance, 
fear of the unknown, trust in magical ideas or the outcomes of false causality. 
We must go forward following a course based on rational thought and reliable 
research and move to support parental engagement with children’s learning, es-
pecially for pupils at risk of under achievement.  

We need to steer away from both the course of madness (expecting new re-
sults from old actions) and the imposition of actions which have little or no evi-
dence base. Rather, we need to put into place actions which have been shown to 
be effective (Huat See & Gorard, 2015). We are dealing with the educative and 
life chances of generations of children. They deserve not superstition, magical 
thinking and the works of madness, but rather logic, sense, and evidence based 
action. 

In doing this, in taking account of the messages of research and putting them 
into practice, we can move from the older view of superstition given by Good-
man, in relation to our schooling system, and move to a stance of hopeful hu-
man agency, of actions based on firm foundations. We still can’t be absolutely 
certain of the outcome of particular interventions because each situation, each 
child is different. These differences have not, however, precluded great innova-
tions in teaching to the benefit of students; I can only believe (on the basis of 
good evidence, rather than ignorance or flawed causality) that this will be the 
case if we, as a system, can move forward in supporting parents’ engagement 
with their children’s learning. 
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