20% Time for Schools – A “Modest Proposal” from Derry Hannam for the Learning Planet Festival, January 2026 submitted to the UN Special Rapporteur for Education


The EUDEC network of democratic schools, which I call ‘pioneers of possibility’, demonstrate that it is entirely possible to have high levels of well-being for  young people as flourishing learners without the current competitive obsession of most mainstream systems with academic performance, testing and fear of failure. In many countries those responsible for these test and competitive anxiety driven mainstream systems know that they are not working well for many, dare I say most young people. In England those responsible are aware of the alienation, disengagement, lack of agency, absenteeism, boredom, decline in mental health and well-being of so many young people in their schools. All too often their response is ‘more of the same.’ Financial penalties for parents for absenteeism, longer school days, more high stakes testing, more prescribed curriculum and zero-tolerance exclusionary behaviour policies for students.

But the idea that well-being, both individual and collective, is as important as academic knowledge is catching on. If you can get the well-being and engagement right it provides the key to unlocking learning and the creation of future ready life-skilled citizens, social and economic entrepreneurs, and happy, creative, empathetic people. 

I spent 20 years in three state secondary schools creating as much space and time for self-directed learning  in democratic and rights respecting contexts as I could modelled on my reading about Summerhill School as a student. The Suffolk, UK, school where the school meeting makes all the important decisions based on one person one vote and students can choose which lessons to attend – or none at all. There are about 500 of these  ‘democratic schools’ around the world,  other key models being Sudbury Valley School in Massachusetts, or the sociocratic schools in the Netherlands. My book, “Another Way Is Possible. Becoming a Democratic Teacher in a State School” tells the story of my first  state school venture – 2 years in a South England secondary modern school where students  were labelled failures at age 11. These were the kids who had failed the test for admission to the academic grammar school or gymnasium. I had a year 7 class of 34 of these 11 year-old failures. The headteacher was concerned for a smooth transition from primary school into Year 7. He introduced integrated humanities with one teacher responsible for English, History, Geography, RE and Social Studies amounting to some 50% of curriculum time. This was my first job. He was a visionary. His thinking anticipated the recent UK research which shows  a collapse in the engagement, enthusiasm and well being of children through their first two semesters  in English secondary schools.

 From day one we sat in a circle for a class meeting electing a chair and secretary democratically. You can do this in any class. Before long every member of the class was responsible for something. The idea spread to some of the other  parallel classes. I thought I might be fired as I ignored much of the prescribed subject curriculum and let the students choose what they wanted to learn about individually or in groups, in much of  the 50% of curriculum time that I was responsible for, encouraging them to share their projects as presentations to  the rest of the class. To my surprise I wasn’t fired. I was promoted and put in charge of all 7 classes of the age group as they moved up to Year 8, with dedicated planning time. I am in touch with some of those ‘students’ as they now approach retirement. Two have written a chapter in the book. 

The self-directed learning and class democracy were a big hit with the students and their parents as they saw their kids recover from the trauma of 11 plus failure and begin to believe in themselves as learners again. We had my three Ts for a successful learning environment - TIME, TEAM and TERRITORY. Eventually I became a school principal and then an inspector which enabled me to work as an adviser to the legal team defending Summerhill School when Ofsted, the English inspection system, tried to close it in 1999. We won the court case and the school is still thriving 25 years later!! Rewarding  as Summerhill was the school that had inspired me to become a teacher.

 In order to find and deepen their interests and identity, and to learn  how to live with others young people need time. Time to think, to wonder, to question, to create, to make and learn with friends, to find out who they are – and a space to do it in. Yet in many schools lunch hours and playtimes are being  cut. The encroachment into their free time is also at home, with relentless homework and revision for tests. 

Even during Covid lock-down  many schools  set conventional school-work on-line, from the screen instead of from the whiteboard, followed by a conventional test. 

Young people missed their friends during the lockdown – but many did not miss lessons where they had no choice, no control or agency and no consent in their learning. Some parents struggled to present this curriculum to their children at home.  Research into Canadian parents’ attitudes to school curriculum since the Covid lockdowns shows that 73% thought that much more attention should be given to the interests of the students when the schools reopened. In Denmark parents found that “Since the exams and mandatory learning goals are abandoned for now, teachers report feeling more playful with students. They are working with co-creation and involving students in making decisions more than before. There is more quality time spent between teachers and students, resulting in better relationships and increased student well-being.”

 In Denmark the emphasis  switched from teaching to learning, from prescribed content to inquiry, and, freed from the pressure of examination preparation, a change in the quality of student-teacher relations to include more student participation and creativity. Sadly most English schools are  too busy ‘catching up’ with ‘lost’ curriculum much of which is boring and meaningless to many young people. Unsurprisingly Denmark has the happiest young people in Europe and we in England the unhappiest.

Self-determination theory posits an association between mental health and well-being and the student agency and autonomy provided by participation in decisions about their own learning and in belonging to a community of learners as their competences develop. Time and space for self-directed and self-exploring learning around the interests, concerns, questions, enthusiasms, passions, talents and purposes of the young people themselves. 

 We need  school systems where academic attainment and exam results are  not prioritized over all else  creating the pressure, anxiety,  loss of well-being and threat to mental health so evident in England. It is tragic that we plan for the failure of a third of our young people at  the high stakes GCSE  test for English 16 year-olds. The proportions of pass and fail grades are fixed beforehand. I am pleased that Andreas Schleicher of the OECD is now saying that individual and community well being should have equal status with academic learning as the purpose of schooling. That might begin to address the current education poly crisis of teacher retention. student absenteeism and disengagement. 

If the priority of schooling is shifted towards well being and the creation of positive school climate academic learning actually improves. My own research for the Hannam Report, showed that schools which included their students in decision making in many aspects of school life and learning gained better GCSE test results, had better attendance and fewer exclusions for anti-social behaviour than the average  for all schools in similar socio-economic environments.

Some English secondary schools have activities weeks at the end of the summer term. A wide variety of ‘off-subject curriculum’ activities occur involving students, parents and community groups often offered to mixed age-groups. The variety and enthusiasm generated can be impressive. School and community ‘turn on’ to each other. Students previously disengaged from school  can change their attitudes both to school and to themselves as learners as new opportunities for choice and engagement emerge. In the rural school where I was community vice-principal a community newspaper co-edited by adults and students emerged which 30 years later has just published its 200th edition.  A community orchestra began with some 80 players aged 8 to 80. 

A recent large US study showed that what distinguishes  kids from poverty backgrounds who go on to lead successful lives from those who end up in the criminal justice system is that they were ‘good at something at school’ – it didn’t matter what as long as it had engaged them.

There are rural schools in the UK where many students cannot take part in after school extra-curricular activities where programmes of electives move ‘extra-curricular’ into the regular school timetable for one afternoon per week.  Parents said their children would ‘get off their death beds to get to school on electives day.’ This school had few exclusions, high levels of attendance especially on electives afternoon and better than expected GCSE results. 

The International Baccalaureate Middle Years (11-16) programme personal project; the Extended Project Qualification (EPQ) at English A level; the new PEPA primary extended project award; all offer self-directed opportunities for those students who are fortunate enough to attend the minority of schools where they are available. No-one questions their power of engagement or that the time allocated to them  undermines standards in the rest of the curriculum. As Kate Longworth of Gaia Learning which creates personalised curriculum for neuro-diverse learners in the UK, puts it ‘when learners engage with what they are passionate about motivation and focus increase, leading to more success’ and of course enhanced well-being.

It is lovely to listen to the enthusiasm of the pupils at primary School 360 in London explaining how much they look forward to ‘Choose Our Own Learning’ or ‘COOL’ Time. Or the students in the youtube film of Charlie Moreno-Romero’s Suvemae school within a school in Tallinn, where they  control  20% or more of their curriculum time.

In the US a recent study showed that depression and burn out in medical students massively reduced, from 54% to 4%, when 20% of their time was set aside to follow up their own interests free from prescribed study and intern pressures.

In Germany there are now more than 300 state secondary schools in the Schule im Aufbruch programme led by Berlin head teacher Margret Rasfeld where Fridays/Fritags are indeed Freitags giving students the opportunity to devise studies of their choice around the UN SDGs (sustainable development goals) for one day per week. 20%!

So – my modest ‘no-brainer’ proposal is that all mainstream schools should allocate 20% of curriculum time for the questions, concerns, enthusiasms, interests, purposes, passions, talents  of the students. Time for individual or collaborative self-directed learning.

In schools where the learning has been very largely adult directed self-directed 20% time would need to be introduced with  careful preparation. Students could be organised into small tutorial groups for support and monitoring as at the Self-managed Learning College in Brighton., Teacher numbers could be augmented by parent or community mentors to provide support in case of ‘floundering paralysis’ in those possibly neuro-diverse students who might suffer anxious uncertainty at the new responsibilities and opportunities. These students frequently fail to thrive in existing mainstream school environments.

Every school should be free to organise the use of this 20% time in its own way. Schools should be free to work towards a 20% programme for all students through exploratory pilot programmes  staffed by volunteer teachers working with volunteer students to create 20% capital perhaps beginning with younger age groups. Though before too long aiming to create mixed age learning opportunities.

Choice, autonomy, flourishing, thriving and agency not coercion would be the key drivers. The introduction of 20% time would fit nicely into schools that are developing digital learner profiles along with some cross-curricular teacher led project-based learning perhaps using the Skills Builder Universal Framework 2.0. Some students might choose to use their 20% time to extend and deepen their learning in a mainstream subject.  Staff could also use this time to pursue their own research questions and interests thereby modelling lifelong learning. Students could become facilitators for other students. 

The motivation and morale of adults and students will rise. The new engagement which will result will more than compensate for any loss of learning from reduction in formal subject teaching time.  Standards will rise. Attendance and Test scores will improve. As will teacher retention. Exclusions will decline. Students will learn how to take responsibility for at least part of their learning and learn how to manage at least part of their own time – both crucial if they are to deal with the opportunities and uncertainties that the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR), artificial intelligence (AI), Universal Basic Income (UBI) and Climate Change are presenting.

Students will learn to discover their own genius and create their own identities not just defined by test scores.  Young people will learn how to be unique, creative, socially responsible individuals not reliant on full time paid employment for their identity. They will have learned the entrepreneurial skills necessary to launch their own economic or social enterprises. 20% time could be an  incubator for student initiated small businesses or charities supported by mentors from the local community –thus helping staff the small 20% time tutor groups.

Schools could create a ‘20% Committee’ of staff, parents, mentors and students to plan how the 20% programme would be organised. Thus students would participate in serious school decision making avoiding the tokenism of too many school student councils. A 20% or ‘passion’ department could be created led by a teacher of deputy head status and staffed by teachers from all subjects enthusiastic to work in this way thereby creating a team of experienced self-directed learning facilitators. The department could have its own part of the school buildings - the 20% wing or school within a school. An entirely new approach to assessment would be required based on processes as much as finished projects – failure would be something to be learned from and not feared. 

Universities could develop 20% laboratory schools in programmes such as the EU Erasmus Plus funded LabSchoolsEurope programme.


The 20% proposal is already happening in the US in the “20Time” movement,  described in detail by Kevin Brookhouser in his book “The 20Time Project: How Educators Can Launch Google’s Formula for Future Ready Innovation.”

Recently the Economist Intelligence Unit produced a report called “Staff 2030: The Future of Teacher Training.” It recommends 20% of curriculum time for student directed learning . It judged that the competences developed are precisely those needed for the future workplaces of the 4th Industrial revolution and that our current school systems are not producing. Namely  self-directed autonomous learners and creators. Significantly the evolved nature of human childhood described by  Bruner and  Gray of playful, creative, autonomous yet collaborative creatures now aligns with the needs of enlightened employers – though few schools or school systems have yet made the connection.
We need ‘innovation’ or ‘moon-shot’ time where students are free to come up with their own ideas of what they want to do and study, and how they want to do it. “Your students will be future ready if you give them the time!”  says Esther Wojcicki of Palo Alto High School. “Time is perhaps the greatest gift we can give young people.” We must stop filling every moment at school and at home with prescribed curriculum. 
Google has introduced a ‘20% Project’ where employees can follow their own ideas beyond their  job descriptions for 20% of their work time leading to profitable  innovations. 

Campaigns for change are coming from young people themselves. Organisations such as ‘Teach the Future, argue for a more relevant climate change curriculum. There would be students in many schools who would almost certainly use their 20% time for this purpose.

Could it be that at last the natural learning potential of young people will align with the emerging social and economic need for collaborative and creative innovators. Could schools become places that nurture the social and economic entrepreneurs that our future needs? People who are capable of facing up to the challenges confronting us as a species. 

 Several UK NGOs such as Human Scale Education have supported and lobbied for the 20% idea in their submissions to the recent English Curriculum and Assessment Review. Here the idea met opposition from the vested interests of subject associations demanding more time for chemistry or geography for example. However I am finding educators, parents and employers who are willing to challenge the dominance of subjects in schools and who believe that future ready education should be about more than the acquisition and retention of subject knowledge. I agree with James Mannion co-author of “Fear Is The Mind Killer” advocate of why learning to learn deserves ‘beyond subject lesson’ time. That we should encourage head teachers to create whatever time they can opportunistically justify even if it is not quite 20%. At this moment for example James and his colleague Kate McAllister are working with secondary Daylesford College in Melbourne, Australia, with a 5 lesson period per fortnight 10% programme which the school calls Learning Lab. It is proving very popular with students and teachers. 

In a guest essay in the New York Times on the 2nd January 2025 entitled “Giving kids some autonomy has surprising results.” Rebecca Winthrop of the Brookings Institute having reviewed 35 studies in 18 countries writes –

“…when students have some autonomy and control they become more engaged, better able to master new skills, gain higher grades, and have fewer problems with peers – and they are happier too.”
  
. 
 If I am right in thinking that there is an emerging consensus that more well-being is an important part of the solution to our current education crises  then I offer them this modest proposal of 20% self directed time as a first step. 



 















