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Tristram Hunt is right to move the education agenda away from the realms of a purely academic

syllabus. But his focus is too late. Whilst it is important to have quality further education colleges

and University Technical Colleges focus should shift to the other end of the educationallifespan.

Character traits such as resilience, self-control and a willingness to learn are, as Tristram

acknowledges, fundamentally important for later life chances and later employability, but can be

taught and entrenched far earlier in life, specifically in the first two years of life.

Good parenting and the secure attachment that comes with it acts as a conduit for the sort of

emotional wellbeing and personality building that Tristram is determined to teach in schools.

Greater investment earlier on in life means that these traits can be fostered earlier, meaning that

children could enter school with these vital traits for achieving good educational attainment, and

this would, importantly, work towards closing the achievement gap before pupils even reach
primary school.

In addition to this there ~ a place for discussing genetics but it does not follow the Gove rhetoric;

how genes affect outcomes of children is not a given but the pioneering work by Dr. Stephen Suomi

with rhesus monkeys shows that actions of a quite ordinary but good mother can block the

operation of "bad" genes and likewise encourage the use of "good" genes that help determine the

outcome for their offspring. How a parent feels and the actions towards their offspring can have

genuine implications for life outcomes, even before birth.

Huge amounts of research now shows us that what happens to us in our first couple of years of life

will, on average, determine our success not only academically, economically but socially. Those

politicians interested in social mobility should concentrate their thinking and actions on these crucial

first two years of life.

I applaud Tristram's championing of emotional wellbeing and his recognition of the importance of

positive character traits to later achievement, but I encourage him to look deeper into the roots of

these traits and how these early years can establish a firm foundation for later learning and indeed

later life.
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