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A Note from the Author 

I am not a scientist. I am not a researcher or an academic or a 
credentialled educator. I am a parent. 

The ATOMS framework did not arrive in a single moment of 
inspiration. It took shape slowly, over years, watching my 
own children grow up and asking what kind of world they 
were growing up into. That question did not leave me. It got 
sharper as the world changed faster, as I looked at what 
school was building in them and what it was leaving out. 

Where researchers and thinkers have studied questions this 
book also touches, I have cited their work. Their findings gave 
me language and evidence for things I had already come to 
believe through observation and experience. 

I wrote this book for the parent sitting with a worry they 
cannot quite name. For the educator who knows something 
important is missing. For the young person who senses that 
the path being laid out for them does not quite fit the life they 
want to live. 

I do not have a laboratory. I have a point of view, a 
framework I have lived with for years, and an honest hope 
that what is in these pages is useful to you and to the 
children in your life. 

Deepak Patel 
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Part One 

The Education Illusion 
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C H A P T E R  1  
	

The World That Education Was 
Built For 

	
 

We have already seen where the modern school came 
from. The factory floor logic, the bells, the rows, the 
credential stamped at the end. A system built for 
predictability, not for the person inside it. 

That origin matters here because everything this 
chapter examines about what school optimises for, and 
what it leaves out, flows directly from that design. The 
machine is still running. The question is what it is 
producing. 
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The resemblance isn't accidental. The modern school 
was built in the same era as the modern factory, by 
people solving the same problem. The industrial 
economy of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries needed workers, millions of them who could 
read, calculate, follow instructions, show up on time, 
and perform their defined role reliably and without 
complaint. The school was designed to produce exactly 
that. And for most of the twentieth century, it did.2	
That world is not entirely gone. Parts of it still exist, 
and the skills it valued are not worthless. But it has 
changed in ways that have made some of what school 
produces significantly less valuable, and left other 
things school was never designed to build more 
urgently necessary than they have ever been. The 
machine is still running. It's producing the output it 
was designed to produce. The problem is that the 
world has moved on, and the output it was designed to 
produce is no longer the output the world most needs.	

· · · · ·	

How the Deal Was Struck	

To understand why this matters, it helps to understand 
the bargain that education made with the world, the 
implicit promise that kept the whole arrangement 
working for as long as it did.	
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For most of the twentieth century, there was a deal. It 
was simple and it was broadly kept. Study hard, get 
good grades, acquire the right credentials, exchange 
those credentials for a stable career. Work your way up 
within that career over thirty or forty years. Build 
security, provide for your family, retire. The credential 
was the key. The door it opened was real. The sequence 
was reliable enough that parents could plan around it 
and children could be motivated by it.	
This deal shaped everything. It shaped what schools 
taught, because schools taught what the credential 
required. It shaped how children were assessed, 
because assessment produced the credential. It shaped 
how parents thought about their children's education, 
not as the development of a whole human being, but as 
the navigation of a system with a known output. Get 
through the system successfully, and the system will 
take care of you.	
The deal worked because the economy it was designed 
for was stable enough to honour it. The industries that 
absorbed school-produced workers for manufacturing, 
administration, public services, finance, law, were 
large, structured, and relatively slow-moving. They 
needed people who could follow procedures, absorb 
institutional knowledge, and perform reliably within 
defined roles. The school produced exactly that kind of 
person, and the economy gratefully employed them.	



T h e  W o r l d  T h a t  E d u c a t i o n  W a s  B u i l t  F o r 	

22	

Then the economy began to change. Not overnight. Not 
in a way that announced itself clearly. But the slow 
erosion of the old deal has been happening for decades, 
and the pace of that erosion is accelerating. Credentials 
still matter in many fields they're still essential. But 
they've stopped being the whole story in a way they 
once were. The world is increasingly interested in what 
people can actually do, not just what certificates they've 
collected along the way. And the school system which 
was designed around producing the credential, which 
measures success in the credential, which ranks 
children against each other in the pursuit of the 
credential, hasn't caught up.	

· · · · ·	

What the System Was Actually Optimising For	

Let's be precise about what the standard school system 
is really very good at producing. It's worth being 
specific, because the critique of school is often too 
vague to be useful.	
Schools are good at producing students who can absorb 
information from a teacher, organise it in their memory, 
and reproduce it accurately under time pressure. 
Students who can follow instructions and manage 
deadlines. Students who can identify what an examiner 
wants and deliver it with sufficient precision to earn 
the required mark. Students who have a broad, shallow 
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familiarity with a range of subjects, enough to answer 
examination questions about all of them, not 
necessarily enough to do anything particularly 
meaningful with any of them in the real world.	
These are real capabilities. Don't dismiss them. A 
student who can do all of this consistently, across 
multiple subjects, over multiple years, is doing 
something non-trivial. There is discipline and 
organisation involved. The problem isn't that school 
produces these things. The problem is that school 
produces almost nothing else and what it could 
produce instead, the things that the world is 
increasingly desperate for, require completely different 
conditions to build.	
Capability isn't built by absorbing and reproducing. It's 
built by doing. By attempting real things, encountering 
real resistance, failing in ways that teach you 
something, and trying again with that knowledge 
intact. That process is slow, messy, uncomfortable, and 
extraordinarily difficult to standardise or grade. So 
schools, which are in the business of standardised 
grading, tend not to create the conditions for it.	
Real adaptability, the ability to keep learning effectively 
across an entire life, to pick up new capabilities as the 
world changes, to stay useful in conditions that nobody 
could have predicted, isn't built by following a 
prescribed path to a known destination. It's built by 
navigating real uncertainty. By being in situations 
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where the answer isn't in the back of the book and the 
teacher doesn't know it either. By developing the 
internal resources to figure things out when no one has 
handed you the framework. Again: not measurable in a 
forty-five-minute examination. Not typically taught. 

 

Capability isn't built by absorbing 
and reproducing. It's built by 

doing. Real adaptability is built by 
navigating real uncertainty. 

 

So we've built a system that produces something 
efficiently, performance inside defined structures, recall 
of organised information, compliance with institutional 
requirements that is becoming less distinctive as a 
human capability. And fails to build something else for 
instance, depth, adaptability, judgement, that is 
becoming more valuable every year. That gap is the 
education illusion. The school looks like it's working. 
The grades are going up or staying steady. The 
credentials are being issued. The children are showing 
up and performing. But look at what's actually being 
built in the person, and the picture is harder to feel 
good about. 

The urgency of this observation has sharpened 
considerably, and it is worth being plain about why. 
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The specific capabilities that the standard school system 
optimises for like recall of information under time 
pressure, structured reproduction of what has been 
transmitted, compliance with pre-defined procedures, 
performance within known parameters - are precisely 
the capabilities that artificial intelligence systems are 
advancing into fastest. Not the dramatic version of 
automation that displaces manual workers overnight. 
The quieter kind: systems that can retrieve any piece of 
information instantaneously, produce a competent 
essay on demand, generate structured analysis of a 
defined problem, and execute well-defined cognitive 
tasks at a scale and speed that no individual human can 
match. The children currently moving through 
classrooms are being prepared systematically, at 
considerable cost in time and effort for a version of the 
world that is already being revised beneath them. 
School is not merely failing to build what the world 
needs. In several important respects, it is optimising for 
exactly what the world is learning to do without 
people. 

· · · · ·	

The Teacher in the Middle	

Before we go any further, I want to say something 
about teachers. This chapter and this book is going to 
spend time describing what's wrong with the education 
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system, and it would be easy to read that as a criticism 
of the people inside it. I want to be clear that it isn't.	
Most teachers went into teaching because they really 
care about children and really care about learning. A 
significant number of them feel, every day, the tension 
between what they know good education looks like 
and what the system asks them to do. They know that 
real understanding takes time. They know that real 
hard challenge, not comfortable repetition, is what 
builds lasting capability. They know that the 
examination at the end of the year is measuring 
something narrower than what they're trying to 
develop in the room. Many of them are quietly doing 
far better work than the system requires or recognises.	
And then the schedule moves on. The curriculum 
requirement lands on their desk. The standardised test 
approaches. They do what the system requires because 
they're professionals, and because the system has real 
consequences for the children in their care that 
individual teachers cannot absorb on their own.	
The problem is not the teachers. The problem is a 
system built around assumptions about what education 
is for, and what success looks like, that were formed in 
a different era and haven't been seriously revisited 
since. The teachers are working inside that system as 
intelligently and as compassionately as they can. Some 
of them are doing extraordinary things within its 
constraints.  
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But a system pointing in the wrong direction produces 
the wrong output regardless of how well the people 
inside it are performing.  

 

Individual excellence within a wrongly-
designed system has limits. The design 

itself needs to change.	

	

· · · · ·	

What This Means for Your Child Right Now	

If your child is currently in school, any school, excellent 
school, average school, private school, state school, 
school with outstanding teachers and impressive 
results, they are inside a system that was not designed 
with the next thirty years of their life in mind. It was 
designed for the last hundred years. The people who 
built it were solving a real problem. They just weren't 
solving your child's problem.	
This doesn't mean school is without value. Some of 
what school builds matters. Literacy, numeracy, the 
habits of organised work, these things are real and 
worth having. And good teachers, within any system, 
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can do remarkable things. The point isn't to dismiss 
school. It's to understand, clearly and honestly, what it 
was designed to do and what it wasn't.	
Because once you understand what school doesn't 
build, you can start making deliberate choices about 
what you build around it. Not to replace school, you 
can't, and you wouldn't want to entirely but to design 
the other environments of your child's life with the 
same intentionality that a good school designs a 
curriculum. The home. The activities outside school. 
The conversations. The challenges. The standard you 
hold and why you hold it.	
This book is a guide to that design. But before we get to 
what to build, we need to understand the specific ways 
the current system gets it wrong, not structurally, but in 
what it believes about knowledge itself. Because the 
deepest problem with how schools teach isn't the 
timetable or the examinations or even the curriculum. 
It's something more fundamental: a confusion about 
what knowledge actually is, and what it's actually for.	
That's what the next chapter is about.	


