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Reading Passage 1

[A] For over a century, primary education systems
across the developed world have adhered to a model
largely inherited from the Industrial Era. Classrooms
organised by age cohorts, standardised desk
arrangements, and uniform curricula were designed to
produce basic literacy, numeracy, and institutional
discipline. However, as 21st-century economies shift
towards automation and complex problem-solving,
educational theorists are questioning whether traditional
primary schooling adequately prepares children for an
increasingly demanding world. The central debate no
longer centres on whether early instruction must
change, but on how fundamental teaching approaches
should be restructured.

[B] Historically, the dominant model relied heavily on
direct instruction — a teacher-led approach emphasising
memorisation, repetition, and passive absorption of
facts. Pioneered in part by 19th-century administrators
aiming to scale public literacy, this method prioritised
efficiency over individual differences in ability. While
effective at instilling foundational mechanics such as
rote arithmetic and basic phonics, critics note that direct
instruction often fails to cultivate metacognition or
intrinsic motivation. By prioritising standardised
outcomes, early primary models frequently suppressed
spontaneous inquiry, treating young minds as passive
receptacles rather than active agents of learning.

[C] In response to these historical limitations, alternative
approaches emerged, most notably play-based learning
and inquiry-driven models. Play-based learning operates
on the principle that unstructured play is essential for
developing executive function, spatial reasoning, and
social negotiation skills. Within this framework, teachers
act as facilitators rather than authority figures, designing
environments rich in learning materials while allowing
children to dictate the pace of exploration.
Neuroscientific research suggests that when young
learners engage in self-directed play, neural pathways
associated with stress reduction and cognitive flexibility
may be significantly strengthened compared to periods
of rigid seatwork.
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[D] To evaluate the efficacy of these competing
approaches rigorously, Dr Aris Thorne and a team of
researchers at the Oxford Centre for Developmental
Psychology conducted a comprehensive seven-year
longitudinal study. Tracking 1,200 primary school
students across 40 diverse schools, the team measured
academic performance, emotional resilience, and
problem-solving ability. Dr Thorne's findings revealed a
nuanced pattern: while students exposed strictly to play-
based models initially lagged in formal reading tests at
age five, they surpassed their direct-instruction peers in
complex comprehension, verbal reasoning, and
collaborative problem-solving by age eight.

[E] Despite these promising insights, the widespread
adoption of purely child-centred models faces
substantial criticism. Educational traditionalists argue
that removing explicit, systematic instruction
disproportionately disadvantages children from low-
socioeconomic backgrounds who may lack foundational
literacy exposure at home. Furthermore, critics point out
that play-based frameworks can suffer from a lack of
clarity in assessment, making it difficult for educators to
track specific diagnostic markers or intervene when
learning delays occur. As Professor Marcus Vance of the
European Education Policy Institute noted, "Without
structured scaffolding, informal learning risks drifting
into mere activity without clear educational progression.”

[F] Present-day primary school reform is increasingly
moving towards hybrid pedagogical frameworks aimed
at reconciling these opposing approaches. Termed
‘guided inquiry’, this blended strategy pairs explicit
teacher-led instruction in foundational literacy and
numeracy with extended, project-based learning blocks.
For example, a morning session may feature a direct 20-
minute lesson on fractions, followed by an afternoon
activity where students apply those mathematical
concepts to design physical structures or manage
budgets for mock gardens. Early regional
implementations in Scandinavia and Singapore suggest
that hybrid models maintain rigorous academic
standards while fostering high student engagement.

[G] Looking towards the future, the primary classroom is
likely to undergo further transformation as digital tools
and adaptive technology become integrated into early
learning environments. However, experts broadly agree
that technology alone cannot replace the core
developmental driver of primary education: human social
interaction. As educational policy evolves, the primary
challenge for curriculum designers will be balancing
technological integration with tactile, collaborative, and
play-based experiences, ensuring that the foundational
years of schooling build both academic competence and
lifelong curiosity.
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Questions 1-4 — Matching Headings

Reading Passage 1 has seven paragraphs, A-G. Choose the correct heading for paragraphs A, C, E and F from
the list below. Write the correct number, i-vii, in the boxes provided.

r

i The developmental outcomes and pedagogical role of play-based learning

ii  Concerns regarding academic equality and assessment precision

iili A pragmatic compromise combining direct teaching and practical tasks

iv. The historical origins and limitations of teacher-centred learning

v Long-term technological developments in early childhood settings

vi  An imperative to modernise an outdated educational model

vii  Empirical evidence on delayed academic performance versus later cognitive advantages
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Paragraph A
Paragraph C
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Paragraph E
4. Paragraph F

A heading summarises the whole paragraph, not just one detail. Eliminate headings that only match a single
sentence before choosing.

Questions 5-9 — True / False / Not Given

Do the following statements agree with the information in Reading Passage 1? Tick TRUE, FALSE, or NOT GIVEN
for each.

5. Nineteenth-century educational administrators designed direct instruction primarily to foster critical
thinking skills in young children.
O TRUE [OFALSE [ONOT GIVEN

6. Dr Thorne's study included both private and state schools.
O TRUE [OFALSE [ONOT GIVEN

7. Five-year-old students in play-based classrooms demonstrated lower reading proficiency than those
taught via direct instruction.
OTRUE [OFALSE [ NOT GIVEN

8. Professor Marcus Vance believes that informal play-based learning is superior to traditional structured
teaching in all classroom contexts.
O TRUE [OFALSE [ONOT GIVEN

9. Digital technology is expected to fully replace direct teacher involvement in primary classrooms.
O TRUE [OFALSE [ONOT GIVEN
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Questions 10-13 — Summary Completion
Complete the summary below. Choose NO MORE THAN THREE WORDS from the passage for each answer.

( )

The Guided Inquiry Approach

Modern primary education reform favours a blended framework known as ‘guided inquiry’, which
integrates direct instruction with hands-on learning. Under this model, teachers deliver focused

sessions on foundational skills before students apply these concepts in (10) blocks. For
instance, children may use early maths skills to design structures or (1) for mock
gardens.

Early trials in regions such as (12) and Singapore indicate that this approach successfully
preserves academic standards while promoting high levels of student (13)

Summary completion follows the passage in order. Once you find the answer to one gap, the next answer will

appear later in the same paragraph or the next one — never earlier.
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Explanations reference the paragraph and exact evidence used to reach each answer — use these to check your own
reasoning, not just the final answer.

Q

ANSWER

EXPLANATION & PASSAGE LOCATION

1

10

"

12

13

vi

FALSE

NOT GIVEN

TRUE

FALSE

FALSE
project-based
learning

manage budgets

Scandinavia

engagement

Para A: Focuses on how the Industrial Era model is outdated for modern needs, framing
modernisation as a necessity. The paragraph establishes that the debate is not whether to
change, but how.

Para C: Describes the developmental outcomes of play-based learning — executive
function, spatial reasoning, and social negotiation skills — and its pedagogical role, with
teachers acting as facilitators rather than authority figures.

Para E: Details concerns regarding children from low-socioeconomic backgrounds
(equality) and the difficulty of tracking diagnostic markers in play-based frameworks
(assessment precision).

Para F: Describes ‘guided inquiry’ as a blended model pairing explicit teacher-led lessons
with extended, practical project-based learning blocks — a direct compromise between
the two approaches.

Para B: 19th-century administrators aimed to “scale public literacy” and “prioritised
efficiency over individual differences in ability”, actively suppressing spontaneous inquiry.
Critical thinking was not a goal — it was the opposite of what the model produced.

Para D: The text mentions “40 diverse schools” but gives no information about whether
those schools were private or state-funded.

Para D: Explicitly states that students exposed strictly to play-based models “initially
lagged in formal reading tests at age five."” This confirms their direct-instruction peers
performed better on those tests at that age.

Para E: Professor Vance criticises informal learning without structure, stating it “risks
drifting into mere activity without clear educational progression.” This is the opposite of
believing it is superior.

Para G: Explicitly states that “technology alone cannot replace the core developmental
driver of primary education: human social interaction.”

Para F: "...pairs explicit teacher-led instruction in foundational literacy and numeracy with
extended, project-based learning blocks."

Para F: "...students apply those mathematical concepts to design physical structures or
manage budgets for mock gardens.”

Para F: "Early regional implementations in Scandinavia and Singapore suggest that hybrid
models maintain rigorous academic standards...”

Para F: "...hybrid models maintain rigorous academic standards while fostering high
student engagement.”

kristof.abrath.com - IELTS Academic Reading Practice - Free to use in your classroom - Page 4 of 4



	Rethinking the Foundations of Primary Education
	Questions 1–9
	Questions 10–13
	Model Answers & Explanations

