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© This report is copyright Alan Young (a.k.a. Dr Metric). It may be forwarded 
in either printed or pdf form to any interested parties, provided it is not altered 
or shortened in any way. Please let Alan Young know if you find any errors or 
serious omissions.  
 

This document is a sequel to an earlier document, ‘How Big is an Acre? No-
one Knows’ and is intended for people who wish to know more about the 
subject, such as teachers, lecturers, decision makers at all levels and parents 
who are focussed on furthering their own children’s education and would like 
more information than that provided in Alan’s earlier document. 
 

Alan Young’s website is www.drmetric.com and he may be contacted at 
alanyoung@drmetric.com. 
 

Alan taught mathematics to all ages from 8 to 18 years over a period of 31 
years and has taken a special interest in the effect the continued use of 
imperial (medieval) units is having on the education of British Children. 

Since the Brexit vote, many people think we can now quietly return to using 
these outdated units for many aspects of our lives, when in fact it is now even 
more important than ever that our children have a good working knowledge of 
metric units. We have stalled for over 45 years and we now really need to get 

moving on this issue and complete the metrication process as soon as possible. 

Further copies of this report may be obtained in 
pdf document form from the website 

www.drmetric.com/education 

http://www.drmetric.com/
mailto:alanyoung@drmetric.com
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Completely Astounded 

I thought I had heard it all! However, today represents a new landmark in sheer 
lunacy.  

It is 1st September 2016 and my wife and I went to a local wholesaler to purchase 
items for her business. This normally bores me to tears, so I generally try to turn 
the conversation with the sales people to the subject of metrication. 

This is an extract from a conversation I had with one of the young women, 
probably in her early twenties, who was serving us: 
 

Me:  Can you tell me how tall you are? 
Woman:  Five feet six inches. 
Me:     How much do you weigh? You can make it up if you don’t want to tell  
   me the truth. 
Woman:  Well, I’d like to be eight stone. 
Me:         Ask me how tall I am. 
Woman:  How tall are you? 
Me:         One metre eighty three. 
Woman:  Oh, I know I am 167 cm. 
Me:         So why did you originally give your height in feet and inches? 
Woman:  Because that’s what people are doing now. 
Me:         So, if you wanted to buy some material to make curtains, would you  
   buy it in metres or yards? 
Woman:  Yards, of course. 
Me:         Do you know anything about these units? For example, how many   
   inches are there in a yard? 
Woman:  100. 
Me:         100? 
Woman:  Yes. 
Me:         So when people use yards, feet and inches, do you think we are  
   moving forwards or backwards? 
Woman:  Forwards, of course. 
 

Houston, we have a problem!!!!!!!!!! 
 

  
Contact: Please use the following email address to contact me: 

    alanyoung@drmetric.com 

 

If required contact is urgent (for example to ask me to appear on a radio/television 
show), please phone me on 07984 674698 

mailto:alanyoung@drmetric.com
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Chapter  1 :   Executive Summary 
 

1.1. We live in a metric world. Almost everything around us (and I do mean 
almost everything) has been designed and manufactured in metric units. Even 
items such as gallon watering cans available in some garden centres and containers 
holding four pints of milk that you can still find in supermarkets, have been 
designed and manufactured in metric units. 

 

1.2. Where machines were used in the manufacturing process (including 
computers), they too were designed and manufactured in metric units and the 
machines that made them were too. 
 

1.3. Even measuring scales, tapes, car speedometers and odometers, weighing 
machines etc, that may show measurements in imperial units were designed and 
manufactured in metric units. The number of exceptions pales into insignificance 
when compared to the number of metric items. 
  

1.4. We are never going to return to a situation where things are designed and 
manufactured on a regular basis in imperial units. It’s just not going to happen and 
the people who would like to return to that position are unfortunately living in a 
fool’s paradise! 
 

1.5. It has nothing to do with the Brexit vote. The metric system of units is 
being used worldwide (with the exception of the USA) and not only does this mean 
that we have to have a common system of measurement for the sale and purchase 
of goods, the metric system has proved its worth over and over again when it 
comes to design and manufacture. There is no turning back! 
 

1.6. The problem is that the current situation of continuing to use imperial 
units in many situations is causing havoc with our youngsters’ 
mathematics, science and technology education. 

 

1.7. Unfortunately, not many people in the country realise this problem even exists, 
let alone how bad it is; so it continues, year after year, generation after generation.  
 

1.8. My mission is to explain to decision makers, teachers and parents, and the 
public at large, how bad the situation really is and the specific problems it is 
causing that only our children have to face. I have summarised the arguments 
in this extended document and in my previous document, ‘How Big is an Acre?  
No-one Knows’. 
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1.9. Imagine this beautiful coral reef representing the metric system. Everything 
carefully designed and made with a system of units that are easy to understand 
and are used to make just about everything around us. Perfect harmony! 
 

1.10. Now imagine a layer of dark residue spread across the surface and 
preventing our children and young adults looking into the lake and appreciating its 
beauty. This of course represents the medieval units that we still see all around 
us every day. Some call these ‘imperial units’, but I am afraid they have outlived 
their usefulness in today’s highly technical world. 

 

Layer of residue stopping 
our youngsters seeing 
into the pond 

A beautiful underwater scene with all plants and animal life 
living in harmony. A scene set to last well into the future. 

What our children see – 

            
   Total Confusion 

What children elsewhere in 
the world (excluding the US) 
see – 

   Beauty and consistency 
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1.11. In this document I explain …  
 

 Why many UK children do not even know we live in a metric world 
 

 How our children’s mathematics is being held up 
 

 The particular problems science and technology teachers have 
 

 Why our children often have to unlearn things they learnt in medieval 
units and then re-learn them in metric units to prepare them for the 
world they are growing up into. 
 

 Why road signs are a special problem that needs addressing immediately 
 

 Why the metric system is such a brilliant system for us to be using. How it 
is so closely related to the decimal number system and therefore so easy 
to learn. 
 

 What the world would look like to UK children if we abandoned all 
medieval units throughout the country. 
 

1.12.  I also counter all the regular objections to metrication that I come across 
almost daily. I begin with the premise that nothing is more important than 
the education of the 600 000+ youngsters who leave the education 
system every year in the UK. 
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Chapter  2 :   Purpose 
 

2.1. The purpose of this report is to draw attention to the fact that the delay in 
completing the metric changeover in the UK is severely hindering the mathematical, 
scientific and technical education of our children and young adults at a time when 
we need a much greater number of qualified people in our increasingly technical 
society. 
 

2.2. In a recent YouGov poll it was revealed that approximately half the UK 
population did not want to continue to full metrication. If this is the case, then I 
strongly suggest it is because they do not understand  
 

 that we live in a metric world and there is no going back  
 

 the problems the continued metric/medieval mess in this country 
are causing to our youngsters’ mathematical, science and 
technology education. I hope this document will make the true situation 
much clearer. 
 

2.3. Every year, between 600 000 and 700 000 UK youngsters leave the education 
system. Most are confused about measurement and are not, on the whole, 
performing as well as they could be, nor as well as those in other developed 
countries (excluding the USA, which seems to have an even bigger problem than 
we have!), and this situation will continue until action is taken. 
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2.4.  There are other reasons why medieval units should be abandoned completely 
such as: 
 

 confusion with conversion from imperial to metric units and vice versa 
 

 wastage in industry 
 

 signs in imperial units that young people do not understand and 
 

 mistakes in the medical world 

 
 

2.5. These have been amply covered by others, including members of the UK Metric 
Association (http://www.metric.org.uk). 
 

2.6. I strongly believe that the arguments concerning the setbacks in 
youngsters’ education have been severely neglected and my aim in this report is 
to bring these to the attention of those people well placed to bring about the 
necessary changes. 
 

2.7. I strongly recommend that these changes are brought about as a 
matter of urgency. 

 

Alan Young 
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Chapter  3 :   Initial Remarks 
 

3.1. I taught mathematics to children from 8 to 18 years old over a period of thirty-
one years from 1969 and I have seen, time and again, how confused many 
youngsters become over measurement. During that period I never once taught the 
use of imperial units. Since approximately 2000 the Government has introduced the 
idea that children should be able to convert some imperial units to metric and vice 
versa. The basis of the Government’s argument seems to be that there are only a 
few imperial units still in use. As I shall show, this is far from true and this 
conversion is causing even more confusion. 
 

3.2. So that we are all singing from the same song sheet, I should like to make 
some initial comments in this chapter which I hope will provide a starting point for 
my arguments. I shall develop many of these points in later chapters. 
 

3.3. The SI units. Strictly speaking, the system of units used in science, 
technology and engineering is called the Système International or International 
System (SI). 
 

3.4. This is based on multiples of 1000 in the basic units: 
 
  1000 millimetres = 1 metre 
 
 1000 metres = 1 kilometre 
 
 1000 milligrams = 1 gram 
 
 1000 grams = 1 kilogram  etc. 
 

3.5. However, it is recognised that there are in common use several proper metric 
units that are not strictly S.I. units. 
 

3.6. One example is the litre, because is it commonly used in the sale of liquids 
such as milk and fruit juices and some solids such as the size of bags of compost. 
Without the litre, there would be a jump in the units of volume from one cubic 
millimetre (1mm3, the size of an ant) to one cubic metre (1m3, roughly half the size 
of the interior of a small car), a huge leap that most people would find difficult to 
handle. 
 

3.7. Another example is the use of the tonne (1000 kilograms). This is a very useful 
measure in everyday life. A small car weighs about 1 tonne and a cubic metre of 
water weighs the same. It is also useful in the building industry. Suppose a builder 
wants to remove 6 cubic metres of clay from a building site. He knows that clay has 
a density of approximately 1.7 tonnes per cubic metre. He calculates 1.7 x 6 = 
10.2, so he needs a truck that will hold a weight of approximately 10 tonnes.  
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3.8. The centimetre is included in the SI units. This is, of course, 10 mm, and is 
used initially in primary schools because the eyes of young children do not develop 
fully until they are about seven years old, so it is unreasonable to expect them to 
be able to use millimetres until they have been at school for several years. 
 

3.9. The centimetre is also useful in the understanding of the decimal system since 
it bears the same relationship to the metre as the penny does to the pound and the 
cent to the dollar/euro. These can therefore be taught alongside each other to 
reinforce the concepts involved. 
 

3.10. Given this situation, I do not believe there is a problem in referring to these 
units as ‘metric’ instead of ‘SI units’; after all, the process of conversion is called 
‘metrication’ and not ‘System Internationalisation’! 
 

3.11. I know there are purists who disagree and we could argue the point ad 
infinitum, but I believe a much better use of our time is to encourage people to 
stop using imperial units altogether, rather that arguing over this technicality. So, in 
this report, it’s mostly ‘metric’ units throughout. 
 

3.12. Medieval Units. The term ‘imperial units’ gives units such as the foot, yard, 
mile, pound and stone a ‘regal’ status when in fact most of them are medieval units 
or even earlier (the mile was originally an ancient Roman unit). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.13. I recognise, of course, that these medieval units have served us well for 
centuries, but the fact is that they are no longer relevant in our modern 
technological world. I strongly believe their continued use is holding up the 
educational development of our youngsters. 
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3.14. So, from now on, I shall refer to them as ‘medieval units’ and I would 
encourage you to do the same. 
 

3.15. The USA. If we have a problem in the UK, the situation in the USA is much 
worse, so when I refer to ‘all other countries in the world’, I am generally NOT 
including the USA. 
 

3.16. The Rest of the World. I shall be pointing out later that most of the world 
is now wholly metric. The main exception is the USA, of course, and, as we shall 
see, the UK in the use of medieval units in everyday life (including road signs). I 
recognise that there are some smaller countries in the world that have still not 
completed the metrication process, but I believe that if the USA and the UK were to 
complete metrication, these smaller countries would feel under great pressure to 
complete too. 
 

3.17. In fact, I also believe that if the UK were to complete the metrication process, 
the USA would feel under pressure to do so. After all, as I have been informed, the 
Americans apparently refer to the medieval units as ‘The English System’. 
 

3.18. Objections to metrication. During the forty-five years I have studied the 
development of metric conversion, I have heard just about every reason for not 
completing it. The more humorous ones such as ‘I don’t want anything to do with 
Napoleon’ and ‘I don’t understand metric because my maths teacher was Welsh 
and my physics teacher was an alcoholic’ spring to mind (please don’t shoot the 
messenger!) 
 

3.19. There are, of course, more serious objections such as ‘What about the old 
folk?’, but as I shall show, they are all red herrings. None of them is as 
important as the education of our youngsters. In fact, in total they do not 
represent a convincing argument for the non-completion of the metric process. I 
shall be looking at these objections in more detail in Chapter 4. 
 

3.20. The Government must lead from the front. Completing metrication must 
be led by the Government since only the Government can introduce legislation to 
change the road signs and restrict descriptions and the sale of all goods and 
services to include metric units only. 
 

3.21. There are many changes that can be made within families and schools or by 
individuals, but without a lead from the Government, the project is doomed to fail. 
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‘Every decision is bound to upset someone. Good government is about 
doing what’s right, not what’s popular. Isn’t that so, Humphrey?’ 

     Jim Hacker 

     Minister for Administrative Affairs. 

 

           BBC 
 

 

 

 

 

 
  



14 

 

Chapter  4 :   Dealing with Objections to  
                       Metrication 
  
4.1. Normally I would put dealing with objections in an appendix at the end of the 
report, but I have found when discussing this issue, many people immediately want 
to throw in their favourite objection and often refuse to take the conversation to a 
higher level, so I thought we would get these out of the way at the beginning. If 
you are a believer in full metrication and do not have any objections yourself, you 
may like to skip this chapter and perhaps scan through it later. 
 

4.2. There are so many objections (all red herrings as I stated earlier) that I cannot 
cover them all, so I have picked out the most common and one or two of the most 
humorous. 
 
 

4.3. Objection: Now we have voted for Brexit we don’t need to take any notice of 
what the European Parliament tells us to do and therefore there is no need for us 
to complete the metrication process. (This replaces the earlier objection of: ‘Too 
many bureaucrats in Brussels telling us what to do.’)  
 

4.4. FALSE. This objection may be dismissed on two grounds: 
 

 As a result of the Brexit vote, it is even more important that we educate our 
youngsters to a higher standard than before as countries that until now were 
our industrial partners will in future be our competitors. 
 

 We need to focus on our youngsters’ education. If the rest of Europe 
disappeared off the face of the earth, our children and young adults 
would still have the same problems, right here, right now! We must 
get away from the idea that going metric has anything to do with 
Europe. It is a worldwide issue and we are part of the world, 
regardless of whether we are part of the EU. 
 
 

4.5. Objection: Now we are leaving the EU, there is no reason why we cannot 
return to selling goods (mainly loose goods such as fruit and vegetables) in pounds 
and ounces. 
 

4.6. NONSENSE. Very interesting, this one, and it’s the one that worries me most 
at the moment, because if we are not careful the Government may relent and allow 
this simply because the people that advocate it are generally quite vociferous in 
their protests and this story seems to get more than its fair share of press and 
television coverage. 
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4.7. The people that advocate returning to pounds and ounces seem to want to 
return to an historical time before the modern technological age. So, let’s do that! 
Let’s go back to 1215, the year of the Magna Carta, which clearly states that 
throughout the country there will be only one system of measurements in 
use. In those days, of course, it would have been the medieval system because 
units such as the acre, bushel and gallon were suited to their lifestyle. I am not 
sure why those that advocate a return cannot see that these units are no longer 
appropriate to the modern world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.8. If we allow goods to be sold in metric or medieval units at the seller’s whim, 
they will soon be selling apples by the barrel (different sized barrels, of course), 
milk by the jugful and so on. Hundreds of years of trading legislation will disappear 
out of the window and we will all suffer. How are we going to compare the price of 
apples sold by the kilo in the local supermarket with those sold in Mr Green the 
Grocer’s shop in pounds and Mrs Brown’s market stall in barrels?  
 

4.9. In addition to that, reintroduction of pounds and ounces will be very confusing 
for our children. As they pass grocers and greengrocers shops on the way home 
from school, they will see goods priced in old fashioned units, units they do not 
understand and which directly contradict the units they are being taught at school! 

 

Roll up! Roll up! 

Buy your oranges by 
the basket and your 
pumpkins by the 
barrel. 
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4.10. Objection: I don’t know what all this metric stuff is about. All I hear around 
me is people talking in feet and inches, stones and pounds, ounces on television 
cookery programmes and car sales people discussing engine efficiency in miles per 
gallon. It would be very easy to go back to medieval units. 
 

4.11. CRAZY REALLY. You often hear this said by people who 
never understood the wider issues, a situation this report is designed to address. 
 

4.12. If they were to go into school/college/university mathematics, science and 
technology lessons, they would hear metric units being used all the time by 
thousands of teachers and millions of students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

4.13. If they were to visit companies that manufacture the tens of thousands of 
goods on offer these days, architects offices, building sites, engineering plants and 
so on they would see metric units being used not just for measurements, but in 
calculations too. Almost nobody calculates in medieval units these days. Even goods 
that are sold in medieval units are almost always designed and manufactured in 
metric units. An obvious example of this is television sets and computer monitors. 
The thousands of measurements used to manufacture them are all in metric, but 
the screen sizes are invariably given in inches and their screen resolutions in dots 
per inch (dpi)! 

 

 

 

Look how much easier 8140 mm is than 26’-8 ½”.   

Why would we ever want to go back to medieval units? 
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4.14. Objection: What about the elderly who never learnt metric units at school? 
How will they cope? 
 

4.15. NO PROBLEM. This is an old chestnut that pops up constantly. We are now 
way past the point where the elderly know nothing about metric units.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

4.16. They use metric units on a regular basis: 
 

 They discuss temperatures in degrees Celsius 
 

 They buy milk, fruit juice, compost, petrol etc in litres 
 

 They buy a range of groceries such as sugar, vegetables, cereals and cheese 
in grams and kilograms 
 

 They buy metered water and concrete in cubic metres 
 

 They post letters and packages whose postage rate is determined by their 
weight in grams. Royal Mail has been metric since 1975. 
 

 They watch and have taken part in athletics, which were metricated in the 
early 70s and have driven abroad using kilometres per hour 
 

 They have made planning applications according to regulations that were 
metricated in 1972 
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 All their medications are manufactured and prescribed in metric units and 
virtually all medical records are recorded in metric 
 

 They purchase and use electricity in metric units (in fact, electricity has 
always been metric) 
 

 They weigh their suitcases for air travel in kilograms 
 
 

4.17. It is often said that these people were not taught metric units in school. This 
is actually a fallacy. Here are two questions from a 1957 GCE paper (pre-GCSE).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.18. Note that I was just 10 years old when these questions were set, so anyone 
who sat this paper would now be 75 years old. Although most of the other 
questions in the paper were set in medieval units, this is good evidence that 
children were being taught metric units in school long before many people believe 
to be the case! 
 

4.19. What is even crazier is the idea that just because someone was not taught 
something at school means they will never be able to master it. Elderly people were 
not taught to drive cars or use computers or social media websites or operate 
television controllers or video recorders at school, but they have quite happily 
mastered these and use them regularly. Why should metric units be any 
different? 
 

4.20. There is, in fact, a very good reason why elderly people should make a point 
of using metric units in everyday life. Despite how it may sometimes appear to the 
contrary, young people generally do respect the opinions of older people and often 
copy their behaviour. So when an older person uses medieval units such as 
stones and pounds for weight and feet and inches for height, it gives 
‘authority’ to younger people to do the same, instead of using the metric 
units they learnt at school. 
 

4.21. The influence of the home environment in this respect is one of the factors 
causing confusion among our young people. 

 

Construct the quadrilateral ABCD given that AB – AD = 8 cm, BC = CD = 6 cm, and the 
angle ABC = 75o. 
 

Construct the point K on AB  produced such that triangle AKD is equal in area to the 
quadrilateral ABCD. Measure AK. 

P is a point distant 10 cm from the centre of a circle of radius 5 cm. Construct two 
circles each of radius 3.5 cm to pass through P and to touch the original circle. If these 
two circles intersect again in Q, measure the length of the common chord PQ. Show all 

construction lines. 
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4.22. There is one other point to be noted about this objection. It is, in fact, an 
insult to British people. Are we really saying that despite the fact that elderly people 
in every other country in the world use metric units every day of the week, British 
elderly people are so stupid that they cannot manage to do so? I don’t really see 
how such an implication can be justified. 

 

 

 

4.23. Objection: The cost of changing the road signs is too great. 
 

4.24. NONSENSE. The cost of this change has been estimated at approximately 
£1 billion (less by some organisations). In terms of Government spending, this is 
peanuts. This cost, spread over five years, say, amounts to just £3 per person per 
year for the UK population. 
 

4.25. Or, put another way, it is roughly equal to the cost of the Millennium Dome 
(now the 02). It is half the £2 billion cost of the tunnel now being proposed around 
Stonehenge. It is just 2% of the £56 billion cost of the HS2 railway. All of these 
facilities would only be used by a relatively small number of people, whereas a 
change to metric road signs would help all our children for generations to come! 
 

4.26. All of these other projects will need money spent on them for maintenance in 
future years. The cost of changing the road signs to metric is strictly a one-off cost, 
and future maintenance will cost no more than that currently being spent on road 
sign maintenance. In fact, as all the metric signs would be new, there would be 
very little need for any maintenance for years to come. 
 

4.27. Some towns and cities are now introducing 20 mph speed limits. As these 
normally meet 30 mph speed limits at some point, the entrance to each 20 mph 
has to have brand new signs and often these involve digging holes for the posts 
and concreting them in. No-one seems to be complaining about the cost of these. 
Changing to metric normally only means changing the face plates. Very few signs 
actually need to be moved to a different location. 
 

4.28. However, the cost given for the conversion of road signs never seems to 
include an amount subtracted for the increased levels of numeracy. It has been 
estimated that poor levels of numeracy cost the nation some £20 billion per year. 
So a change to all metric road signs would actually have a negative cost. 
 

4.29. As a final comment on this topic, if payment is still a problem, why not let 
companies sponsor the new road signs. They could add a removable sign to each 
metric sign they sponsor with a small advertisement for their business. This would 
be removed after, say, two years. 
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4.30. Objection: We do not need any further legislation as the change will happen 
naturally as more people are taught metric only units at school. 
 

4.31. FALSE. We have taken this attitude for about 45 years now and look where 
we are – in a complete muddle! In any case, we need a major change to the road 
signs before we can proceed much further and only the Government can introduce 
legislation to do this. Without Government action we shall stay in the current 
situation for generations to come. 

 

4.32. In addition, in some areas we are actually reversing the progress made so 
far. One example is the requirement for children to be able to convert some 
medieval units to metric and vice versa (see next objection). 

 
 

 

4.33. Objection: It’s a good thing for children’s brains to learn two different 
systems of measurement. 
 

4.34. FALSE. There is evidence that learning two languages helps brain 
development, but there is no evidence to support the claim that learning two 
systems of units is good for brain development. In fact, all the evidence indicates 
the contrary. 
 

4.35. Firstly, if this claim were true, UK and USA students would be way ahead of 
those in every other country in the world. International tests indicate this is 
certainly not the case. Other countries would be falling over themselves to 
introduce a second set of units. Instead, most of them laugh at us for putting up 
with the ridiculous situation in the UK. 
 

4.36. Some previous Secretaries of State for Education have supported the idea 
that children should convert from medieval units to metric and vice versa, which 
suggest they believe learning two systems is good for youngsters. They have even 
introduced the idea that children should learn the 12 times tables, presumably to 
convert feet to inches! Would it not be better to learn multiplication tables to 
10 x 10 and then the square numbers up to, say, 202 = 400 to assist with 
calculations using Pythagoras’ Theorem? This seems to have been very poorly 
thought through. An even better use of time might be for the children to have a lot 
more practice at measuring all manner of items to keep themselves well tuned in to 
the metric system. 
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4.37. There is little point in just converting very simple units such as inches to 
centimetres, if these calculations have no practical use. I therefore gave a 
‘conversion test’ to a group of Year 12 and 13 students in a college in deepest 
Sussex. All the students had excellent GCSE mathematics grades, they were all 
studying A Level mathematics and they all belonged to a mathematics club run by 
one of the lecturers. The test consisted of eleven questions of the real world type 
such as, ‘I buy a summer house 14 feet by 8 feet. How many square metres of 
laminated flooring would I need to cover the floor?’  They all had calculators. 

 

4.38. The highest score was 7 out of 11 and the average was 3.5! 

 

4.39. Given the qualifications of these students and their keenness for 
mathematics, we could think of them as the best mathematicians in their age group 
in the county. (They did, by the way, go on to achieve excellent grades in their 
A Levels.) If these youngsters find these conversions difficult, what hope is there 
for the rest of the population? 
 

4.40. Another interesting fact that became obvious during the discussion following 
the testing was that there was almost no interest in the medieval units or 
conversion between the two sets of units. 

 

4.41. There are real world errors taking place all the time whenever conversion 
from one set of units to the other is carried out. In 1999 NASA lost a spacecraft 
headed for the planet Mars. The official enquiry revealed, ’that one team used 
English units [e.g., inches, feet and pounds] while the other used metric units for a 
key spacecraft operation. This information was critical to the manoeuvres required 
to place the spacecraft in the proper Mars orbit.’  Rather too critical, as it turned 
out. Oops, there goes another $327 million! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Mars 
Climate  
Orbiter –  
Gone for ever! 
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4.42. On July 23rd 1983, Air Canada flight 143 ran out of fuel when flying from 
Montreal to Edmonton, due to a mix up whilst converting from medieval to metric 
units during the filling process. Luckily, the pilots were able to bring the plane down 
safely and no one was seriously hurt. It could have been a lot worse! 

 

4.43. More recently, a power company here in the UK has been told to refund 
overpayments made to customers after incorrectly converting readings on old 
meters with medieval scales to tally with the new meters with metric scales. 

 

4.44. The list of these errors goes on and on and includes misadministration of 
medicines due to incorrect conversions of a child’s weight in stones and pounds to 
kilograms. 

 

4.45. The important point to note here is that if the highly skilled and 
generally very clever people involved in NASA, Air Canada and the power 
companies cannot always make the correct conversions, what is the point 
in getting children of average ability and below to do the same? Surely, 
much better to give them more practice at the metric units, the ones used to 
design and manufacture almost everything in the modern world. 
 

4.46. It is also worth noting that nowadays the total number of metric 
measurements used is thousands of times more than the old units that in medieval 
times were used for areas of fields, in the construction of buildings etc. Even during 
the Industrial Revolution, the number of measurements made was tiny compared to 
the number of metric measurements used today.  
 

4.47. We have also moved into a world in which tiny measurements such as those 
made in electronics, atomic science and nanotechnology are made thousands of 
times every day. As we shall see in Chapter 10, the design of the metric system is 
much more suited to this type of work. 

 

  

Suppose, just suppose, we wanted to 
introduce our Medieval units to the 
rest of the world. 

How would they respond…? 
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Now look here chaps. I want to 
introduce you to a new system of 
measures. 

Let’s start with the inch. There are 
twelve of these in the foot and three 
feet in the yard. Then there’s twenty 
two yards in the chain and ten chains 
in a furlong. And that just leaves eight 
furlongs in a mile. So that’s 63360 
inches in a mile. Easy, what! 

Now, weight. We have the ounce and 
there’s sixteen to the pound. Then 
there’s fourteen pounds in a stone… 

 

 

 

 

Did my friend tell you this is 
going to be good for your kids’ 
maths? 

 

 

 

 

Strewth, pommy. I’ll be 

taking a sickie that day! 

 

  Non merci! 

 

No grazie! 

 

Não, 
obrigado 

 

不用了，谢

Nein Danke! 
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4.48. Objection: The imperial (medieval) system gives youngsters practice at 
calculating in different bases. 
 

4.49. FALSE. Whilst I very much agree that brighter children can gain a much 
greater understanding of our number system by studying different number bases, 
the fact is that the medieval units do not constitute a proper base system. If they 
did, there would be, say, twelve inches in a foot, twelve feet in a yard, twelve yards 
in a chain, twelve chains in a furlong and twelve furlongs in a mile. In addition, for 
measuring small items or larger ones more accurately, the inch would be divided 
into 1/12 ths, 1/144 ths, 1/1728 ths etc. The existing medieval units certainly do not 
conform to this pattern!  

 

Now here’s an interesting story. 

Friends of mine were getting married in 
a relative’s house. As they went into 
the room for the ceremony, they 
wanted one copy of the adjacent 
picture on each side of the door. 

They went to the printers and asked 
for the copies to be printed 160 cm 
tall. 

When they arrived home, they decided 
they wanted them a little bigger and so 
telephoned the printers. Not realising 
the person to whom they were now 
speaking was not the person they 
spoke to earlier, but had a similar 
voice, they just asked if they could be 
made 180 instead of 160. 

And you can see the result. The second 
person thought they were talking in 
inches and, as 180 inches is equivalent 
to 4.6 metres, that’s how they came 
out! Another bodge up caused by using 

two sets of units! 

So, there we have four expensive bodge-ups caused by 
insisting that we keep using medieval units. You will easily 
find more. I was talking to the foreman on a building site a 
little while ago. He told me they had to sack a carpenter 
after several warnings because he would insist on using 
medieval units. Because all the plans were in metric, he 
made a great number of mistakes and wasted a lot of 
expensive material! 
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4.50. Objection: Converting from medieval units to metric and vice versa is very 
difficult and you have to remember so many conversion factors. 
 

4.51. DON’T DO IT. It is true that converting is difficult, but there is no need to do 
it. Some things may need converting once, perhaps in a situation where you cannot 
go back and re-measure in metric units (your birth weight, for instance), but after 
that just use metric units. I have not used medieval units for over thirty years, 
except where I cannot avoid them (measuring long distances in miles and speed in 
miles per hour for instance, because successive governments have refused to 
change the road signs). In Appendix A there are tables that might help you with 
this. 

 

 
 

4.52. Objection: Imperial (medieval) units fit the human body better than metric 
units and, in any case, you can divide 12 inches in a foot and 36 inches in a yard by 
2, 3, 4 and 6. 
 

4.53. IRRELEVANT. Although you can divide 12 and 36 by those numbers, we 
never do this. We never say, ‘this pencil is a third of a foot long’ or, ‘my desk is five 
sixths of a yard wide’. This is another misconception that is often peddled about. 
 

4.54. As to the medieval units being more related to the human body than metric, 
this is also a nonsense. First of all, how many medieval units does this apply to? I 
wear size 11 shoes and my foot is only 10.5 inches long, so most people’s feet are 
much smaller than this. The distance from my nose to the tip of my outstretched 
hand is about a yard, but again, most people’s will be nowhere near this. In any 
case, when I want to measure a distance, I use a ruler or a measuring 
tape! I like my measuring to be pretty accurate. Measuring with arm lengths, 
thumb nails and short feet just won’t cut the mustard these days! 

 
 

Is this how the ‘foot’ began? 
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4.55. Objection: I don’t understand metric because my maths teacher was Welsh 
and my physics teacher was an alcoholic  
 

4.56. NONSENSE. Although this is probably the most humorous of all the 
objections I have ever heard, there is an underlying assumption present. It is this: 
Not understanding the metric system automatically bestows an understanding of 
the medieval units, even though the speaker has never studied these units. 
Somehow this understanding has been obtained by some form of osmosis from the 
fabric of the Universe. 
 

4.57. Although this attitude is clearly nonsense, it is quite prevalent. The problem is 
that most people who use this as an objection do not understand the medieval 
system. They do not know, for example, how many pounds there are in a stone, 
even though they give their body mass in stones and pounds. (By the way, I use 
the term ‘system’ very loosely when referring to the medieval units. They are far 
more of a jumble than a system.) 

 
 

4.58. Objection: I’m old school 
 

4.59. RIDICULOUS. How old school do you want to be? Although the metric 
system has been refined over the years, the basic ideas are over 200 years old and 
as we have already seen (paragraph 4.17) have been used in examination papers 
for decades. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.60. But this brings us back to the point that youngsters will follow 
adults. The longer people say they are ‘old school’, the longer youngsters will 
continue to follow suit and struggle with the two sets of units. 

 

I’m old school and 
I’ve never learnt 
anything new in my 
life! Why should I 
start now? 
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4.61. Many people (and I notice broadcasters often do this) add little phrases into 
their commentaries such as, ‘What’s that in old money?’, ‘What is that really?’, ‘It’s 
a big mess, but at least it’s our mess!’ This really has to stop! 

 
 

4.62. Objection: I don’t want anything to do with Napoleon 
 

4.63. RIDICULOUS. Firstly, Napoleon was against metrication, so if you don’t 
want anything to do with him, go metric! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.64. But, again, there is a more subtle factor at work here. It is, of course, that 
the metric system is FRENCH and we don’t want anything to do with them!!!!!! 
 

4.65. There will always be some discussion about who actually devised the idea of 
having a system of measurement based on the number 10. This discussion is 
largely irrelevant to our current situation as the metric system (in SI form) has now 
been adopted by almost every country in the world. 
 

4.66. Having said that, it is pretty clear that the French had a lot to do with naming 
the units to be used. But they did declare it to be a system ‘for all people, for all 
time’. They did, naturally, name some of the units after French scientists, but also 
a good number after British and Irish scientists such as Isaac Newton, Michael 
Faraday, James Watt and Lord Kelvin. We cannot complain that we didn’t get our 
fair share. The Gray (after Louis Harold Gray, the British Physicist, was added to 
the metric units in 1975). 

 

 

Metric! Pah! 

You can keep it! 
(In French, of course) 
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4.67. Objection: How can we trade with the USA if we don’t use these medieval 
units as they do? 

 

4.68. INTERESTING! To see the answer to this question, we only have to look at 
how every other country in the world trades with the USA, even though they do not 
use medieval units in their own countries. If it is not a problem for them, why 
should it be a problem for us? 
 

4.69. Politicians are always talking about the ‘special relationship’ we have with the 
United States. But does that mean we must sacrifice the education of our 
own children and young adults to be on good terms with them? 
 

4.70. When you look at the map below and see how much of the world is metric 
and how little is still using medieval units, it makes you realise how we stick out like 
a sore thumb. Is this how we want to be seen in the world in the 21st Century?  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.71. Personal Comment: It seems to me that we want to be regarded as a 
nation of highly intelligent people, high achievers who lead the world, but then we 
introduce a large number of crazy objections to prevent us even catching up with 
the rest of the world, let alone leading it! 

 

For goodness sake, let’s move on! 
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Chapter  5 :   We Live in a Metric World  
 

5.1. Many children and, indeed, many adults do not appreciate that we live in a 
metric world and have done so for many decades now. There have been enormous 
efforts made to design and manufacture most things in our lives in metric units. 

 

      Whether we are…   

Building Hotels/Hospitals Creating Schools/Houses 

Providing Swimming Pools Building Service Stations 

Manufacturing Any Goods Laying New Gas Mains 

…or any of hundreds of similar activities, it is important to remember 

that virtually every measurement (thousands of them) is made in metric units. This 
also applies to the machines that were used in the construction process… and the 
machines that made those machines and so on, as far back as you wish to go. 

Any measurement that slipped through the net and happened to be made in medieval 
units would have been completely swamped by the number of metric measurements. 
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5.2. Our youngsters are entering a world where, if they are 
dealing with measurements at all, they will almost certainly be 
in metric units. 

 

Here are just a few examples: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Biology 

Medicine 

Engineering 

Chemistry 
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Robotics 

Commerce 

Space Research 

 Machine Technology 
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5.3. You only have to look around you to see that metric units have been used to 
design almost everything in our environment. Just look up and down your local 
street and, apart from the fabric of old buildings, virtually everything you see will 
be ‘metricated’. 

 

5.4. Electricity has always been metric, so every time you have looked at your 
electricity bill or the power usage of a washing machine, television or other home 
or office appliance, you have been using metric units. 

 

Transport 

Road Design 

Building 
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5.5. Even in older houses, any modernisation that has taken place in the last thirty 
years or so has been done in metric units: paint is sold in litres, wallpaper in 
centimetres and metres, flooring in metres, kitchen units and appliances in metres 
and millimetres, concrete in cubic metres and plywood/plasterboard etc in metres. 
All the plumbing, wiring and carpentry has been carried out in metric units. Most of 
the new furniture has been designed in metric units. So, even a very old house is 
effectively metric today. 

 

5.6. In order to function well in this society, our youngsters need to have 
an excellent understanding of the metric measurement system. All the 
time we are faffing around with medieval units, our children remain 
confused. Many do not even know which measurements are metric and 
which are medieval. When a young person tells you that there are 100 
inches in a yard, you know we have a big problem in this country! 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
We must get out of our heads the idea that we still 

live in a medieval society. We appreciate that the people 
in this picture survived great difficulties and if it were not for 

them, we would not be here today to enjoy our lives. 

But their world has gone forever here in the UK. The 
set of measuring units they used was perfect for their 

lifestyle, but it is totally inappropriate for ours. 
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Chapter  6 :   So Why Are Our Youngsters  
                          Confused?   
 

6.1. This is a very interesting question. Despite everything I have just been saying 
about the modern world being metricated, our children still see and hear medieval 
units all around them.  
 

6.2. We find ourselves today in a strange situation. Although the world is 
essentially metric, the metric measurements tend to be hidden. It is the 
medieval units that people shout the loudest. Let’s look at some examples: 
 

6.3. Road signs are such an important part of people’s lives and there is so much to 
say about them, I have given them a chapter of their own, but they are not the 
only problem relating to motoring. Take a modern car, for instance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.4. More than 10 000 measurements are needed in the design and manufacture of 
modern motor vehicles, every one a metric measurement. But do our children 
see any of these metric measurements when they get into the family car? 
Not on your nelly. All our children see is miles on the odometer and miles per 
hour on the speedometer. 

 

  

mph 
miles 

And, how strange, these 
numbers are designed 
and printed using metric 
units. 

Well, what do you 
know? 
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We buy fuel in litres, but we give fuel 
economy in miles per gallon. 

Interesting that our road signs give miles, 
but we no longer use gallons. If we give 
fuel economy in litres per 100 kilometres, 
we buy the fuel in litres, but we cannot 
measure kilometres with a UK 
odometer. 

Only the British cannot do 
this! 

We measure tyre pressures in 
pounds per square inch and often 
give the diameter of wheels in 
inches, even though they are 
manufactured using metric units.  

 

Strangely enough, the 
same applies to pressure 
cookers! 
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We give baby weights in 
pounds and ounces…. 

(I always wonder if they 
would object if they knew 
what was coming!) 

screen sizes in inches and 
screen/printer resolutions in 
dots per inch (dpi). 

 

Many adults give their 
heights in feet and inches 
and their weights in 
stones and pounds, 
whereas children learn 
these in metres and 
kilograms at school 

 

clothes sizes in inches… 
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Estate agents give room 
sizes in feet and inches 

 

Draft beer and cider is 
sold in pints and half 
pints 

 

We use degrees 
Fahrenheit when the 
weather gets hot… 

 

ounces, fluid ounces and 
pints when cooking… 

 

furlongs in horse racing, 
yards in football and golf 
and even in athletics 
commentary, although 
athletics itself has been 
metricated for decades 
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The list goes on and on. 

Skip sizes are given in 
cubic yards… 

 

boat and air 
speeds in knots 

 

Garden buildings are 
sold in feet and inches 
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Baby Weights 

6.5. Almost everyone these days (except some immigrants to whom pounds and 
ounces mean very little) want to know their baby weight in pounds and ounces. But 
babies have been weighed in kilograms since the early 1970’s. My own children are 
now in their mid-forties and they were weighed in kilograms. I know this as in both 
cases I was standing next to the nurses when this happened. 
 

6.6. I can fully understand that people want to compare the weight of their own 
new born baby to that of themselves, other relatives and their friends and friends’ 
babies. This is perfectly natural. But why insist in doing this in pounds and ounces?  
 

6.7. Surely it would be much better if everyone did this in kilograms. In Appendix A 
you will find conversion charts so that you can convert your own baby weight and 
your own children’s weights as new born babies to metric. For instance, I have 
converted my own birth weight to metric and that turns out to be 4.5 kg. In case 
you were wondering, the average European baby weighs 3.5 kg at birth, so you can 
see I was quite a heavyweight.  

 

6.8. If you are at the stage of life at the moment where many of your friends or 
relatives are having babies (I’m at the other end of the scale), why not carry a 
printout of this conversion table with you and encourage them to use kilograms 
too? Remember, please, we are doing this for our children’s sake, so why not start 
them off on the right foot? 
 

Estate Agents 
6.9. Interesting group, estate agents, and a good example of why we need 
Government legislation to force people to use only metric units when selling or 
acting as agents for sellers.    

 

6.10. A while ago I prepared a pack specifically for estate agents explaining the 
educational reasons why we need to abandon medieval units and enclosing a copy 
of my document ‘How Big is an Acre? No-one Knows’. The covering letter invited 
them to a meeting at which we could discuss the issue.   

 

6.11. I distributed this to 85 local estate agent offices. Three took the trouble to 
reply and I met one personally during the distribution process. The latter said that 
there was no way his customers would tolerate using metric units only and 
(politely) almost threw me out of his office. He added that if the Government were 
to legislate on the issue, he would, of course, conform.  
 

6.12. Of the three that bothered to reply, two said they were not interested and the 
other did show some interest, but in the end it came to nothing. 
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6.13. Of course, some estate agents do show the sizes of rooms in both sets of 
units, often with the metric units in brackets and, very occasionally you will see one 
that gives only metric units, but this is very rare. 
 

6.14. What is strange about this is that all the people involved in constructing 
homes, from the architects right through to the carpet layers, use almost entirely 
metric units and when people buy a home they use almost entirely metric units to 
refurbish kitchens, buy decorating materials, lay paths in their gardens and so. 
 

6.15. And in the middle there are estate agents selling properties using 
medieval units and telling us that people do not understand metric units! 
 

6.16. The floor areas of offices are almost always given in square feet and area of 
land in acres. The latter is interesting as almost no-one knows what an acre is. If 
you want to see estate agents move quickly, pop into a local office and ask them 
how big an acre is. Their fingers will move at 100 kph as they search the internet 
for the correct answer. If even estate agents do not know how big an acre is, what 
hope is there for anyone else. 
 

6.17. Because some people insist on having land area in acres, some architects will 
know that an acre is approximately 4046 square metres, but how stupid is that – 
take a medieval unit that is actually the area of a rectangle a furlong long and a 
chain wide and convert it to square metres, when there is a perfectly good metric 
unit to do the job. This is, of course, the hectare. A hectare is the area of a square 
100 metres by 100 metres (i.e. 10 000 square metres). We can see athletes 
running 100 metres any day of the week and many of us have done it ourselves at 
school, so we all know how big a hundred metres is.  So simple, and to convert 
square metres to hectares you simply divide by 10 000 by right shifting four places. 
No calculator needed and so good for our children’s mathematics. (see Chapter 9). 
 
         E.g.   62 450 square metres = 6.245 hectares 
 

6.18. So why do we continue to use acres, a unit almost no-one 
understands? 

 

What Children See 

6.19. There are, of course, thousands of items designed, manufactured and in 
many cases, labelled, in metric units, especially in places such as supermarkets. 
 

6.20. But have you noticed how small the fonts are that give the metric 
units and how large the fonts that give the medieval units? 

 

 

 
     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Road signs are covered 
in the next chapter, so 
let’s look at some 
other examples: 
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Estate agents as usual 
having a field day with 
these HUGE signs! 

 

Newspapers give 
headlines with medieval 
units in large fonts 

 

In addition to the other 
problems with double 
scales, the medieval 
units are much larger 
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6.21. As a point of interest, I should like to draw your attention to the fact 
that the last generation who could genuinely say they knew nothing about 
metric units was that of my parents. If they were still alive, my father would 
have been 100 this year and my mother 95.  
 

6.22. Even so, my father had been a welder and a lathe operator most of his 
working life and he used metric units in the latter years. I know this because 
when I was a student from 1965 to 1969, I worked in the same factory as 
him during the summer vacation.  

 

 

6.23. Compare with the display of metric units: 
 

6.24. You will notice that some of the pictures are a little out of 
focus. The reason for this is that the font size is so small, I had 
trouble photographing them clearly. (No such trouble with the 
medieval signs above!) 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Orange Juice                                                     Floor Cleaner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Mayonnaise                                                            Ketchup  
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Yoghurt                                 Washing Powder. Font about 1.3 cm high  
                                               on a packet about 40 cm high 

 

 

 

 

                                                                        
                                                                        

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6.25. It is a very strange idea that the measurements that youngsters 
ought to be getting familiar with are generally printed in very small fonts 
and the ones that are causing them confusion are often printed in 
extremely large print so that they can be easily read twenty metres 
away! 
 

6.26. If our children are to progress in their education, we really need to 
do something about this urgently! 

 
  

Important information on a  
loaf of bread that can only 
be read with good eyesight 
or spectacles! 
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Chapter  7 :   Road Signs and Vehicles 
 

7.1. I have included a separate chapter on road signs as they form such an 
important component in the case for full metrication. 

 

7.2. Everything relating to the manufacture of road signs from digging the ore out 
of the ground to planting the sign next to the road is carried out in metric units. 
Then at the last moment we stick a medieval unit on it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sign Diameter 60 cm (600 mm)             Red Band Width 6 cm (60 mm) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(My favourite collection of medieval signs.  

Seven units in this case if you include the 20 mph road marking). 
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No matter which dimensions you check, they are all in metric! 
 

7.3. This obviously causes total confusion for our children: 
 

 It contradicts the idea that we live in a metric world. 
 

 It totally undermines what children are learning at school. They see no 
relevance on the roads to what teachers are teaching them in the classroom. 
 

 They do not understand these measurements so they miss out on 
opportunities to internalise metric units. Children in every other country in the 
world are able to see the relevance of what they are being taught in school, 
right in front of them, every time they go out on their cycles or in the family 
car.  

Our children can’t do that! 
Compare this to what foreign children see. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

60 metres reinforces what children              A clear height limit that everyone 
are learning at school and makes                understands 
it relevant to their everyday life 
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Distances to towns in kilometres                         and then speed limits in     

                                                                       kilometres per hour 

 

7.4. Look at the advantages foreign children have over our children. 
Teachers and parents can get their children to practise changing units within the 
metric system. For example, they can ask them how many centimetres or 
millimetres there are in 1.90 metres and in 60 metres. They can ask them what 
fraction of 100 metres is 60 metres or what fraction of a kilometre is 60 metres. All 
while they are travelling along in the family car.  
 

7.5. Our children can’t do this because our signs are in miles, yards, feet and 
inches. You may argue that they could convert yards to inches or to feet, but not 
only would that be irrelevant to the modern world, while they are doing that, 
children in other countries are getting way ahead with their mathematics 
because they have so many more opportunities for this kind of practice in 
units that they will be using in their careers and many other aspects of 
real life. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To see how difficult (and stupid) this is, try 
giving 600 yards as a fraction of a mile. 
When you have done this, convert that to a 
decimal (in your head, of course, as 
though you were driving along in a car). 
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7.6. Distances on our odometers are given in miles and tenths of a mile. But 
unfortunately, 600 yards does not correspond to anything showing on our 
odometers: 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

7.7. Resetting the 28.9 miles to zero is pointless because the 600 yards to be 
measured is not a sensible decimal of a mile. If this were in metres and kilometres, 
setting 28.9 kilometres to zero would then enable a child to check that 600 metres 
is indeed 0.6 kilometres. 
 

Our children cannot do this! 
7.8. Did you realise too, that for most people in the UK it is virtually impossible to 
measure a kilometre! The only people who can do this easily are those who have 
super-duper cycles with electronic odometers that may be switched from metric to 
medieval and back again. Again, this puts our children at a great disadvantage. 
 

Heights of Bridges. 
 
7.9. Heights of bridges is a red hot topic at the moment. The Government has 
decided that height signs for bridges will gradually be replaced with those showing 
two measurements – one in metres and the other in feet and inches. They look 
something like this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.10. This raises a very interesting question. I can see the need for the metric 
measurement because a) there are a lot of foreign drivers on our roads nowadays 
who do not understand medieval units and b) there is an increasing number of 
British drivers who never learnt medieval units at school and therefore do not 
understand them either.  

But why do we need the medieval units at all? 
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7.11. Here is a bridge: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here is a lorry: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s a simple sum the driver has to work out.  

Will the lorry fit under the bridge? 
 

I put it to you, ladies and gentlemen, that an  
average eleven year old child could work  
out that problem. In fact, this might well be  
a Year 6 SAT question!  

 

 

3.9 m 

3.8 m 
 

No way! 

Anyone can 
see 3.9 m 
is bigger 
than 3.8 m! 
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7.12. I further strongly suggest that anyone who cannot work this out, should 
perhaps not be driving an HGV vehicle! 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.13. In any case, HGV drivers do not seem to have much problem when 
they drive into filling stations and the height of the canopy is nearly 
always given just in metres: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.14. It follows, then, that there is no need whatsoever for the medieval 
units to be shown at all. How much simpler the sign would then be: 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

Now, let me 
see. Which is 
bigger, 3.8 
or 3.9? 
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7.15. There are several things to notice about this new version: 
 

 It is very clear for children to see as they pass by. 
 

 They will be able to get a feel for how high 4.4 metres actually is. 
 

 HGV drivers will be able to see the sign from a greater distance as the font 
can be larger with just one measurement. This gives them more time to react. 
 

7.16. Are we really saying that UK lorry drivers are so old and decrepit that they are 
not able to work out whether or not the lorry will fit under the bridge? Given that 
there are over six billion people on the planet using metric units every day of the 
week, there must be millions of van and lorry drivers throughout the world making 
these decisions in metric all the time. Why do we think they are much cleverer than 
UK drivers? 

 

7.17. However, if you search the internet for images of lorries stuck under bridges, 
you will find plenty (see below). The interesting thing is that very often the heights 
are given in both metric and medieval units. This is a good indicator that whether 
we display the heights in metres or in feet and inches (or both) makes 
very little difference to whether a driver is going to attempt to drive an 
over-sized lorry under an under-sized bridge. 

 

7.18. So why do they do it? I have spoken to quite a few HGV drivers and asked 
them why they think this happens. Several reasons have been given including 

 
 drivers texting or phoning while driving and not paying attention 

 
 drivers not knowing how high their vehicles are 

 

 the height of their vehicle has been inaccurately measured. 
 

 drivers using satnavs designed for cars, not HGVs, or perhaps out of date 
satnavs that lead drivers to these bridges. Once having reached them, there 
is no room to turn around, so the drivers take a chance, believing that there 
must be some extra allowance made 
 

7.19. Some suggest it is because some drivers do not understand metric or 
medieval units, but we have already seen that cannot be a factor as it happens 
even if the bridge height is given in both units. 
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7.20. The bridge below was hit 17 times in six months. Notice it has been 
signed with both metric and medieval measurements. As you approach, there are 
warning signs and the heights given on the direction signs leading to the bridge. 
 

7.21. How can anyone now say drivers hit bridges because they do not understand 
metric units? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

Width Limits. 
7.22. The same arguments also apply to width limits, the most common of which is 
the 6 feet 6 inch restriction. As it happens, this is almost exactly 2 metres and 
covers the width of just about every car worldwide, so why don’t we put that 
instead? Then our children will start to get a feel for what two metres looks like. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bridge Hit by Lorries 
17 times in 6 Months 
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Chapter  8 :   Metrication and  
                                         Science/Technology 

 

8.1. By now, if you didn’t already think it, you are probably beginning to fully 
appreciate the disadvantage our children find themselves having to cope with, the 
main problem being that, although we live in an essentially metric world, they are 
confused about measurement and what they actually see in the world outside the 
classroom not only does not support, but actually undermines what they 
are learning in the classroom. 
 

8.2. Science and technology teachers have special difficulty in this area, because 
they need to teach youngsters the correct metric units for all scientific and 
technological measurement and calculation in order that they may cope with the 
world of today. 
 

8.3. But before we go into the special difficulties they have, I need to clarify one 
point: 

 

The question of mass and weight. 
 
8.4. Up to now, I have occasionally used the term ‘weight’ when referring to our 
own bodies. The scientists among you will know, of course, that I should instead be 
using the term ‘mass’, which is a measure of the amount of matter in our bodies 
(strictly speaking, for physicists, the amount of inertia). When referring to our own 
bodies and those of animals, we sometimes use the term ‘body mass’ for clarity.  
 

8.5. The reason I have used the term ‘weight’ up until now is that when we are 
dealing with people whose response to metrication is on the level of, ‘My maths 
teacher was Welsh…’ or ‘I don’t want anything to do with Napoleon’ or ‘What about 
the old folk?’, talking about ‘mass’ instead of ‘weight’ seems to be just one 
complication too many that may have put them off further reading. 
 

8.6. However, as we are now in the science chapter, it is time to start using these 
two terms correctly. Mass is the amount of material in a body and this is directly 
related to the number of atoms making up the body and the type of atoms these 
are. Weight is a force: the force by which the Earth pulls you down. If you need 
further clarification, please see Appendix B 
 

8.7. So, from now on, I shall use these two terms with their correct scientific 
meanings. 
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8.8. In this country we have television and film companies that make extremely 
interesting science and natural history programmes. They use sophisticated 
technology and CGI (computer generated imagery) to reproduce ancient creatures, 
as we believe they may have appeared.  
 

8.9. They visit laboratories with the latest equipment and show experiments in 
progress – the sort of experiments that cannot be carried out in school laboratories. 
They simulate conditions in outer space to increase students’ understanding of 
astronomy at one end of the scale and they can demonstrate what is happening at 
the atomic level to show the details of chemical reactions at the other end. The 
standard is so high, they are admired around the world. 
 

8.10. Alas, they often fall flat on their faces due to an insistence in the 
commentaries that they include both metric and medieval units, even sometimes 
mixing and matching them in the same sentence! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.11. For example, youngsters learn to measure volume in cubic millimetres, cubic 
centimetres, litres and cubic metres, but where waterfalls are concerned, the 
amount of water flowing over per second is often given in gallons or cubic feet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.12. Where animals are concerned (and particularly large animals) the 
commentary may be along the lines of, ‘The rhino grows to twelve feet in 
length and can weigh as much as 2400 kilos’. 
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8.13. I guess the reason for this is that these programmes are sold to the United 
States. Interesting that we are confusing our own UK youngsters to make a few 
bucks out of the Americans, who have a greater problem than we do in this 
respect! If this is not the reason, then can someone explain to me what it is, 
please? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.14. Cookery programmes often pose a similar problem. Sometimes they use 
solely metric units, and well done to them for that, but quite often they still use 
medieval units such as ounces and pints. In today’s world, there is absolutely no 
reason for this to happen. Everything can be given in metric units and again 
reinforce what children are using at school.  
 

8.15. Science and technology teachers must be tearing their hair out, especially 
when they have asked their students to watch a particular programme and the 
units used are randomly mixed. It is very difficult to discuss modern science in the 
lessons after the programme when the students report the rhinoceros was ‘twelve 
feet long and weighed 2400 kilos.’ 
 

8.16. But even throw away comments can have a detrimental effect. I was listening 
to a national music radio station today and after playing the William Tell Overture, 
the DJ said that when he was a child and that was played, he used to sword fight 
his mates with 12” rulers. Why couldn’t he say 30 cm rulers as in those days rulers 
would have had both scales? They did when I was at school in the 1960s. 

 

In television programmes about obesity and 
weight loss participants are often weighed by 
scientists and you can see that they are using 
kilograms to record the results, but the 
commentators insist on giving these figures 
(and any loss achieved) in stones and pounds. 
The stones and pounds are often displayed on 
the screen. 
 

Incidentally, although some weight loss clubs 
do work in kilograms, most still insist on using 

stones and pounds (Lose 8 lb in a week!). 
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8.17. When giving the weather forecast, my local radio station almost always gives 
the temperatures in both Celsius and Fahrenheit. If you were a young child trying 
to make sense of the world, what would ‘Tomorrow it will be 16 Celsius, that’s 61 
Fahrenheit,’ mean to you. What it would mean is, ‘I don’t get maths/science.’ 

 

8.18. Please remember that this only happens in this country. Children in 
every other country in the world are able to see that what they learn at 
school is being used in the outside world and that supports their 
teachers’ lessons.  

 
Our children can’t do that! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.19. Although not a medieval history specialist, I do have an interest in this period 
and now that I have grandchildren, I like to take them to see old ships, castles, 
medieval festivals and so on. 
 

8.20. Some time ago I was visiting one of our famous old battleships and a party of 
primary school children was visiting. One of the staff was dressed up as a sailor of 
Nelson’s time. He looked just the part in his naval uniform and he even had a beard 
to match. 
 

8.21. He picked up a cannon ball and said to the children, ‘This cannon ball weighs 
24 pounds and this cannon could fire it 400 yards.’  
 

8.22. One of the boys in the group turned to his mother who was with the group 
and asked, ‘Mum, what’s yards?’ 
 

8.23. His mother replied, ‘Metres darling, metres.’ 
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8.24. When the talk was over, I challenged the ‘sailor’ on this point and he replied 
that they used yards and pounds for the sake of authenticity. I replied that 
authenticity means nothing if the children do not know what you are 
talking about. I returned several months later to find that nothing had changed – 
medieval units were still being used. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The same is true at medieval festivals. 
Members of re-enactment societies go to 
enormous trouble to dress themselves in true 
medieval fashion and manufacture the bows 
and arrows to very high specifications. Then 
they tell the audience (mainly young parents 
and children) that the ‘pull’ of a bow was, say, 
80 pounds. 
 

The first problem here is that the ‘pound’ is a 
unit of mass, not force.  

 

The second is that the unit of force children 
learn at school is the newton. Please see 
Appendix B if you are not sure about this unit 
or how to do the necessary conversion. 
 

Now here’s the rub: It is not often that 
newtons are found outside the 
classroom in exciting situations that 
children can readily see and appreciate, 
(mostly they are hidden away in 
machines, vehicles, bridges etc.), so a 
great opportunity is being missed. 
Medieval and similar societies are in a 
superb position to show situations 
where the newton is relevant.  
 
If only we could get this message over 
to them, they could do wonders for 
science and technology education in this 
country – and it would not cost a penny! 
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Getting a Feel for Metric Units 
 
8.25. Before we get into the details of the metric units our youngsters need to 
understand, I want to make the point that it is essential that we develop a ‘feel’ for 
these units. 

 

8.26. If your partner told you one of the electric windows on your car was no 
longer responding to the switch, the first thing you would want to do would be to 
get in the car and try it for yourself. You would need to get a ‘feel’ for the situation, 
even though you know perfectly well what a non-operating window looks like. 
 

8.27. It is exactly the same with units of measurement. If young children are asked 
a simple question such as, ‘Tell me something that is roughly 2 metres high or 2 
metres long,’ they need to have experienced that distance in a few different 
situations; they need to have internalised that feeling of how big 2 metres 
actually is. So when they see a road sign giving a width restriction of 6’ 6”, we 
deny them this opportunity, whereas a width limit of 2 metres gives them a greater 
understanding of what that distance actually is.  

 

Our children cannot do this! 
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8.28. Another unfortunate aspect of the British medieval culture is that children 
often have to unlearn what they have learnt in medieval units and re-learn in 
metric units. For example, the son of good friends of mine recently told me he 
weighed 4 kilograms. When asked how he arrived at this figure, he replied that 
whenever he went to a friend’s house, he went straight into the bathroom and 
weighed himself. The scales, of course, were set to stones and pounds. So he had 
to un-learn that and then relearn that he actually weighed 25 kilograms. 

 

Only British children have to do this. 

 

Calories/Joules 
 
8.29. In the metric system, the unit of energy is the ‘joule’. Of course, one of the 
areas outside the classroom where energy is quoted very often is when talking 
about food.  
 

8.30. This turns out to be rather confusing. In the first place, instead of using 
joules, most people talk about calories. The Calorie is a metric unit, not a medieval 
one, but it is a redundant metric unit. Secondly, the energy content of food is very 
high, so when most people say this amount of food contains so many calories, they 
really mean that number of kilocalories. 
 

8.31. The proper way to show this is to write kcal, but for a long time this was also 
written as Cal (with a capital ‘C’).  
 

8.32. So now our children are really confused (and perhaps you are too!). 
 

8.33. Recently we had a great opportunity to sort out this confusion when the 
Government were discussing whether to allow energy content on food wrapping to 
be given in only joules, but of course they decided to allow packaging to display 
both joules and calories, thus retaining the confusion. 
 

8.34. The conversion factor is that 4.18 joules is the same as 1 calorie (to three 
significant figures), but as portion sizes are very rarely served to three significant 
figures, it is quite in order to use a conversion factor of 4 for everyday purposes. 
 

8.35. So let’s take an example: 
 

8.36. Suppose we are used to saying that, ‘the correct energy intake for a 
sedentary older man is 2000 calories per day’, the first thing to recognise is that 
this should be 2000 kcal (kilocalories). 
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8.37. Multiply this by 4 (the conversion factor) to get 8000 and this is kilojoules. 
 

8.38. So, the energy intake for a sedentary older man should be about 8000 
kilojoules per day. This is much better as it relates directly to what youngsters are 
learning about at school. 
 

8.39. For example, those studying physics can work out the kinetic energy of a two 
tonne vehicle (a small lorry) travelling at, say 30 metres per second (approximately 
67 miles per hour) and this works out at nearly 1 000 000 joules or 1000 kilojoules. 

 

8.40. Now this begins to mean something! They can see that even this amount, 
1000 kilojoules, is about one eighth of the daily energy required to keep a 
sedentary older man alive without him putting on or losing much weight.  

 

8.41. This also demonstrates how much energy there is in food. Look at a typical 
chocolate bar and you will see it contains about 1000 kilojoules (1 megajoule) of 
energy which is roughly the energy content of that two tonne van travelling at 
nearly 70 miles per hour and that is why we get fat when we eat too much 
chocolate! In case you are interested, a kilogram of human fat contains about 
37 million joules (37 megajoules)! Diesel and petrol contain about 39 and 35 
megajoules per litre respectively. 
 

8.42. You can see how the metric system all fits together. In this case, we can 
directly compare the energy in food with the energy of moving vehicles with simple 
calculations anyone studying GCSE physics can work out.  
 

8.43. (Notice, by the way, the other calculation I had to do behind the scenes to 
convert metres per second into miles per hour because we still have road signs in 
medieval units!) 
 

8.44. (Notice also that 1000 kilojoules is equal to one megajoule. So simple in the 
metric system!)   
 

The Metric Units 
8.45. In this section I am going to look at the metric units we need in our lives, 
beginning with those that we need just to go about our everyday business such as 
shopping. 

 

Everyday Units: 

LENGTH.   millimetre, centimetre, metre, kilometre  

VOLUME.       millilitre, litre, cubic metre 

AREA.          square metre 

MASS.          gram, kilogram, tonne (1000 kilograms) 
TEMPERATURE.     degree Celsius 
TIME.     second 
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  GCSE Mathematics/Science/Technology: 
 

8.46. In addition to the above, youngsters need to be familiar with and understand 
the following for the modern GCSE syllabuses: 

 

   LENGTH.      micrometre, nanometre 

   SPEED/VELOCITY. metres/second, millimetres/second etc 

   ACCELERATION.    metres/second/second etc 

   FORCE.     newton, kilonewton 

   DENSITY.     kilograms/cubic metre etc 

   FLOW. cubic meters per second,  
litres per second 

ENERGY/WORK DONE.   joule, kilojoule, megajoule 

POWER.     milliwatt, watt, kilowatt, megawatt 

MOMENT.     newton metre 

GRAVITATIONAL FIELD STRENGTH. newtons/kilogram 

SPECIFIC HEAT CAPACITY.  joule/kilogram/degree Celsius 

ELECTRIC CHARGE.   coulomb,  

ELECTRIC CURRENT.   ampere, milliampere 

VOLTAGE.     volt, millivolt, kilovolt 

ELECTRICAL RESISTANCE.  ohm, milliohm, kilohm, megohm 

FREQUENCY.    hertz, kilohertz 

LATENT HEAT.    joules/kilogram 

PRESSURE.    pascal (newtons/square metre), 
       kilopascal 

RADIOACTIVITY COUNT RATE.  counts/second 

RADIATION DOSE.   sievert, millisievert 
 
One very interesting fact about the metric system is that as you go up in scale, 
the numbers involved change very little. For example, when considering density, 

 

12.6 grams/cubic centimetre is the same as 12.6 kilograms/litre is the same as 
12.6 tonnes/cubic metre. 
 
If you still believe in medieval units, what is 7.1 ounces/cubic inch in 
pounds/cubic foot and tons per cubic yard? 
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8.47. In addition to knowing all these units, students must be able to perform 
calculations using them and their combinations. 
 

8.48. For instance, to calculate the force of the atmosphere on an area the size of a 
table top, say, they must know the area of the top in square metres and the 
pressure of the atmosphere in pascals. They must know that pascals are 
newtons/square metre and that by multiplying the area by the pressure, they will 
obtain the force in newtons. (That is just one example!) 
 

8.49. They must also understand that the metric system is completely consistent. 
For instance, if you carry out a calculation, no matter how complex, to find a force, 
provided you use the correct metric units in your calculation, the answer will always 
be in newtons. 
 

8.50. I hope now the point I am trying to get over is clear: there is a lot to learn 
here and youngsters need to live in an environment in which the units 
they see around them are consistent and lead steadily, but surely, to a 
good understanding of science and technology. All the while we are faffing 
around using feet, inches, yards, furlongs, miles, acres, stones, ounces, pounds, 
miles per gallon and all the rest of that medieval stuff, our children are being 
confused and are not making the progress they could and should be. 
 

8.51. Please remember that this does not happen in just about every other 
country in the world. The illustration of our children falling at the hurdles shown 
on page 8 illustrates the situation well.  
 

8.52. Those youngsters that want to go on to study these subjects at a higher level 
(say, A level GCE) then have to learn a great many more complex units such as 
teslas (magnetic flux density), kilogram metres/second (momentum) and joules per 
kilogram per kelvin (specific heat capacity).  
 

8.53. Don’t worry if these don’t mean very much to you. If you do understand 
them, you are probably already convinced of the need to fully metricate. I mention 
them only to show the continued progression from the very simple units such as 
centimetres, metres and kilograms to these much more advanced units used in 
science and engineering. If we want our youngsters to succeed in this country and 
on the international stage, we must clear away all obstacles to their metric 
education, and that means all those medieval units! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You might like to 
think about all the 
metric units used in 
the design of a 
modern engine 
such as this one. It 
is surprising how 
many are involved! 
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Chapter  9 :   Metrication and Mathematics 
 

9.1. The decimal number system, the number system we use every day to calculate 
all manner of things, is the greatest invention of modern times. 
 

9.2. With just the digits 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9, a decimal point and negative 
sign (-), we can represent any number we choose, no matter how small, how large 
or whether it is positive or negative. 
 

9.3. With the addition of a few simple processes, namely addition, subtraction, 
multiplication and division, we can perform any calculations we like on those 
numbers of any size. We can round the numbers to any degree of precision we 
choose and we can work with percentages and fractions. 
 

9.4. It a great product of the human mind, a pure stroke of genius. Of 
course, it did take a while to fully develop but there is no need to go into the 
history of its development here. 
 

9.5. Suffice it to say that without it, we would be living in a much more primitive 
society, akin perhaps to the time of the Ancient Romans. For instance, there would 
be no national grids for electricity, gas, water or telecommunications. We would 
have to go down to the nearest river to fetch water and we would probably still be 
cooking on wood-burning fires. 
 

9.6. There would be no electrical sockets in which to plug all the devices we use 
today from electric drills to washing machines, from mobile phone chargers to 
computers. 
 

9.7. We take our number system so much for granted, we hardly give it a second 
thought – unless we are trying to teach all this to young children. 
 

9.8. Then we begin to realise how much they have to learn; how many operations 
they need to master, but at the same time how powerful and versatile this system 
is. 
 

9.9. There are two factors that make it such a wonderful tool. The first I have 
already mentioned – the fact that it only needs ten digits, a decimal point and a 
negative sign to represent any number. 
 

9.10. The second is that it is what we call a ‘place value system’. This means that 
the value of a digit is determined by its position in the number. 
 

9.11. For example in the number 576.23, the ‘7’ represents 10 x 7, i.e. 70 

 



63 

 

9.12. In the number 486.637, the ‘7’ represents 0.001 x 7, i.e. 0.007 or seven 
thousandths.  
 

9.13. The value of a digit (and hence any number it contains) can be changed by a 
factor of 10 simply by left or right shifting all the digits in the number. 
 

9.14. For example, to multiply 34.76 by 10, we simply move all the digits to the left 
one place:  34.76 x 10 = 347.6 and to divide it by 10 we move one place to the 
right: 34.76 ÷ 10 = 3.476.  
 

9.15. For multiplying or dividing by 100 it’s two places, for 1000 it’s three and so 
on. This turns out to be very useful in the process of long multiplication, for 
instance. 
 

9.16. Children need to learn all this and also how to perform operations on 
these numbers. 
 

9.17. Now think about the metric system of measurement. The metric system is 
exactly the same as the decimal number system with a few bells and 
whistles added. These bells and whistles are, of course, the units we use for 
measuring. 
 

9.18. Let us take a simple example. 
 

9.19. We want to change 4.23 metres to centimetres. To do this we need to 
multiply by 100 since there are 100 centimetres in a metre: 
 

9.20.               4.23 x 100 = 423, i.e. 4.23 metres = 423 centimetres. 
 

9.21. The mathematical operations we perform in the metric 
system are exactly the same as those we perform in the 
decimal number system!  
 
9.22. Once you appreciate this fact, the beauty of the metric system becomes 
immediately apparent. 
 

9.23. The metric system and the decimal number system are 
essentially one and the same thing! 
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9.24. This, as I point out again in the chapter on ‘For All Time’ gives the metric 
system stability and permanence and means that there will never be any need 
to change to another system again as long as we continue to use the decimal 
number system. Never any need to return to a hotchpotch of random units 
with random relationships between them such as with the Medieval set 
of units which, although it has served us well for many centuries, is just not 
relevant in the modern (and future) world. 
 

9.25. Because of this very close link between the metric system and the decimal 
number system, it means that all the time children are learning and practising with 
the metric system, they are learning and practising the decimal number system and 
vice versa. The two go hand in hand. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

9.26. Almost any sum in the number system can represent a calculation with metric 
units. 
 

9.27. For instance 9.85 x 5.60 could be the cost of 9.85 metres of material at £5.60 
per metre. 
 

9.28. Or it could be the area of a rectangle 9.85 metres long and 5.60 metres wide. 
 

9.29. Or it could be the momentum of a 9.85 kilogram mass travelling at 5.60 
metres per second. 
 

9.30. Or any number of other calculations you care to think of. 
 

9.31. A bonus that comes with the metric system is that because electronic 
calculators calculate in the decimal number system, they can be used to aid in 
metric calculations directly.  
 

9.32. If you don’t agree, then try working out the volume of concrete needed to fill 
a concrete base for a garage, say, 21 feet 10 inches long by 14 feet 5 inches wide 
by 4 inches deep. Then you will need to convert the answers to cubic metres, 
because that is how they sell concrete! And the best of British luck! 
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9.33. (Just in case you are worried, I should point out that I do not believe that 
children should only use calculators and never become proficient at mental 
arithmetic. Children need a good facility with times tables and other processes as 
well as developing the calculator skills they will need in later life. I am really 
referring here to the use of calculators by professionals and D.I.Y. specialists in the 
course of their work, techniques our youngsters need to develop for later in life.) 
 

 

Metric/Medieval Conversion. 
 

9.34. In the last few years, the Government has decided that children should be 
able to convert from what they have called ‘imperial [medieval] units still in 
common use’ to metric units. In fact this is now tested in external examinations. 
 

9.35. On page 91 of the National Numeracy Strategy for Reception to Year 6, these 
‘rhymes’ appears: 
 

 A metre is just three feet three 
 It’s longer that a yard, you see. 

 Two and a quarter pounds of jam 
 Is round about one kilogram 

 A litre of water’s a pint and three quarters. 
 

9.36. What a load of rubbish! What a complete waste of our children’s 
time! No children in any other country in the world have to do this! Why 
not get on with teaching them things that are actually going to be useful in their 
adult lives? (I have a suspicion that this poem was written by mathematicians who 
were told they had to go along with these conversions, even though there is very 
little possibility they actually believed in them. Let me know if I am wrong!) 

 

9.37. To my mind this is a very serious retrograde step. First of all, I don’t think 
they have any idea how many medieval units are still in common use (see 
Chapter 6 on ‘Why Are Our Children so Confused?’) despite the fact we now live in 
a metric world. Secondly, and very importantly, while our children are trying to 
come to grips with these ridiculous conversions, children in every other country 
in the world are shooting ahead with their knowledge of metric units – 
the units they will be using in their careers in future years. 

 

Once again, our children are being held  
back. 
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Reading Scales on Measuring  
Instruments 

 

9.38. If you look closely at the modern mathematics syllabus up to about GCSE 
level, you will see that a lot of the work children must cover is based on 
measurement. 
 

9.39. Teachers use the fact that there are 100 pence in a pound to get children 
familiar with basic decimal notation and that to convert pounds to pence we need 
to multiply by 100, i.e. left shift two places. 

 

9.40. But they also use measurements to do the same and there are many 
occasions when this can be done: 

 

9.41. For example:  
 

 To multiply/divide by 10: Convert centimetres to millimetres and vice versa 
 

 To multiply/divide by 100: Convert metres to centimetres and vice versa 
                                      Convert square centimetres to square millimetres   
                                      and vice versa 
 

 To multiply/divide by 1000: Convert metres to millimetres and vice versa 
                                        Convert litres to millilitres and vice versa 
                                        Convert kilograms to grams and vice versa 
 

 To multiply/divide by 10 000: Convert hectares to square metres and vice  
                                           versa 
 

 To multiply/divide by 1 000 000:  Convert kilometres to millimetres and vice  
                                                versa 
                                                Convert square metres to square  
      millimetres and vice versa 
               Convert square kilometres to square metres   
      and vice versa 
                                                Convert cubic metres to cubic centimetres  
                                               and vice versa 
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9.42. Obviously, there is a progression in difficulty here, depending on the age of 
the child, but the point is that this can all be done with metric units alone. 
 

9.43. There are many examples of measurement forming the basis of the 
mathematics curriculum: 
 

 Knowing how to measure the sides of a triangle to determine whether it is 
isosceles or equilateral or neither. 
 

 Understanding the concept of division as sharing. So sharing out 6.3 metres 
of ribbon between 3 people or (harder) 12 people etc. 
 

 Knowing which things are longer, heavier or warmer by measuring; which 
force is larger by measuring in newtons. 
 

 

So why do we make it so difficult for our 
children to measure?     

         
9.44. Just take a look at these measuring instruments that our children see around 
them every day and compare what children abroad see with what children in the 
UK have to cope with: 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Children abroad see this                               UK Children see this 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abroad UK 
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     Children abroad see this                               UK Children see this 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9.45. In every case, our measuring instruments have two scales, one in metric and 
the other in medieval units, which means they are more difficult to read and often 
the fonts are much smaller. 
 

9.46. Children in other countries look at the instrument, read the scale and get on 
with whatever is next. 
 

Our children can’t do this. 

Children abroad see this                               UK Children see this 

Abroad UK 

UK Abroad 
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9.47. Our children have to first of all decide which scale to use (and, incidentally, 
have to know that we have two sets of units, one of which is redundant in the 
modern world). Then they have to read that scale. Often because there are two 
scales, the font size for each is smaller than on instruments with just one scale, 
making it more difficult to read. 
 

9.48. Take a look at the right weighing scale on page 67 and see what a jumble it 
is! How on earth are children supposed to figure out that set of scales? I have 
trouble reading it and I have taught mathematics for over thirty years! 
 

9.49. I should at this stage mention one other point regarding measuring tapes. If 
you look at the two tapes below, you will see one has both medieval units and 
metric units, while the other only metric units. In the first, not only is the metric 
font smaller, making it difficult to read, especially in darker work areas, but you will 
see the metric font is on the bottom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9.50. This is a crazy arrangement that somehow people seem to accept without 
complaint. The point is that it is much easier to measure with a scale that is on the 

top, so every time anyone using one of these tapes takes a measurement, it has 
to be done cack-handed. If you think how many men and women are 

working in the trades and associated industries these days using metric units all the 
time, that’s an awful lot of measuring being done cack-handed! 
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Number lines 
 
9.51. There is another aspect to measuring instruments that is very important in 
the teaching of mathematics. 
 

9.52. You will be familiar with the idea of infant schools having number lines 
around the classrooms, normally going from 1 to 100. The teacher can use these to 
point out interesting facts about our number system, in addition to the children just 
learning the order of the numbers. 
 

9.53. But you may not be aware that number lines are often used in upper primary 
and secondary schools to teach intervals between numbers (for subtraction), 
determining where a particular fraction or decimal may lie between two whole 
numbers and (at a higher level) studying rational and irrational numbers. 
 

9.54. The connection here, of course, is that measuring instruments such as 
weighing scales, rulers and tapes, are, in fact, number lines. This means they may 
be used by your children to practise addition and subtraction. 
 

9.55. Let’s take a simple example. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9.56. On this much simpler scale, typical of that seen abroad, a parent can get even 
a young child to see how much more the adult weighs than the child by simply 
counting on from 32 kilograms to 65 kilograms. This a good introduction to 
subtraction. 
 

Our children find this much more difficult with our dual 
scales and, to be frank, hardly ever bother. 
 

Adult’s 
weight 

Child’s 
weight 
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9.57. It is often said to me that digital scales solve this problem as you can switch 
them to kilograms with a flick of the switch. However, in my experience, most 
adults keep them set on stones and pounds, so our children rarely get a chance to 
weigh themselves in kilograms! 
 

 

9.58. There are still some adults who do cooking activities with their children or 
grandchildren, I am glad to say. Cooking is a very mathematical activity and so 
much may be learnt. Unfortunately, because some of the parents just ‘love’ their 
recipe books in pounds and ounces, children are thoroughly confused cooking with 
kilograms and grams at school and pounds and ounces at home with grandma. Just 
think how many mathematical opportunities are missed under these circumstances. 

 

 

 
  

Now Jane, you run 
along and help your 
grandma with her 
cooking. 

She needs your 
young eyes to read 
the ounces on her 
scales. 

I know, Pa, but I 
wish someone would 
hurry up and invent 
metric. It’s so much 
simpler! 



72 

 

Chapter  10 :   . . . For All Time 
 

10.1. As I mentioned earlier, the people who first assembled a working version of 
the metric system said it was ‘for all people, for all time’. 
 

10.2. Many people, myself included, have emphasised the ‘many people’ aspect, 
justifying why it is important that we get all people in all countries on board with 
this. 
 

10.3. However, little attention is normally given to the second aspect. ‘for all 
time’. 
 

10.4. How can we justify the potential long term use of the metric system? It’s 
quite a claim to say that we have invented a system of units that will always cope 
with whatever measuring tasks we may meet, not just for the foreseeable future, 
but for the very, very long term too. So, let us take a look at the properties of the 
metric system that make this so. 
 

 Firstly, as I explained in the chapter on mathematics education, the metric 
system is the decimal number system with bells and whistles, the bells and 
whistles being the units used. This close relationship gives the metric system 
stability and permanence. 
 

 Secondly, unlike the set of medieval units, there is generally only one unit 
for each measurement. Larger and smaller ones are made by using multiples 
or subdivisions of this basic unit. Let us use the measurement of length as an 
example. In the medieval mess, we have (in order of size) inches, feet, yards, 
chains, furlongs and miles with random relationships between them. For 
example, three feet = 1 yard, 22 yards = 1 chain. 
 

10.5. Under this system we would have to keep inventing new names for larger and 
larger distances. 
 

10.6. Ah, you may argue, we don’t need to do that as we can simply talk about 
thousands, millions or billions of miles. But if we do that, what is the point of 
having all the other units? There is a similar problem with fractions of an inch when 
we need to measure something very small. 
 

10.7. And how are we going to go from fractions of an inch to multiple miles with 
all those intermediate units? For example, how many times is 6.2 miles greater 
than 5/8 inch? 
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10.8. By comparison, in the metric system, the only unit of length is the metre. To 
measure longer lengths we usually increase in multiples of 1000. 
 

 For example,  1000 metres = 1 kilometre 
1000 kilometres = 1 megametre 

 
 When we require small lengths, we simply divide by 1000 each time: 

 
 For example,  1000 millimetres = 1 metre 

1000 micrometres = 1 millimetre 
 

10.9. Sometimes we use intermediate units for a variety of reasons. Probably the 
most common is the use of the centimetre. As I mentioned earlier, this is often 
done because children’s vison does not become fully mature until they are about 
seven years old. Many children therefore find it difficult to measure using 
millimetres. 
 

10.10. Some people (scientists, engineers etc) often need to give measurements of 
very large or very small distances. Although there are prefixes for all these, in 
practice they tend to use powers of 10 to express these numbers. 
 

10.11. For example, astronomers would write the distance from our sun to the next 
nearest star system, Alpha Centuri, as 38 x 1015 metres.  
 

10.12. The same system can be extended to very small units. For example, the 
diameter of a hydrogen atom is approximately 1.06 x 10-10 metre. 
 

10.13. Don’t worry if you are not familiar with this way of writing numbers. If you 
don’t understand it, you probably don’t need to measure very large or very small 
distances in your life. Please just accept the fact that the metric system allows us to 
write lengths of any size, from the very small to the very large, using just the 
metre as the basic unit. 
 

10.14. When you think how many different units there are in the medieval system 
and the random relationships between them, it is mind blowing: ounces, pounds, 
stones, quarters, hundredweights, tons, fluid ounces, pints, quarts, gallons, 
pounds weight, horsepower, knots, nautical miles, US gallons, psi, miles/gallon are 
just a few of them! 
 

10.15. It’s a real mess and totally unsuitable for today’s world. 
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10.16. The metric system is far simpler.  
 

10.17. (For the sake of completeness, I should mention that although we use 
minutes, hours, days etc in everyday chit chat, the ‘second’ is the only true metric 
unit of time.) 
 

 Thirdly, the metric system really is future proof. It is built on seven ‘base’ 
units, thought to be independent quantities that may be measured in the 
universe (For example, the metre, the kilogram and the second). In addition, 
there are other ‘derived’ units, that is they are derived from the seven base 
units (For example, newtons for measuring force, pascals for measuring 
pressure and watts for measuring power).  
 

10.18. If in future, scientists discover that a new base unit is needed to measure a 
quantity that was hitherto unknown, it can be easily slotted into the metric system 
as an eighth base unit and other derived units involving it created. 
 

10.19. It seems at the moment that this will not be necessary, but one can never 
say never, of course. For example, you may know that only about 5% of the 
universe is matter and energy that we can see directly or otherwise infer. The 
remaining 95% is of a type that is a complete mystery. There are two possible 
explanations for this situation. Either, there is something fundamentally wrong with 
our laws of physics and our theories about the way the universe is constructed, or 
there is a completely unknown form of matter out there that we know almost 
nothing about. The only thing we can say about it with some certainty is that it has 
a gravitational effect, which is how we know it is there.  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And if you think we don’t use hundredweights any more, I photographed this sign in Edinburgh in 
May, 2016. I found a few people who knew that cwts means ‘hundredweights’, but very few 
indeed who could relate 30 cwts to the weight of their car. Rather critical, don’t you think, given 
that this was for a suspended car park slab! 
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10.20. At the moment, I believe it is true to say that most physicists and 
astronomers believe that it is a new type of matter waiting to be discovered. 
 

10.21. If this turns out to be the case, once we begin to understand its nature, we 
may find that we need a new base unit to be added to the current metric system 
(perhaps more than one). 
 

10.22. Let us suppose that only one is needed and we call this the ‘ning’. 
Immediately we would have kilonings and meganings as multiples of nings, and 
millinings and micronings as subdivisions. In the medieval units we would need to 
invent some larger units with even stranger names and random relationships 
between them. For example 17 nings = 1 nong, 24 nongs = 1 dong and so on… 
 

10.23. So, in summary, with the metric units we have a system of 
measurement that… 
 

 unites all mathematicians, scientists, engineers, technologists, retailers, 
builders, architects, electrical/electronic engineers; anyone, in fact, who needs 
to make any sort of physical measurement in the course of their work/life. 
 

 makes it much easier for people right across the world (not just Europe) to 
compare designs and exchange information and to have that facility for ever. 
Also to design industrial parts that will be brought together to form a 
complete system (e.g. vehicles, bridges and computers). 
 

 is easy to learn and can be mastered alongside the study of the decimal 
number system.  
 

 can be extended if it becomes necessary to include a new base unit (e.g. the 
‘ning’). 

 

10.24. Any country that refuses to transfer wholly to the metric system is 
putting its young people at a great disadvantage and is only delaying the 
time when this needs to be done! 

 

  
  

During our earlier attempt to go fully metric in the 1970s, for a while we had a 
situation in which items made in medieval units were mixed with items made in 
metric units. Also, some products were sold in mixed units. 

We had vinyl two metres wide being sold by the foot, early laminated flooring with 
thickness given in millimetres and sold by the square yard. 

I had a trailer whose wheel axle was designed for a wheel with a one inch hole (25.4 
mm). I had to put a new wheel on it, but the hole in the new one was for a 25 mm 
axle. It was not long before the wheel overheated and seized up. 

Plumbers had to match up new metric piping to old medieval sizes. Do we really want 
to return to that situation?! 
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Chapter  11 :   The Government  
 

11.1. ‘You can’t please all the people all the time’… Part of the oft quoted saying by 
the monk, John Lydgate. 
 

11.2. No matter what legislation the Government introduces, there will always be 
some people who disagree and even fight tooth and nail to retain the status quo. 
 

11.3. This has happened recently with legislation to: 
 

11.4. Make the wearing of seat belts in vehicles compulsory, as too the wearing of 
crash helmets on motor bikes. 
 

11.5. It happened with the introduction of the drink driving laws and roadside 
testing for alcohol. 
 

11.6. Again with the smoking in public places ban and the introduction of the 
minimum wage and others, too many to mention here. 
 

11.7. And so it will be with the changing of the road signs to metric. There 
will be a hardened group of ‘Medieval Martyrs’ who will tell us we should 
remain British and keep the old stones, pounds, ounces, miles, yards, feet 
etc. 
 

11.8. These people will be very vociferous, outspoken, vocal, forthright, uninhibited 
with their criticism, vigorous, insistent, emphatic, demanding and, in some cases, 
will have the support of major newspapers. 
 

11.9. The problem is that people who feel like this do not understand the situation 
at all. In particular, 
 

 they do not understand that we live in an almost exclusively metric world. For 
every medieval measurement that is made today, thousands of metric 
measurements are made. We need to be using the same system as the rest 
of the world, so that we can integrate parts we manufacture with those from 
other countries. (Example: imagine how we would cope if the car parts we 
made were manufactured with medieval units and we had to integrate these 
with parts made all over the world in metric units.) 
 

 they do not fully realise the implications for the teaching of mathematics, 
science and technology education of our own children. 

 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/80890.John_Lydgate
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11.10. We must try to persuade them (hence the need for a report such as this), 
but if they refuse to be persuaded, we must move forward without them. I must 
say that if these people really do care about Britain, they must also care about 
British children. So why do they want to inhibit their learning and keep them near 
the bottom of the international tables in mathematics and science achievement? It 
is a mystery to me. 

 

So What Can the Government Do? 
 
11.11. the major political parties need to discuss the issues and garner all-party 
support for the completion of the metrication process. It has already been delayed 
over 45 years – that is two whole generations growing up in a complete muddle. 
(Every year between 600 000 and 700 000 youngsters leave the education system 
to enter their careers and many of them are confused about measurement and 
hence mathematics, science and technology.) Then together they need to: 
 

 change the road signs to metric. As explained earlier, the cost is 
insignificant compared to the benefits to be gained. And this means, of 
course, all the road signs that indicate measurements – both speed and 
distance. Remember that not all signs need to be changed – only those 
showing speed restrictions and distances. 
 

 ban the sale and advertising of any goods and services in any units 
other than metric and ban dual labelling (i.e. the labelling of goods in 
both sets of units). This would apply to, for instance, estate agents selling 
buildings and land; companies selling garden buildings such as greenhouses, 
sheds and garages; supermarkets selling milk in pints; slimming clubs 
advertising and recording body mass and loss in stones and pounds. Other 
minor adjustments would be made such as the fuel consumption of cars being 
given in litres per hundred kilometres as they do in most of the rest of the 
world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An example of dual labelling 
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 ban the sale of measuring instruments that have any measuring 
scales other than pure metric. This would include any that could be 
switched from metric to medieval, including kitchen scales and scales for 
weighing body mass. The idea of this is that as the old ‘dual scale’ 
instruments were lost or became dysfunctional, they would be replaced by 
metric only instruments, making it more and more difficult for people to 
continue to measure in medieval units. To speed up the process, a ‘trade in’ 
scheme could be organised so that people could swap their existing dual scale 
instruments for metric only. The old ones would be destroyed, with a very 
small number being kept for museums. 

 

 tighten up on the keeping of medical records in just metric units in 
the UK, particularly the recording of body mass and, very particularly, the 
recording of the birth mass of new born babies. 
 

 disallow the use of Calories (kilocalories) on food labelling, restricting 
this to joules and kilojoules only. 
 

 abandon all efforts to get children to convert from metric to 
medieval units as this will not be necessary when medieval units are no 
longer being used. Instead, encourage more practical measuring in 
both primary and secondary schools. 
 

 put as much pressure as it is able to dissuade the press and other 
media from using medieval units in their reporting. Some may think of 
this as a form of censorship, but it is just common sense. 
 

 prepare a series of television information films to explain why the 
metrication process is being completed and to give more in-depth 
information regarding the damage the current situation is doing to our 
children’s education. 
 

11.12. I am not a legislator, but I cannot see that there is anything in this list that 
is so difficult it cannot be achieved with the right attitude and a little effort, and in a 
reasonably short time. 
 

11.13. We need to remember that the Government spends billions of pounds per 
year on education and new initiatives are always being put forward to improve 

levels of numeracy and achievement in science. How can the proposals in 
this chapter not bring about such improvements? 
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Chapter  12 :   What you can do as an 
                          Individual/Teacher 

 

12.1. Surprisingly, there is a great deal you can do as an individual. If you are not 
already converted to the metric way of life, but can see the sense in what I am 
proposing in this report, you may need to change your mind set a little. There are 
things you can do straight away: 

 

Psychology: 

 

 Firstly, determine that from now on you are going to think only in metric 
units. I have been doing this now for over thirty years (I will be 70 in 2017). 
You are never again going to bother about converting from medieval units to 
metric or vice versa. (Exceptions: a) Where you cannot go back and re-
measure something such as your birth body mass. Find out what it is in 
metric and use that from now on. Appendix A will help with this; b) until the 
Government changes the road signs you will probably have to use miles, but 
only do that when you have no choice.) Also, think of feet, inches etc as 
‘Medieval’ units, not as ‘Imperial’ units as most people refer to them. 
 

 Secondly, realise that youngsters do take an interest in what older people say 
and do see them as figures of authority. Every time you use a medieval 
unit, you are giving them implicit permission to do the same. If you 
use only metric measures, you will encourage them to do that too. 
 

 Thirdly, tell yourself over and over that you are doing this for the sake of our 
children, the youngsters who will be running so many aspects of the country 
before you know it, and so it is important that they have a good 
understanding of the metric world in which we live. This is far more important 
than any prejudice you may have towards old fashioned medieval units 
(whatever your own personal reasons may be). 

 

Practical Measures:  
 Get used to using metric units if you are not already very familiar with them. 

Look at your clothes sizes and read the metric units from the labels where 
both are displayed. Use these when you buy new clothes and insist that the 
shop assistants do so too. This is hard work (I’ve been at it for years, but it is 
definitely worth it). If they still insist on using inches, say to them, ‘You are 
not still using those medieval units, are you?’ They will probably give you one 
of the objections outlined near the beginning of this document, but you will 
have put the idea into their heads. Remind them the metric system is 200 
years old. 
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 Do the same with estate agents and anyone else who tries to talk ‘medieval’. 
 

 Go through the objections I have listed in Chapter 4 and become familiar with 
the replies and use them whenever you can. The same old chestnuts keep 
coming up. ‘What about the old folk?’, ‘I don’t want anything to do with 
Napoleon!’, ‘Now we have voted for Brexit, we can go back to using medieval 
units’, ‘I’m old school!’ We’ve heard them all before, over and over again. Do 
not let them get away with it. 
 

 If you go to medieval fairs or historical monuments and they are saying things 
like, ‘This longbow has a pull of 80 pounds,’ ask them why they are not using 
newtons so that children can understand what they are talking about. You 
can even tell them I am willing to talk to their society about this 
matter if the travelling distance is not too great (I live on the south 
coast). 
 

 Set your bathroom scales to kilograms and learn your own body mass in 
metric. Forget all about stones and pounds (and remember, never convert). 
Convert your birth mass to kilograms using the table in Appendix A and use 
that in future. Measure your own height in metres or centimetres. Never 
again refer to your height in feet and inches. Encourage all members of your 
family to do the same. 
 

 Talk to your children or grandchildren in metric units and if there is something 
you do not understand, ask them to explain it to you. They will be happy to 
assist. If they do not know, get on the internet and look it up. 
 

 Send a link to the Dr Metric website to everyone in your address 
book so they may download a copy of this document. Discuss it with 
them. The link is www.drmetric.com/education. If you use social media 
websites, transmit the message via them too. 

 

12.2. You will be surprised how easy this is if you keep at it. Do not forget, you 
have been buying all sorts of things in metric units for many years, so this is not 
exactly all new stuff. Send me an email and tell me how you are getting on. I’d love 
to hear from you. 
 
alanyoung@drmetric.com 

 

 

http://www.drmetric.com/education
mailto:alanyoung@drmetric.com
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Now we come to the heavy stuff! 
 

 Print out a copy of this report (in colour if possible, but if not, black and white 
is better than no printout) and send it to your Member of Parliament. In 
Appendix C, there is more about this and how to find the name of your MP. 
There is also a link to sample letters asking them to put pressure on the 
Government to carry out all the suggestions in the previous chapter, 
especially changing the road signs to metric. If your children are old enough, 
get them to do the same. It is a great experience for them, writing to their 
MP and getting a reply from the House of Commons, if they are lucky. 
 

 Often, as soon as MPs see letters about metrication, they pass them straight 
to the Department for Transport. That is the ultimate passing the buck 
because the DfT have a number of standard letters they have been churning 
out for decades. If you receive one of these, write again asking your MP what 
he/she is personally doing to encourage full metrication, not just of the road 
signs, but of all the other items we have discussed.   
 

 Even better is to attend one of your MPs surgeries in person if you are brave 
enough and explain what you would like to happen, taking a copy of this 
report to give them. 
 

 MPs will only become aware that they need to actually do something about a 
given situation if they know their constituents feel strongly enough about it. 
Getting a conversation going with them is one way to do this. 
 

 Encourage your friends and relatives to do likewise. If they really want 
their children to do well in their education, they should be willing to help. 
 

 (I should just like to add a thought here. After teaching for over thirty years 
and having talked to groups of parents about various aspects of mathematics 
education since I technically retired from the profession, I have come to the 
belief that many parents are really only interested in the education of their 
own children. If they are bright enough to cope with two sets of units, their 
attitude may be not to be concerned about full metrication. After all, they see 
this as giving their children an advantage over the rest of the flock. 
 
However, this is short term thinking at its worst. Even if their children are 
coping, others in their children’s classes may not be. This means that their 
teachers have to slow down the pace of the class while they explain what 
they have been inhibited from knowing due to the present situation of mixed 
metric and medieval units. This, in turn, slows down the education of their 
own (bright) children. If all the children are familiar with metric units, a 
familiarity that comes with being surrounded by them in all aspects of life, 
they will all move on faster with their studies. Isn’t there a saying about, ‘A 
rising tide lifts all boats’.) 
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Teachers (and parents if you wish) 
 

12.3. We are always being told to encourage children to take an interest in politics. 
But most topics that politicians want to discuss are extremely boring for youngsters, 
unless they are studying politics as an option subject. 

 

12.4. However, metrication is a topic they can really get their teeth into because all 
around them they see confusion and find it difficult to relate the road signs and 
other medieval measures to what they are learning at school. 

 

12.5. This provides a perfect opportunity for you to get them to understand the 
issues here (comprehension), to interview parents etc. about them (interviewing 
skills),  to debate them in class (debating/public speaking skills), to find out who 
their MP is (ICT skills) and, finally, each youngster to write to him/her asking for 
the problem of mixed units to be sorted out once and for all (formal letter writing). 
In primary schools, one teacher can develop all these skills with the class. In 
secondary schools this may need inter-departmental co-operation. It can even be a 
topic for the whole year group to tackle. If there is a school magazine, this may be 
used to encourage others to take an interest. 

 

12.6. Of course, it would be brilliant if you could contact your own 
children’s school (and, if you are really keen, all the schools in your area) 
and give a copy of this report to the headteacher and a link to the 
www.drmetric.com website to other individual teachers in the school to 
make them aware of the situation and how much easier their jobs would 
be if children knew a great deal about metric units and absolutely 
nothing at all about medieval units! 

 

 
  

http://www.drmetric.com/
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Chapter  13 :    The Future 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

All our measuring 
instruments showing very 
clear metric scales only, 
including digital instruments 
with no switch to set to 
medieval units. 

How the world could look to our children if, as a 
nation, we took a few simple steps to improve the 
situation. 
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All our road signs clearly showing metric 
units only and young people feeling 
confident on our roads because the signage 
is so much more meaningful to them. 
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All everyday goods and services sold only 
in metric units, including clothes, garden 
buildings, houses, land, motor vehicles, 
TV and computer monitors and skips. 

What size skip 
would you like, sir? 
4 or 6 cubic metre? 

44 cm Collar 
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The 120 burger 
(120 g) replacing the 
‘quarter pounder’. 

The Pizza 30 
(30 cm) replacing 
the 12”. 

Some popular foods renamed 
to reflect metrication. 

All foodstuffs sold in only metric units whether 
loose or pre-packaged. Packaging showing 
quantities in large fonts so children can clearly 
see them and relate them to their school work. 
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Heavy vehicles labelled with their  
mass in kilograms like this refuse 
vehicle 

Newspapers and other media 
keep exclusively to metric units 

400 newton 
pull 

Re-enactment societies 
use metric units 

4 metres and 2400 kilograms 

Rocket has 1.2 million 
newtons thrust 

Documentary programmes use only metric units 
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Parents have meaningful discussions with 
their children which lead to mathematical 
activities and calculations 
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Young people feel comfortable using metric 
units in their jobs, making the route to a 
worthwhile career path easier 
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Science/Mathematics teachers and lecturers will 
jump with joy! 

It’s so simple… and 
it’s all around us! 

We love Maths! 

Not to 
mention 
our kids! 
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  And Finally… 

Hundredweight 
Fl oz 

Fahrenheit 

Calorie 

Knot 

Goodbye to this lot! 

Rest in Peace 
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Record Your Family’s Body 
Measurements 

 Mass 
Kg 

Height 
m 

Mass 
as 

baby 
Kg 

   

E.g. John 87 1.84 3.850 
   

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

  

Appendix A   Conversions 
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 Height (feet/inches) Height (metres) 

2’9” 0.84 

2’10” 0.86 

2’11” 0.89 

3’0” 0.91 

3’1” 0.94 

3’2” 0.97 

3’3” 0.99 

3’4” 1.02 

3’5” 1.04 

3’6” 1.07 

3’7” 1.09 

3’8” 1.12 

3’9” 1.14 

3’10” 1.17 

3’11” 1.19 

4’0” 1.22 

4’1” 1.24 

4’2” 1.27 

4’3” 1.30 

4’4” 1.32 

4’5” 1.35 

4’6” 1.37 

4’7” 1.40 

4’8” 1.42 

4’9” 1.45 

4’10” 1.47 

4’11” 1.50 

5’0” 1.52 

5’1” 1.55 

5’2” 1.57 

5’3” 1.60 

5’4” 1.63 

5’5” 1.65 

5’6” 1.68 

5’7” 1.70 

5’8” 1.73 

5’9” 1.75 

5’10” 1.78 

5’11” 1.80 

6’0” 1.83 

6’1” 1.85 

6’2” 1.88 

6’3” 1.91 

6’4” 1.93 

6’5” 1.96 

6’6” 1.98 

  

Height Conversion Table: 

Points to note: 

 

Medieval heights are normally rounded to 
the nearest inch. Metric heights are normally 
rounded to the nearest centimetre. 

 

1.57m may be given as 157 cm, but giving 
your height in metres is normally preferred.  

 

However, when you hear people say 
their height in metric, they will often 
say, ‘One fifty seven,’ and this can then 
be interpreted as ‘One metre, fifty 
seven centimetres’ or ‘1.57 metres’ or 
157 cm, whichever you prefer. 

 

This is very similar to the way we speak 
about money. When we say a jar of jam 
costs, ‘One thirty six’, we can interpret that 
as ‘One pound, thirty six pence’ or ‘One 
hundred and thirty six pence’, whichever we 
prefer. 
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 Body Mass (st/lb) Body Mass  (Kg) 

2st 0lb 13 

2st 1lb 13 

2st 2lb 14 

2st 3lb 14 

2st 4lb 15 

2st 5lb 15 

2st 6lb 15 

2st 7lb 16 

2st 8lb 16 

2st 9lb 17 

2st 10lb 17 

2st 11lb 18 

2st 12lb 18 

2st 13lb 19 

3st 0lb 19 

3st 1lb 20 

3st 2lb 20 

3st 3lb 20 

3st 4lb 21 

3st 5lb 21 

3st 6lb 22 

3st 7lb 22 

3st 8lb 23 

3st 9lb 23 

3st 10lb 24 

3st 11lb 24 

3st 12lb 25 

3st 13lb 25 

4st 0lb 25 

4st 1lb 26 

4st 2lb 26 

4st 3lb 27 

4st 4lb 27 

4st 5lb 28 

4st 6lb 28 

4st 7lb 29 

4st 8lb 29 

4st 9lb 30 

4st 10lb 30 

4st 11lb 30 

4st 12lb 31 

4st 13lb 31 

  

Mass Conversion Table: 

Points to note: 

 

Medieval body masses are normally rounded 
to the nearest pound. Metric body masses are 
normally rounded to the nearest kilogram. 

 

We can see how much easier it is to write 
metric masses than Medieval masses.  

And don’t forget each kilogram someone is 
overweight is equivalent to a large tub of 
butter or margarine. There is no easy way to 
imagine a stone as this is now a redundant 
unit or even a pound since this is no longer 
used for butter or margarine. 

 

 

Weight (Mass) Watchers: 

 

Don’t panic when you notice that sometimes 
two Imperial masses translate to just one 
metric mass (e.g. 3st 10 lb and 3st 11 lb both 
translate to 24 kg). You may think we have 
lost a great deal of accuracy here, but all that 
has happened is that the kilogram is a larger 
unit than the pound and so this will occur 
sometimes. 

 

However, when you consider how much your 
body mass can vary over a 24 hour period, 
just by eating and going to the toilet a few 
times and then you think how accurate (or 
inaccurate!) domestic scales are anyway, this 
is not a problem of any significance. In 2013 I 
went on one of those roaming holidays where 
you stay in different hotel every couple of 
days and I weighed myself on every set of 
scales I could find. The difference between 
the lowest mass and the highest was over 
6 kg!  

 

The secret is to always weigh yourself on the 
same set of scales and at the same time of 
day whenever possible. 
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 Body Mass (st/lb) Body Mass (Kg) 

5st 0lb 32 

5st 1lb 32 

5st 2lb 33 

5st 3lb 33 

5st 4lb 34 

5st 5lb 34 

5st 6lb 35 

5st 7lb 35 

5st 8lb 35 

5st 9lb 36 

5st 10lb 36 

5st 11lb 37 

5st 12lb 37 

5st 13lb 38 

6st 0lb 38 

6t 1lb 39 

6t 2lb 39 

6t 3lb 40 

6t 4lb 40 

6t 5lb 40 

6t 6lb 41 

6t 7lb 41 

6t 8lb 42 

6t 9lb 42 

6t 10lb 43 

6t 11lb 43 

6st 12lb 44 

6st 13lb 44 

7st 0lb 45 

7st 1lb 45 

7st 2lb 45 

7st 3lb 46 

7st 4lb 46 

7st 5lb 47 

7st 6lb 47 

7st 7lb 48 

7st 8lb 48 

7st 9lb 49 

7st 10lb 49 

7st 11lb 50 

7st 12lb 50 

7st 13lb 50 

  

Body Mass (st/lb) Body Mass (Kg) 

8st 0lb 51 

8st 1lb 51 

8st 2lb 52 

8st 3lb 52 

8st 4lb 53 

8st 5lb 53 

8st 6lb 54 

8st 7lb 54 

8st 8lb 55 

8st 9lb 55 

8st 10lb 55 

8st 11lb 56 

8st 12lb 56 

8st 13lb 57 

9st 0lb 57 

9t 1lb 58 

9t 2lb 58 

9t 3lb 59 

9t 4lb 59 

9t 5lb 60 

9t 6lb 60 

9t 7lb 60 

9t 8lb 61 

9t 9lb 61 

9t 10lb 62 

9t 11lb 62 

9st 12lb 63 

9st 13lb 63 

10st 0lb 64 

10st 1lb 64 

10st 2lb 65 

10st 3lb 65 

10st 4lb 65 

10st 5lb 66 

10st 6lb 66 

10st 7lb 67 

10st 8lb 67 

10st 9lb 68 

10st 10lb 68 

10st 11lb 69 

10st 12lb 69 

10st 13lb 70 
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 Body Mass (st/lb) Body Mass (Kg) 

11st 0lb 70 

11st 1lb 70 

11st 2lb 71 

11st 3lb 71 

11st 4lb 72 

11st 5lb 72 

11st 6lb 73 

11st 7lb 73 

11st 8lb 74 

11st 9lb 74 

11st 10lb 75 

11st 11lb 75 

11st 12lb 75 

11st 13lb 76 

12st 0lb 76 

12t 1lb 77 

12t 2lb 77 

12t 3lb 78 

12t 4lb 78 

12t 5lb 79 

12t 6lb 79 

12t 7lb 80 

12t 8lb 80 

12t 9lb 80 

12t 10lb 81 

12t 11lb 81 

12st 12lb 82 

12st 13lb 82 

13st 0lb 83 

13st 1lb 83 

13st 2lb 84 

13st 3lb 84 

13st 4lb 85 

13st 5lb 85 

13st 6lb 85 

13st 7lb 86 

13st 8lb 86 

13st 9lb 87 

13st 10lb 87 

13st 11lb 88 

13st 12lb 88 

13st 13lb 89 

  

Body Mass (st/lb) Body Mass (Kg) 

14st 0lb 89 

14st 1lb 90 

14st 2lb 90 

14st 3lb 90 

14st 4lb 91 

14st 5lb 91 

14st 6lb 92 

14st 7lb 92 

14st 8lb 93 

14st 9lb 93 

14st 10lb 94 

14st 11lb 94 

14st 12lb 95 

14st 13lb 95 

15st 0lb 95 

15t 1lb 96 

15t 2lb 96 

15t 3lb 97 

15t 4lb 97 

15t 5lb 98 

15t 6lb 98 

15t 7lb 99 

15t 8lb 99 

15t 9lb 100 

15t 10lb 100 

15t 11lb 100 

15st 12lb 101 

15st 13lb 101 

16st 0lb 102 

16st 1lb 102 

16st 2lb 103 

16st 3lb 103 

16st 4lb 104 

16st 5lb 104 

16st 6lb 105 

16st 7lb 105 

16st 8lb 105 

16st 9lb 106 

16st 10lb 106 

16st 11lb 107 

16st 12lb 107 

16st 13lb 108 
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 Body Mass (st/lb) Body Mass (Kg) 

17st 0lb 108 

17st 1lb 109 

17st 2lb 109 

17st 3lb 110 

17st 4lb 110 

17st 5lb 110 

17st 6lb 111 

17st 7lb 111 

17st 8lb 112 

17st 9lb 112 

17st 10lb 113 

17st 11lb 113 

17st 12lb 114 

17st 13lb 114 

18st 0lb 115 

18t 1lb 115 

18t 2lb 115 

18t 3lb 116 

18t 4lb 116 

18t 5lb 117 

18t 6lb 117 

18t 7lb 118 

18t 8lb 118 

18t 9lb 119 

18t 10lb 119 

18t 11lb 120 

18st 12lb 120 

18st 13lb 120 

19st 0lb 121 

19st 1lb 121 

19st 2lb 122 

19st 3lb 122 

19st 4lb 123 

19st 5lb 123 

19st 6lb 124 

19st 7lb 124 

19st 8lb 125 

19st 9lb 125 

19st 10lb 125 

19st 11lb 126 

19st 12lb 126 

19st 13lb 127 
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Birth Mass (lb/oz) Birth Mass (Kg) 

4lb 0oz 1.800 

4lb 1oz 1.850 

4lb 2oz 1.850 

4lb 3oz 1.900 

4lb 4oz 1.950 

4lb 5oz 1.950 

4lb 6oz 2.000 

4lb 7oz 2.000 

4lb 8oz 2.050 

4lb 9oz 2.050 

4lb 10oz 2.100 

4lb 11oz 2.150 

4lb 12oz 2.150 

4lb 13oz 2.200 

4lb 14oz 2.200 

4lb 15oz 2.250 

5lb 0oz 2.250 

5lb 1oz 2.300 

5lb 2oz 2.300 

5lb 3oz 2.350 

5lb 4oz 2.400 

5lb 5oz 2.400 

5lb 6oz 2.450 

5lb 7oz 2.450 

5lb 8oz 2.500 

5lb 9oz 2.500 

5lb 10oz 2.550 

5lb 11oz 2.600 

5lb 12oz 2.600 

5lb 13oz 2.650 

5lb 14oz 2.650 

5lb 15oz 2.700 

6lb 0oz 2.700 

6lb 1oz 2.750 

6lb 2oz 2.800 

6lb 3oz 2.800 

6lb 4oz 2.850 

6lb 5oz 2.850 

6lb 6oz 2.900 

6lb 7oz 2.900 

6lb 8oz 2.950 

6lb 9oz 3.000 

6lb 10oz 3.000 

6lb 11oz 3.050 

6lb 12oz 3.050 

6lb 13oz 3.100 

6lb 14oz 3.100 

6lb 15oz 3.150 

  

Baby Weight Conversion 
Table: 

Points to note: 

 

Medieval birth masses for babies are normally 
rounded to the nearest ounce. Metric birth 
masses are normally rounded to the nearest 
50g. This is so in every country I have 
investigated. 

 

If you wish, you can give the mass in grams, 
so 2.350 kg would be read as 2350 grams. 

 

It may seem as though inaccuracies are 
creeping in as two different Medieval masses 
can lead to the same Metric mass, but don’t 
forget that babies are now weighed in Metric 
at birth and have been for many years. (I 
believe it is now the law that all medical 
records have to  be recorded in Metric units). 
The first inaccuracy crept in when the Metric 
mass was converted to Medieval in the first 
place, so go back to the original Metric weight 
if you can. If you cannot, this table is accurate 
enough as 50 grams is only a small wee, poo 
or drink. What the heck! 

 

If you are interested, the average birth mass 
of a western baby is about 3.5 kg (about 7.7 lb 
in Medieval units). 
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 Birth Mass (lb/oz) Birth Mass (Kg) 

7lb 0oz 3.200 

7lb 1oz 3.200 

7lb 2oz 3.250 

7lb 3oz 3.250 

7lb 4oz 3.300 

7lb 5oz 3.300 

7lb 6oz 3.350 

7lb 7oz 3.350 

7lb 8oz 3.400 

7lb 9oz 3.450 

7lb 10oz 3.450 

7lb 11oz 3.500 

7lb 12oz 3.500 

7lb 13oz 3.550 

7lb 14oz 3.550 

7lb 15oz 3.600 

8lb 0oz 3.650 

8lb 1oz 3.650 

8lb 2oz 3.700 

8lb 3oz 3.700 

8lb 4oz 3.750 

8lb 5oz 3.750 

8lb 6oz 3.800 

8lb 7oz 3.850 

8lb 8oz 3.850 

8lb 9oz 3.900 

8lb 10oz 3.900 

8lb 11oz 3.950 

8lb 12oz 3.950 

8lb 13oz 4.000 

8lb 14oz 4.050 

8lb 15oz 4.050 

9lb 0oz 4.100 

9lb 1oz 4.100 

9lb 2oz 4.150 

9lb 3oz 4.150 

9lb 4oz 4.200 

9lb 5oz 4.200 

9lb 6oz 4.250 

9lb 7oz 4.300 

9lb 8oz 4.300 

9lb 9oz 4.350 

9lb 10oz 4.350 

9lb 11oz 4.400 

9lb 12oz 4.400 

9lb 13oz 4.450 

9lb 14oz 4.500 

9lb 15oz 4.500 
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In this section I shall be discussing the difference between mass and weight and 
giving you some idea of what a newton feels like. If you have a qualification in 
physics, you will probably (hopefully) know all this already. 

 

This is not a detailed scientific analysis of these three quantities; it is a broad 
brush approach intended to give people a feel for this aspect of the subject. 

 

Firstly, confusion often arises between mass and weight simply because we 
‘weigh’ ourselves on scales to find our ‘mass’. We also ask the question, ‘How 
much do you weigh?’, when we should be asking, ‘What is your mass?’ (or body 
mass).  

 

So, let’s start with mass. Every object in the known universe (as far as we can 
tell) is made up of atoms, including ourselves. There are very light atoms like 
hydrogen and helium, and there are heavier atoms such as carbon and iron. 

 

The mass of an object measures how much ‘stuff’ there is in it. This depends on 
two factors: 

 

a) How big the atoms are that make up the object and 
b) How many atoms there are in it. 

 

So a small balloon filled with light hydrogen atoms is going to have much less 
mass than, say, a human body which is made up of trillions of larger atoms. 

 

It is important to note that for a given object, its mass will remain the same 
whether you leave it here on the Earth’s surface, take it out into space or drop it 
onto the surface of Mars. The reason is that it will have the same number of the 
same atoms wherever you take it. 

 

Now let’s consider weight. Weight is a force. It is the force by which a planet’s 
gravity pulls the object down. Of course, we are most familiar with weight here on 
the earth’s surface. 

 

But what happens if we move the object around the solar system, for instance. If 
we take the object up a high mountain here on Earth, it will weigh slightly less 
than on the Earth’s surface because gravity decreases the further we get from the 
Earth’s centre. The difference would only be small, but detectable with a sensitive 
balance. 

 

Appendix B   Mass, Weight, Newtons 
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On the Moon’s surface, the gravity is approximately one sixth of that on the 
Earth’s surface, so the object would weigh one sixth of what it weighs here on the 
Earth’s surface. 

 

But what units do we use to measure this weight – this force of gravity? You will 
probably realise by now that the unit of force in the metric system is the newton, 
so the weight will be measured in newtons too.  

 

So, let’s go off at a tangent for a moment to see what a newton feels like. 
Remember this is not an exact scientific definition; it is just designed to give you a 
feel for the newton. 

 

Take an object that has a mass of about 100 grams such as a small apple. 

 

 

 
 

Now rest it in the palm of your hand. The force of the Earth’s gravity pulling it 
down onto the surface of your hand is approximately one newton. It’s not a lot. 
The newton is quite a small force by everyday standards. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The mass of this one is about 102 
grams. It doesn’t have to be an 
apple, of course. I chose the apple 
because that is the fruit that is 
supposed to have given Isaac 
Newton one of his first ideas about 
gravity. 

102 g 

1 newton 
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A large apple (or two small ones) would be pulled down with a force of 
approximately two newtons, and so on. 

 

Now, if a mass of 100 grams is pulled down with a force of one newton, a 
kilogram (1000 grams) will be pulled down with a force of about 10 newtons.  

 

Notice this is not an exact figure as it depends on where you are on the Earth’s 
surface (it would be slightly less up a mountain, remember). If you want a more 
precise figure, at sea level on the Earth gravity would pull one kilogram down with 
a force of almost exactly 9.81 newtons. We are not going to worry about this level 
of precision; we shall call that ‘about 10 newtons’, but remember 10 is an 
approximation. 

 

 

 

So, think about a person who has a mass of, say, 75 kilograms. Gravity would pull 
them down with approximately 75 x 10 = 750 newtons at sea level (slightly less 
up a high mountain). 

 

Now what happens if that person travels to the surface of the Moon? Their mass 
would remain the same, of course, because the atoms that make up their body 
will not have changed, but the Moon’s gravity is approximately one sixth of the 
Earth’s, so their weight on the Moon (the force with which the Moon pulls them 
down) will be one sixth of 750 newtons, i.e. approximately 125 newtons. 

 

Astronauts feel no weight because technically they are falling around the Earth. If 
you were in a lift and the cable broke (and the safety mechanism failed – 
extremely unlikely for those of you afraid of flying!), you would not feel your own 
weight. If you were standing on a set of weighing scales, no measurement would 
show and you would start to float around the lift (for a short time, at least). 

 

Falling in orbit around the Earth is just like falling in a lift or travelling so far away 
from a planet that you can no longer feel any measurable gravitational pull. This 
is why astronauts float around their space capsules. 

 

Now here are two stories that illustrate these ideas rather well, I always think: 

 

Nellie the elephant (as you well know) was invited to the ball. She went to try on 
her old party dress, but alas, it no longer fitted – too many cream cakes! 
However, she had heard that astronauts were weightless in space, so she hitched 
a lift on a rocket and joined them in the space station. She soon discovered, 
however, that her dress still did not fit. Although she now had no weight, she still 
had plenty of mass! 

 

If you are interested, this force measured accurately at the top of Mount Everest would 
be about 9.77 newtons! 
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A boy was asked the question in a science paper: ‘What is the difference between 
mass and weight?’ He replied, ‘Mass is when you buy a sack of potatoes. Weight 
is when you have to carry them home!’ 

 

I hope that explains the difference between mass and weight and why mass is 
measured in grams and kilograms and weight is measured in newtons and 
kilonewtons. You can see, I am sure, why it is important for our children to 
understand the difference and why medieval units just get in the way. 

 

So, let’s now see how newtons can be used to measure forces in other situations.  
Remember our medieval archer? 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  It is much more important for our children to understand what a newton   
  is and to get an approximate value of pull in newtons than it is to have  
  an exact conversion from what was only an approximate value in  
  medieval units in the first instance. 

 

At home you can practise using newtons. Remember that anything that has a 
mass of one kilogram, such as a bag of sugar or a litre of orange juice, is being 
pulled down by the Earth’s gravity with a force of approximately 10 newtons, so 
get your children to estimate the weight of things in newtons using this fact. 

 

If you search the internet for ‘newton spring balances’ you might be able to find a 
supplier and buy one for your children to practise. They use them in school 
physics labs, of course. 

The force of his pull has traditionally been given 
in pounds (even though the pound is a unit of 
mass in medieval units). 

 

To find the force in newtons, simply multiply the 
figure they give you in pounds by 4.45. This is a 
difficult number to multiply by when you are 
standing in a field next to a group of medieval 
archers (especially if it is raining), so we can do 
our approximation trick again. Multiply instead by 
4 and round up a bit or multiply by 5 and round 
down a bit. 

 

Remember also, that when they say a bow has a 
pull of, say, 80 pounds, that is not an exact 
value. Medieval bows varied enormously in their 
pull because of the different woods they were 
made from and the different thicknesses of the 
bows. So if we say 80 pounds is roughly 400 
newtons, there is nothing significant lost. 
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No matter how much we discuss the issues on social websites on the internet or 
chat about it with friends, unless we can get to the people who make decisions, we 
are going to get nowhere. 

 

As there are two major decisions that only the Government can make, i.e. changing 
the road signs to metric and restricting sales and descriptions of goods and services 
to metric units only, it is essential that we make our Members of Parliament aware 
of the implications (particularly the educational implications) of continuing to let our 
children and young adults suffer in this world of confusion in which they live.  

 

I therefore ask you to take the time to write to your own MP and point out the 
problems outlined in this document. 

 

To find the name of your MP, search the internet for ‘Who is my MP?’. There are 
many websites that will tell you and all you need to enter is your postcode. All MPs 
may be reached at The House of Commons, London, SW1A 0AA (don’t you wish 
you had a postcode like that?). If MPs are on their summer break, your letter 
should be redirected to their constituency address by the House of Commons staff. 

 

There are three things to remember when writing to your MP. 

 

Firstly, always be polite. I am sure you would be, but some people send raging 
letters and they certainly do nothing to help our cause. The whole idea is to get 
MPs on our side. 

 

Secondly, some people believe we can write to our MP at the House of Commons 
post free. Unfortunately this is not the case – all letters have to be paid for in the 
normal way. 

 

Thirdly, your MP is responsible for all the people in their own constituency, so make 
sure you write to him/her first. If you write to other MPs, there is a good chance 
that their secretaries will just pass your letter to your MP. The exception to this rule 
is that it is fine to write to any minister that may have a particular interest in the 
metric situation, for example, the Secretary of State for Transport or the Secretary 
of State for Education.  

 

Rather than write to lots of different MPs yourself, it is much better to get a 
number of other people to write to their own MP (whether this is the same as yours 
or not). You need to make your MP feel the weight of public feeling on this issue 
and the more individuals who write, the more they will feel this pressure. 

Appendix C   Writing to Your MP 
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Of course, if you are an MP yourself, you could write yourself a memo to contact 
the relevant minister when you have a moment, outlining how your constituents 
feel. 

 

If you feel confident enough to write your own letter, please go ahead, outlining 
the particular aspects of the metrication issue you feel are most relevant and/or 
enclosing a copy of this document. If you can print a copy in colour, so much the 
better, but if not a black and white copy will be good enough. I know there are a 
good number of pages to print, but please keep in mind that we are doing this for 
our children and our grandchildren. Please also remember to determine the correct 
postage. If you would like to send a colour printout, but don’t have access to a 
colour printer, you may purchase a copy from the www.drmetric.com/education 
website. I do make a small charge for this as I print them out myself at home and 
as you probably know, the inks are very expensive. The price also includes postage 
and packing to your home/office address in the UK. 

 

If you do not feel confident enough to write your own letter, there are a couple of 
versions you may download from the www.drmetric.com website. Click on the 
‘Contact Your MP’ link. All you need to do is to add your own name and address 
and the name of your MP etc.  

 

 

In addition to your MP, there are all sorts of other people you can write to – your 
local mayor and/or councillor, your Euro MP and so on. In addition, if you have 
access to someone who may have some clout because of their position, you could 
write to them asking them to write to their MP. I am thinking here of people such 
as academic staff in your local (or ex) university – professors and lecturers, 
directors and scientists in large companies and so on. 

 

Good luck and please let me know how you get on:  alanyoung@drmetric.com 

 

I am particularly interested in hearing about any replies you may receive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

http://www.drmetric.com/
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‘…There is a distinction, in my mind, between investing in the things 
that will make Britain’s economy more efficient in the future, make 
transport systems work better, communication systems work better 
and simply spending more on our day to day process of government… 

 

…I do think there is a case for targeted, high value investment in our 
economic infrastructure…’ 

 

Philip Hammond, Chancellor of the Exchequer on the BBC Today 
programme on Monday, 3rd October 2016: 

 

 

 

‘What better targeted investment is there than that of the education 
of our children and young adults, particularly in mathematics, science 
and technology? In an increasingly technological world we need 
people skilled in these subjects more than ever before and the current 
situation - the mixing of medieval and metric units to which British 
youngsters are exposed - is a national scandal of which we should be 
ashamed and doing our best to eliminate as soon as possible.’ 

 

Alan Young (a.k.a. Dr Metric), 4th October 2016  

 

 

 

 
Contact: Please use the following email address to contact me: 

    alanyoung@drmetric.com 

 

If required contact is urgent (for example to ask me to appear on a 
radio/television show), please phone me on 07984 674698 

mailto:alanyoung@drmetric.com

