THREE PARTIES, ONE EDUCATIONAL DOGMA

educational strategy 2: underlying issues- three parties, one educational dogma

The GERM and party commentators in 2014.

Trade union polling on public knowledge of party policies before the election showed public saw major differences between the two main parties on most key issues but one – Education. This is well founded as in the Westminster Bubble, the parties are united around what has been called the GERM – the Global Educational Reform Movement. Neo- liberal in nature, in England the almost anarcho syndicalist dogma that schools should be turned into independent competing units run by a super head, taken away from any form of democratic accountability and with neo-stalinist performance measures to study their output – exam results – have reduced English schools to the status of exam factories. This will not change in the next years whatever the outcome of the General Election. 

Party policies being identical bar some important, but marginal elements notably Qualfied Teacher Status, AS reforms are supported by Labour, but the coalition faces no serious threat over Education. However three recent reports outside the official party machines have shown the lie of the land and need to be studied. They do not however have an awarenessof the GERM – the Global Educational Reform Movement – which sets the framework internationally. They do show thinking in England thus

a) The Bloomsbury paper, a centre left publication produced by Compass and supported by the NUT/

b) 21st century Education, a social liberal approach. Ed Helen Flynn, introduction Tim Farron

c) Primary Focus, a report from Policy Exchange advocating total forced academisation of primary schools = PE is a a right wing think tank founded by Michael Gove among others, whose curent paper was launched at Labour Conference – not the Tory conference – a launch attended by Tristram Hunt who spoke on the conference and accepted the drivers of the report.  

All three represent commentaries locked into the GERM, which will remain dominant. However differences appear as follows

The three reports examined. 

a) The Bloomsbury Paper also known as The Inquiry into a 21st century education system, is the only one committed to the comprehensive ideal, something New Labour conspicuously lacks. Both the Compass and Lib Dem pamphlet agree that there is a flaw in a system where power lies with the Secretary of State, but does not commit to reducing the power vested in the centre. It has no analysis of the decentralisation of operational power to the Head, via Local Management of Schools (1988) and then the academy programme (2002 onward,  notably the 2010 Education Act), and no analysis of the Free School Movement imported from Sweden. 

While Compass does not comment extensively on the structural changes, or the apparent commitment of Shadow Tristram Hunt to the 'standards not structures' mantra which diverts attention from ongoing structural changes driven by the consensus politics at Westminster, it is critical of the problems of 'forced academisation' – which is a possible debating point – and “a relliance on inspection by fear. Fear works up to a point, more of it will deliver less”. However it is not so sharp on the drivers of fear management, notably performance tables and the turning of schools into exam factories. OFSTED has now launched a consultation on a new inspection regime, which has yet to make headlines. The Compass has a real grasp of the damage done to pupils from the culture which produces NEETS, but not of the pressures which produce NEETS and are damaging teachers, 40% of whom quit within 5 years of starting. The strong point is that Compass states that centrallised power has led to 'constant and ideologically driven change', and the nature of the ideology is the missing link.

b) The Social Liberal Approach

The Liberal Democrats are delighted with their support of coalition policy, and have bought into the Austerity agenda to the point where the think tank suggests that the country cannot afford free education, asking “in hard times, when money is short... should we... continue to support … free education for all?” - hard to realise Britain is one of the G8 countries, and the massive wealth and tax avoidance in the system is not seen as the context at all. The L Ds are concerned at the power of the Secretary of State and the permanent revolution, and indeed call for a Royal Commission to decide what education is about. They do not confront the political drivers which have undermined the comprehensive movement over the last twenty years. The range of essays makes the lack of overall analysis hard to describe, but on what is happening, as one essay argues, “governments of all persuasions have taken a close interest.... installing a high stakes accountability regime, alongside more school autonomy and increasing diversity of school providers”. Why is not clearly analysed, nor is the myth of school accountablity exposed.

The reality of a system which is highly centralised and controlled, and in which the Sec of State has total power and uses metrics – league tables – to control is obscured by the almost anarcho syndicalist belief in school autonomy. It is true heads have been given powers previously controlled by councils, and can operate as units in competition with other units, but this may well be only on stage on the way to a very different outcome.

c) Primary Focus.  this was clearly not the outcome envisaged by the Policy Exchange, and though Gove was not personally involved in the report the direction of travel, notably toward control of school by  chains (Gove has denied OFSTED the right to inspect chains, only schools), countering autonomy, and a system of unelected school commissioners responsible only to the Secretary of State, is set out clear.

Key elements of the report, as identified in the press release identifying the reluctance of primaries to abandon local councils as they presumably fear being isolated without support, but ignoring this and the democratic deficit which would follow the destruction of Local Authorities, by advocating

* forcible academisation (taken over the funded by central government) – mainly to be forced into chains, as the report believes the main problem is that schools should “focus on teaching and learning rather than form filling and more adminstrative tasks” - yet Local Management of Schools (1988) imposed these by removing Local Authority structures.

* individual schools should be able to switch between chains. This to prevent academy chains becoming complacent. However as they employ and ruthlessly dismiss heads, how could this attempt to make the anarcho- syndicalist model of the school work?

* Regional school commissioners (set up by  Gove, control to be extended  to all schools by Morgan) to control chains and oversee and approve the emergence of new chains. These commissions will run areas with up to 3000 schools, with no checks and balances.

The overall revolution to make primaries go to chains – by 2020 all primaries are to be academised under this plan – is to allow them to become academies within chains to meet a permanent crisis caused by government, identified as increased standards in reading and writing (Maths is not included but the bar is to be raised here, and OFSTED has started talking about reducing the over concentration on these), leading to “a 'perfect storm' of challenges..... head teachers will retire, a continued drop off of LA funding for primaries, and the introduction of a new national curriculum and assessment systems, putting more pressure on teachers”.

The latter are all government driven, but the contradictions appear not addressed in a report demanding more government action. Nor does the report seem aware – as no national politician seems aware – that under the 'anarcho-syndicalist' approach of the academy programme, the national curriculum does not apply in academies. They are supposed to be autonomous and autonomy means they define their own curriculum.

While this is not something that any of the three reports issued in early autumn could take into account, the Trojan Horse scandal in Birmingham has its roots in the fact that academies can decide their curriculum and staffing, and the accusation was they had imposed radical islamisation and forced out heads who did not comply. These were mostly schools already in chains.


There is indeed 'a perfect storm' coming for England's schools.
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