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[0:00:00] 

Chair: Well, good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to the Royal Society and welcome to this 

Politics in Education summit. My name’s Chris Husbands. I’m director of the Institute of 

Education. This is almost my last gig as director of the Institute of Education before I start a new 

job in January. I’m delighted to welcome you all and to chair the sessions this morning and the 

first session this afternoon. A couple of announcements before I get into the introduction. The 

first is that I’m extremely sorry to be the messenger, to pass on the news that John Nash, the 

undersecretary for education, is unable to join us this morning. And as is the way with these 

things, we have been shuffling the programme for the first session to accommodate the fact that, 

by virtue of debates in the Lords on the Education and Adoption Bill, John can’t be with us. I’m 

also sorry to say that Ros McMullen, from David Young Community Academy, is unable to join 

us, but I’m delighted to say that Chris McShane from the Quilley School has agreed to stand in 

on behalf of Ros in the second session. 

 

 So welcome. The title of today’s summit is Politics in Education. I’m a little bit too far away from 

you to make this point with quite the wit and force that I hoped it would have been made, but I 

carefully chose my tie this morning to ensure that all possible colours of the political spectrum are 

registered in it, and you won’t detect anything. You see, there’s even a bit of UKIP purple as well 

as everything else. What we’re going to try and do over the course of the discussions, the inputs 

that we’re going to listen to, the panel discussions, is to unpack the relationship between politics 

and education as it is in this country, what we might learn from the way it is in other jurisdictions, 

and how it is likely, how it might develop as changes that we’re all experiencing go forward. The 

subtitle of the summit, those three words, Responsibility, Impact and Control. As well as you, all 

of you expert in your own way, we have, and they will parade before you in the course of the 

morning and afternoon, a series of observers, participants and commentators. Some of them will 

attempt to throw oil on the troubled waters of the relationship between politics and education. 

Others will no doubt try to throw flaming sticks onto the oil that other people have thrown. Some 

of the oil will be highly refined. Some of it will be snake oil. And such is the expertise – this 

metaphor will collapse quite soon. Such is the expertise of those in front of us that you won’t 

always be able to tell the difference between the snake oil and the refined oil. My role is to 

compeer, but far more important than that, it is to keep everybody almost to time. And at various 

points today I shall be telling people who are continuing to speak that they should draw things to 

a close, and I will do that with a combination of politeness and rudeness as appropriate to the 

time and session. 

 

 So we will begin, and my timekeeping is going to be somewhat complicated by the fact that it 

seems to be perpetually 10.40am over there, so when the phone appears it will simply be to keep 

an eye on the time. So without further ado, I should like to invite our first speaker to talk to us. 

Tim’s going to speak for slightly longer than the 15 minutes that he was originally allotted. Tim 

Oates is group director of assessment research and development for Cambridge Assessments, 

but more than that, one of the most well informed and astute observers of the operation of 

education systems around the world. And Tim’s going to speak to us about, will the best always 

naturally percolate to the surface. He’s going to look at the role of the state in international 

education systems. Tim. 
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Tim Oates: Thank you very much indeed, Chris, and good morning everyone. Yeah, this issue of will the best 

always naturally percolate to the surface is quite interesting because it’s implicit in a whole series 

of change strategies present in nations around the world, and particularly prevalent in some of 

the thinking in England at the moment. And I’m going to look at whether this is advised, bearing 

in mind the historical record and bearing in mind transnational comparisons. 

 

 I’m quite fortunate because, being a group director in Cambridge Assessment, we work in over 

170 countries. We’re active now in over 170 countries. So we have the privilege of being able to 

look at different education systems, at individual schools, and if I can, I do this as an observation 

to get beneath the skin of some of the pedagogy. Some of this is informed by that kind of 

empirical work. But I’m going to draw particularly on structural analysis, really, to try and think 

about where we are and how we position the role of the state in our own setting. And I’m going to 

refer principally to England in terms of drawing out some lessons. 

 

[0:06:43] 

 

 Hands up, who’s read Duncan Graham’s Lessons for Us All? I have. Yeah, okay. It’s worthwhile 

buying it. Inadvertently I bought a copy for Michael Gove when we started the National 

curriculum review in 2010, and when I opened it – it had been purchased by my information 

officer from eBay and it had Michael Foot’s signature in the front, because he’d just died and his 

library was being dispersed, which was quite irony. The irony didn’t escape either him or I. It’s an 

interesting book. If you read a Lesson for Us All, Duncan Graham and David Tytler, you get the 

view of the education policy being simply the product of individuals, at that time mainly men 

actually, involved in dashing around the country to very short meetings. There’s a very famous 

passage where he describes getting a visit from Ken Baker. “As the helicopter landed,” he said, “I 

had all the concern of a football manager about to be told that he had every confidence of the 

chairman.” It’s kind of a world historical view, purely through the actions of individuals, and very, 

very inadequate because it doesn’t look at deeper structures. It doesn’t look at the nature of the 

policy construction process. But if you pick up Salter and Tapper’s work, Education, Politics and 

the State, you have very Marxian analysis of the playing out of objective forces. If you read David 

Wray’s excellent work on the role of home internationals on understanding education systems, 

you get a deep insight into the factors which are in play in different jurisdictions. And I’ll come 

back to this issue of factors in a moment. If you read Robin Alexander’s work, Culture and 

Pedagogy, of course, a very large, very influential tome, you do get a sense of the way in which 

culture plays out in influencing schooling, the views of parents, the views of pupils interacting in 

the classroom and so on.  

 

 Lucy Crehan in the front here has taught in many systems, and we were just saying, the point is 

it’s very complicated. You know, do you (inaudible 0:08:48) culture in understanding, the way in 

which things play out in classrooms. Or do you think about the way in which economic factors 

affect education systems? Well, the answer is yes to all of those. It is extremely challenging to 

actually understand how things have played out historically and how they’re playing out now. So 

you have to have some theoretical perspectives in trying to get a handle on this, otherwise it’s all 

just overwhelming. And certainly to ministers it must appear overwhelming to get a new brief, and 

to know that there’s something wrong and have an inkling that there are problems with the 

system that you’ve inherited the management of, and you want to act. So who do you talk to? 

What evidence do you appeal to? What values should drive your action and what theories should 

be deployed in terms of understanding what’s happening and in terms of what constitutes 

something that you might do that would have some good? Now we look particularly at Bill 

Schmidt and Richard Proud’s work because of its power in explaining different systems. And he 

looked at Tim’s data from one of the big transnational surveys, which is much – in fact a much 

better longer pedigree than Peter. And instead of trying to find things, he just said, what are the 

major jurisdictions that are performing well, what do they have in common. And what emerged 

from that analysis was that they had curriculum coherence. The different aspects of the system 
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do not conflict teachers. Accountability does not pull them in a different direction to a set of 

national standards or curriculum materials. This almost sounds like a trivial truism, but in fact the 

moment you begin to look at any system, including the English one, through that perspective, 

you can see contradictions. The drive to superficial learning as primary schools approach the 

Key Stage 2 tests in order to optimise scores, that’s antithetical to the notion of deep learning 

that’s always been implicit in the aims of the National curriculum. It’s a profound contradiction 

and it affects greatly what is done with children and what they achieve and what they learn. To 

achieve curriculum coherence – and he meant it in two senses. One, that all the various factors 

in the system and the things playing out are supportive and mutually supportive rather than 

contradictory. But he also emphasised curriculum coherence in the sense of the right content 

stipulated in an appropriate age related sequence. And to affect that coherence you need 

curriculum control. Now Robin Alexander, when we used this analysis in driving some aspects of 

the 2010 national curriculum review, objected very strongly to the notion of control, and 

misunderstood the original intention of Bill Schmidt in proposing it. By control we do not mean 

exclusively top down control. It can be self discipline of a system to ensure alignment. And I’ll 

come onto that with the international comparisons in just a moment. But the trouble is the word 

control implies top down, you know, control by somebody, by an institution or institutions from the 

top. I’m going to look at Singapore, Finland, Alberta, Germany and England very briefly. 

 

 So it’s quite clear that having a national curriculum, for example, which was, you know, a very 

new innovation for us – and at the time that we had a new national curriculum, the first national 

curriculum in 1988, very few countries actually had them. Now most countries have them but 

they’re wise enough not to call them national curricula in all cases. Many of them have quite 

prudently called them frameworks of national standards, because they are simply things to be 

attained. Although of course they do condition pedagogy to a degree, they are principally lists of 

standards. But there were real assets of having a national curriculum in this country. If you read 

Duncan Graham’s very insightful book – and for all of its idiosyncrasies ands, dare I say, 

egocentralism, he has – there’s a startling insight in it. He said, basically the DES circulars of the 

time were driving the system towards curriculum coherence to a point where possibly a national 

curriculum was not actually necessary. That’s quite interesting because that makes us think 

about the different instruments that he used by different national systems to affect curriculum 

control. So there are real – the evidence on benefits – and there’s piles and piles of it. It was a 

good thing to have a national curriculum in this country. There were some ills, and actually 

interestingly the evidence on the ills is considerably of less bulk, but nonetheless crucial. I mean, 

acute overload, that was resolved largely by Ron Dearing’s excellent work in 1995, and then in 

the ’99 revision. All groups clamouring to ensure that subject content reflects their interests are 

included. That’s still with us. Whenever there’s a national curriculum, everybody wants in, 

because they think of it as being the legislative game in town. If it gets in the national curriculum 

then it is law. And therefore one has to think about the nature of governance and the social 

discourse within a national setting, which ensures that something is in and ensures that 

something is out. On what basis and what processes is that kind of triage undertaken in a 

particular national setting? And of course thirdly, very, very serious issue, the issue of the extent 

to which assessment drives curriculum thinking and curriculum practice in schools. Fewer in 

number than the benefits but nonetheless very, very critical and need constant attention.  

 

[0:14:13] 

  

 Now forgive me for all of those who’ve seen this comparison before but it is an important one, 

that the 1995 curriculum was important. It was a thinning of the 1988 overload. It was a 

reconciliation of the levels. Only eight levels rather than ten and only up to 14 and then 

essentially GCSE being used as a principal instrument for conditioning the curriculum. I’m going 

to mention textbooks and other instruments because they are important. And of course we 

published from Cambridge a large research report a year ago in November, Textbooks Count, 
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not because we’re just obsessed by textbooks, because they’re an instrument for curriculum 

control. And it’s really crucial, and I’ll come back to that. 

 

So this was the content of the national curriculum in ’95. It was refined again in ’99, but it’s full of 

rich conceptual content that when chemical reactions take place, mass is conserved. Very 

difficult (inaudible 0:15:10) 11 year olds, according to Sharon Adey’s evidence. And critically, if 

you don’t understand that, if you haven’t got a rich concept around conservation of mass, you will 

falter in later STEM activity in schooling and that will cause you to not have access to a wide 

range of professions, so it is important, and it’s entitlement. When the curriculum was refined and 

reviewed in 2007, it did become much more general. Now many people said that that was fine, it 

was much more permissive. It allowed autonomy of schools, something I’ll return to in a second. 

And they also pointed to other countries which had national curriculum which were also similarly 

generic. But that particular last argument misses the fact that in many of these other jurisdictions, 

where the top line standards are more generic, they have other instruments to affect curriculum 

control, including state approved textbooks, which are not necessarily too restrictive. You can 

have choice of a textbook if you’re a school or a teacher, and in other jurisdictions those kind of 

freedoms are very important. But nonetheless, without any other form of legal requirement, if the 

law is changed just to this and this is the only legal specification of what needs to be done in 

schools, you lose the entitlement to key concepts and subjects. This is really important, rich 

discipline knowledge, which we know empirically, from the longitudinal studies, ’58, 1970, BCS, 

NCSD and the Millennium studies, possessing or not an understanding of these concepts is 

highly determining of your life trajectory and your life outcomes, and indeed your earnings. So 

knowing these things really counts and we know that empirically from John Bynner and the 

Centre for Longitudinal Studies’ work. So it really did matter, this. So it was a question of getting 

it back onto the track of rich conceptual content, and at the time that was a minority view. I mean, 

a dramatically minority view. So to assert subject discipline knowledge, and the uniqueness of 

knowledge in individual disciplines, was an extremely unfashionable view in 2009 and 2010. So 

how did it become part of the principles which drove the 2010 national review? And this is very 

important in terms of governance again. How did that control – how was that control affected? So 

Bill and Richard, in terms of curriculum coherence and curriculum control, didn’t posit the specific 

factors which were in play in different systems, so we’ve done further analysis out of Cambridge 

across systems to identify the control factors. Now these are control factors. Again, don’t over 

read the word control as top down. These are the things that you can do something about if you 

actually address policy. They’re things that are amenable to policy change, governance, 

accountability, inspection, national framework, qualifications, curriculum content and so on. And if 

you think you’re going to achieve everything you want to in terms of equity and attainment simply 

through a national curriculum, you’ve got to recognise you’re only dealing with a small part of 

factor one. So if you put all of your efforts into merely changing the national curriculum, you are 

unlikely to get the kind of gain and improvement, both in terms of equity and attainment, that you 

will want to see in the education system, because you’re only attending to a small part of one of 

the factors, which – the set of factors which has to be simultaneously beneficially managed in 

order that they are aligned. There are then other factors which explain the performance of 

education systems, and many of these, family, culture and national social culture, for example, 

are much more difficult to affect. General attitude to innovation in the system, much more difficult 

to affect and so on. They are amenable to policy but they’re tricky. A further set, I mean, are even 

more difficult, and they’re acts of God. I mean, it’s really tricky if a volcano blows up in your 

backyard, as it did in Iceland. There are things that happen which are very difficult to do anything 

about, which nonetheless affect the education system quite dramatically. And zeitgeist and 

ideology are fundamental. But all the time what you have to be thinking about, if you think about 

cultural perspectives or you think about institutional perspectives, curriculum assessment, 

inspection, interactions. They all interact. And one of the things I was talking about again over 

coffee just beforehand is that we’ve made flying safe by managing the workload of pilots so they 

don’t suffer from cognitive overload when they’re doing things. It’s really important. It’s been very 

important all of our lives. Cognitive overload in the management of education systems is alive 
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and well. They are unbelievably complex. They require complex consideration and complex 

management. I’m stating something obvious but nonetheless time after time we see breakdowns 

in system because of the failure to attend to key factors and not attending to curriculum 

coherence.  

 

[0:20:15] 

 

One of the problematic things, of course, is just we’re big, and we joked – I’m afraid – not 

maliciously but it’s not a great joke, if you want to manage the education system in this country 

effectively, just reduce the population to about five million, because if you look at the high 

performing jurisdictions, they tend to be small. That does tell you something, actually. We’ll come 

onto South Korea in a moment. But it does tell you something, because the form of social 

discourse leading to the processes of control that allow coherence to be managed across the 

control factors is different. David Wray put it brilliantly when he talked about Scotland. He said, 

“Look, if there’s poor performance in the FE colleges in Scotland, the Secretary of State gets 

them all into one room and tells them off.” Okay, so if you’re a large system you have to think 

about other instruments, more sophisticated means of affecting that coherence. South Korea is 

interesting because they benefited from a post conflict reconstruction, which emphasised very 

strongly the importance of educational outcomes at the level of the family. So it is true that the 

police have to go around in Korea, breaking up illegal homework clubs at ten o’clock, formed by 

parents and students themselves. If you talk to Korean youngster about why they bother to work 

hard at school, they say, “Because I will have no future if I do not work hard, and the future of 

South Korea rests on my shoulders.” Now that is a very almost universally held by young people, 

and you hear it time and time again. So you can benefit from a zeitgeist and a culture, which 

immediately affects motivation in the classroom.  

 

Now I won’t go into this in great detail, but it’s fascinating. The nature of the discourse is enabled 

or disabled by size and characteristics of your demography. Finland is fascinating, and I’ll come 

onto it, and I’ll probably finish on Finland. So transnational analysis gives us all sorts of deep 

insights into this, but it doesn’t supply a judgement free solution. Okay, let’s look at a country 

which is like us. Okay, Korea, it’s the same size, or West Germany. West Germany was the 

same size as us before the unification. Let’s go and look at them, see what they do and then do it 

here. Almost all instances of policy borrowing of that naïve form have failed in this country. 

Understanding the way that the control factors interact in other settings, and the explanatory 

factors interact, and how they are managed through instruments, such as curriculum materials, 

institutions and through processes, will enable us to reflect on how we do it here. Now 

understanding patterns of incentives and how they play out in the classroom are vital, as I 

explained, in terms of the incentives from accountability operating on that learning period leading 

to the Key Stage 2 tests. You have to understand how these drivers and incentives play out on a 

day to day basis in the classroom because they affect behaviour. And if they’re not moderated by 

very, very good ideas about education then you will have instrumental pursuit of targets by 

teachers, because it makes sense. And if it’s not moderated by any deeper views, which prevent 

what we might call bad behaviour, then you’ll have a system which is not being managed 

appropriately. I’ve talked about the partial role in the national curriculum, but I think by and large 

you need a good national curriculum. A bad national curriculum will hold you back, undoubtedly. 

And a national curriculum is essential and has benefits. But by and large we have overestimated 

what it can do as a single instrument. And this understanding or distinction between the national 

curriculum and the school curriculum, the national curriculum in a relatively parsimonious state of 

key content and the school curriculum rich and expansive presentation of that content to 

individual so that they’re motivated to acquire it, that distinction again was difficult to reassert, 

and hopefully we’ve asserted it since the 2010 national curriculum. 

 

[0:24:33] 
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So it was interesting that people talked – and when Graham Stuart was chair of the education 

and skills select committee, he accused publically, perhaps rightly, Michael Gove of being 

hyperactive and pursuing things on too many fronts. But actually, if you think the system is not 

performing well and that you need a step change in attainment and equity and enjoyment in 

schools, then you are going to have to attend to an awful lot of the control factors and probably 

do it simultaneously. And even with a five year fixed term, probably do it pretty damn quickly. So 

hence all those key elements of revision. But again prudent policy, using transnational 

comparisons to affect change in your own system, involves relaxing some factors and tightening 

others. Some factors can’t be tightened in other national settings. Some factors can’t be 

tightened here, and particularly if the money’s gone. You have to do other things. But if you relax 

one thing it’s almost certain you’re going to have to do something somewhere else, because if 

you relax one factor dramatically you will probably lose a grip on the institutions and processes, 

bottom up and top down, which affect curriculum coherence. But again I want to emphasise that 

control is a system characteristic, not a top down mechanism, and patterns of governance are 

vital.  

 

So I’ll just finish now on autonomy and – that’s not a pun, finish. I will talk about some 

characteristics of Finland. So it’s interesting how the autonomy argument is played out, isn’t it? 

Because for a while we just thought – this is again percolating to the top. We were told autonomy 

is good. Schools need to be autonomous and they need to be autonomous because of course 

schools in Finland are autonomous and they do brilliantly, don’t they? Because we got off the 

plane and we asked them whether they were autonomous. They said yes, and we got back on 

the plane (laughter). Big mistake. So in 2000 (inaudible 0:26:35) said, “Autonomy is allied to high 

performance.” So everybody said, “Right, good, we need autonomous schools.” We pointed out, 

when we did empirical analysis, that this wasn’t true, actually, in terms of all schools and all 

systems. Okay, so it became autonomy and a means of collaborating, fine. So it’s not good if you 

just have autonomy in schools because they have all the autonomy to fail, and it’s therefore 

important that they collaborate in order that best practice is shared. And the problem is, what’s 

best practice? So will it percolate to the top? I mean, I’ve been in many schools where indeed 

lesson observation and process of peer review have improved the system, but only in a context 

where it was clear that the criteria were being developed and were being promulgated and were 

being used and deployed during that peer review. Criteria, hmm. So we have to have theory. We 

have to have evidence. We have to say what is best practice. So that’s not just autonomy for its 

own sake. And James Cross recently published, out of CMRE, Centre for (inaudible 0:27:43) and 

Education, a brilliant paper which said, “Collaboration by itself is bankrupt, because unless there 

are sound ideas underpinning the practice then it will not raise performance significantly.” So we 

have to think about what constitutes an appropriate form of autonomy and a balance between 

the state and a balance between institution and autonomy, and we have to define high quality 

practice and sound educational theory. Unless we do that it’ll be collaboration for no purpose. 

 

Now this is interesting. I won’t talk about this graph – I could talk about this graph till the cows 

come home, but I’ll spend two minutes on it, Chair. Because everybody got off the plane in 

Finland after they’d done well in 2000, and because it was a cross-sectional study everybody 

said, “Oh well, Finland’s doing brilliantly. They’re improving. They’re the best in the world.” They 

were wrong about the improving bit. It was a cross-sectional study. It wasn’t longitudinal in terms 

of the culture. In fact they were beginning their decline. Everybody asked, when they got off the 

plane, “What are your schools like?” Wrong question. The question should have been, “What 

were your schools like during the period of intense improvement?” And the key point here is that 

from moribund performance during the 1960s and 1970s, there was wide social discourse in a 

small country with an homogenous population about the idea of improvement and about what 

system they should all elect to adopt and pursue - despite potential social differences that might 

arise, that they should all adopt and pursue in order to raise attainment, improve equity and 

improve enjoyment in schooling. And they adopted – they decided to go for a fully 

comprehensive education system. This was enforced from the period 1980 to about the late 
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1990s, through what some of the Fins call the iron fist in the iron glove. Inspectors in every 

classroom. National testing of every grade. State approved text books. Is this a picture of Finland 

that you’ve heard about? That you’ve read about? It surely ain’t. Now I’m not saying that that’s 

the way forward, but unless we understand the true historical record of how curriculum 

coherence has been obtained in particular jurisdictions, we’ll be fooling ourselves by going for 

sloganistic top line generalised statements, like autonomy is good, collaboration will do it all, the 

good will always percolate to the top. 

 

[0:30:18] 

 

In Shanghai the percolation is different. That’s the sequence of things in Finland. Two more 

minutes, Chris, and then I’ll finish. That is the true history of Finland. And state approved 

textbooks and materials played a key role in that. And the textbooks were also looked at by very 

young pupils, by seven year old pupils, because it’s Finland and they asked them, “What kind of 

textbooks do you want to see?” Great. See, you know, curriculum control but through bottom up 

processes. And in Shanghai, yes, very often the teachers are all on the same chapter of the 

maths textbook in different classrooms on the same day, but the content of those textbooks have 

been refined over, a, thousands of years, if you read (Sun’s 0:31:05) analysis, very, very 

interesting, that Debbie Morgan’s brought to your attention. But also there are teacher research 

groups in the schools. The ten best lessons and best learning activities identified by those 

teachers go into competitions, and from those competitions they are selected and included in the 

next round of state approved textbooks. So yes, it’s top down but only through bottom up 

extraction using criteria, and then it’s an instrument for affecting control. A very similar pattern is 

true of Singapore, the commitment to equity and attainment. And Fay Chen’s work on the maths 

textbooks there follow exactly the same kind of pattern. Alberta, the commitments to equity and 

attainment there, the middle tier is very active but very tiny. It’s not like some of our bloated 

middle tier in our own system. This circle of bottom up extraction and top down prescription is 

very important in places like Shanghai and Japan. The 2007 national curriculum, I think, was a 

real departure and was poorly theorised, and we’ve returned the national curriculum back to the 

original theory implicit in the ’95 and ’99 versions, of entitlement with a fully articulated legal 

instrument. There are things about natural growth and core curriculum if you read ED Hirsh’s 

work, very interesting, really an attack on the idea of the natural growth of the child. I think there 

is a role of the state in actually positing curriculum entitlement, because when does the 

preference of a child, the preference of a child to avoid something that they don’t want to do, 

actually become something which will grossly inhibit their future development. That’s a really 

hard moral and technical question, and we fail to confront it if we just lapse into a natural growth 

argument. And this is a difficult balance between individualisation and entitlement, and I think 

we’ve got it wrong at certain times and overemphasised individualisation and underemphasised 

entitlement. But it’s a difficult balancing act that requires discourse and evaluation.  

 

So I’ll end on this, when does co-construction become hopeless compromise and barren 

eclecticism? In other words, everybody wanting in. Will you get an overloaded national 

curriculum, for a start, and then it becomes unworkable? When does it become problematic, that 

you get the wrong things in? What does wrong mean? We have to have an empirical trail of 

evidence, and we’ll hear later from Andrew Pollard talking about the nature of evidence and 

evidence driven policy processes. I think we need to take education out of the political cycle, but 

you can’t take education out of politics because education is about knowledge. And the 

apportionment of knowledge in society is about power and authority, and that is politics. I think 

we do need to use transnational comparisons and natural experiments, looking back at when 

systems improved, like Finland, and find out what they did at the time. So the legal status of the 

national curriculum needs to be understood. It was hilarious during the 2010 national curriculum. 

People said, “The Secretary of State treats this national curriculum as if it’s his.” It is. That’s what 

the law says. But he has to consult, or she has to consult, in its construction. The late phase 

development in the 2000 national curriculum was rather problematic because of a desperate 
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need to co-construct in the last phases, and the fact that, I will say publically, there have been 

slow activity by parts of the public administration, not ministers but public administration, in 

getting the early drafts out. It was interesting that ministers wanted a fight. Nick Gibb said, “I want 

this early draft out because I want a fight on the front page of the newspapers.” He wanted the 

kind of discourse which occurred in Finland. But the civil servants were nervous about it, and so 

it didn’t go out until very late and therefore the process of co-construction in the final few months 

of the 2010 national curriculum review were very problematic. And there’s an issue. If it’s minority 

thinking, if the theory is not the thinking of the majority, for example in terms of discipline 

knowledge, how do ministers actually promote a grossly minority view? Who do they trust if it’s 

only ten percent of the evidence rather than 90 percent, and what kind of governance do you put 

in place? I like – and I will end, this is the last slide, Chris, on this quote. When Nick Gibb said 

this in 2010 it caused an outrage amongst civil servants and educationalists, and I thought it was 

one of the most finely balanced quotes from a minister of many decades. “Apart from the Key 

Stage 2 test results and GCSE outcomes, I have no interest in the assessment carried out by 

schools.” And there was a sharp intake of breath by the civil servants and the teachers, and they 

said, “That’s appalling.” But of course this comes from many teachers who were actually very 

concerned about the extent to which the state was reaching down too deeply into classrooms. 

This was a very careful balancing statement between the interests of the state in entitlement and 

the importance of schools in determining rich, engaging and motivating learning which occurs in 

the context of the classroom. The balance between the national curriculum and the school 

curriculum. Thank you very much indeed. 

 

(Applause) 

[0:36:47] 

  

C Husbands: Well, as ever, an extraordinary combination of self analysis and deep challenge, Tim. Thank you 

very much. Now we will discuss Tim’s presentation a little later. I’m going to invite our second 

speaker, Laura McInerney, editor of Schools Week, to join us, and Laura is going to talk about 

just how much control does the Secretary of State have over education. Laura. 

 

L McInerney: Thank you. Just hearing that statement there about Nick Gibb and the fight in the newspapers is 

a perfect introduction to this next section, which is somewhat about the secretaries of state, but 

in 15 minutes I think giving an entire history of their visions in the past – it depends where you 

think the secretaries of state begin, to be honest, but in the past at least 60 years, it might be a 

little bit ambitious. So instead what I’m going to think about is this question of politics in 

education. To what extent do politicians have the right to interfere, and how has it changed over 

time with different politicians. And that comment really got to me as I was sat in the audience. 

And for those who are involved in education every day, it’s this exact dividing line between 

politicians, the media, which I now count myself in, and the classroom, which I have once been 

in, that’s so difficult. Because you hear that and you think, who has the right to decide to have a 

fight in a national newspaper over my job. Tomorrow I have to get up and go into the classroom 

while everybody fights about what I’m doing above my head and publically, and it can actually be 

incredibly difficult and quite dismissive, and it can be really disruptive. On the other hand, I 

recently interviewed Nick Gibb and I sat opposite him and we had a long conversation for an 

hour, in which I said I was very happy between 2010 and 2012, being in a classroom while he 

was in minister, and he outlined why this debate was so important, why the discussion matters, 

how he feels that everybody should be a stakeholder in what’s happening, and that we only get 

to better solutions by having discussion and debate. And it suddenly felt absolutely fine. I could 

see where he was coming from. But it doesn’t mean that when I hear that comment I don’t still go 

back to this feeling of, blimey, who is this guy who thinks it’s alright to just have a whack at 

people in the national newspaper for the sake of a debate? So is it okay? Should politicians 

interfere? And how much has that changed? That’s what I’m going to do in the next 12 minutes 

or so. 
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[0:39:30] 

 

 First of all, it’s not new. Back in 1833, Parliament first decided to send inspectors into school. We 

are one of the only countries, if not the only country, in the world that had OFSTED, if you like, or 

an inspection regime, about 100 years before we had a minister in charge of education. 

Parliament seemed to think for a very long time that empire was far more important than worrying 

about the small children. So what we did in 1833, Parliament said, “We’re giving all of this money 

to schools. We’re giving them grants. We need to make sure that it’s being looked after properly. 

So we’re going to send inspectors in to check that the money is being used properly.” That was 

really one of the first acts which gets involved in sending the state in. We now have an 

extraordinary situation, just under 200 years later, where we have an education bill going through 

Parliament right now, which, if it passes as it stands, will mandate the Secretary of State no 

discretion, that if a church school is inadequate, the government will have to go in and take the 

school over. Think about that. The government is mandating itself to go into the church and take 

over something that the church owns. Now I don’t know a lot about history, I make this quite 

clear, but I do know that whenever the government has decided to run in and try and steal land 

from the church, things typically end quite badly. So we’ve gone from, yes, 200 years ago, 

already getting involved, to the point where the Secretary of State might literally go and start 

stealing land from the church. Now I suspect there will be lots of things that will make sure that 

this doesn’t happen, but it proves how the Secretary of State’s power has increased. In fact Tim 

Brighouse is famed for saying that when he was born the Secretary of State only had three 

powers, one of which was removing air shelters, and now there are over 2,000. I haven’t actually 

counted the 2,000, and I’m not convinced that Tim has either, but because it’s Tim I’m going to 

believe him.  

 

 Now does this matter? That’s the big key question. Well, it does if there’s going to be big 

philosophical debate about who owns things, but it can also matter because it can starve schools 

or it can make schools’ lives very difficult. For example, if you’re a Secretary of State and one of 

the levers that you have is capital funding, well then, you can make life very, very difficult for 

schools. So one of the ways that church schools were brought over back around 1945 was to do 

with capital funding. You can hold onto the money and you can say, “We’re going to let you 

starve, or we’re going to let your buildings fall apart, unless you do certain things.” This is also 

how grammar schools, of course, until recently have been in a tricky situation where they couldn’t 

get capital funding to expand. So even if you say you’re allowed to exist, those schools might 

really struggle day by day if they can’t access funding or if they can’t access buildings. There’s 

also the case that laws will be written which people will have to abide by. So that’s the situation 

we’re currently in with the education bill. So leaders, for example, in the past few years, have 

said, “We don’t agree with what OFSTED is doing. We think that actually there are better ways of 

going about this, and as long as we’re dealing with our parents in our community, if we have to 

suffer at the hands of OFSTED then so be it.” But of course if the Secretary of State can write a 

law which effectively sacks you if your school gets an OFSTED inadequate or even potentially a 

requires improvement, then it means that schools can’t just make their own decisions. Even if 

they’re being told they have lots and lots of freedom and autonomy, ultimately the government 

can still write a set of laws and this means that they have to do essentially what they’re told. Now 

if we didn’t have that situation where the Secretary of State or government, or however we want 

to talk about it, says we can do these laws, the question is who else would be in charge. If it’s not 

the politicians, who would be there instead? And there tend to be three answers, of which one is 

party politics, that’s who can be in charge of schools. Or we can have local politics be in charge 

of schools. Or we’re going to end up with soft power groups be in charge of schools. And this is 

the argument that some people will make, it should be teachers. In fact, interestingly, you’ll 

currently hear the party politician, Nicky Morgan, argue that who should be in schools is 

teachers. And as I once said to Nick Gibb in that interview, “Is that teachers should be in charge 

as long as they’re doing what you think is correct?” And Nick Gibb basically said yes. So we still 

have this issue of party politicians in charge, local politicians in charge or should we have 
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teachers? Should it be unions? Should it be a college of teachers? Someone is going to be 

making decisions, and how this gets shared out is what’s important. Now what’s odd about this is 

you can rotate and move very, very quickly who is in charge. Another of Tim’s great questions 

was, who do politicians listen to when they’re in power? So actually you can - even though the 

Secretary of State is in charge theoretically, you can have other people be very, very powerful by 

dint of the fact that they are the ones being listened to. And this changes very rapidly over time, 

and it changes very rapidly depending on the Secretary of State. So to give a good example, if 

you take Michael Gove, who is often considered as a person who really pushed politics into 

education - you know, people get very angry, “Who are you to interfere?” “Why are you, a 

politician, getting involved in telling us what to do?” But actually, if you look at who Michael Gove 

was really being influenced by, it was much less his party than many other politicians. Actually 

Michael Gove wasn’t really a typical Conservative politician in terms of education. A lot of his 

ideas really jarred with the party. So to argue that he was bringing party politics into education is 

actually a little bit difficult. And so when people say, “You shouldn’t be bringing politics into 

education,” to Michael Gove, what they’re typically saying is, “I don’t like what you’re doing. 

Please stop.” Who he actually listened to was much more around soft power, but instead of the 

unions, who’d often had a good ear of government, Michael Gove really listened to a series of 

expertise, a group of people that he’d cultivated over time, and actually the universities were 

brought in quite strongly. If you contrast that perhaps with David Blunkett, who himself had gone 

through local government and been in charge of a council for a very long time, interviewing him, 

it was really noticeable how much local government influenced his background. So although the 

Labour Party was very, very involved in education, and we could argue that many things that 

David Blunkett did were driven by the Labour Party, they were his ideas, developed in opposition 

and really developed off the back of a very strong understanding of local education authorities 

and government. And then let’s flip it again. Nicky Morgan, who is in charge right now. We had to 

do a front page the other week in which we had to say that David Cameron and Nicky Morgan 

agreed on some things, because we had pretty good evidence to believe that they didn’t really 

agree on grammar schools or on free school meals for the infants, universal infant free school 

meals. But in fact they’re now coming out and presenting a very unified view. Absolutely 

everything that’s currently being pushed through was written in that manifesto. It’s about the 

Conservatives looking like they absolutely are delivering on their manifesto pledges.  

 

[0:47:32] 

 

So we’ve got a situation right now where party politics and central government is in the driving 

line. Does it matter which one of these three is in the go? Well, it does a little bit, yes. If it’s the 

party involved then the implications and any negative consequences become very unimportant. 

And the simplest example of this was given to me by David Blunkett, who talked about the 500 

free schools headline. And he said, “David Cameron’s going to find that really difficult because 

he’s pulled a number out of the air. He’s stuck it out there and he’s said, “We want 500 free 

schools.”” There’s no justification for the number whatsoever. A much more sensible policy would 

have been to say, “We would like a free school in every town with low GCSEs, too many 

children, something or other, because you have a reason for it. Once you stick 500 out there and 

central government, the party politics, is the thing that’s driving it, the fact that those 500 schools 

might be a problem is going to have to be batted down. Everybody who says this is a problem is 

going to have to be hidden away, not listened to. If the implications are bad, you have to just 

pretend it’s not true. So that’s the problem when you have central government or party politics 

driving things. If you have local politics driving things, you end up with inconsistency. And this is 

the big problem with local education authorities, I guess, being allowed to do whatever they want, 

and it’s one of the reasons why central government keeps trying to bring power in. You end up 

with a very, very patchy set of provision. If you allow a local education authority to not do very 

well while the one next door does brilliantly, everybody is looking to you as the Secretary of State 

to do something about this fact. So central government has the problem of batting people down. 

If you focus on local politicians, you end up with the problem of inconsistency. But if you allow 



 

- 11 - 
 

soft power to take over, you have the problem of lack of accountability. So if we hand over to a 

college of teachers or if we let the universities reform things and things go problematic, then how 

do you account for that? When the A level reforms go horribly wrong in 2017 – and I’m going to 

put it out there, I think it’s going to go horribly wrong - it will be really interesting to see who it’s 

nailed on, because ultimately these reforms were allegedly done in the name of the universities. 

Are the universities going to be the ones dragged into the inquiries in 2017? It will be interesting 

to find out. 

 

So we end up in this weird situation as we go throughout the day when we’re talking about 

politics and education, where we have to think about, if it’s not one of these groups, who else is 

it? Do we come up with some kind of middle quango where there might be a middle way? What 

does that mean for accountability? What does that mean for inconsistency? And what does that 

mean for implementation and any negative issues? And only once we know who it will be and 

what the consequences are do you actually solve this problem of politics in education. But 

ultimately you’re never going to get around the fact that when you take people’s taxes and when 

you take people’s children, you’re going to have to answer to somebody. Someone has to be in 

charge. It’s simply going to be a case of who. Thank you. 

 

(Applause) 

[0:50:49] 

 

C Husbands: Thank you very much, Laura. Our third keynote is from Bill Lucas, Professor of Learning from the 

University of Winchester, and Bill’s going to offer the title of a Critical Look at Government 

Involvement in Education. Bill 

 

Bill Lucas: Thank you very much. The kind organiser has said I may take five minutes of the missing Lord 

Nash’s time.  

 

C Husbands: We’ve used that twice already but don’t worry, it seems so interesting. 

 

Bill Lucas: I’ve noticed, I’ve noticed, but I’ll try and do that too. Thank you very much. Thanks, Tim, for your 

typically thoughtful overview. I really like your unpacking of so many of the complex things here, 

not least of which your history of autonomy and the clear recognition that there’s something of 

cognitive overload, I think, in the gene pool out there at the moment. I’d like to come back to 

something in your title, which was the word best, because I think we can’t really have a 

conversation about education unless we have a bigger conversation about what best might look 

like. Thanks too Laura. I really like your trenchant line, and I think you offered us three possible 

alternatives for politicians. I think there’s a fourth, and I’m going to suggest what that might be. 

And the minute you used the word quango, of course, I get an allergic reaction myself, so I 

understand why you were using that, but I wonder if there isn’t, dare I say it, a fourth way that we 

might have a go at there.  

 

 So I want to do three, or possibly three and a half, things this morning. I want to argue that 

education needs to be separated from politics. Just like the new infrastructure group that Lord 

Adonis is potentially chairing. If we can get our heads round it for public infrastructure, why can’t 

we get our heads round it for education? And in understanding that, I think we need to 

distinguish between education and schools and all the other bodies and informal players out 

there. Education is surely a vision of what our children will need in terms of the knowledge, the 

skills, the attitudes, the characteristics, the capabilities, the languages, it’s messy, in a world 

which we can only predict. We can’t say it will be that. We can just do our best job, as opposed to 

school, which is our particular system that we come up with to do the school age bit, and there 

are colleges doing the college age bit and there are universities doing the university bit. And of 

course they’re all leaching in together, as Chris will doubtless discover, not that he needs to 
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discover, in his new role, because most universities are also running schools. They’re also 

running colleges and all of the rest. Now let’s not forget parents in that mix too.  

 

 The second thing I want to argue is that, if we were to have such an independent body, then it 

should cast its eyes over the education issue. It’s quite difficult for it to control, for the 

accountability reasons that Laura was arguing, the school bit of it, but it becomes easier for 

schools to be less vulnerable to the whims of short term decision making, such as, for example, I 

think, an unreal focus on outcomes at 16 and some unrealistic, possibly about to unravel, views 

of testing at Key Stage 1 and possibly 2.  

 

The third thing I think we need to have is a nationally agreed, and you may hear this from Neil 

Carberry later on, stable set of wider outcomes that as a country we should be going for, and that 

won’t be just about the curriculum. It’ll be broader than that, and it will need to be assessed and 

all the complexities that that brings, but not necessarily assessed in the heavy way that some 

assessment, as Tim was describing, has been. 

 

The fourth thing I want to do is introduce you to Ruby. Ruby is the latest creation of my 

colleague, Guy Claxton, and I, and she’s Rita’s granddaughter. Some of you will remember, 

Educating Rita. Rita took the HE world by storm. Ruby’s in a school near you now, and 

sometimes she’s happy and sometimes she’s less happy, and I want to see if we can understand 

why that might be.  

 

[0:55:31] 

 

I think the problem with politics in education is not just the pun on the tragedy of the comments 

there, but the fact that we get into blame and gap analysis rather than proactive supports and 

appreciative enquiry, which is probably my definition of autonomy. It’s the kind of thing that’s 

working quite well in some of the areas of the world that Michael Fullen’s supporting. I think it’s 

unhelpful, and it takes us into a land of false opposites, where we either see that subject 

orthodoxy is king or queen, or capabilities and character are the thing that we’re aiming for. Let 

me start, because we’ve been quite serious, with a quick card trick on you. Would you choose, 

just to humour me, one of those cards to the exclusion of the other four, and quickly tell your 

mind which one you’ve chosen but keep it to yourself. All got one? Splendid. I’m getting into my 

in ear special earpiece the news, shocking, that you’ve all chosen the same card. Is this true? I 

was reliably told we’d assembled the finest minds in the political and educational hemispheres, 

so of course it can’t be indeed - the more sceptical, long lived of you have jumped ship, haven’t 

you, and chosen another card, on the very reasonable assumption that I can’t possibly do it. So 

look away and humour me. It’s gone. Has it? It’s gone. It really has gone. Or has it? This is a trick 

by Andy Clark, wonderful Scottish educational philosopher and thinker, that reminds us how 

easily the human brain is fooled. It’s a bit like the teacher who says, “We’ve been undertaking a 

wonderful and subtle and complex exploration of the Tudors, but for the end of module test I’d 

like you to focus on this.” The mind immediately shortens down from five to one. Those of us with 

longer memories may also think that it’s quite a good model for government consultation, but let’s 

not go there (laughter).  

 

Politics is hugely emotively latent, isn’t it? From the moment that you walk in as Secretary of 

State for education or something else, what you call your building is part of that. My dad was an 

inspector when it was the DES and science was a word in there. He was the first in our family to 

stay on at school after 14 and then 15, then 16 and 19, so it became pretty important as a route 

out of poverty for the Lucas family. It’s Department for Education now. The fault line is around 

relationship with work and skill, and relationship with home and community. I think we have to 

have both of those in the heavenly trio that has to be a country’s education department. David 

Bell recently, and he’s not the first, has made the kind of call that I’m making now, that we need 

some kind of body which at least limits the medalling. Richard Pring argued similarly in his 
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Nuffield work, and others and others and others, if you look back over the history of this, have 

had a go, but normally in a period of uncomfortable disaster, like in health when things go wrong 

and we need a national commission. I’d like this to be during a period of relative effective 

performance, which I see the system as being. It’s not perfect at all but that’s the moment to 

choose something a little more independent. We did it recently with Lord Adonis’ appointment. 

He’d be quite a good candidate, actually, but he’s not available. 

 

So the reason that Guy and I felt it necessary to take to the non fiction airwaves was that we felt 

that we needed to appeal directly to parents and ask them, as the imagined parents, not 

grandparents, of Ruby, what kind of schools they wanted and why. What were the kind of things 

that they wanted their children to learn and why? And our expansive education network is the 

answer to Tim’s question about autonomy, and it’s about disciplined inquiry led by individual 

teachers and collaborations of teachers and whole academy networks and across phase and 

across sectors. The other reason that we felt moved to pen Ruby was the, I think quite horrific 

levels of stress, acknowledged by Nicky Morgan and others at the moment, that exists not just 

over kitchen tables and in classrooms, but also amongst parents. Levels of response, sometimes 

vicariously, to testing in this case that I just raise some questions marks over. The third reason is 

that we just get set, don’t we, on that tiny bit of the educational debate which is easier to 

organise, and that isn’t good enough.  

 

The two questions I want to use as models to try and unravel some of the complexities that my 

two previous colleagues have been exploring are, what is it that we value? In other words, what 

is it we mean when we say someone is intelligent? And a bigger question, what kind of people do 

we want our children to be? In other words, what’s the point of school and schooling, and of 

course in education in its bigger sense? Governments tend to focus on certain things, like five 

A*s or A grade at GCSE, like progress eights, like renumbering the GCSE system, like three 

million apprenticeships. What schools might like to teach – notice the italics, might, and what 

OFSTED might like to measure, because of course schools have apparently autonomy, but with 

attainment eight and progress eight, that’ll be very interesting to see, and I’ll give you some 

examples of that. And OFSTED is, of course, an independent body, accountable to Parliament, 

but it kind of isn’t, really. That’s the question. The Secretary of State writes to it regularly and so 

forth. So that’s the kind of thing governments mostly focus on, and I think governments really 

need to focus on the two questions I want to argue. One is, which I’m further focusing, academic 

or practical/vocational, what really counts. And the other is the bigger purposes of education.  

 

[1:01:56] 

 

So as I say, we’ll have three million apprentices, and that will give an unmistakable signal, won’t 

it, that we’re really serious about workplace skill, that we’re really serious about the young people 

in the education system who don’t get enough of what they need in the general education route. 

We’ll do more than that. We’ll actually think about legislating to make it more equivalent to a 

degree. I like the idea of – well, it’s curious that people should have moments in the sun, but 

never mind. Here’s where the argument unravels for me. This is my favourite quotation from BIS, 

another department we need to think about. There are several others. DWP we need to think 

about. They all have things to say in this debate. “The idea that learners will rise up and demand 

better pedagogy is wonderful to someone whose study is all about that subject, but it’s 

unbelievable.” And that brings me back to a really important point, I think. The clue here is that 

government finds it difficult to understand the things it needs to really understand to understand 

more about how we can improve outcomes. And the answer to improving apprenticeships is not 

just the respecification of apprenticeship frameworks with employers, much as I welcome the 

greater involvement of employers. It’s really understanding in a down and dirty and confusing 

and complex and interesting and worthwhile and intricate way, how young people and older 

people learn when they’re learning across two worlds, the world of work and the world of some 

educational institution. This is not new, colleagues. It started in the 1850s. Laura was talking 
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about the birth of the quasi inspectorate. Well, the fourth R was wroughting, as in making, 

fashioning, wheelwright, shipwright, and it got dropped in the era of the grammar schools. And 

you can see that we’ve always had – politicians have always had an uneasy relationship 

between the intelligence of the hand and the intelligence of the mind. They’ve also been, I think, 

fairly unhelpfully unguided by good evidence out there in terms of policymaking in this particular 

area. Here’s just an example of something we’ve been working on recently that tries to look in a 

more granular way at what this might be.  

 

At the general school level, there’s a new idea on the street. It’s the idea of a core academic 

subject. I think this is one of the most linguistically and politically and semantically toxic concepts 

I’ve come across, personally. The idea that there is a core academic subject is silly. It really is, 

especially if you don’t have any of the arts currently mentioned there. By the way, that little 

EBacc tick was the petition that thought it had persuaded Mr Gove not to do this and then 

discovered that it hadn’t. If I were Ruby in the education system, I would recommend that 

intelligence is that. I don’t think that’s good enough, do you? I prefer a more academic 

psychological definition of intelligence, which is, unsurprisingly for someone who leads a centre 

called the Centre for Real World Learning, more about that. Now this is not a polarisation 

between those things that happen in subject areas and those things that might be about 

character aspects or capability aspects. We need both. You cannot learn them in a vacuum. This 

is where some of the progressive movement went bonkers, I think, in the last decade of the last 

century and indeed into the noughties. It has to be embedded in rigorously taught subject areas. 

You can’t persevere in the abstract. You can’t collaborate in the abstract. Here’s a very 

thoughtful post by Tom Sherrington and it forces us to ask the question that he’s asking at 

Highbury Grove, about what an EBacc says to someone about even the level of subject 

knowledge they might choose to value or not value. 

 

Broader than what it is to be smart, or what it is society values, is the notion of what else schools 

are about, and I’d like to argue that they’re at least as much about capability and character as 

they are about curriculum. Curriculum is clearly essential. We can’t operate without 

understanding knowledge systems. I hope that my children are taught by passionate individuals, 

deeply skilled and versed in understanding of whichever subject disciplines they count as their 

expertise. But I also want capabilities counting equally and characteristics too. This is not new 

too. We hear the phrase performance character mooted a lot at the moment, from the character 

education movement in the States and latterly from the Jubilee Centre at Birmingham. By the 

way, I’m not sure what princely manhood is down the bottom there, but never mind. Let’s not go 

there. So this is not new, colleagues, and indeed Nicky Morgan has said some hugely helpful 

words on this subject. There’s a problem and that problem is that the discourse analysis that Tim 

performed on Nick Gibb’s output was selective, because some of the other things that Nick Gibb 

says provide such a freighted baggage against this argument that in the school where you’re a 

head it’s very tricky to hold to this view as well as the other views. We’ve had a go, Guy Claxton 

and I, over the years at trying to further disentangle what these things might be, these things 

called character and these things called – well, we’ve called them epistemic, but performance 

character I guess they would be. Things that are probably good for learning, and there’s good 

evidence for all of those, and probably good for measured outcomes in the kind of way that we 

need to have them. CBI has done similarly. Two and a half years ago it called for exactly the 

thing I’m calling for, a stable set of agreed outcomes, which will need to be measured. And I think 

that’s really important. They also talked about the 16 age group as being an unhelpful 

overinvestment of public money, and I agree with that personally. When politicians come 

together, they talk good sense. Here’s an all party political group looking at the kind of things we 

need to do to lift more young people out of poverty. It’s not rocket science, is it?  

 

[1:08:48] 
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So there’s an embryonic proof of concept of how that can work. We know from the literature the 

kind of things that we’re talking about here. Mick Waters, who will speak later on, had his eyes on 

these in many of the personal learning and thinking skills that were then part of the national 

curriculum. I’m nearly done now. We know too also last a more granular level how we can do this 

and what the impact is, and what it looks like in a classroom near you in either primary or 

secondary school. So I want to leave you with a set of possible capabilities and a set of 

questions, because I think this is hugely complex and I hope we’ll enjoy its complexity and not 

shrink to simple answers. 

 

Should - a blog on the OECD website asks, should engineering become a standard part of the 

curriculum? Should trigonometry be replaced by more statistics? Is long division by hand still 

necessary? Should personal finance, journalism, robotics and other new disciplines be taught to 

everyone? What is significant and relevant in history? Should entrepreneurship be mandatory? 

Should ethics be revalued? What’s the role of the arts and can they be used to foster creativity in 

all disciplines? The lack of a balanced conversation, I think, leads to precisely the boat with the 

hole at the wrong end, or the other person’s end, that I started with. Knowledge or skills. Science, 

technology, engineering, maths, STEM, or humanities and the arts. Didactic or constructivist. 

Formal or informal. All technology or no technology. Character developed at school or at home. 

We’ve got to get rid, I believe, of the or. It has to be an and. And one of the means of doing this, I 

think, is unambiguously to take education, with a capital E, out of the realm of party politics and 

certainly out of the realm of a certain kind of party politics, of which we’ve seen a fair amount in 

the past. Thank you. 

 

(Applause) 

 

C Husbands: So thank you very much, Bill. I’d just like to make one observation about the relationship between 

education and politics, which is that when the politicians are not available, the system 

overcompensates for their absence. And we are slightly behind schedule but we’re not going to 

let that bother us. There are two conferences, or two summits, going on. One is the one that’s 

enacted physically. The second is a summit, thanks to social media, on Twitter, and one member 

of the audience has tweeted that the panel are being compiled on the desk like some sort of 

super rock group. So I’m going to ask him to come and join us. John David Blake is currently 

history consultant in Harris Federation, an experienced classroom teacher and blogger, and I’m 

also going to invite Jonathan Simons, who I have not caught yet, from Policy Exchange, to join 

us. We’re not going to ask them to offer their keynote thoughts but I do have ways of ensuring 

that their views feed into the discussion. And now it is, I think, over to you, so I’m going to ask 

you just – what we normally do is just to spend about – we’re going to do the same on the panel 

– about a minute talking with people on your table about issues that struck you from the 

presentations, that you’d like to raise, and then I’ll be inviting questions from the floor.  

 

(Conference delegates talk amongst themselves) 

 

C Husbands: So, ladies and gentlemen, I am going to invite you to put questions – and I’m going to ask for 

very brief questions. And if the question becomes a statement I shall simply cut it out. Fergal. 

And just say one sentence, who you are. 

 

[1:14:41] 

 

Fergal Roche: Fergal Roche from the Key. We haven’t mentioned universities at all and the extent to which they 

condition what’s going on in education. Would you agree with the statement that they act as a 

block in the link between schools, as the powerhouse of the economy, and the economy itself, 

because they occupy a separate universe? Chris, I’m sure you’ll be sympathetic, not, with that 

question. 
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C Husbands: (Laughs) Right, okay. Let’s just take a couple of questions just to seed this. Ann. 

 

Ann Finlayson: A while ago I was the education commissioner on the Sustainable Development Commission, 

and one of the things that staggered me, and I’m not sure I’m hearing it this morning yet, was 

that you can have a conversation with politicians and actually anyone else, including parents and 

whoever, and you sound as though you’re talking about the same thing but there are – I don’t 

know whether you’ve noticed this, and that’s what I’m really curious about. It seems to me that 

people have either one view or another, which is children are deficit, so the deficit model – 

 

C Husbands: Do you have a question? I’ll hurry you to a question. 

 

Ann Finlayson: The question is, I couldn’t hear that in the analysis that I was getting this morning. So deficit 

versus competencies. 

 

C Husbands: Thank you. And one more. Right at the back, can’t quite see who you are. 

 

Henry Stuart: Henry Stuart from Local Schools Network. Question is to Tim. You pointed out that the most 

effective school systems have small populations. Is that therefore an argument for giving more 

power to local authorities? I mean, one of the examples was Alberta. Of course, that isn’t a 

country. It’s simply in a country with a delegated schools system.  

 

C Husbands: Thank you very much. And to get us into that, I’m going to start at the far end. Jonathan, do you 

want to come in, pick up – we’ve got universities. We’ve got deficits and capabilities. We’ve got 

the local government. 

 

J Simons: Yeah, okay. So do universities act as a block between schools and work? Not particularly, I don’t 

think. I might be missing something but I can’t quite see why that’s the case. You have the 

discussion always within university about the extent to which they’re teaching, you know, pure 

academic knowledge versus the work skills that are needed, but that’s essentially the same false 

dichotomy as you get in the school system, that essentially you need a mastery of knowledge to 

demonstrate you’re capable of going into the labour force. I don’t particularly see there’s a 

discussion there, unless I’ve missed something in the question. On Ann’s question, deficit versus 

competencies, again, yes, politicians sort of – everyone says the same thing but they mean 

different things by it occasionally, that’s true. You never find a politician saying they don’t want 

the best for all children. And you’d never get anyone saying that what parents want is not a good 

local school. But I don’t think that people have a fundamentally different view as to kind of what 

young people do. I don’t think that’s the case. I think they just differ over what they do about it, 

and I think that’s an often missed point. Often people in politics think that people on the other 

side of the aisle are fundamentally evil or misguided or don’t want the same thing as them. That’s 

just not true. We just differ over, you know, how we achieve that shared goal. And then Henry 

marvellously manages to shoehorn in a question about local authorities. Who’d have thought it 

from the Local Schools Network? (Laughter) No, I don’t. You’ll be equally unsurprised to hear 

that that’s my answer. I have a very long reason why, but it is essentially to do with – there is a 

difference between democratic accountability and running or controlling or maintaining schools, 

and I think you can do one but not the other. 

 

JD Blake: I think on the question of the relationship between universities and schools - my job now involves 

trying to assist and support all of the history teachers in the Harris Federation, and one of the 

things we’ve very keen on is building that idea of history as a discipline and disciplinary 

knowledge, and I think there is a need for greater links between school teachers conceptualising 

themselves as part of discipline, and their academic colleagues in universities. I think one of the 

most fruitful things that we’ve managed to do as part of our Schools Direct training is bring 

academics in and start that conversation about when children need to know certain things, what 

kind of concepts they need to know and how we can share and involve them in that process. But 



 

- 17 - 
 

I think it also requires academics to accept that teachers are a legitimate part of their discipline 

as well, and in fact their expertise – whilst certainly in history academic expertise is in great depth 

and narrow field, whereas for teachers it’s the other way around. On deficit versus competency, 

and I think this is a massively lengthy conversation, I think ultimately though children need to go 

to school to learn the things that they don’t already know. If they were only going to school to 

learn the things they already knew, they wouldn’t need to go to school. It just becomes a massive 

babysitting operation, which I think is entirely pointless. On local authorities, I think bureaucracies 

of any stripe can fail. I think that’s no particular reason to validate local authorities over any other 

form of organisation. It’s just finding the organisation that is most successfully running schoo ls in 

the way that you want.  

 

[1:19:44] 

 

C Husbands: Thank you very much. Just keep coming along the panel. Bill. 

 

Bill Lucas: Thanks. I won’t do the local authorities one because I don’t know. It’s a good question and I don’t 

know the answer. Running universities, I did mention universities and I think we struggle actually 

at being quick enough and receptive enough and responsible enough, and I think we need to do 

better as universities. I think we absolutely need to embrace the opportunity of the apprenticeship 

degree and some of the more vocational pathways through university, but I’m sure we can do 

better. In terms of deficit versus competencies, I think it’s a mindset issue rather than an 

instrumental issue. At the instrumental level, clearly kids don’t know as much as the bigger kids, 

called the adults, although they’re not only learning things. I think they’re learning other things 

and – sorry, I think they’re learning character and they’re learning capability, and I think that isn’t 

quite available to the same argument. So I prefer a more appreciative enquiry and strengths 

based view. It doesn’t stop you noticing what you’ve still got to do better at. 

 

L McInerney: I will tackle the question on local authorities, and Henry, you may not want me to answer it, but 

I’m going to. The issue is not every small country has a great education system, so it’s not as 

straightforward as saying that by – even if all the great ones are small, being small doesn’t 

necessarily make you great. And this goes back to – the local authority issue goes back to the 

issue of – if there are inconsistencies and if someone is failing, what will happen is people turn to 

the next biggest person. Now if you’re a small country and you’re failing in your education 

system, there isn’t anyone for anyone else to go to and it just kind of carries on. If however you 

are the Secretary of State, who is over all of the schools in England, including those in failing 

authorities, you are now expected to do something about it. And for a very long time the problem 

with local authorities was, if there was an issue and if that authority wasn’t doing well and its 

schools weren’t doing well, there was nowhere else to go. We had some examples, like Hackney 

Learning Trust, where what you do is you outsource the local authority. I’m not convinced, to be 

honest, that’s any better or any different than essentially moving the school to a charitable trust, if 

you move the local authority bit out. So the whole system of academies and the whole system of 

moving away from local authorities was so that if there was a sense of failure or there was an 

issue, you have an ability to move schools around and put them with a provider who is doing 

better. That comes with some consequences, but ultimately that’s what it’s about. So because 

countries that are small do well, I don’t think that necessarily means that we should go back to a 

system where local authorities that were small and failing didn’t really have anywhere else to go. 

 

C Husbands: Tim. 

 

Tim Oates: Thanks Chris. A couple of things. Firstly, absolutely in terms of Laura’s answer about small 

countries. We have very peculiar circumstances in England. In looking internationally, we are a 

very, very peculiar country, with forms of diversity across our system which are uncharacteristic 

of virtually any other jurisdiction in the world of whatever size, actually. When Andrew Pollard, 

Mary James, (inaudible 1:23:07) and myself did a lot of our work on the national curriculum 
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review, what came to the surface was diversity in almost every dimension you could possibly 

consider, in terms of selection, non selection, size of schools, organisation of schools, but 

fundamentally down to the level of education ideas about setting and streaming, about ability and 

so on. And that diversity has not been tackled, I think, by appropriate discourse, whether it’s at 

the level of regions, localities or at the level of the state. And I think that discourse about 

education improvement that was held in Finland is very enlightening, actually. It assumed the 

status of a fight at certain times, but throughout the history of those two decades of discussion, it 

was considered vital to reach a consensus about well evidenced principles, which would then be 

built into the education system. So often, when I look at other education systems, you have 

laudable aims coming down from the top, but with inevitable confusion and contradiction 

between the various strategies. And that doesn’t play out well in schools if the teachers 

themselves do not have a clear set of aims and principles to reconcile things for the better. And I 

think that’s a real problem in our system. Just to finish on a couple of very quick points. One is 

the emergence of that diversity – I really would recommend to you Andy Green’s second edition 

of Education and State Formation, because it explains very much how we’ve got to where we are 

in terms of the role of the state in determining aspects of our education system, and that’s been 

recently published. It’s a very, very good text. Final point is this. When we look around the world 

at high performing systems, whether they are selective or comprehensive or not, all of them have 

a very, very well established vocational route from 16, which assumes a different form. And for 

example, in Singapore, they deliberately constructed a revised polytechnic system, which has 

been a fantastic success, particularly for women. And so I think that thinking about routes and 

not being doctrinaire about them, and certainly not giving yourself unmanageable targets, which 

you then pursue irrespective of how you’re actually achieving them, is absolutely vital. And that 

obviously appeals to you, Chris. I think that’s absolutely critical. 

 

[1:25:43] 

 

C Husbands: So thank you. I am just going, if I may, to abuse my position as chair by also responding to 

Fergal’s challenge about universities. It’s worth remembering that the vast majority, the vast 

majority, of higher education in this country is vocational. It’s about training engineers, nurses, 

doctors, lawyers, architects, teachers, paramedics, businessmen, businesswomen, scientists, 

pharmacists and so on and so on. Theology was originally a vocational degree. The history 

degree I did was developed by Sir John Sealey in the 19
th
 century to train members of the 

Imperial Civil Service. So I do get slightly - you know, it’s worth remembering, universities are 

absolutely glued into the process of high skill formation and medium level skill formation. On 

which note I shall do another circuit of three questions and then we’ll work through the panel. 

Gentleman with silver hair, if you don’t mind me saying. 

 

H Burkhardt: Oh no, I’ve earned it (laughs). Hugh Burkhardt, Shell Centre, University of Nottingham. We’re a 

tool design shop. Just a fact. There have been seven commissions since the Second World War 

about – government commissions about education. All of them have recommended a broader 

curriculum to age 18, and in each case it has been shot down by the universities, particularly the 

scientists, my background, on the grounds that they would need a four year course. And so – 

 

C Husbands: Indeed. That point is taken, yes. Thank you. And it wasn’t quite a question. 

 

H Burkhardt: Can I add a question? 

 

C Husbands: Add a question. 

 

H Burkhardt: Right. I think almost everything that’s been suggested this morning comes into the category of 

peace, motherhood and apple pie, you know. It’s all great. We would all like it. So it’s a matter of 

what we throw out, not what we have in because time is limited. And my particular concern, how 

do you get it to happen? Most government initiatives just don’t happen the way intended. I was 
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with Duncan Graham and our aims were as good as you’ve set out, but the engineering and the 

implementation was lousy. What do you want to do about that?  

 

C Husbands: Okay, thank you. And just in front of you. 

 

Matt: Hi, I’m Matt. I’m an assistant head teacher at a school in Morecambe. So the discourse seems to 

go a little bit like this. We’ve got this great idea, political or otherwise, but we don’t want 

politicians, quangos and anybody else telling us what to do about it, therefore leave it to schools. 

The big challenge is, I don’t have a clue how to teach character education. Nobody’s told me. 

Nobody shows me, actually what I should do in my classroom day to day. So we don’t know. 

Schools don’t know. So who tells us?  

 

[1:28:42] 

 

C Husbands: Thank you. Nice crisp question. And thirdly, over there. 

 

John: Hi, I’m John, and like Matt, I’m an assistant principal at a school in West Sussex, and we’re part 

of the United Learning chain. My question is really to the panel, can we trust academy chains to 

take the lead? We don’t have to follow the national curriculum, and can we trust Kendal, United 

Learning, whoever it might be, to do what they’re doing and leading me as a school leader in an 

academy?  

 

C Husbands: Okay, thank you very much. Come to Laura first, then I’ll go to Jonathan, then Tim. 

 

L McInerney: Can we trust academy chains? Well, I mean, the government doesn’t. They say they do, but 

every academy chain within the Department of Education somewhere has a grade. It’s a lettered 

grade, I believe, runs from A down to – I’m not entirely sure what. And one of the head teachers, 

who is on the new head teacher boards that advise the regional schools commissioners about 

which academy chain should take over, you know, any schools that need to be taken over, was 

handed the grade to his own academy chain. And he said, “Oh blimey, we’re a B. What’s this 

based on?” And the civil servant told him that he couldn’t be told. So (laughs) he is having to 

make decisions about academy chains to take over other schools on the basis of a grade that is 

held somewhere, because of monitoring and information that’s being monitored, but the academy 

chain can’t know it. So not only do the government not just trust academy chains blindly, they are 

monitoring them and grading them and making decisions about who is better than others, but the 

academy chains themselves are not trusted to know on what basis they are being graded. Can 

we as the public trust academy chains given that all of this is on the go and that there is 

monitoring and there is inspection of academy chains, whatever anybody says? Then yes, 

probably the public can trust that the system is working, but our government trusting in it, no, not 

necessarily. Matt, on character education, I did the masters in positive psychology back in 2008, 

when this was the very cool and sexy thing in America, and did the one degree that was on this 

issue in England at the time. And after two years studying it, I came to the conclusion that no one 

can tell you how to study character education because actually there aren’t very many good 

ways of doing it. It’s mostly about modelling and behaviour. And most people who tell you that 

there are specific activities or specific lesson plans are typically trying to sell their own curriculum 

materials. Now that’s quite a controversial statement, but it is based on quite a lot of research 

and evidence so far. And I would say that if you don’t know how to do it and you don’t believe the 

people who are telling you, then perhaps just carry on doing what you’re doing already. 

 

C Husbands: Jonathan?  

 

J Simons: I want to pick up on two really smart points that I thought Hugh made. The first is about, you 

know, governing is about choices and it’s about throwing out stuff, and that’s really, really 

important. Government is besieged all the time by interest groups and lobby groups, and when I 
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was in government we were besieged by groups asking us to put x, y and z on the curriculum, or 

x, y and z in teacher training, or x, y and z in the OFSTED framework, and government rightly 

bats most of those back, but every so often one of them gets through and it almost always is a 

bad thing, and then it’s stripped out later in the name of simplification and then the whole merry-

go-round begins again. So yes, you are absolutely right. There’s a real question about - you 

know, governing is to choose, as somebody once said, and that is the job of government. And 

without pre-empting what other people, including me, are going to say later, I think that’s one of 

the most important things that government does do. The other thing that’s really important is how 

you do this, you know. The lost art of statecraft is really, really important. Good intentions are not 

enough. If you look at very successful ministers – and it’s not always secretaries of state, it’s 

junior ministers as well. Sometimes the most effective ministers at getting stuff done, they are the 

people that understand the fairly unglamorous world of getting stuff through Whitehall, getting 

stuff legislated, but getting it implemented within the system in which they have quite loose 

levers. Now when Michael Barber was in government, he was fated for what is now called 

deliverology, and essentially he had a very top down structured model of field forces and national 

standards and national strategies and three part lesson plans and four part lesson plans, and 

that is all now completely out of vogue. But nevertheless it was at the time a highly successful - if 

you use the metric of standards at 11 and 16, it was a highly successful method of implementing 

change within a diverse system, in which central government has loose levers. And in fact some 

of the evidence coming out now about why London schools are doing so well ascribe that to the 

benefits of the primaries that took place under national strategies. And certainly Michael, 

unsurprisingly, is claiming credit for that. So I’m not saying that deliverology is the way to do it. I 

think there are a lot of weaknesses within it and it’s certainly disenchanted the profession, but I 

think the broad point of – it’s not just enough to assert warm fuzzy things but actually know how 

you want to do it, is a critically important part of governing.  

 

[1:33:32] 

 

C Husbands: Tim. 

 

Tim Oates: Yeah, I couldn’t – I mean, Jonathan and I are very much on the same line in that analysis, 

absolutely, and we’ve discussed it on many occasions. And some of the lessons actually from 

the last two decades are actually quite unpalatable to certain analysts and to those particularly 

that occupy silver service tiers. But I think we have to draw quite critically from them. A couple of 

things. In Germany there’s been a very different response to PISA as to many nations. So it was 

an established institution, but DIP was given responsibility for – rather than the country just 

saying, “Okay, fine, OECD says this, let’s do it,” for using PISA as a source of raw material for 

domestic policy formation, and then commissioning domestic resource to examine appropriate 

ways forward. It’s led to very radical – in the German setting, very radical recommendations. For 

example, that children should go to school in the afternoon during primary schooling. And that 

was interesting because that was in the context of a fiscal system which was deliberately 

designed to keep women at home. So looking at all the control and explanatory factors, very, 

very interesting and radical policy for the country. But bringing together all the strands of Bill and 

so on, should you have institutions that are responsible and that should they be responsible for in 

terms of formulating advice, DIP’s responsibility is to furnish the government with information and 

data. It’s not always taken but it’s this notion of kind of triage of high quality. But what is clear, I 

think, from the discussion this morning, and clear from the policy exchange and other analysis, 

and analysis that we do in Cambridge, is that middle tier responsibilities are just floating around 

the system at the moment. The department has realised that they can’t manage individual 

schools directly out of the centre, hence David Blunkett’s proposition for commissioners and so 

on and so on. But it’s quite clear that people don’t know quite what to do at the moment. Ian 

Craig – and Chris and I were discussing this. Ian Craig did some fascinating transnational 

analysis on the way in which middle tier is executed in different jurisdictions, and there are some 

fascinating models from around the world, such as in Canada when, in a couple of provinces, 
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you have extremely small middle tier, which is very agile, which just occupies free space within 

schools, which changes and they move location. But there’s a very good negotiation between the 

provincial administration at the top level and schools at the bottom, that the middle tier will 

support certain functions. And it’s an agreed and stable set of relationships. That instability in 

these middle tier responsibilities, where are they, are they down, are they up, are they here, are 

they there, well, that’s where are at the moment. We’ve got to make a decision and stick with it, 

in my view. 

 

C Husbands: So I’m going to take – just about saying that Canada was the only LECD country which is 

constitutionally forbidden from having administrative education. It’s out of national politics all 

together. It’s all at provincial level. I’ll take John and then Bill. Then I’ll do another round of 

questions and I’m going to borrow a political ruse in order to do that, I’m warning you. I’m taking 

a women’s only round of questions, a list. John. 

 

JD Blake: Given the job and who I work for, yes, you can trust academy chains entirely and completely 

(laughter). Yes, and on history I’m awesome, so you can trust me. But of course the whole point 

is that you shouldn’t just trust me because I say I am, and I think this links into the answer that 

Matt gives. A lot of my work is about trying to work out what the new curriculum will look like, how 

we will assess it, how we will deal with it, how we will assist and facilitate schools doing that 

work. So my job is to help school leaders and heads of history manage and tackle those 

problems, and of course therefore the validity of my work is in the extent to which it helps them 

do the job that they want to do. And I think that feeds into Matt’s point. If somebody can’t tell you 

what it is they want you to do to achieve the outcome they’ve told you they want to achieve, just 

don’t do it. If they don’t know what you’re supposed to do, I think it’s a bit bizarre that you are 

supposed to come up with it. I think that’s – and character education feeds very strongly into that. 

I think on Hugh’s point, you know, yes, Jonathan’s made very clear the point about who chooses 

the government. I think one of the problems in English education is that there is actually 

significant level of resistance within the system to the idea that government is entitled to choose 

and that therefore they get to be the determinants of what happens next. I think one of the major 

reasons that Gove faced so much opposition was precisely because he was absolutely clear 

what he wanted to do. He had a more or less coherent strategy for doing it, and he wasn’t hugely 

interested in building consensus for it until it was done. So the constant demands to build 

consensus are, I think, incredibly stultifying, because actually they tend to be offered by people 

who are perfectly happy with the current status quo and what they mean by consensus is that 

more people should agree with them. And I actually think that’s why I was so pleased to hear 

what Nick Gibb had said about debate. I think it’s absolutely that it needs to be out there. You 

can’t, as the Labour Party is discovering in a slightly different context, build consensus on 

massive levels of disagreement without some form of public debate, falling out and probably, 

again, as Labour is discovering, quite a lot of blood on the carpet. 

 

[1:39:04] 

 

Bill Lucas: Thanks. I’m just going to start with the academy trusts. I think a good academy trust, like good 

authorities, have great resources within them, commitment to research, commitment to 

pedagogy, commitment to all sorts of good things. So good ones of a certain scale – I don’t know 

what research says about the size that might lead you to have that. I suspect there are some 

differences there in size, but I’m sure the Harris Academy Trust is brilliant. In terms of Hugh’s 

point about what goes and crowding, this is a real issue, isn’t it? And I think my answer to the 

second question about character education is going to hopefully be part of that, and that is that 

you can’t simply add stuff in. You have to either put stuff out or embed it within what is already 

there, the architecture that’s already there. I agree with Laura that character education is largely 

about role modelling, but it is about some other things and we do know what these are, or at 

least some of them. The first is that of course any of us whoever taught have been teaching 

character education all our lives. It’s not new, as I was trying to demonstrate. But it does divide 
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into different kinds of – and I think this is where the misunderstandings creep. There are those 

things that are about, if you like, moral values. Schools have always done that and will always do 

that and always have to do that. And there are those things which more recently have been 

described as performance character. I’d call them simply, as the OECD might, good well 

documented cognitive strategies for helping people become both better learners and do better in 

whatever knowledge or skill domain they’re operating. It’s not an either/or. It’s an and. And we 

know that reward systems can help here. If you reward certain things then behaviour will change. 

And we know above all that the way you choose to teach things will give you inklings about what 

character attributes are valued and what are valued less. So for example, you can teach history 

in a way that invites appropriate scepticism, especially knowledge claims by the victors and quite 

often by men, or empathy, or both, or all of those. I just think we have to have a much more 

transparent discussion about what the desired broader character attributes of an education 

system are and then understand how it’s being done well. But I don’t think we need a strategy for 

it. I don’t think we need to get fretted about it. I think teachers are doing it anyway. But I’m 

absolutely sure, and the work that the Birmingham Jubilee Centre is doing is showing, that we 

need to get more rigorous about this. 

 

C Husbands: Let’s have, as I say, a round of questions. At the front, yes. 

 

LeahKStewart: Hi, Leah Stewart. The thing that struck me with Tim’s talk – and first of all, thanks for all your 

speeches. I’ve learned so much being here. And one of the things I picked up from Tim’s talk 

was about how in Finland there was a wide public discourse, and in Shanghai the textbooks 

weren’t just from companies but actually teachers and classrooms were involved in bringing that 

about. I’m just wondering out loud if it’s important that we kind of let go of the answers for a little 

while and try and encourage this public discourse, because a year ago I’d have put myself into 

the camp of, my voice doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter what I think. And I know there are so 

many teachers and students and people in the public who feel that way about education. So is 

that maybe a step to consider? 

 

[1:42:46] 

 

C Husbands: Okay, public discourse. And at the back, yes? Back on my left, and then I’m going to go over 

there. 

 

C O’Connell: Thank you. Catherine O’Connell from Liverpool Hope University. We heard about the problems 

of arbitrary numbers linked to policy targets, such as free schools, and we’ve heard about the 

problematic in some ways of deliverology. Do panel members have any experience of more sort 

of co-created and nuanced policy targets, and if so how do we best achieve that?  

 

C Husband: Thank you, and over there, blue scarf. 

 

H Berkeley: Hello, Harriet Berkeley from Teaching Leaders. Just a question. It sort of ties into the lady over 

there’s question, about the teacher influence. So Laura talked about national, local and teacher 

influence. And does the panel have any consensus about the best way that teachers can 

influence? The College of Teaching was mentioned. Are there any other structures or networks 

they would want to mention? 

 

C Husband: Thank you. So this is moving us towards teachers, policy nuance, and I will start with Bill and 

then I’ll go across the panel and end with Tim. And be brief, please. 

 

Bill Lucas: Good to talk about nuance. Need more questions and fewer answers. I think professional 

networks of inquiry, like the expansive education network I mentioned, but there are a number of 

others, are one way of doing this in a rigorous sort of way. 
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C Husbands: Thank you. Jonathan? 

 

J Simons: Well, first of all, we don’t have arbitrary targets. They are not arbitrary targets. We don’t always 

just share the working of how they’re got to. So to take a really concrete example, 500 free 

schools is not a number plucked out of the air. It’s a number that more or less, on the rate that 

they’ve opened over the past five years, we’ll get to by the end of the Parliament. There’s a 

reason why it wasn’t 100. There’s a reason why it wasn’t 1,000. And 500 is a broadly defensible 

number and makes a lot of sense media wise, which, although people scoff, is really, really 

important. Because if government was to do an announcement that said, “We need a free school 

in every town that has a GCSE result below the following x and has a population projected to 

rise,” you wouldn’t get anywhere. 500 free schools is very understandable and, as I say, based 

on a number that actually works. Public discourse, really, really important, but it has been easier 

to influence government now than it ever has been. Again, when I was in government there was 

only about six people that ever saw the Secretary of State, other than his or her civil servants, 

and they were broadly the general secretaries of the teaching unions and various other kind of 

worthies and great and good, and the TES was the only publication in which anyone ever got a 

say other than that. Now it is possible, as a classroom teacher of about six weeks’ standing, to 

write a blog, to put your voice out there, to have it read by the Secretary of State and for it to 

influence policy, and that does actually in real world happen. 

 

C Husbands: Thank you. John? 

 

JD Blake: Yeah, I mean, I agree with that. I think actually the wide public discourse is happening and 

getting wider every day. I think part of the issue though is people accepting that simply because 

they’ve said something and then the government chooses not to do it doesn’t mean they’ve been 

ignored. It just means that they don’t agree with them. I think in general on what teachers can do, 

I think one of the great shames over the past five years has been the level of negativity that’s 

been driven by majorities within the major classroom unions that has just created an endless 

parade of oppositional politics and discussion. I think actually leading groups of teachings being 

much more positive about how they can influence and shape change in deriving their own work I 

think is really important. One of my other roles is a member of the advisory committee of NAHT 

Edge, which is the middle leaders section of NAHT, which I will now plug here, there you go. It’s 

very good. But also I think one of the most interesting things that NAHT did was develop 

alternatives to OFSTED, which allowed them to identify, monitor and improve the schools which 

their heads were in, which I think influenced the way in which OFSTED was behaving but also 

influenced the way in which teachers were behaving. I think that kind of – that’s a much more 

powerful model for driving change and also I think of being listened to in government, because if 

you turn up with an answer rather than with a problem, I imagine you get a lot further.  

 

[1:46:42] 

 

C Husbands: Laura? 

 

L McInerney: So on the 500 free schools, to pick up on that, I think it’s a really interesting way that’s just been 

described. So the 500 number has been picked because that’s the number that’s feasible on the 

basis of what’s gone before. And it’s funny because that’s specifically what David Blunkett, when 

we were having the conversation, said. When he was looking at Sure Start centres, Gordon 

Brown did exactly the same thing. He said, “I think, I think it was 300, is a feasible number on the 

basis of what we can do.” And David Blunkett pushed back on him and said, “But again, even if 

it’s feasible, that doesn’t make it a reason to do it.” And as you’ve just said, if we did a formula, 

you wouldn’t get anywhere. Well, you would. You would get the ones that solved the particular 

formula. And I understand that this is a contradiction against what you can do as a politician or 

what the point of the headline is, but I think it is still a really important thing to notice, that when 

you are central government or you put it out there as a headline or you do it because it’s feasible, 
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that has different implications than doing it because it’s actually solving a problem. On the issue 

of bloggers and who’s influencing, you know, it’d be ridiculous for me to sit here, as someone 

who started as blogging, getting asked to go into government, influencing it and now writing a 

newspaper who does get quite a lot of help from central government, to say that that’s incorrect. 

Clearly things have opened up in the last however many years. On the other hand, there was a 

real feeling in the last five years that grown ups, so people who gave solutions, who spoke in a 

very sensible, very eloquent manner, were allowed in and allowed to give their opinions and 

those opinions were sometimes listened to. If, however, you were perhaps seen as a little bit 

emotional or in fact, you know, different in the way that you articulated things, you were cut out. 

And I think that’s become part of the problem. Some people feel like one group is being listened 

to because they have certain characteristics and the others aren’t. And it doesn’t have to be that 

separated. The University of East London library used to have these wonderful posters that they 

put up every year, and they used to say on them, “In our consultation this year, you said x so we 

did y. You said there weren’t enough litter bins around so you will see 10 red bins around the 

college,” or whatever, and it was great. It made me think, a, I should join in with that consultation 

next year, because if there’s things I actually want, I’m seeing the outcome. B, I could see that 

the library people were actually listening and doing stuff. We’re not seeing that with the 

consultations that are happening at the moment. In fact the government’s consultation 

documents that come out quite often say the opposite. So they’ll say, 75 percent of people said 

they disagreed with something, but we’re going to go ahead with it anyway. So I do think there’s 

been an opening up but there could be a much more transparent simple way of showing people 

that they’re actually being listened to. 

 

C Husbands: And Tim. 

 

Tim Oates: Thanks Chris. So we have a lot more evidence, in fact, that we can draw now in terms of equity, 

attainment and enjoyment. We can measure it much more effectively than we ever have done. 

So we can measure the outcomes of what we do and the effect of what we do with precision. We 

need to get beyond naïve paradigm wars amongst policy advisers and researchers, because we 

can pull out from the evidence base much more succinctly a set of principles and things which 

will work and things which are just wrong. I mean, you know, things like brain gym, for example, 

just don’t accord with what we know about brain physiology. That kind of stuff is really important. 

We can measure stuff. We can actually pull from the evidence base as to what can have 

potential in relationship to what we do, and that does lead, I think, to much more nuanced 

targets. In Singapore you wouldn’t believe the amount of innovation they undertake. It is just 

vibrant with innovation. And the administration has absolutely no problem in saying, “That was 

really well designed. The evidence looked as though that would work, and we tried it and it 

didn’t.” And they stopped doing it. And as a result, actually, they have a dramatically impressive 

rate of improvement within their education system and incredibly impressive equity outcomes. I 

think we’ve got to get much more real about that process of extraction, triage, development and 

non politicised judgement of the effectiveness of things. 

 

[1:50:55] 

 

C Husbands: Well, thank you very much. So we’ve been taken off to a phenomenally interesting start. We’ve 

looked in detail at the influences on system performance, on the interrelationships between 

government, profession and others. We’ve considered a range of perspectives. Can I thank the 

panel? Can I thank you? We’ll now break for coffee and we will reassemble to look in more detail 

at stakeholder roles and perspectives. My phone has just died on me, but I think it’s 10.55am, so 

I’m going to suggest that we reassemble here at 11.15am. Thank you very much. 

 

END OF SESSION 1 

 


