
 

- 65 - 
 

 
 

SESSION 4 

[0:00:00] 

 

Chair: Okay, if you could find your seats.   

 

LeahKStewart: Please don’t let Heidi leave the room while I say this.  I told her I was going to do this and that 

was a mistake.  I’m Leah Stewart, I run my own little project website called Beyond the Box 

Education and my involvement in this is that I’ll be writing up the executive summary cover letter 

for the transcript that we’re all creating today at this moment.  And the final session is coming up, 

so if you haven’t already spoken I dare you to put up your hand for the final session.  It’s been a 

privilege over the last several months to get to know Heidi and see how she has worked so 

creatively and courageously to bring us this summit today which has really expanded my idea of 

what is going on in education and what’s up for conversation.  And I think Heidi will second this 

that I think we all hope, and I really hope that the conversations that have started here don’t end 

here, but that we each go and we invite other people in to this big dialogue and to share all the 

ideas that are really up for debate so that this continues.  And I’m going to stand here and clap to 

say thank you Heidi for doing this and if you’d like to join in that would be fantastic.  Thank you, 

Heidi.   

 

 (Applause) 

 

Chair: Okay, ladies and gentleman, we are at the final session of today’s summit.  There are three 

speakers after which we’ll have our final panel session.  And we’ve homed in on this question of 

politics and power and the exercise of politics and the use of power in pursuit of improvement.  

So we hear first of all from Professor Mick Waters, formerly as Qualifications of Curriculum 

Authority, very distinguished career before that, but now of University of Wolverhampton.  We’ll 

then hear from Jonathan Simons from Policy Exchange.  And then we shall hear from Nic Dakin, 

the Shadow Minister for Schools talking about Labour’s vision.  And since we lost the – we didn’t 

hear from the Minister first thing this morning and back into the context of time being carefully 

chosen, I shall say other political parties are available.  First of all, from Mick, then Jonathan, 

then Mick. 

 

Mick Waters: So I’m Mick and I’m pleased to be with you.  I come from a university but I spend three days a 

week in schools, one day of which I teach.  I want to share with you some of the thoughts that 

I’ve got around who decides the vision and what drives the schooling system.  Heidi in organising 

this spent a lot of time talking with different contributors and then rang me and said, ‘What occurs 

to me is that so many people have a different picture of what the school system is for.’  So could I 

focus on that for my little session, and that’s what I’m going to do.  I’m going to go really, really 

quickly but I hope to give you a flavour of what it seems like to me from the point of view of 

schools in terms of the political ambitions that are often espoused.   

 

 Last September, I had started to keep a list of things that appeared in the media that began with, 

‘Politicians are worried about…’ or ‘Ofsted says…’ or ‘There is a great concern about…’  At some 

point in the headline it would say, ‘Children today,’ or, ‘Young people today.’  And usually it was 

negative.  So these are the sorts of things.  It began last September with Michael Wilshaw talking 

about the fact that employers were telling him that children were not work-ready as they left the 
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system.  They were slovenly in appearance, unpunctual, unable to get their work in on time, not 

caring about quality and he made this great statement about it at the beginning of last 

September.  Now the fact that that hadn’t appeared in any inspection reports on schools seemed 

to be at odds with the message he was giving.  But from that a few weeks later came this need 

for written character espoused by Michael Gove who talked about children needed to develop 

character through the national curriculum.  The national curriculum that he had been in charge of 

reviewing for the last three years and had only just started two weeks before he made that 

announcement.  So these contradictions and these challenges came through many of these 

headlines that talked about what children today can or can’t do, and these concerns were there 

as we went through.  So issues to do with the issues in Rotherham and Oxford relating to 

children being sexualised and being used in grooming came out in some of those, the 

radicalisation… dental health was a fascinating one – the amount of money being spent on the 

dental health of very young children because of the enormous decay rates is a serious concern 

and costing the health service a terrific amount.  So the answer was, as with many of these 

things, that young people today… and then the follow up was more needs to be done in schools.  

Schools need to do more about… Schools should focus on… So in terms of dental health, we 

had images of children standing around sinks at school brushing their teeth together and all 

spitting at once into a thing and Nicky Morgan saying this is a real vital thing for schools to take 

part in.  The fact that it wasn’t clear what we should do at weekends or August didn’t come 

through.  But these are things that politicians grab at as they come past.   

 

 Just these last few weeks we’ve had a select committee report on play.  Young people today do 

not get enough play.  They do not get sufficient play and this play needs to be seen in the 

national curriculum.  The national curriculum was reviewed and voted on by many of the 

members of the select committee that are not objecting to the fact that it doesn’t appear.  The 

fact that the national curriculum isn’t expected to be used in most schools, in many schools, is 

also a concern.  But I just make this list and I put four letters up which many people will associate 

with that.  Personal Health Social Education.  Four letters that have been now left out of the 

national curriculum because they weren’t expected to be the role of schools and needed to focus 

on standards.  And it’s a fascinating development, I think, that just a few weeks after we had a 

new national curriculum there was a great call for it to happen.  I would have done more but I 

couldn’t work out how to do the hexagons anymore so I stopped.  But I won’t go on about it.  I’m 

just simply making the point that the emphasis during the last parliament was on that word 

‘academic’ at the expense of vocational often, and I think actually academic is decent if we call it 

scholarly and we call it practical in terms of other things.  But we had a bit on sport because we 

had a bit of an Olympic movement so that was good. We had a few riots so moral came to the 

fore for a few weeks and obesity got mentioned so health came into it, just for a little passing 

moment.  But actually if you put that back together it might explain some of the tensions that 

occurred in the school system if you are teacher, because whilst we keep hearing that all these 

things need to be addressed in schools we’ve got a drive that’s come from central government 

over a long while towards what is called ‘academic’.  And, for me, that’s the confused and often 

disputed purpose of schooling that our schooling system has to grapple with, and in terms of 

today is a challenge for us in terms of political influence. 

 

 There was a lot of talk about raising aspiration and raising aspiration has been an issue over the 

last little while with specific working parties looking at it and people trying to deal with it.  And 

often that raising aspiration talks about levels and grades and children believing they can 

achieve so that they will get better careers and could be optimistic about the future.  I actually 

really think that aspiration is much more fundamental than that and it should be about getting to 

each and every person and talking about their worth, their contribution that they can make to 

society and community, and their spirit, so their aspiration of spirit, that you can make a 

difference, you can be something in your life and that you can achieve things in your life in all 

sorts of ways, not necessarily those at the top of the list.   
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 Early on last year, during the school year, this picture appeared on the media, a really significant 

picture because three girls had gone from the east end of London and it was thought that they 

had gone to Syria through Turkey, and their picture going through passport control was seen in 

that way.  And I thought that was really a fascinating moment last year because those children 

were called ‘model pupils’.  People couldn’t understand why they had done this because they 

were ‘model pupils’.  And I don’t know the ins and outs of the case but I do wonder what the 

general population thinks a ‘model pupil’ is.  And I would suggest you can dispute this, that a 

‘model pupil’ is somebody who is well mannered, neat of uniform, punctual, gets their homework 

in time, is very positive in class and hits the grades.  And to be a ‘model pupil’ is important 

because our inspection regime has told schools this is the sort of thing which will help us to 

achieve the aspirations of higher examinations over time.  How does that compare with what 

some other people might think a ‘model pupil’ would be?  Somebody who organises and 

manages, somebody who can balance protest and compromise, somebody who is worldly about 

current affairs, somebody who can when necessary say ‘no’ and object.  And I think the left hand 

side is what I would call the teacher pleasers; the children who crack the system, know how to 

work it, get through the gate and come out the other side is what I would call the well-rounded 

individual that the politician would argue that we are trying to create.  And one of the tensions 

that we’ve got is that where we seek personal empowerment and democratic citizenship at 

certain times.  We grapple with a conflicting set of agendas at other times. 

 

 We had the Olympic Games in 2012 – a fantastic exhibition of sport, but it was also a chance to 

enjoy a cultural Olympia.  We had opening and closing ceremonies at both the Olympics and 

Paralympics that were acclaimed as amazing experiences and wonderful performances.  In 

those performances, we had examples of industry at its best; the cultural industry turning up 

trumps for our country.  Since then we’ve talked about the sporting legacy but the legacy in terms 

of the creative arts – the dance, the drama, the music, the poetry – has actually been poorly 

served in our education system.  The legacy of those through the system of the last four years 

has been to diminish the teaching of the arts, to diminish the teaching of the arts in universities, 

to diminish the teaching of the arts in teacher training so that long term prospects for dance, 

drama, music, PE, actually reducing rather than growing.  And it’s a fascinating thing that we 

want a legacy from the Olympics but only when we need a legacy for the Olympics.  The cultural 

transmission is often lorded as something that we ought to be offering in our education system, is 

actually a cultural transmission about certain things to do with our democratic system rather than 

a cultural transmission in its broadest sense.   

 

[0:12:42] 

 

 Preparation for work has always been one of the tenets of the education system.  Ever since 

1870 when state school began, it’s usually featured in the great education acts as one of the 

reasons why we need to move things on.  But I’m not sure the extent to which politicians focus 

on these four tenets as they move forward.  If we pull them out a bit and list some of the things 

that happened during the last parliament that were focussed on schools rather than on big 

structural manoeuvres then these are they.  We might look to say which of the four circles those 

elements of action really address.  Where does fining people for absence fit in?  Where does the 

competitive engagement of regional school commissioners between each other, the competition 

between each other, help to sustain any of those four areas of vision for our children?  Where 

does the baseline testing of children in the early years really help in terms of moving us on?  And 

often the actions of politicians which are opportunistic, which are aiming to convince the 

population that they are moving in certain directions, fail to address the things that they say are 

the visions?  And I think there’s a challenge for all of us in calling that to account.   

 

The limited amount of attention in the election campaign on education was really interesting to 

see and if you go on, we had five years of schools being offered more and more freedoms, in 

theory, as school autonomy started to be available to schools.  So you might wonder where it all 
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went.  I spent time in schools, all across the country, wondering what happened.  The theory is 

that schools are constrained, like the bud of a flower, they can’t open.  They would blossom more 

and come into flower more if we do regulate it.  And deregulation personally I think is a good 

thing but deregulation is actually in schools causing a withering effect in many, many schools.  

They aren’t blooming, they aren’t a blossoming education philosophical place, they are actually 

withering because what we are doing is not measuring the right bits.  We are measuring certain 

bits.  And because we are measuring on certain bits we end up with a certain sort of outcome.  

Now I’m not saying this is just the last government because actually it really began perhaps 

before this one even, but when Tony Blair said, ‘Education, education, education,’ he might have 

been better saying, ‘Results, results, results, targets, targets, targets.’  Because ever since then 

we have narrowed and narrowed and narrowed what we value in education even though we 

have a rhetoric which talks more broadly than that.  When Estelle Morris, the much loved Estelle 

Morris, talked about the illiteracy and innumeracy strategies being a way for central government 

to get to 23,000 outlets, she gave the clue about how central government was now clawing 

responsibility and decision making for itself. 

 

And over time we have measured school success in this sort of way.  We looked at examinations 

testing, then we got to results and league tables.  We inspect based on results.  We identify 

failing schools and ministers usually had more rhetoric.  So we used the rhetoric of the military.  

We’ve got targets.  We’ve got trajectories.  We’ve got the frontline.  And in the last election 

campaign we had a prime minister declaring war, declaring war, on failing schools.  Now this isn’t 

ISIS, this is struggling schools that are being declared war upon because it suits in the rhetoric of 

the way we are.  And then, of course, parental preference encourages the movement to so-called 

good schools with a greater stress on results for the poorer schools and for the so-called good 

schools because they have to maintain the position.  So there could be an argument that that’s a 

good thing to do because it keeps the motivation in the system and the energy there.  And 

schools and sponsors are yet more and more held to account.  And by sponsors I would mean 

local authorities as well.  And that in turn creates a less rounded approach to education, and 

those four tenets that are often put forward as reasons for our school system to exist actually 

reduce in size and reduce in importance.   

 

The real drivers in the school system I would suggest, if you were in a school day by day, are 

these things.  the data that your oldest children produce which is often suspect, your league table 

position although that’s becoming less important, things like progress eight and phonics, 

inspection which is also often suspect because it’s based on the data which is often suspect in 

the first place, market driven awarding bodies who try to seduce you into using their award 

system for various reasons to satisfy the game, and ministerial failure.  What that leads to for the 

pupil is teachers who are chasing the cusp, which might be a good thing for individual children to 

get them over the next hurdle, simplistic syllabus and extended or shortened courses that help 

you through, spoon fed learning – ‘just get it down you, doesn’t matter whether you understood it 

or enjoy it, just swallow it because it will be good to spit back at the right time’ – children are the 

currency of the system so a child comes to a school and it’s, ‘Well what can they bring to our 

school?’ as much as what can we bring to them.  And Ofsted mythology runs through.  The latest 

bit of Ofsted myth is that children need to have their work marked, they need to respond to it, you 

need to respond back, you write more about what they wrote than they wrote in the first place, as 

long as you do it in multi-coloured pens.  Now whether that’s true or not, Ofsted would debate, 

but it must come from somewhere and somewhere is a bit worrying.  And what you get is this 

sliding policy.  So we began by assessing children.  Well we used words like ‘assessing’ which 

are really sanitised words for testing.  And when we test the children we are basically gathering 

data so that we can product control.  I’m not sure that testing the children is about the children 

very often.  It’s far more about the produce control system so that we can measure system 

effectiveness and in doing that we factor out the children and their childhood.  And earlier today 

somebody said, ‘What parents want,’ and I thought did parents really want that?  If you knew at 

the age of 11 your child’s SATS test would probably indicate whether they were going to 
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university or not based on where they were placed in which set in the secondary school, would 

you really want that decision to be made when your child was 11?  I think if we really want it we 

should make SATS testing optional to allow people to withdraw their children from it.  And then 

we would find out whether people really wanted it and whether people really wanted it for their 

child or for other purposes.   

 

The phonics screening test, which in theory pulls out which children are struggling with phonics, 

has become in a very short time a measure of school effectiveness for teaching phonics.  There 

is very little advice about what to do with the children who do poorly on the phonics test except 

do more phonics.  So the question about whether we are assessing or whether we are using this 

for something else is a really serious one.   

 

[0:20:17] 

 

So all over the world there are children who come to school, who are excited, motivated, 

stimulated, feeling good, challenged, and we have to face it all over the world as well there are 

children who are mystified by what’s going on, bored, compliant, disengaged, fed up and just 

wanting to get out of the system.  The ones that know how to play the game get through and the 

others simply fall by the wayside.  That’s a long, long way from those four big tenets that are 

apparently helping us to understand where we are going.  I will just put that on for a second… 

just because it did remind me about how important it is that standardised testing carried out 

under standardised conditions helps us to predict how fit for the road children will be – cars will 

be in the future.  What we get instead of my picture where it says ‘academic’, it’s not even 

academic or scholarly, it’s generated in many schools pen and paper evidence that helps us to 

prove we were doing what we should have been doing.  So we see children jumping through 

hoops and teachers jumping through hoops to keep their children jumping through hoops.  We 

see children doing writing that doesn’t need to be done, to formulaic processes that really don’t 

help them to move forward and are a bit unkind because they do do exciting things and then they 

have to write about them.  And the measure of the pen is a massive one that’s taken us all – just 

for a bit of fun I thought you might enjoy this.  There’s a year six who has been to one of those 

National Trust properties:  ‘Dear Mr Lucas, thank you so much for letting us go to Red Lodge and 

my favourite part was when we dressed up.  I was a Royal Servant.  My costume made me feel 

like a hobbit from the Lord of the Rings.  The hat nearly went over my eyes.  I also love looking at 

the artefacts.’  It’s quite lovely that, it’s natural.  Further down the letter (I chopped the middle bit 

out) but… ‘The stairs went on and on, they looked never ending.  I wanted to go up higher but it 

was a different topic so there was no point.’  And we’ve got children – it’s funny but it’s sad, 

we’ve got children running along this dot to dot picture of learning unable to look to the side or 

beyond because the next step is the most important step.   

 

[0:22:33] 

 

We had an eclipse recently, only year eight were allowed to look at it because it wasn’t for any 

other year group except them.  This obsession with recording evidence is taking children away 

from the very curriculum that describes the opportunities they should have.  If you want to know 

how bad it has got, in June this year on the Amazon website, which if you look at it lists book 

purchases by popularity, and this is the 5 – 8 section where The Gruffalo is the top purchased 

book in the world on Amazon.  The next nine books are books about practise papers for Key 

Stage One SATS and phonics tests.  If you look at 8 – 13, Billionaire Boy wins and from there on 

the next eight books are practise papers for Key Stage Two SATS.  Now this is a self-selecting 

audience; people who buy books for their children on Amazon.  If they are getting all that on 

Amazon you might as well not bother keep doing it in schools and give them something that is 

worthwhile and let them follow the route that makes sense to them.  How much can teachers 

feed off what children really need to learn?  How much can children and learned follow their own 

pathway and do writing that matters like people in the real world?   
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In this room today, whilst these talks have been going on, I reckon at least 50% of the people 

have been doing writing to audiences outside of this room.  They’ve been able to communicate 

with their own work place while they’ve been here and join in on all sorts of conference ideals 

while they’ve been talking.  How do we get children to live the real world rather than a made up 

one?   

 

I’ll just finish with this slide which talks about some of the possibilities in children’s learning.  I 

wonder how many children leaving our school system look back and say, ‘Yes it did that,’ to 

many of those boxes on there.  And too often the one on tests and examinations is driving the 

issue to the extent that the CBI say it’s not even preparing us for the world of work.  And we’ve 

got to get a balance back into the system and politicians could play a part in that if they built 

consensus rather than went with ideologists.  I’ll stop there.  Thanks for listening. 

 

(Applause) 

 

Chair: And just while Jonathan comes to the lectern, I will add that Mick reported 1870 beginning of 

compulsory state education, the first report to say that employers no longer had confidence in the 

ability of school leavers was published in 1885 when the complaint was that school leavers 

lacked gumption.  Jonathan, you are not short of gumption. 

 

Jonathan: Yeah, thank you.  Not quite sure… 

 

Chair: The only thing worse than politics in education is politics not in education. 

 

Jonathan: Well thank you very much and thank you for inviting me.  I’m going to talk on, I guess, really 

picking up some of the themes of today about the role of politics in education and getting on to 

some of these issues about democracy and covering a lot of the things that I think that Mick also 

talked about as well, but from a slightly different perspective.  I guess I’m really going to make 

three arguments.  

 

The first argument is that politicians have a tough gig when it comes to education and I’m going 

to show you some data that shows that.  The second argument is that most people still recognise 

the validity of democratic politics in education; it’s one of the most popular elements of it.  And 

the politicians have legitimacy even when people are disillusioned with the political situation, is 

the second argument.  And then the third argument is what taking politics out of education 

actually means and why politicians are better than anyone else to do that. 

 

So here is the first argument which is that politicians don’t have very long to make an impact and 

this is slightly out of date data now but this essentially shows that the average tenure of a cabinet 

minister and a junior minister is less than one and a half years.  So that is from literally your first 

day walking in where your private sector meets you and says, ‘Congratulations, minister, let us 

tell you all about the health system or the justice system or the education system or the transport 

system…’ to the phone call from the Prime Minister saying, ‘Thanks very much Jo Blogs/Jane 

Blogs, you’ve done a smashing job but unfortunately not that smashing so you’re on your way 

out.’  That does not give you that long in which to assimilate and think about what you want to do 

and do something let alone see it through.  So that’s the first challenge that politicians have got.   

 

[0:27:02] 

 

The second challenge is that we don’t trust them and that’s not a recent thing, that’s gone all the 

way back to when Maury started polling on this.  We do not trust politicians.  They come bottom.  

You can see teachers there almost right at the top and the doctors.  This is a really, really 
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important context in which politicians operate when they are making decisions and they are 

essentially saying, ‘Trust me,’ and the response of the public is, ‘Well we don’t, really.’   

 

Third issue that politicians have to face is that most people are relatively dissatisfied with the 

political situation.  So this is some annual work for the Hansard Society when it polls people 

around their satisfaction with the present system of governing Britain and you can see that it 

generally declined over the past eleven years so that only one in four British adults thinks that the 

political system on the whole works quite well, and the vast majority think that it doesn’t. 

 

People think that they are reasonably well informed about politics.  Again, about half of people 

will say that they have a pretty good understanding of how politics works although that does 

break down by level of education and by age in particular.  So if you look at the left hand graph 

there, you can see a stark difference between 18 – 44 year olds who don’t really seem to think 

they’re engaged, and 45 year olds through to 75 year olds.  It would be mean of me to suggest 

there might be something towards where most politicians are going to focus their effort is on 

those three dark purple groups because those are people that know what is going on and that 

vote.  And, again, on the right hand side here we see that perhaps unsurprisingly the higher your 

level of education, the more likely you are to express confidence in your understanding of the 

political situation.  But, on the whole, most people think they are reasonably well informed.   

 

However, when you test that, that isn’t always the case.  So, for example, around one in three 

people can’t name the political party that their constituency MP belongs to.  This one on the top 

right is a brilliant piece of work that Populus does every week when it polls people about, ‘Name 

any story that you can remember in the last week.’  It doesn’t matter what it is; any story.  And 

this is from a couple of weeks ago when I had to get the presentation in by, ‘State visit by China’s 

president’, which it’s fairly safe to say had pretty blanket coverage on TV news, which is where 

most people get the news from, and 16% of people that week could spontaneously recall that the 

Chinese president was here.  Similarly, the migrant crisis which has been a huge story for weeks 

and weeks and weeks, 13% of people spontaneously recalled that week that there was an issue 

with the migrant crisis.  And that’s not surprising when you come to imagine that most people 

have very, very busy lives and don’t think about politics.  So they think about politics for four 

minutes a week on average.  What that means is over a five year term, if your maths is better 

than mine, you don’t have a huge amount of time as a politician in order to get people to listen to 

you and think to convince your argument because people are busy doing normal things; they are 

not coming to politics and education summits, they are not speaking on politics and education 

summits, they are getting on with their daily lives and that’s an issue that politicians have got to 

break through.   

 

And the last issue, whether it’s a good thing or a bad thing, again on a more or less monthly 

basis Maury asks people what do they think are the most pressing issues affecting the country.  

And education, I would say, is a good thing, has more or less declined pretty consistently since 

1997, spiked again in about 2001.  Interestingly, both those spikes coincided with general 

election campaigns because there’s some evidence that suggests that as politicians talk more 

about an issue people get more concerned about it.  So politicians think they are reassuring 

people by talking about an issue, actually the more they talk about an issue the more people 

worry about it.  And that becomes an issue.  But more or less education has declined.   

 

So, if all that is the case, why should politicians be involved in education at all?  Shouldn’t we just 

leave it to get on with other things?  And this is the crux of it and this has been touched on a little 

bit by other speakers including Tim Oats today.  Education is inextricably linked with the most 

fundamental discussions we have as a society and as a civilisation.  It’s about what the future 

generation grow.  It’s about what we are as society, it’s about what we want to be as society in 

the future and, as Tim Oats said this morning, it’s about knowledge and who gets knowledge and 

what knowledge they get.  And because knowledge is inextricably linked to who gets power and 
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who wields power, to have a question about what is education for is actually to ask a question 

about what is society for, what is our culture for, what should be done, who should have positions 

of power within culture.  And once you frame it that way, I think the argument becomes almost 

self-evident that you cannot possibly have that kind of discussion taken on a dry technocratic 

basis because it’s not a dry technical question.  it is one of the most fundamental questions we 

face as a society and therefore it has to be, I would contend, one of if not the most important 

questions of public policy.  There is no right answer; it’s a values based answer and so we must 

debate it as questions of values.    

 

[0:31:41] 

 

So here is when you get on to the second issue which is about politics as the flawed collective 

expression of democratic wealth(?).  Now if you’ve ever studied politics at any level you will have 

learnt about something called democratic mandate theory.  And that essentially, as the slide 

says, says, look, you have a free and fair election, government wins the election, they get the 

most votes, they get to do whatever they want and they suck it up because that’s the way in 

which democracy works.  Now, you don’t need me to tell you (although I will) that there are 

several flaws in that theory and I’ve put some of those there.  For example, the fact that prime 

ministers aren’t always necessarily elected at the time of a general election, the fact that the 

political parties should come into office in 2010, for example, was not the consensus on the ballot 

paper; there was no coalition option in 2010.  There were a lot of policies which aren’t in the 

manifesto, or only obliquely referenced in the manifesto, and government has assumed how on 

less than plurality of votes, not least for example your vote is massively unequal depending on 

which constituency you live in.  So it is not as simple as saying, ‘Government have a mandate, 

they’ve got the votes, therefore they have legitimacy to do whatever they want.’   

 

But, I hope you can see, it’s a little bit small, but the slide on the left hand side asks people in the 

last twelve months have you done any of the following to influence decisions.  And the two I’ve 

ringed there, which are amongst the two highest ones, are ‘contacted a local counsellor or MP’ 

and ‘voted in an election’.  So amongst all of the options given to people, including frankly 

options that don’t take much time including sign the paper petition or sign an e-petition, some of 

the most popular answers, below none of the above, is engaged in traditional political discourse.  

And on the right hand side, the question said which of the following would you be prepared to do 

if you feel strongly enough about an issue.  And, again, look what comes out the top two.  ‘I 

would vote’ or ‘I would contact my local democratic representative’ and that comes even about 

creating or signing a paper petition.  So despite the fact that people are disillusioned with the 

system, people are prepared and recognise that it’s one of the most important if not the most 

important way of taking things through.   

 

This is a great example of the fact that if you have enough polling companies and enough money 

eventually you will poll on every question known to man.  This polls on the fact that do you think 

there would be any situation in which you could imagine an armed coup taking place in your 

country and would you support it.  And this was some YouGov polling from just earlier this month 

in face.  The top one is the UK and the bottom one is the US.  Now there’s all kinds of fun you 

can have with these polling questions including the fact that a small majority of UKIP supporters 

would support an armed coup over their elected government.  And, indeed, quite a big majority of 

Republican voters in the US would support an armed coup despite having a constitution that 

apparently prevents this kind of thing.  But the point is, other than being a bit of fun, is that 

actually, perhaps unsurprisingly, most people cannot imagine any scenario in which a democratic 

resolution is not the way to do that.  And that is interesting because, of course, if you hold all 200 

countries in the world there will be a hell of a lot of countries in which that finding did not come 

about.  In fact, there’s an awful lot of countries in the world where the very fact that we are sitting 

here in this room having this discussion would be seen as a luxury, and this brings me on to my 
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third argument, that we accept and we take as read the vast amount of good which politics does 

which enables us to have these discussions. 

 

Now, again, if you have ever studied political science at any level you may have come across the 

word Ronald Inglehart who is a political scientist.  And in the seventies he came up with a theory 

of post-materialism and simplifying massively what that theory said was as societies get richer, 

as people become more successful, they stop having to worry about basic things, they stop 

having to worry about food and shelter and armed conflict, and they have the luxury of starting to 

worry about other issues, post-material issues.  The classic one is environmentalism.  So 

environmentalism rises up the agenda where people have the luxury to think about it and aren’t 

worried about things like housing and is your bank account about to be rocked by the 

government.  And, again, his data shows that between 1970 and 2000 across a whole range of 

industrialised western countries, post-materialism becomes on the rise as societies evolve and 

mature and become more stable, people start to think about other things.  Similarly again if you 

look at richer countries you see that this happens.  So my argument is that disillusionment with 

the system is a symptom of success.  We have the luxury of being able to say, ‘I don’t like this 

politician,’ ‘I don’t like that politician,’ because we take it for granted that ultimately whatever 

changes the fundamentals will not change.  We don’t think the government is suddenly going to 

requisition our school buildings.  We don’t think that teachers are going to be fired overnight.  We 

don’t think that school funding is suddenly going to be slashed in half.  We don’t think about all 

the horrendous things that could and do happen in other school systems.  Because we take 

those as read, we can start to have disillusionment.   

 

[0:36:27] 

 

So what do politicians do?  Politicians balance competing interests.  Okay?  This is a simplified 

graph which shows you the number of various different stakeholders in the country.  And when 

people – and it tends to be teachers, I’m afraid – say, ‘Why doesn’t government listen to me?’  

The answer is they have done but they just don’t always agree with you.  And one of the reasons 

why they don’t always agree with you is because they are balancing the interests of teachers 

against other people in the children’s workforce against pupils and against parents.  And 

politicians have the right and the unique right in order to have that type of balancing up of 

interests.  It doesn’t mean they don’t listen; it means that they are thinking about one over the 

other.   

 

And my last argument is that they are more parped to do that than experts because if you accept 

the fact that education is not a neutral issue, it is not a technocratic discussion, then it stands to 

reason that you cannot have a neutral expert because any expert will have his or her views, no 

matter how much he or she tries consciously or subconsciously, he or she will have views.  So 

people don’t have neutral expertise.  They have evidence but they also have values.  And that’s 

not a bad thing.  But we shouldn’t forget that people can go against that and it is one of those 

regular political verbs when people go against evidence, what it sometimes means is you are 

going against evidence which is something that I like.  So I am fulfilling the wishes of my 

democratic electorates, you are betraying me, and he is an ideal(?).  Ideology is one of those 

wonderful words which is used as a negative.  It’s not a negative.  We want politicians to be 

ideological.  We want them to have principles, that’s what they stand on, they are better than 

experts because of that.   

 

So this is the last slide.  So unlike many other systems and many other countries in the world we 

don’t have a codified constitution.  We don’t have a set of rules that set out the power and 

authority.  We have a famously fuzzy and muddled and unwritten constitution.  But I would argue 

that there are strong limits, and these are shared limits, of formal and informal power on the 

government of the day.  The formal one is obvious, it’s your majority in the House of Commons.  

Your informal one is also really, really important here.  Tony Blair in 1997 with a majority of 179 



 

- 74 - 
 

could have done parliamentary wise anything he wanted.  There is literally no law that he could 

not have got through parliament.  Why didn’t he do those?  Because he recognised that that 

would not have been a legitimate use of power.  Because when there’s a sense of informal 

balance around education policy, around other areas of public policy, as is to what is acceptable.  

And so the question is not, ‘Would you start from here?’  The question is, ‘Given we are here, 

what is better?’  The system which exists of political balance where most people, despite being 

disillusioned with the system, do engage with political activism or experts, when there is no 

neutral expert, experts have to be picked by somebody, I don’t think that experts should be 

picked by somebody, I think that politicians should do the picking and that’s why the only thing 

that’s worse than politics is no politics.  Thank you. 

 

(Applause) 

[0:39:24] 

 

Chair: We will now come to our final speaker.  Jonathan reminded us that teachers are amongst the 

most trusted people in the country and politicians amongst the least trusted.  Nic taught English 

for several years, was principal of a sixth form college, and is now a politician, so simultaneously 

Nic you moved from most trusted to least, but you are very welcome.  Labours vision for 

education. 

 

Nic: Thank you very much.  Yes, I spotted that in the session of therapy I’ve just listened to in terms 

of I’ve slipped from most trusted down to least trusted by my change of job.  So I’m going to just 

stand and deliver; no slides.  That’s what we’ve got, stand and deliver.  It’s great to join you today 

as Labour’s Shadow Schools Minister.  Jobs are very funny things and I’m still getting my head 

round this one, and one of the things in this job is I’ve now discovered is that when Lucy Powell 

she is too busy I’m sent along to give talks on things like Labour’s vision for education.  Well, the 

vision is not going to be that far distant I’m afraid.  It’s going to be predicated around more or less 

the now because 2020 and beyond is a long way away and we’ve got a team of new shadow 

education team getting to grips with things.  So my first job after the ubiquitous paper rounds and 

holidays working in the wallpaper factory was in an inner city hub.  I could see the docks from my 

classroom window and after teaching in Sweden and Scunthorpe I was principal of a beacon 

sixth form college, John Leggett, in Scunthorpe when I was elected to parliament in 2010.  So I 

know that education is the route to reducing inequality, raising aspirations and equipping young 

people with the skills and attributes to succeed in the modern economy.  I also have this very 

strong feeling, which I was reminded of in Mick’s presentation, that schools and headteachers 

are very good at delivering what they are asked to deliver, even when they don’t come quite to 

the level that people want them to, they will try and deliver what is being measured, won’t they, 

and they are very, very good at that I think.  And I tend to agree with the thrust of that earlier 

presentation that sometimes the things that really matter are the things we don’t measure and 

there’s a real risk and tension in that.   

 

 There are lots of excellent schools making a real difference to children across the country.  There 

are brilliant academies and fantastic maintained schools too.  The important thing is that we 

celebrate and learn from all excellent schools so that we can spread this success cross the 

system.  But the current government is fixated on academisation as its panacea for school 

improvement.  The education and adoption bill currently going through parliament further 

centralises powers in the hands of the secretary of state cutting parental choice out of the 

system.  Labour’s sponsored academy programme did a huge amount to transform a small 

number of failing schools in disadvantaged areas and brought much needed investment, support 

and innovation.  It’s a legacy that we’re proud of but it was never about turning all schools into 

academies.  There is no evidence that academisation in and of itself leads to school 

improvement.  Many things affect school improvement not least leadership and teaching.  

Indeed, new Ofsted figures reveal that there are 17,000 more children in adequate academies 

and free schools than in inadequate schools maintained by local authorities.  Of the children 
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attending each type of school, double the proportion are at inadequate academies and free 

schools than local authority schools.  Yet the government’s first education bill of this parliament 

does not contain a single concrete measure for tackling under performance in academy schools 

despite the fact that one in five academies are struggling.  This is letting down the thousands of 

children who attend these schools.  So the balance, we believe, between local accountability and 

central control has swung too far in one direction and now needs redressing.  We need strong 

local oversight and accountability of all schools regardless of whether they’re an academy or a 

free school or a UTC or whatever name is above the door.   

 

 Local authorities should be able to ensure sufficient places and fair admissions and have the 

ability to intervene in any school that is failing whatever sign is above the door.  Collaboration in 

communities of schools should be encouraged and all schools should work with their local 

communities to drive up standards.  But I also want to stress that no one wants to go back to an 

era where the poor performing local education authorities fail children and when LEAs had a 

monopoly over schools and their services.  Far from it.  This is going forwards, not going 

backwards.  Let’s keep the freedom schools now enjoy which are driving up standards and 

bringing innovation and new partnerships but let’s ensure local people have the ability and 

capacity to intervene, raise concerns, ensure sufficient places and bring all schools into the 

community and collaborate. 

 

[0:44:45] 

 

 This is a pragmatic approach to the likely schools landscape in 2020 when nearly all secondary 

schools will be academies, there will be 500 free schools and a large number of primary schools 

will have become academies too.  In contrast to this pragmatic approach, the current 

government’s ideological obsession with structures distracts attention from what we believe are 

the real issues.  All the column inches devoted to new grammar schools or new annexes as they 

are now called misses the point focussing on completely the wrong thing.  Schools are not 

islands; they shouldn’t be divorced from other local agencies working to better communities, 

raise aspirations and narrow the inequalities in our society.  The attainment gap is widening 

between disadvantaged pupils and their peers.  We need the whole system, the whole system, to 

focus on tackling this problem.   

 

 In London, the success of the London challenge in turning around failing schools and improving 

education outcomes had remarkable results.  Liverpool is now embarking on a Liverpool 

challenge to improve schools there.  We need to see more of this type of partnership working 

across the country so that local areas can work together to build capacity, challenge and support 

to improve education outcomes.  Interesting observations are opening up as part of the 

devolution process in Manchester and elsewhere.  And the reality is, anyone who has ever 

worked in education, ever worked in schools, know you need collaboration as well as competition 

if you are going to drive up standards.  So we desperately need the government to wake up to 

the real challenges that people tell me are going on away from the unreality of the Westminster 

village down the road.  The crisis in teacher supply, the crisis in school places, the crisis in 16-19 

funding and the crisis in careers information advice and guidance.  I could go on.  But those four 

challenges will do for now. 

 

 We need a relentless focus on standards in all schools and nothing is more important to raising 

standards and improving social mobility than having excellent teachers in our schools.  But at the 

moment we are facing a chronic shortage of teachers with many at breaking point.  More 

teachers left the profession than joined this year and teacher recruitment is falling year on year.  

Between November 2013 and November 2014, over 49,000 teachers left the profession, nearly 

3,500 more than the previous year.  This is the highest number of teachers quitting the 

profession since records began.  And in teacher training, the government has thrown away the 

tried and tested in favour of its own pet schemes.  Add to that mix trainee teachers having to pay 
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for their training and we have the perfect storm.  But even now government ministers parrot their 

own propaganda, shove their head in the sand and say there is no problem, in the real world 

people are telling me something different. 

 

 And then we have a school places crisis in many areas with rising birth rates putting enormous 

pressure on primary places and now secondary.  The number of young children in super-sized 

classes has almost tripled since 2010 and parents are finding it harder to get a place for their 

child.  Last year, more than 20,000 children did not receive any of their named school 

preferences.  I know local areas are struggling with this yet government is failing to give councils 

the tools they need to solve the problems.  Councils should have the power to ensure sufficient 

places in their areas through having the ability to expand any good or outstanding schools in 

their area to meet demand. As an ex teacher, I know the importance of class sizes.  Everybody 

knows smaller classes allows for more individual interaction, more support from the teacher, 

leading to better learning. 

 

 Post-16 education, a subject close to my heart and from my past experience, is facing a cliff 

edge ahead of the spending review.  Cuts of 40% would decimate sixth form colleges and FE 

institutions across the country.  This is something that we will robustly challenge.  All the 

evidence tells us that countries which invest in 16-19 education achieve higher wage, more 

productive economies.  Those working in the sector are worried that further cuts in funding will 

lead to further curriculum contraction.  Already languages are under threat in many parts of the 

country.  Now people are beginning to say to me that other subjects including STEM subjects are 

under pressure.  This can’t be good and if the belief is that area reviews will ride to the rescue by 

mysteriously finding efficiencies through mergers, people frankly are living in cloud cuckoo land.  

We need a proper planning framework for post-16 with some certainty about future funding 

before it’s too late. 

 

 And crucial to this landscape, it’s better business education links.  There’s some fantastic work 

going on in pockets across the country.  Everyone will know something happening that is truly 

wonderful, truly transformational.  I could probably go round this hall and everybody could give 

me a good example.  But nearly always the arraignment is depending upon particular individuals.  

It’s fragile and vulnerable to the sort of pressures that I’ve already mentioned.  When I led a 

review of skills for the Humber LEP, it was clear from all the evidence we gathered from 

employers, schools and colleges that there is a huge will from both education and business to 

work together but the pressure on the different bottom lines means it’s difficult to resource the 

coordination to make things happen.  So we need some resource there to help make things 

happen. 

[0:50:51] 

 

 Today as a constituency MP, I’m embroiled in a fight to save our steel industry, a crucial 

reminder of the link between education and the world of work.  At John Leggett, we always had 

more than the national average of students taking the STEM subjects and their achievement was 

high.  We had units of work in chemistry A-level built around the process of steel production.  

Students from across the curriculum would spend their summers doing practical projects at the 

steel works often resulting in significant savings for the company.  Industry education links 

transforming students’ lives, inspiring future generations of workers in high skill, high tech 

business.  Science, technology and engineering are in Scunthorpe’s DNA because of the nature 

of the employment offer them.  Tata, even in these difficult times, remains committed to one of 

the best apprenticeship schemes in the country.  Skills are crucial to the industry’s future success 

and whilst we confront the immediate challenges facing the future of our great steel industry, we 

shouldn’t miss the longer term challenge which is around having the high level skills to compete 

in the steel industry and the other industries of the future.   
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The longer term challenge needs all our schools and colleges to deliver for all our young people.  

It needs them to work together in the community and the country’s best interest.  It needs the 

very best teachers knowing that we value their work delivering the very best learning.  And it 

needs the learning in the classroom and the curriculum followed to prepare young people for the 

world of tomorrow so they can arrive at work work-ready but also be eager to contribute not only 

as a worker but as a citizen.  Thank you. 

 

(Applause) 

 

Chair: So, we are almost at our final session.  I’m going to invite two other people to come and join the 

panel.  I’m inviting Henry Stewart from the Local Schools Network and Mark Anderson, Managing 

Director of Pearson UK.  If you are still looking at your programme, you will see that this panel is 

intended to be chaired by Laura but Laura said she would far prefer to get involved than chair so 

I’m going to carry on chairing through the last half hour of our time this afternoon.  And we’ll run 

it, it won’t be a surprise to you, in pretty much the same way as we have run the rest of these 

discussion sessions.  I’m simply going to invite you in batches of three to post issues, problems 

and questions and we will stick to keeping your observations as questions.  So, Mary first and 

then I’ll go to those two people at that table.  So Mary, a short question Mary. 

 

Mary: Jonathan, very interesting presentation, but I notice it was all in extremes really, it was either or.  

So you could either have experts or you could have politicians, and given either you would prefer 

to have politicians.  Isn’t there a middle way?  And can’t we rightly expect of our politicians that 

they will at least be aware of evidence and give it due weight in their political considerations 

which I think is the issue that most teachers have?  I agree with you, politics can’t be taken out of 

education, but we want good politics in education. 

 

Chair: That table there, you can fight over who gets the microphone first.   

 

Miranda: Miranda Dodd, University of Southampton.  I’m really glad you’ve raised the teacher recruitment 

and retention issue because that’s certainly critical in our neck of the woods.  And I just 

wondered what you thought to what extent should politicians get involved in that, what can they 

usefully do, where should they step back? 

 

Chair: Okay, and… 

 

John: John, Assistant Principal, Midhurst Rother College.  I just wonder what the panel’s view is on 

stage rather than age in education. 

 

Chair: Okay, thank you very much.  So we’ve got Mary asking for the third way, politicians stepping 

back and stage not age, and I’ll come to Mark first, then Henry and then I’ll see how far along the 

panel I get. 

 

[0:55:22] 

 

Mark: Good afternoon everybody, it’s a pleasure to be here.  I will answer in particular the observations 

that were made about politics and expert advice and the relationship between the two.  We’ve 

done quite a lot of work over the years.  We published a report last year by a Professor Roy 

Anderson called Making Education Work which amongst other things recommended the creation 

of an independent organisation along the lines, if you like, of the office of budget responsibility on 

the Bank of England to take a view of the long-term needs of the economy and the way in which 

education should orientate itself towards those.  And when that report was published, it wasn’t 

done on the basis that it should be replacing the important involvement of politicians in any way, 

but supplement it in the way that those organisations I’ve alluded to do on the basis that by some 

measures there’s some really important things the country needs to address.  We’ve just talked 
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about teacher recruitment and retention.  The incredibly focus that teachers, parents, learners 

place on employability and the skills that need to be developed for that.  And the need to have an 

independent view which says these are the characteristics and trends over a 10/20/30 year 

period and the kind of ways in which we should be shaping our policy to address them.  So, I 

agree, it’s not an either/or it’s a both/and in this respect.  But providing politicians who have a 

very necessary democratic mandate with appropriate expert evidence to shape policy.  So I think 

we would be very strongly in favour of a nuance view really which is a bovand(?) approach.  And 

I think that would be one which would then ground some of these debates, less rhetoric and 

more in evidence. 

 

Chair: Henry… 

 

Henry: Well, yeah, I think there’s a crying need for a bit of evidence in the current government’s 

approach to education.  I mean, we’ve got the education bill going through at the moment which 

will force any school rated inadequate to become an academy but the evidence is very clear that 

they are more likely to stay inadequate if they become an academy.  Of 331 primary schools that 

were inadequate in the previous inspection and said maintained sector, only 2 remained 

inadequate.  That is not a problem that needs to be fixed by the education bill.  And I think 

evidence is important.  I think Jonathan you were saying that politicians, it’s fair enough to use 

ideology, but there has to be a point where they are doing things which actually make things 

better in education.   

 

And coming on to the teacher recruitment point, I think this is very important.  I think we need a 

complete change in the culture of schools.  I think everyone knows the level of stress that 

teachers face.  It isn’t good for them, it isn’t good for the kids, it isn’t good for the future.  We did 

some opinion poll with The Guardian earlier this year which asked teachers if staff are happy 

does it make student learning better.  Not surprisingly 98% agreed with that statement.  But only 

37% said they were happy in their work.  Similarly in terms of being trusted, only 23% felt trusted.  

And even more shockingly of the head teachers that answered, only 39% felt trusted.  Now I’m 

not sure of any other sector where that would be true where the chief executive of organisations 

would say they didn’t feel trusted.  In every other area they have authority and they are trusted to 

do the job.  So I think a change in school culture to create, dare I say it, happy schools where 

staff are happy and as a result children are happy would be a major important change that 

certainly I would like to see. 

 

Chair:    Nick, do you want to…?  Have you said enough for the moment? Okay, have a break.  Laura… 

 

Laura: I’m interested in all of these.  On stage rather than age, I actually don’t know.  One of the tricky 

things about schooling is that ultimately we do have to run it factory style.  People get really 

upset about that and I’ve used quite a lot of analogies in McDonalds because I used to work 

there.  People get really upset when you compare schools to McDonalds.  But, actually, when 

you think about it these are organisations – McDonalds is an organisation that has people in it 

and it has to output certain things and actually schools are on a massive scale – this is one of the 

biggest industries if you think about it, 8 million people, 8 million children, half a million staff, it’s 

huge!  And so even if something like stage not age would be ideologically perfect, we are also 

not just constrained by politics but we are also constrained by straight up pragmatics.  So 

sometimes it’s about what you can do when you have set numbers of buildings, so many miles 

apart that have blocks and walls and doors with 30 kids in at a piece and that’s just all you can 

do.  So I don’t have any view of it and I don’t know even if I did if it would make any great 

difference.   

 

 On teacher recruitment, something we’ve done at schools, tons and tons of work on, it’s really 

difficult for politicians at the minute because it’s not clear why it’s happening.  There are lots of 

pet theories but actually the evidence isn’t clearly saying what the problem is, and it’s also not 
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clear what you can do about it.  So, as Jonathan said before, the more you talk about something 

the more worried people get, and actually if you don’t know why and you don’t know what the 

solution is then the best thing to do probably is as a politician just to shut up and say nothing.  So 

as much as it might not be what I think is the right thing to do, I can understand why politicians 

are doing that. 

 

Chair: Let’s do another round of questions before I bring the speakers back in.  Yes, yes and yes.   

 

[01:01:12] 

 

Anne: Okay, I was really enjoying today and the statistic, Jonathan, about environmentalism is only of 

interest when people get rich in the western countries.  I would love to ask the question why are 

we looking at the status quo?  Why are we not looking ahead?  We are already – and maybe 

your statistics ended in 200 which I saw – but we are already seeing environmental migrants 

around the world.  This is becoming and will become a huge issue and I haven’t heard anyone 

talk about the purpose of education for a future that we don’t yet understand.  So I would like to 

hear a response from Jonathan about that because I can’t believe that statistic. 

 

Chair: Okay.  Come to Jonathan on that.  Yes… 

 

LeahKStewart: Very broad question -  What’s the biggest radical positive change that you personally like to 

imagine happening in education in the next fifteen years? 

 

Chair: Okay, we will come to that.  Just hold that one for the very end.   

 

Ian Potter: Ian Potter.  Mick, your slide that you put up, sorry Mick, the slide that Mick put up about the types 

of learners that we would like and I remember the one that said the ‘teacher pleaser’ and you 

were hinting away there that maybe that’s not a well-educated person.  And I’ve forgotten the 

label on the other side to the teacher pleaser.  The well rounded.  I just wondered whether the 

panel felt that we were possibly having a generation of school leavers who were politician 

pleasers. 

 

Chair: Okay.  So what we’ll do is to take the first and the third question.  I will leave Leah’s second 

question about biggest positive change.  I’ll come back to the panel later.  Jonathan, talk there 

Anne’s environmental education question and then I’ll come to you, Mick. 

 

Jonathan: Whether people care about environmentalism or not is not a valued judgment.  I’m not saying 

that’s right or wrong.  I’m saying it’s statistically true.  And in fact one of the issues in debates is 

that occasionally when things are statistically true but uncomfortable, people take offense when 

none is imagined.  So I’m not saying people ought not to care about environmentalism.  I’m 

saying that statistically societies do not tend to care about environmentalism whilst they have 

more immediate pressing concerns.  And you can just see that when, for example, every time we 

have a climate change summit the major merging economies are not so keen on signing up for 

emissions that will stunt economic growth.  And that’s a perfectly reasonable rational thing to do.  

We can have an argument about whether it’s the right thing to do but ultimately caring about 

what may or may not happen to your country in x number of years when it stunts your economic 

growth in the short term is a perfectly legitimate reasonable trade off to me.  And again, 

statistically, across the world, that is what happens.  People care about environmentalism when 

they don’t have more immediate pressing things to care about.   

 

Can I just come on to Mary’s point as well?  I’m a big fan of the third way, as you would expect.  

Yes, of course, ministers should be aware of evidence, that’s absolutely right and it should take 

account of it and I didn’t mean to set up binary divide.  Of course they should take account of it.  

but as somebody once said who was not a fan of the third way, scientific advisers and other 
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advisers should be on tap but not on top, and I think that’s a really, really crucial important 

distinction.  Because advisers can advise but only ministers can make that decision and 

importantly they have the right and, I would argue, the duty, to go against that advice if they wish 

to.  Sometimes, often because the advice is not a slam dunk despite what the advisers will put to 

them, it’s not often the case that there is no evidence on either side of the scale, often these 

things are debated as a social science, it’s an art, it’s very, very rare in education that you’ll have 

an absolute slam dunk all the evidence says you must do this and not do this.  But even in a 

situation where the evidence tends you towards once course of action, you have the legitimate 

right as a democratic secretary of state for education I would argue to go against that.  but I think 

you should do that more openly and more honestly and I think politicians of all political parties get 

themselves in trouble where they try to claim they are only following evidence and they 

occasionally – and this applies to all politicians – occasionally are guilty of stretching evidence 

beyond what it can reasonably bear.  I think it will be better, and this is perhaps why I’m not a 

politician, if politicians were more honest and said that, ‘I believe, for example, that I would like 

this to happen in the school system or this not to happen in the school system.’  I think that’s a 

perfectly fair and reasonable thing for them to do. 

 

  [01:05:46] 

 

Mick: I nearly started with the challenges facing education today, facing young people today, so 

sustainability in the globe, global shift of population, an ageing population in the developed world, 

an increasing population in the underdeveloped world, the change in the world drawn about 

through technology… we could go on and go on, change in work structures and so on.  There is 

a tremendous pressure in the system around education, so the willingness to address the issues 

of the future is very limited.  I have had the privilege of going to many countries around the world 

and listening to ministers of education stand on platforms talking about the things I’ve just said:  

global sustainability, population shift, aging population, technology coming in different ways… 

none of us know the future, we must prepare our children for this future that’s uncertain.  And 

within ten minutes of talking about how we get children to not underperform in reading, writing 

and mathematics, which are important and actually at the root of that, that they lose very quickly 

the big picture and they focus on the very small measurable things.  And so you then go to age 

and stage and the intransigence in the system.  It is run on the factory model, it’s run on the 

literary model at most, and so getting people to think of something as simple as age and stage, 

which I think is fairly simple, becomes a major challenge.  And one of the groups that most want 

not to change is the teaching profession because the teaching profession is under pressure from 

the ministerially managed systems that call them to account, so they cannot become creative 

and imaginative because these badges from the inspection system matter so much.  A good 

badge gets you an accolade and an opportunity to go into certain things and a poor badge 

counts you out of certain things.  And it is job threatening.  So there are all sorts of anchors on 

the profession that keep it in this state of not moving forward and not addressing the future as we 

ought to be doing. 

 

Chair: Did anybody else want to come in on these issues before I take…?  I’m not going to forget your 

questions, I’m going to come to the panel at the very end.  That’s their cue:  biggest change they 

would like to see over the next fifteen years.  Other questions… at the back on the left, at the 

back on the right… we’ll do those for a start. 

 

Male: Sorry, this is more of a…? 

 

Chair: Who are you? 

 

Male: My name is Roman, I’m a university student.   

 

Chair: Okay. 
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Male: It’s a comment and then it ends with a question. 

 

Chair: Short comment and focussed question. 

[01:08:26] 

 

Male: I’ve not learnt the art of brevity.  I’m still a university student.  I’m just commenting with the whole 

trend of today’s brilliant sessions.  We started with Professor Andrews stating or acknowledging 

rather that there are many different types of ways to learn, to which I would add there are many 

different things worth learning outside the national curriculum.  And then we had Neil from CBI 

talk about how businesses are looking for things like character.  And I think it was Einstein who 

once said, ‘Not everything that counts can be counted, and not everything that can be counted 

counts.’  Now, if we want a system which, as Professor Mick Waters said, where we want well 

rounded individuals instead of teacher pleasers, how can a system which examines children and 

students in a standardised way like our GCSEs and A-levels which don’t test for things like 

character and things that businesses are looking for, how is this supposed to work?  I’m 

confused, as a student, as to what universities are looking for and I just want to know if there’s 

any way we can – this is the question, if there’s any way we can amend exams to include things 

that businesses actually do look for. 

 

Chair: Okay, thank you.  So question about examination reform.  And, at the back… 

 

Female: Just a very quick question.  Jonathan, would you support cross-party policy making?  I agree that 

politics is bound into it. 

 

Chair: Thank you.  And the third question, from anyone?  Yes, John… 

 

John: A very quick question.  Jonathan, in Canada you have a council for ministers of education.  In 

Germany you have the council of ministers of the lander.  Would you support the council for 

ministers of the United Kingdom who share practice across the four countries? 

 

Chair: Okay so, Jonathan, you are a popular chap so I will come to you not first.  Mark, do you want to 

go first on exams? 

 

Mark: Yes, absolutely I do.  I mean, just on the basis of a full disclosure we process somewhere 

between in total 10 and 12 million (inaudible 01:10:53) examinations or qualifications per year. 

It’s an incredibly important subject for us not least because we are in the teeth as a qualification 

industry of examination reform and I think my answer to the gentleman’s question is this, that I 

think you can identify knowledge and skills which the academic qualifications you described will 

deliver and which will be exactly what employers want.  But they will not cater for all learners and 

all employers and that’s where I think we would argue very strongly vocational qualifications play 

a very significant role.  For us it’s through BTECs which place a very strong emphasis in their 

current form on practical skills which are of direct value in the workplace and many BTECs are 

very specifically orientated to specific career routes.  And in the next generation of BTECs which 

are being launched right now for first teaching from next September, there is the continued focus 

on practical skills but also the added focus on employment and specifically 21
st
 century skills.  So 

I don’t think we should necessarily assume that examinations and qualifications are inconsistent 

with the employment of very specific skills that employers want, and the measure of this by the 

way is the number of people who are taking vocational qualifications.  At least 25% of people 

who went to university now have at least one vocational qualification, largely BTEC, and UCAS’s 

own forecast is that within three years that will rise to somewhere in the region of 30-33%.  A lot 

of issues to do with that, a part of it is recognising that people with vocational skills have an 

incredible role to play in both the workplace and also tertiary education. 
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Chair: Henry… 

 

Henry: I think it’s a very interesting question.  It’s not just the CBI who would like to see this.  I think most 

of us would like to see for society in general people who had good emotional intelligence, who 

were resilient, who were good team players, all these kinds of things.  I mean, one of the 

interesting things I heard this year was to see the NUT and the CBI have a joint press 

conference.  Such was detachment of the CBI from the current government direction.  Part of me 

wonders though if you turn them into exams in those things will they kill the actual spirit of what 

you are trying to create?  I don’t know.  But I would say it’s not just about the vocational end of 

things.  Employers want those skills in the most highly academic people as well.  And I think our 

system at the moment is geared entirely toward individual achievement throughout the elite 

universities and I don’t think that helps employers when they come into employment, and most 

employers I know have to retrain even the most academic to be able to be good organisational 

workers. 

 

[01:13:51] 

Chair: Okay, Mick. 

 

Mick: I think the question about how do you measure these things I think is a really interesting 

challenge and one of the things I’ve noticed is that young people have become more – they see 

things as commoditised.  They increasingly tend not to value things unless they are assessed 

and they are given certificates and I think that’s one of the challenges because, in actual fact, 

somethings don’t easily – they don’t easily present themselves in that sort of way and that’s the 

problem with these sort of things is that they are things that are explored in space in the 

curriculum and one of the things that we’ve got is space being forced out of the curriculum.  It’s 

put that space back in there and find ways of valuing it.  We’ve had things like records of 

achievement and things like that which have attempted to do it, and they are being revisited in 

different ways at the moment through government policy.  But I think one of the big challenges is 

the way in which politicians have encouraged young people to commoditise learning and I 

personally don’t think that’s wholly healthy.  I don’t know whether we’ve got to the point now 

where it’s gone too far to row it back.  So it’s a big challenge I think. 

 

Chair: Laura. 

 

Laura: If you’d been in my classroom and said to me that GCSEs and A-levels didn’t test character I 

would have said that showed an extraordinary lack of imagination because, actually, I think 

exams are a really good test of character.  And I used to tell my students all the time that actually 

exams are incredibly creative, they do teach you about stamina, they do teach you about 

learning, they do teach you about progress, and I think we do a disservice with examinations if 

we allow that to get lost.  There is nothing inherently more character building in sport or drama 

performances, which people will say we spend too long in exams but we’re not worried about 

drama, we don’t get children to do drama performances.  Actually, all of these things are very, 

very similar.  They are about learning a series of skills, they are about on a certain day going out 

and doing your best.  What becomes problematic is how we treat the grades in and of 

themselves as if we treat A grade children like they are somehow better human beings than C 

grade children.  And one of the ways around that and one of the ways I also talked to 16 

citizenship not examined, which was a challenge, but not one that you can’t get over, was about 

enabling students to see progress.  So I used to break down what they were doing in their class, 

how they were doing with their homework, what their progress was.  And I used to say if you are 

doing everything I have asked of you, if I am seeing brilliant work out of you, if I am seeing 

progress in your outcomes, if you are an E grade student but you’ve done all of that then you are 

top of my class.  However, if you are getting an A and you should be on an A* and you’ve been 

faffing about not doing your homework and everything else, then you came really quite far down 

in my class and in my estimation of what we have been doing.  So there are ways of balancing 
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these things out.  Exams are not inherently bad, they are not inherently not creative, but we have 

to be careful about the language and how we talk to students about them.  

 

Chair: Jonathan. 

 

Jonathan: I think I broadly agree with what everyone else has said and exam performance I won’t touch on 

that.  In terms of cross-party policy making, yes, I think there is a role for it.  I think it actually 

comes to a self-denying ordinance.  So I think the best recent example of it is when Tristan Hunt 

as Shadow Secretary of State before the election was really, really clear that, look, I don’t like the 

curriculum reforms that have been made, I want to split off AS levels from A levels, but if I 

assume power in May it’s going to be a done day, schools going to be in the middle of doing it 

and I’m not going to unpick that.  But I think that is a good example of cross-party policy making.  

It recognises on a pragmatic basis that this is happened.  I think that’s one element. 

 

 I think there’s also an element in somethings like social care is one of the ones that occasionally 

gets talked about where you genuinely just need to do something on a cross-party basis because 

if you are going to make a reform it’s a reform that’s going to take more than one parliament.  So 

I definitely think there is a case for doing that.  I think my one caveat is let’s not seek cross-party 

consensus as a way of avoiding difficult decisions and I think sometimes a search for a 

consensus tends to hit the lowest common denominator pretty quickly, and we could all sit in a 

room as politicians and ring our hands for five years not doing anything about it.  And I guess 

that similarly applies to the council of ministers across the UK.  I can’t see anything intrinsically 

wrong with it having thought about it for all of five minutes, but I guess the question would be 

what would its purpose be?  Is it going to be something that assumes a life of its own because 

again it’s to do with committees, is they become something that drive their own activity.  You 

have to feed the beast, ‘Oh I’m sitting down with the Scottish education minister in three months’ 

time, I need to have something to tell her, let’s come up with something we can do so I can report 

back the good stuff that England is doing.’  So I wouldn’t want it to become like that.  I think it’s 

genuinely useful, yes by all means let’s have meetings of people to talk about what they are 

doing in other parties. 

 

Chair: Thank you very much.  Mick… 

[01:18:42] 

 

Mick: I take the point about the examinations developing character if they are taught well.  Too many 

schools are so much under the cosh that the aim becomes to get the children to be able to parrot 

the exam answer rather than develop the learning skills necessary for all sorts of reasons.  If you 

spent your time in year six classrooms most mornings you wouldn’t think that children were 

developing much of a character that was rounded during their two terms leading up to the SAT 

exams.  The question about how do we examine a wider, broader gender is a really good one.  

As we are stuck in this factory age mentality, we are also gradually developing this crescendo 

culture where we have to have now national offer day to go along with national results day and 

all those sort of… Everything has to be done on a mass scale.  Now wouldn’t it be interesting if 

we had a national day when everybody had to take their driving test all at once, all 600,000 

people this year are going to take their driving test today.  You wouldn’t do that.  The problem is 

we can’t seem to apply a different level of thinking to the way we organise this archaic education 

system.  And there might be some validity in trying to get either all party or an independent arm’s 

length organisation to agree some sort of ten year policy with an amendment every now and 

again to adjust to whatever is happening in the world, but actually something that takes us 

forward.  Countries like Jamaica are doing it.  They have actually agreed that this is our 

education policy going forward and change will not be foisted on us by different political parties 

where the minister wants radical reform, not just reform, but radical.  I am just going back to 

where we started.  Just five years ago, six years ago, we were into the trial period of a thing 

called the Diploma where academic was linked to practical.  That was swept away overnight by a 
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new Secretary of State.  Right or wrong, swept away overnight.  A parent who has had children 

in the education system over the last ten years, seven children, will now be in a different 

education system from where they were just six years ago with the older child. There’s 

something wrong with this.  And we’ve got to be a bit more radical in the way we look at it. 

 

Chair: Thank you very much.  Now I’m going to come back to Leah’s question.  We’re almost at the end 

of the day and I’m going to ask each of the panellists in turn but, Laura, you’ll have the last word.  

That question, the biggest change, the single, I want a specific thing that you would like to see 

over the next fifteen years.  So it will be Mark, Henry, Nic, Mick, Jonathan, Laura.  Mark… 

 

Mark: I just want to say that we had a period in our education system of stability and predictability.   

 

Chair: An absence of change. 

 

Mark: An absence of change would be my view. 

 

Chair: Okay, Henry… 

 

Henry: One of my ghost first papers was a paper that’s about teaching not learning but I would like to 

reverse that.  I think it’s about learning not teaching and it’s about finding in every student the 

particular talent, the particular strength, the particular ability and changing the whole qualification 

so it isn’t based around some being better than others and academic being better than 

vocational.  I would like basically to have a culture of joy and enthusiasm in the learning of others 

and completely change the way our schools work. 

 

Chair: Okay.  So cultural change.  Mick… 

 

Nic: I think looking back over the last ten years the biggest drivers of change have been technology 

and the young people themselves.  I think looking forward, the thing I would hope to add into that 

mix is more interaction with the workplace as part of the learning process which I think has been 

lost a bit. 

 

Chair: Thank you.  Mick... 

[01:22:45] 

 

Mick: A full on hope going forward, I would just wish that we could turn Ofsted into an organisation that 

wasn’t so much in its own special measures and turn it into something that just looked at whether 

a school was good enough or not and not play this game of being connoisseurs of education and 

being able to say whether it’s the best blend since 1963 and things like that.  Is a school good 

enough or not?  That’s it. 

 

Chair: Ofsted is a license to practice and a licence to offer education.  Jonathan… 

 

Jonathan: The Danny Fingle sign quote which I had on my presentation which was about the beauty of 

small changes and the beauty of small values.  I think that would actually be my very 

unthinktanky suggestion for the next fifteen years which is let us celebrate the stability which 

means we can talk about small changes and not big changes.   

 

Chair: And Laura… 

 

Laura: It won’t be a great surprise but I do think that more transparency around decisions, whether that’s 

actually an Ofsted being more open about the evidence bases and we could see more and 

understand more about their inner workings.  I think the decisions about regional schools 

commissioners, Mary mentioned the story before about a decision that was taken by a regional 
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schools commissioner who was supposed to go and see the angry parents and then pulled out a 

few hours before.  I think the head teacher boards, we’re not clear on how those decisions are 

being made and actually there’s not as much accountability around some of the curriculum 

decisions either.  And you know we know from economic experiments where you ask people in 

rooms where they can see one another or they can’t see one another to make a decision about 

resource sharing or who gets what.  We know that when people have to sit in the same room and 

account for their decisions with the people who are affected by them they make better and fairer 

decisions.  We’re going to have regional schools commissioners, Ofsteds and everybody else, 

got to be able to look right to people’s eyes and have to explain those decisions properly, openly 

and fairly.  And that will help solve some of the issues around politics in education. 

 

Chair: So, Laura, I can’t top that as a final comment for the day.  We’ve had some fabulous 

presentations, some really engaging discussions, thank you for your questions, that’s all the 

contributors I’ve chaired today, thank you all very much indeed. 

 

 (Applause) 

 

END OF SESSION 4 
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