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New Labour’s Education Strategy 

- meeting the needs of big business, failing staff parents and pupils. 

by Bob Sulatycki

Since 1987 schools have been in a semi-constant state of upheaval with two national curriculums, change to the A level system, now 16-19 reform, plus a stream of other reforms - counter reforms, more accurately. All of these have taken place over teachers’ heads – and, indeed, over parents’ and students’ heads as well. More often than not, as a consequence, their schemes have been ill thought out and doomed to failure.

For instance there was the disaster of the so-called ‘Fresh Start’ initiative for ‘failing’ schools   – a scheme whereby failing schools are closed and then reopened with a new name, a new head and management and often a new staff. In March 2000 three so-called ‘superheads’ resigned within five days dealing a mortal blow to that particular ‘exciting and innovative’ scheme.

Yet, under New Labour the pace of attack on the principles of a comprehensive state education system has been much quicker.

An editorial in the Independent (9.7.04) said that Labour’s Five Year Plan to reform secondary schools  ‘add up to nothing less than the end of the comprehensive experiment…The dream was born under a Labour government and, four decades later, has died under Labour.’

It is envisaged under this plan that the role of councils will be even more reduced. Local planning and admissions policies will be thrown out. Fragmentation plus competition between schools will become the norm. Private schools, private-sector capital will be given an enhanced role in building and running schools.

The centrepiece of the programme is the acceleration of the ‘academy’ programme – semi-independent schools funded by taxes and private sponsorship. It is planned to raise the numbers of state-funded academies to 200.  Religious groups have already and will continue to be given greater influence. 

Although ministers have up to now said that the academies will be run by companies for profit, earlier in 2005 a seminar was organised by the Social Market Foundation attended by senior Government advisers, at which precisely this idea was under discussion (TES 25.2.05)

As with other policies, New Labour is in this case adopting a discredited Tory policy – the City Technology (CTC) Scheme – and academies will fail as the CTCs did before. 

It’s a programme that has been criticised even by the Education Select Committee. Secretary of State Ruth Kelly, like Charles Clarke before her, parrot the Government line in favour of them. Clarke had previously admitted that there was no evidence whether or not the first academies have succeeded.’ 

In fact, there is plenty of evidence. And that evidence demonstrates that academies have been a complete failure, even in improving results. The 2004 league tables for 14 year olds show that nine of the eleven academies that existed at that time came in the bottom 200 schools in England. This includes the Bexley Business Academy, described as ‘the future’ by Tony Blair. 

Yet, when it comes to even the most modest of reforms, such as contained in the Tomlinson report, this ‘reforming’ Government (‘best at its bravest ‘ according to Blair) fights shy. Although containing serious flaws, the widely supported Tomlinson recommendations sought to raise the status of non-academic educational routes from the age of 14. 

It’s worth noting that the Green Paper of 2003 through which the Tomlinson enquiry was set up, had envisaged a ‘unified qualifications structure for all young people.’ None of this has happened because Ruth Kelly and Tony Blair sought to maintain the gap between ‘academic’ and ‘vocational.’ So A Levels and GCSEs are to be retained, with a range of less regarded qualifications for vocational courses.  The Government spin-doctors have claimed that such qualifications won’t be regarded as less; a claim immediately undermined by Oxford University vice-chancellor John Hood, who said that the university ‘would not typically recognise vocational qualifications’ in its selection procedures.

What is now on the agenda, however, is the effective ending of compulsory schooling at 14 for a huge swathe of working class children – a lowering of the school leaving age by the back door. They will find themselves directed into ‘young apprenticeship’ schemes where they can learn ‘skills’ - either at college, or ‘on the job.’ 

By contrast, Charles Clarke, then in charge of education, spelt out his ‘blueprint’ for the next five years in an interview with The Guardian in July 2004, making it clear that the cornerstone of the strategy was to entice the middle classes from private schools back into the state sector – “They are the people we are after.” In pursuit of this, more streaming, more uniform, more ‘guarantees’ that privilege and selection will be forced into the fabric of state education. 

State education has been an historic gain for the working class and socialists support and defend every reform won. But we also understand that education under this system is used in the interests of the capitalist system. And at no time in recent history has that been more apparent than in recent years under New Labour.

Funding

In fact, for all New Labour's much trumpeted increases in education spending, resourcing remains a fundamental issue. Of the £19 billion "increases" - much of it double-counted, very little reaches the classrooms. In areas London, for example, pupil-teacher ratios, and therefore class size, are at their worst for 30 years.

According to the OECD (representing the ‘first world’ countries), government spending on education under New Labour remains well below the average for developed countries. The pupil-teacher ratio lags behind all other OECD countries except for the Czech republic, Mexico, Korea and Turkey.

Despite all the claims about increased spending in schools, the average UK state school primary class now has 26.8 pupils, compared to an OECD average of just 22.1. Of the major developed countries, only Korea and Japan have bigger classes in both primary and secondary schools.

Last year, English primary schools lost 800 teachers who were not replaced and class sizes increased. Thousands more infants (5-7 year-olds) are being taught in classes over 30.

Overall funding has not increased under New Labour. Two years into a Labour government, spending on education fell to just 4.5% of GDP, the lowest proportion for forty years. Spending has risen slightly since then, but the extra money hasn't made a difference in most schools.

This additional funding has been used in pet projects such as the misnamed 'Excellence in Cities' scheme. Some of this spending also goes on inflated salaries for head teachers and extra money for a few specialist schools. And they have spent £22 million on management consultants over the past five years. In addition OFSTED costs £200 million a year.

There is a mounting financial crisis looming in schools - partly foreshadowed by the numbers of redundancies made in the summer term. That looming financial crisis helps to explain why the government is so keen to press ahead with the so-called 'remodelling' exercise, which will enable the employment of thousands of classroom assistants who will in effect be cheap labour, replacing qualified teachers.  

New Labour's forlorn hope is that business and private money comes to the rescue of state education. But business will only get involved if there's profit to be made. Where they do, it will not be to the benefit of the education service.

Even within the state sector there are huge disparities between different areas and different schools within the same geographical areas.

Privatisation

New Labour has done more than any previous government to expand the role of the private sector in education. 

The drive towards privatisation, directed by the Chancellor Gordon Brown, has run into considerable difficulties. The biggest privately financed school building scheme in the South East came grinding to a halt in October 2003 after the construction company Ballast plc went bust. Ballast was involved in a £340 million Private Finance Initiative (PFI) project in Tower Hamlets, east London.

Some popular comprehensive schools have been threatened with closure such as in Brighton, because the penalties involved in closing unpopular PFI schools would be so great. Of course socialists don't support the closure of any schools but this shows how local authorities are forced to put education considerations aside when bound by PFI contracts.

PFI has even been criticised by the audit commission as an inefficient use of resources. Dozens of schools built under PFI could have a lifespan of less than 20 years, according to the government design body CABE. But local authorities will be forced to maintain their contracts with PFI schools.

According to press reports, Jarvis, one of the key firms involved in PFI, is close to collapse with debts of £230 m and a share price that has fallen from £3.60 to 23.5p in less than a year. What will happen to the 19 PFI deals in over 120 schools it is involved in is anybody’s guess.

Other aspects of the government's privatisation programme for education is the handing over of "failing" education departments to private companies. But this has also had considerable problems. For example, WS Atkins were given a £28 million a year 5-year contract to run education in Southwark, south London but they pulled out overnight in early 2003 leaving schools' administration in disarray.

Meanwhile, recent years have witnessed a proliferation of private agencies, supplying teachers from around the world to fill gaps created by teacher vacancies, but making their profits by paying the teachers on their books below the nationally set rates. Now they are expanding in to the supply of even lower paid cover supervisors.

It seems that as long as it is private and run for profit then, in this Government’s opinion. It has to be better.

Steven Twigg, a junior education minister, supported a £2.5 million government-endorsed schools sports project, sponsored by the food giant Nestle. This is the same company that was criticised at its annual shareholders' meeting for promoting breakfast cereals for children, which have high levels of fat, salt and sugar. Nestle has also been accused of violating UN codes on marketing breast milk substitutes to the developing world.

Last year government sports minister Richard Caborn endorsed a scheme where children were encouraged to collect Cadburys chocolate wrappers in exchange for sports equipment. A football net costs 5,440 wrappers.

Ed Mayo of the New Economics Foundation recently gave a small, but telling example of the motives of business in education:

"News International and Walkers joined forces to offer coupons on crisp packets and in newspapers for parents, children and relatives to collect and cash in for schoolbooks. This resulted in 2.5 million free books going to schools - about the same number that are funded by the government annually.”

"In reality, the campaign was also a carefully constructed money-spinner. The only eligible book provider was Harper-Collins, part of the Murdoch empire, and a company angling for contracts in the education sector.”

"As a News International insider commented when the campaign picked up a Business in the Community Award: 'There is no doubt that Harper-Collins has benefited commercially from this initiative, and probably considerably so’.

An analysis of Tesco’s ‘Computers For Schools’ in Guardian Business (7/3/05) showed a similar pattern.

Even the right wing ex General Secretary of the NUT, Doug McAvoy was moved, in his parting speech in 2005, to accuse Blair of wanting ‘schools to be run like Tesco stores’ and ‘two lessons for the price of one’…of leading ‘a government that is hell-bent on dismantling the public education service.’ He continued by accusing Blair of taking the country to a system where schools are ‘marketised, franchised and sponsored’ with the government obsessions with ‘deregulation, privatisation, commodification and globalisation".

It took 15 years as NUT General Secretary and seven years' bitter experience of a Labour government for Doug McAvoy to reach those conclusions. But if he'd heeded the advice of socialists earlier, there might have been a more effective resistance to these policies - policies dubbed by one commentator as "free-market Stalinism". McAvoy’s successor, Steve Sinnott, shows no early signs of having learnt from recent history.

One final element of private profit’s involvement in the British education system there is the very important factor of the independent schools, the misnamed 'public' schools that are attended by around 7% of pupils.

At these schools the pupil-teacher ratios are on average 45% better than state schools and spending per pupil on buildings and equipment is on average five times higher. These businesses also benefit by being deemed charities, so they receive enormous direct and indirect tax subsidies. New Labour’s Charity Bill, published in December 2004, entrenched this £100 million tax break enjoyed by private schools and hospitals. A spokesperson for the Independent Schools Council was quoted (Evening Standard, 21.12.04) as saying the Bill was ‘what we were hoping for.’

Right- wing organisations such as Civitas are trying to expand its number of private schools, urging supporters to fund its (under subscribed) primary school in Queen’s Park, London in order to preserve ‘the values and knowledge on which the survival of the culture depends.’ Civitas aims to provide a ‘no frills’ education for under £3,000 a year. This organisation is linked to a series of racist pamphlets on asylum.

Selection and Segregation

Exams are rationing. A Tory education spokesperson, Damian Green, made this view explicit when he argued that the numbers achieving top grade at ‘A’ Level made it impossible for universities to select the students in the way they would like. This argument helps to explain the criticism about the record number of 'A' level passes. Many right-wing commentators have argued that this shows the exam has been devalued.

In fact what these critics are doing is trying to revise and tighten up an exam system that has always been used to ration out the university places and jobs at the top of society. As one senior education civil servant explained in the mid 1970s: "There has to be selection because we are beginning to create aspirations which increasingly society cannot match."

The exams system enables the majority of working class students to be selected out of the few places at the top of the system’s ladder.

Time and again research projects have demonstrated that social class largely determines exam success. Those in charge say that pupils only achieve low grades either because they haven’t worked hard enough or because the teaching is poor.

In fact a simple analysis carried out in London in 1995 showed the correlation between schools and local education authorities with high pass rates at GCSE and low numbers of pupils taking free school meals (free school meals are a key indicator of poverty)

At the same time, the GCSE results show an increasing number of pupils failing to achieve any grade. This reflects the growing disaffection amongst a layer of working-class students with the education system as it is currently organised. The issue of exams raises the whole nature of the education under capitalism, through which the majority of working class students are selected out of the few places at the top of the system's ladder.

This doesn’t mean that working class children are inherently stupid; neither does it mean that children from wealthy backgrounds are inherently clever. What it does mean is that the reality of being working class acts as a handicap in 101 different ways. Factors such as lack of quiet space, diet and health factors, lack of sleep, lack of travel opportunities and more likelihood of parents working irregular hours and shifts, decreasing their interaction with their children all act to hold working class pupils back.

These are the material reasons why education in Britain today is weighted against working class children, even though some, through extraordinary efforts, might buck the system.

Indeed, even if all schools were equally funded comprehensives, which they are not, such factors would assert themselves. Of course, schools aren’t equally funded and there isn’t real comprehensive education. 

A large number of church schools, such as London Oratory – the school to which Blair sent his sons – conduct interviews to ascertain parents’ ‘commitment’ to the ethos of the school. In December 2004 this backdoor selection policy was ruled legal in a case taken by the Oratory. 

In fact, Charles Clarke has argued that a school’s ability to select its intake is a freedom that should be encouraged. The ‘freedom’ for some schools, however, will be at the expense of their neighbours. 

The current New Labour agenda is all about making state schools fit for the middle classes. As Charles Clarke put it: ‘There is a significant chunk of them who go private because they feel despairing about the quality of education. They are the people we are after’ (Guardian 9.7.04) 7% of children go to private schools nationally, but in areas such as central London rises to 20%. But it is precisely in such areas that the effects of league tables and so-called choice, championed by New Labour as with the Tories before them, have had there most calamitous consequences – creating a few over subscribed prestige schools, where the schools effectively do the choosing, and others which are deemed sink, or failing. Tellingly, a record number of parents, 70,000, appealed against their allocated school last year.

The idea of there being freedom for schools is heavily limited – e.g. even where there is a tradition of no uniform, all secondary schools will now be expected to introduce one. A house system, again based on private schooling, is also to be encouraged. No wonder the Tories main accusation is that Labour are simply ‘Xeroxing ‘ their own proposals

Testing and Tables

Another aspect of Tory policy that New Labour has enthusiastically pursued is the testing regime, dominated by the SATs at ages 7,11 and 14. In Britain children are likely to sit twice as many compulsory tests by the time they leave school compared to any other country in Europe. One effect of the testing culture has been the huge increase in pupil alienation. According to the children’s' charity NSPCC young people are now more worried about exams than they are about bullying, relationships or parents.

More than 82% say they worry about exams and almost 75% think they have too much homework. This survey, carried out in November 2003, gives the lie to the popular perception that young people are only concerned with fashion and relationships. Only 4% of children in the survey said they worried about clothes and fashion.

The Samaritans have reported a three-fold increase in young suicides over the last 20 years. Many teachers and parents are concluding that this is linked to pupils' general unhappiness with this rigid, testing culture, which starts at a very young age.

The study, Time Trends in Adolescent Mental Health, published in November 2004 in the Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, which followed three generations of 15-year-olds, in 1974, 1986 and 1999, indicated a massive rise in behavioural and – particularly since 1986 – a huge surge in emotional problems. The researchers found the rates of increase were comparable in all social classes and ethnic groups.

Of increasing interest to serious educationalists (as opposed to the fraudsters currently devising policy) is the recent surge in understanding in brain function. An OECD run project into learning and brain research has provided scientific evidence to what most teachers know already. Exams, according to the project’s senior analyst, Bruno della-Chiesa, are ‘completely useless’ in developing skills. ‘The exam system is not at all brain-friendly. It doesn’t take into account the way the brain works. Yet, in every education system I know, the exams dictate the system, the teachers and the students work.’ And, as we know, nowhere is this more true than in Britain.

Della-Chiesa’s research, supported by neuro-scientists elsewhere, shows that real learning takes place through understanding, not through rote learning. More of the brain is involved and the connections made are deeper. Moreover, active engagement by the learner, rather than ‘learning’ through fear of failure, leaves a much greater imprint on the memory. As della-Chiesa says: ‘In some countries there is a desire to go back to the 1950s when teachers were frightening the kids. But from a brain point of view there is no future to that.’ 

Other research has deepened understanding of the pre-frontal cortex – the part of the brain that plans and organises – which does not mature until the mid-to-late 20s. By then, of course, the process of selecting and grading and failing has long since taken place.

Nic Marks is the author of a study showing a correlation between secondary schools with the best academic results having the lowest levels of well being. He concludes: ‘Narrow targets, competitive league tables and increasing pressure in the classroom are robbing kids of the best days of their lives. It’s time to concentrate on our children’s long-term well-being, and give them back the natural curiosity for learning that will equip them for real life.’

There is no evidence that all this testing has any beneficial effect on pupils' numeracy or literacy levels. In the 2004 English tests for 14 year olds, which were published three months late, the government missed all its targets that are supposed to measure the students’ ability in reading, writing and understanding of Shakespeare. 

According to the TES (26.11.04) in 2004 England was the only developed country to be excluded from the Paris-based OECD study of 15-year olds’ performance after the Government failed to ensure a valid survey could take place. The general supposition is that England would have fared badly in the report, so the Government was happy to see the results left out. One academic was quoted as saying: ‘Ministers made a lot of the 2000 results, even though they were out of line with previous international studies, because the figures told them what they wanted to hear. This year they have been quiet and this confirms why.’ But, for the government, tests and league tables serve the double advantage of appearing to be doing something about 'standards' while at the same time enabling complete central control over the curriculum.

The qualification and curriculum authority (QCA) is the government body that is charged with the regulation of exams and tests. Yet, according to the Times Education Supplement, they tried to hide a three-year study that revealed that the so-called gains at Key Stage 2 English were "illusory" because of the way the marking was done. The marking was designed to try to show that tests were improving standards.

Under pressure, OFSTED has had to reform the curriculum at the foundation stage and in Wales the SATs apparatus-is in the process of being dismantled.

But the abandonment of the boycott campaign by the NUT has left the basic structure intact in England for the time being. Despite this, massive support still exists amongst parents and teachers to build a boycott of SATs, which are of no educational value and continue to inflict damage to countless children.

Primary and secondary schools feel forced to take measures to ensure their SATs results are good in order to improve their league table position. The league table position dictates their pupil intake and also their funding. Socialists must also not ignore what is actually taught in the curriculum. The National Curriculum, introduced by the Tories and uncritically inherited by New Labour, rigidly controls what is taught. Initiatives such as the deeply unpopular literacy hour, unpopular because of their poor educational value, have coincided with a catastrophic drop in reading amongst young people - a correlation noted by many children's authors.

The new OFSTED chief, David Bell, is now reported to find it ‘worrying’ that children are not enjoying books because of schools being obsessed with their league table positions. According to the Guardian, Mr Bell finds it ’disappointing’ how few pupils feel ‘joy’ and ‘pleasure’ with reading. That would be the same OFSTEFD that polices the system of tests, of league tables and of the literacy hour.

The consequence of testing and tables has been an increasing disparity between so-called 'succeeding' schools and so-called 'failing' schools. Increasingly schools select pupils - in practice middle-class pupils - who they feel will boost the school's standing in the league tables. This particularly applies to church schools where head teachers have been found to use interviews with the prospective parents and pupils to ensure they are bright enough to fit in with the school's aspirations, rather than to discuss the pupil or the family's religious conviction.

At 6th form selection can often be more brutal still. Francis Beckett (Education Guardian 18.1.05) as each school sets its own admission policies. Any pupil who might threaten the school’s league table standing is threatened. An increasing number of schools only accept pupils on to ‘A’ level courses if they can be sure of getting a high grade. Beckett quotes Queen Elizabeth boys’ school in London and Wallingford in Surrey, where the entry requirement for sixth form has increased to six ‘A’ passes at GCSE.

Class

According to a Higher Education Funding Council report in 2005, teenagers from well-off backgrounds are six times as likely to go to university as are those from deprived backgrounds. It’s a proportion that hasn’t changed in recent years.

The End child Poverty Coalition (an umbrella for 75 organisations including Barnardo’s and the Children’s Society) reported in March 2005 that 3.6 million children – 28% of the UK population – are living in poverty. A girl from Manchester can expect to live six years less than a girl from Kensington and Chelsea. The proportion living in poverty rose from one in ten in 1979 to one in three in 1998. That’s the legacy of six terms of Thatcherism. No wonder politicians from both the main parties are determined to insist that ‘poverty’ is not a reason for underachievement

Disaffected and bored with school life, a layer of working class students demonstrate their frustration through poor behaviour, or by truanting from school altogether. A National Audit Office report (February 2005), highlighted the fact that the same proportion of pupils are truanting now as when Labour came to office, despite the ‘fast track’ route to prosecution of parents. In fact, truancy figures rose during 2004, despite huge sums spent by Government on truancy patrols and similar measures. One inescapable fact from the report was that schools with high numbers of pupils from socially disadvantaged backgrounds had the worst truancy record.

For Prince Charles, however, the problem with education today is just the opposite. Too many are getting thoughts well above their station in life. In the famous leaked memo of March 2002 he wrote:

 ‘What is wrong with people nowadays? Why do they all seem to think they are qualified to do things far above their capabilities? This is all to do with the learning culture in schools. It is a consequence of a child-centred education system which tells people they can become pop stars, high court judges or brilliant TV presenters or infinitely more competent heads of state without ever putting in the necessary work or having the natural ability.It is a result of social utopianism which believes humanity can be genetically engineered to contradict the lessons of history.’

The memo emerged from a disciplinary action against a former Royal Staff member who had allegedly forgotten to remove a guest’s name from a dinner party at which the prince was to be advised by experts about the state of education. The experts included the former chief Inspector Chris Woodhead and the Daily Mail columnist Melanie Phillips.

OFSTED 

OFSTED is part of the problem. Since its introduction over ten years ago it has played a pernicious role as an ideological tool against comprehensive education. 

Recent research conducted by the University of Newcastle, which examined GCSE results between 1992 and 1997, found that: "Ofsted has no positive effect on examination achievement. If anything it made it worse." They found: "Inspection had a consistent negative effect on achievement, depressing it by about half of a percentage point. This effect persisted during the period studied."

OFSTED costs the public purse £197 million a year, a lot of money being spent on an institution that lowers standards.

Chris Woodhead, appointed by the Tories (whom he now advises) ensured that from the outset OFSTED followed his own right wing agenda. His contract was renewed through Blair’s personal support in 1997. That same year, through information recently revealed via the Freedom of Information Act, Woodhead personally intervened in Islington Green School, a successful but dangerously ‘progressive’ comprehensive. It seems that he ensured that it was deemed a failing school to be placed in ‘special measures’ - despite the unanimous view of a team from Her Majesty’s Inspectorate that by any objective assessment (e.g. of pupil attainment, or of teaching quality) it was not failing. As a consequence, there was a mass exodus of teaching staff and a slump in GCSE results.

Current OFSTED chief inspector David Bell continues in the tradition of Woodhead. Recently, he has castigated Muslim faith schools for their failure to teach toleration of other cultures. The problem of a narrow sectarianism is not confined to one faith group, however, and if David Bell had consulted OFSTED’s own statistics he would have discovered that 42.5% evangelical Christian schools were not meeting their duty to ‘assist pupils to acquire an appreciation of and respect for their own and other cultures, in a way that promotes tolerance and harmony’. This compares to 36% of Muslim schools surveyed. Still, it played well to the gallery of right wing papers that OFSTED inspectors are traditionally eager to please.

Education Workers

One of the underlying features of current education policy, which is as true under New Labour as it was under the Tories, is the disaffection of teachers. Ofsted themselves have noted that 40% of teachers leave the profession within three years of qualification. Indeed figures from the Centre for Economic Performance indicate quite how serious the situation is. An estimated 88% of trainees qualify successfully. Only 59% are teaching a year later. After three years that falls to 53%. 

A survey by the Schools Advisory Service published in December 2004 indicated that one in three teachers in England and Wales took sick leave as a result of job-related stress. The 213,000 days lost through stress, anxiety and depression amounts to an annual cost of over £19m. Excessive workload and lack of management support were cited as two of the key factors.

Tens of thousands of teachers now phone Teacherline (a counseling service) complaining of high levels of stress, anxiety or depression as a result of workload and management bullying.

In reality, the teacher shortage crisis that developed in the early 1990s has not disappeared, and is destined to intensify over the coming years, unless a very deep economic downturn forces significant number of classroom exiles back into the classroom. 40% of all teachers are aged between 45-55. Within ten years nearly half the current workforce may have retired – despite pension ‘reforms’ designed to force teachers to stay chained to the job until they’re 65.

The pensions attack is called a ‘reform’ or ‘modernisation.’ As even the Times Educational Supplement commented: ‘ If  “modernisation” was really about catching up with “recent developments in society and employment in education” as the minister says, it would be lowering teachers’ retirement age, not raising it.’ (TES 5/11/04)

With pupil numbers likely not to decrease significantly, there is a need for a massive recruitment programme of teachers. In that sense, there is no teacher shortage – what there is a vast number of fully qualified, and often experienced teachers who have turned their backs on the profession as a result of OFSTED, workload, low pay, pupil disaffection etc. 

On the Ranting Teacher website there is a cynical but accurate view of the state of the profession: "Talking of lying... it's almost compulsory at job interviews, especially to the question 'why do you enjoy teaching?’ “

The real liars in education are those such as the Labour politicians who told the electorate in 2001 that they were opposed to top-up fees. Then in January 2004, the higher education minister was saying: ‘we legislated [against the introduction of top-up fees] in 1998; we’ll legislate against it now.’ A matter of weeks later, in came top-fees.

Tony Blair and New Labour are no friends of state education or of education workers. For example, according to Blunkett’s biographer, Stephen Pollard, and in an act of almost incredible cynicism, the  ‘naming and shaming’ of schools policy in 1997 was deliberately constructed ‘to engineer a row of some kind’ to seize the headlines when Labour took office. Was the deep damage inflicted on the schools involved, let alone the staff, even weighed in the balance?

Blair’s Third Way; early in his first term of office in a speech in New York he singled out teachers as examples of the groups that would have to be confronted for the greater good. ‘You’ve got to be able to address certain strong vested interests within the education system. We’re finding we’re going to have to take on people when they say they don’t want something… [and yet] contrary to some rhetoric, some of the choices people say we have to make are false; that we have to pit people against big business.’

But the interests of big business are pitted against those of ordinary people. The Labour Party, even if inadequately, used to understand that and give it political expression. No longer. That is why the time has come for ordinary trade unionists, as well as campaigners for well-funded and democratically controlled comprehensive state education, to discuss the urgent need for a new mass party of labour.

A socialist programme for Education

A recent trend has been the increasing lack of democracy in schools. Schools are more and more frequently run by unaccountable headteachers who pay lip service to the opinions of parents, teaching and non-teaching staff and school students.

Only through policies that can unite staff, parents and school students in a struggle for better-resourced non-selective comprehensive schools can we begin to claw back what has been lost over the last 20 years of ill-thought out and reactionary Tory policies in education.

Socialists stand for free, high quality education for all, from nursery to university. We call for a massive increase in public spending to provide the increased staffing, smaller class sizes, good quality resources needed to ensure the best education and individual support for every child.

To recruit and retain teachers, there should be an immediate end to performance pay, a minimum 20% non-contact time for teachers and significant pay rises for all school staff. There should be a campaign to recruit greater numbers of Black and Asian teachers and to expand mother tongue provision.

Private-sector involvement in running schools and Local Education Authorities (LEAs) should be ended. Teachers should be employed through fully democratic LEAs run by elected representatives, subject to recall, including school teachers and non-teaching staff, parents, local trade unionists, community organisations and secondary school students.

Similar democratic governing committees should also run schools. Headteachers should be elected. To allow more working-class parents to become involved, governors should receive paid time-off to attend governors meetings during the day. Adequate time must be allowed for trade union organisation and for school students to develop their own unions.

Selection on any grounds, be it by ability, aptitude or religion, should be abolished. All schools, including church and fee-paying public schools, should be brought under local democratic control. We stand for a democratically planned equitable admissions policy based on genuinely comprehensive, co-educational, neighbourhood schools.

The present national curriculum must be abolished together with Ofsted inspections and compulsory religious education. Pupils of all backgrounds and abilities should experience a lively, relevant, broad and balanced, polytechnical education. It should be based on a class analysis of society, emphasising anti-racist education and working-class struggle.

We must abolish SATs and school league tables. There will be a role for diagnostic testing and moderated teacher assessment but a socialist education system will be based on learning and attainment rather than exams.



Socialist Party Teachers

Useful websites

The new website for Socialist Party teachers is now up and running on
www.socialistteachers.org.uk and will be kept up to date with news about campaigns.

The Socialist Party website is www.socialistparty.org.uk and provides the wider picture of the situation in the UK

The Committee for a Workers International www.socialistworld.net/
provides the widest picture of the worldwide struggle for socialism.

www.democracynow.org is an online TV show not affiliated to the Socialist Party but a valuable resource for teachers and for socialists. Doubly so for socialist teachers!


Educationforum.ipbhost.com The education forum is an international discussion forum not run by the SP but open to all teachers.

Socialist Party Teachers http://www.socialistteachers.org.uk   


