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Preface

Local Government Revisited

The history of education in England is littered with the abolition of 
institutions before anything better has been put in their place. The 
replacement of grammar schools en masse by comprehensives is a case 
in point. The removal of local education authorities from any meaning-
ful role in the national system, foreshadowed in the government’s White 
Paper ‘Educational Excellence Everywhere’, to become in the prime 
minister’s words ‘a thing of the past’, is another.

Local education authorities were called into being and held their 
position for over a hundred years to prevent education from falling into 
what was then called ‘formlessness’—precisely the state of affairs which 
awaits the national system if the proposals in the White Paper, more a 
blueprint for incoherence, are ever implemented. No-one can say with 
any clarity where in practical terms the boundaries of responsibility, 
now being redrawn, between parents, faith groups, private interests, 
philanthropy, business, the schools themselves, let alone central and 
local government will finally come to rest, nor how and to what extent, 
the national system should be planned, if at all.
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Pragmatism ‘what works’ has replaced principle to a dangerous 
degree. At risk are the founding principles we still take for granted; 
that education is a birthright not a commodity to be bought and sold, 
that it should be available to all on an equal basis and that it is a public 
and not a private responsibility. Becoming clearer in the absence of a 
mediating layer of responsibility between those who provide and those 
who use and depend on the education service are the dangers of over- 
regulation, greater inequality, inefficiency, financial malpractice, lack of 
transparency, accountability and public involvement, not least, continu-
ing low standards and under-performance.

‘Educational Excellence Everywhere’ claims that its proposals ‘sit 
squarely’ within the government’s agenda for greater devolution. They 
squarely do not. Why of all the public services is education, one of 
whose traditional strengths was precisely its diffused nature, held to 
be the only one not able to benefit from and contribute to devolved 
arrangements? Why are chain stores, banks and the like judged suitable 
to provide schools but not great cities belonging to the ‘northern power-
house’?

In this collection of essays, educationists review the contribution 
local government has made to the national system in the past and argue 
there is no inherent contradiction between the government’s policies 
towards school improvement and local government as a major part-
ner. On the contrary, many would be advanced through local govern-
ment’s involvement to the benefit of all concerned. The new pattern of 
devolved arrangements now emerging provides an invaluable opportu-
nity (for a re-vitalised role for local councils) (for the re-vitalised role for 
local councils outlined here). It should be taken.

London, UK Robert McCloy
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Editorial Commentary

Of its nature, the study reflects differing perspectives. Experience of 
the education service has not been uniform. The voices vary in which 
accounts are rendered. What they have in common, however, is a per-
spective of careers mainly spanning the 1960s to the 1990s, and reflec-
tion upon subsequent developments. In this, they reflect concerns 
uppermost and especially characteristic of that period. Issues which later 
take on sharper relief are not necessarily less important albeit receiving 
less attention, such as the foundation and development of faith schools, 
the impact upon learning of digital technology, and the transformation 
of higher education by its exponential expansion.

The study identifies seven emergent themes of concern.

Education’s Purpose

The first and overwhelmingly the most critical relates to the educa-
tion’s purpose. In the beginning, it was broadly recognized as an essen-
tial instrument in safeguarding and developing civilization. Herein 
was the justification for the state’s partnership with the churches in the 
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superintendence of the service but also for the churches’ concentration of 
resources on its provision. This is evidenced, in particular, in Chapter 2  
(treating with experience in the immediate post war years), Chapter 4 
(describing the church/state dimension), and Chapters 5 and 7 (relating 
to Northern Ireland and Scotland). However, with the passage of time, 
this basis became increasingly obscure as society at large became more 
secular and the state, institutions, and practitioners turned to measurable 
outcomes and giving priority to aspects of education capable of improv-
ing economic performance in a competitive world. This metamorpho-
sis, never complete, is glaringly first witnessed in this narrative in the 
1960s as consumerism assumes a stronger position in society and helps 
to shape education provision, as alluded to, for example, in Chapter 1 
(giving an overview), and Chapter 2 (when referring to the Thatcher 
administration). It climaxes in the Great Education Reform Movement 
(GERM) and is a dominant theme, again, for example, in Chapter 3, 
treating with metropolitan England, and Chapters 6 and 7, in discussing 
developments following devolution in Wales and Scotland. The narrative, 
notwithstanding, records with approbation, a challenge to GERM and 
a partial reversion to a more comprehensive commitment to education’s 
purpose, again referred to especially, in Chapters 6 and 7, relating to 
Wales and Scotland, and taken up as a concluding theme in Chapter 10.

The Changing Character of the Administration 
of Education

A second major development, central to the focus of this study, was the 
fundamental change that occurred in the nature of local government’s 
education administration. Initially, the function was largely discrete dis-
charged by a local education committee with high levels of autonomy 
with little direction from either central government or other local gov-
ernment committees, described in Chapter 2. For the most part, too, 
the education committee was not in contention with a developed sys-
tem of governing bodies. This status was buttressed by the Association of 
Education Committees and reinforced by its associated and authoritative 
professional journal ‘Education’, as considered, in particular, in Chapter 9.  
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Duly this position was undermined: first, by a Labour government 
intent upon the reorganization of secondary education and then by a 
Conservative government resolved to take charge of the curriculum and 
much else (considered, in particular, in Chapters 2 and 3); second, suc-
cessive re-organizations of local government, affecting both the scope 
of jurisdictions and internal working, themes in varying contexts of  
Chapters 2–7, showing how each country was affected; third, the general 
adoption of corporate management, manifested especially in England, as 
noted in Chapters 2 and 3; and fourth, the centralizing of authority and 
the scattering of various elements of the service to other agencies, phe-
nomena noted especially subsequent to devolution and discussed, in vary-
ing contexts, in Chapters 3, 5, 6, and 7.

Intrusive Politics

A third characteristic is the growth of politics in education’s adminis-
tration. In the wake of the 1944 legislation there was so much to be 
done there was a limit to how far the political impulse could reach, as 
shown in the instances of England (Chapter 2) and Wales (Chapter 6). 
Initially, it was both commitment to the spirit of partnership enshrined 
in the legislation and necessity that shaped conduct. Nevertheless, 
as noted in the narrative, there were national and regional variations: 
South Wales and other urban areas often witnessed the active engage-
ment of local government politicians in detailed administration. In 
contrast to later developments, however, professional officers exer-
cised decisive influence. Progressively, party politics gained ascendancy 
and professional authority declined most notably from the 1970s, as 
cited in Chapters 2 and 3. Subsequent to devolution, the dominance 
of local political involvement was increasingly qualified by govern-
ment ministers, both in Whitehall and in the devolved administrations. 
Throughout the period, the status of the education officer was progres-
sively compromised by the removal of its statutory status and its more 
overt subordination to other disciplines.
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The Weakening of Local Democracy

Fourthly, the period has witnessed a progressive weakening of democratic 
accountability for the administration of the education service. In one 
process, the centralizing of decision-making in Whitehall or devolved 
administrations, democratic accountability was, in a sense, being empha-
sized. However, the concomitant necessity to establish intermediate 
agencies, such as regional commissioners, made this an unreal concept. 
What was being lost was a tangible sense of democratic localism, as con-
sidered, in particular in Chapter 9. The establishment in England of Free 
Schools constituted an extreme instance. In other instances, for example, 
in Wales (Chapter 6), the weakening of local government exacerbated by 
the need for operational economies, resulted in the necessity of authori-
ties having to combine operations thereby obscuring, at a practical level, 
the identity of those democratically responsible.

The Abandonment of Trust

A fifth casualty of the period was the general abandonment of any real 
sense of trust. Initially, there was a high presumption that the teacher 
was a professional trusted as a doctor and lawyer to discharge duties 
in relative freedom. Supervision had a ‘light touch.’ Not only was the 
teacher accorded autonomy in the classroom but institutions were gen-
erally given a wide measure of freedom to operate. The curriculum was 
broadly shaped by examination boards dominated by professional staff; 
and teachers, in the classroom, exercised wide discretion over method-
ology and teaching content. Inspection, by the standards of a later age, 
was characterized by encouragement and gentle guidance: it was neither 
authoritarian nor inquisitorial. This aspect is discussed, for example, in 
Chapter 6 relating to Scotland. A critical consequence has been a seri-
ous problem of staffing morale, recruitment, and retention.
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The Fractioning of Education

A sixth phenomenon has been the fracturing of provision: ‘the seam-
lessness’ of the service has been steadily abandoned. The founding leg-
islation laid stress upon the unity of education which included every 
activity from playgroups to advanced higher education, from the care-
fully structured formal class to the casually unstructured. This had its 
genesis in the history of the development of education over centuries as 
well as a realization that boundaries would necessarily be contrived and 
that an all-embracing approach would the better serve the community. 
Sport and recreation, further education, higher education, careers guid-
ance and awards administration are instances of major activities that 
have been detached from other education provision.

Benign Developments

Whilst the foregoing developments are recognized as being largely del-
eterious in their impact, amongst phenomena of a benign effect has 
been a broad willingness to be less insular in the search for reform, as 
considered, for example in the chapters relating to Wales and Scotland. 
Thus the experience, for example, of Finland and Ontario, in the quest 
for education improvement, is recognized as meriting thoughtful adop-
tion in the United Kingdom, in particular, in the promotion of the 
teacher as a highly skilled, well trained, highly-regarded, and trusted 
professional, and the deliberate promotion and safeguarding of effective 
intermediary local supervisory bodies between the state and individual 
institutions the better to sustain mutual support and raise standards.

These themes help to fashion the concluding chapter offering a new 
dispensation.
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Illusion and Reality

In the beginning, it seemed such a noble quest. Yet, as the years passed 
that dream seemed to fade and more mundane concerns became the focus 
of attention in much that was done and attempted in the politics of edu-
cation, the subject of the following historical survey. At the subject’s core 
are myths galore: that larger institutions, higher expenditure and bespoke 
premises would yield better results, however defined; that politicians make 
policy leaving it to others to carry it out; that corporate management has 
been a boon, both to local government and to education, that the quest 
to reorganize is rationally rooted; and that it can be presumed reforms to 
address perceived deficiencies will, at the very least, be an antidote to iner-
tia. Such tacitly-held assumptions will be placed beneath the lens as will be 
other, and, for the most part, more positive beliefs entertained over the last 
seventy years. For, truth to tell, it is a record of accomplishment, as well as 

1
They Knew Not Whither They Travelled:  

A Tour d’ Horizon

Robert McCloy
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one of thrashing around to marginal beneficial effect, if the international 
comparative performance tables are to be believed.

A History in Three Phases

The narrative falls into three phases: 1945–1979, 1979–1997, and 1997 to 
the present. The phases are not discrete and alternative categorization would be 
possible, for example, there is a case for identifying the winter of 1973/1974, 
under a Labour government, as the commencement of the second phase as 
demonstrated in Chapter 3. It will be noted, too, in Chapter 5, that in the case 
of Northern Ireland, the commencement of the phases is at variance occasioned 
by local conditions. Nevertheless, what is proposed here accommodates funda-
mental shifts in emphasis in the nature and operation of local government’s 
education service, the second phase’s commencement in 1979 coinciding with 
the advent of a Conservative government. The first was categorized by the high 
autonomy of that service; its focus upon supply, of staff, buildings, and resources 
generally; its general dominance; its operation within a culture of trust with 
its partners, central government, the churches, parents, and teachers; its tacit 
assumption that the purpose of education was about cultural enrichment; and 
its reluctance either to direct the curriculum or to be inquisitorial. The second 
phase, its commencement the advent of the Thatcher administration; confir-
mation of the rise of consumerism; the passing of a less deferential age; and 
the subordination of the education service to corporate management. The third 
phase, commencing on the eve of the new millennium, coincides with devolu-
tion; a general adaptation of the Global Education Reform Movement, a focus 
upon institutional performance and assessment, international comparisons, 
and education’s economic purpose; a side-lining of local government; centraliz-
ing of direction; and, in England, free schools, and academies.

Beyond These Islands

Though the focus of immediate attention is the United Kingdom, it is little 
to be doubted that what is to be revealed had its counterpart in other coun-
tries. The lessons learnt here might well have relevance elsewhere. Nor need 
it be supposed that any special virtue attaches to experience in these islands. 
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In any case, pioneering institutions can ossify and have often more to learn 
in due time from those they once inspired. It is also the case that there is 
much that has a common foundation throughout the world. The research, 
for example, of Dunbar, has convincingly shown that in general, the opti-
mum organization for relationships of any significant substance numbers 
not more than 120, and that this has remained the case for thousands 
of years and is commonplace throughout the world. By the same token, 
the insights offered by Elmore relating to the factors principally contrib-
uting to real and lasting institutional success clearly merit replication. 
His analysis of conditions in New York’s second district shows how sus-
tained improvement throughout a system, rather than in an isolated and 
necessarily contrived situation subjected to a concentrated energy, can be 
accomplished.

The writer’s own insights, gathered in study tours of British 
Columbia, Ontario, Finland, Texas, and West Virginia, powerfully 
suggest a commonality of basic conditions and the absolute need to be 
open to learn from each other’s experience. As critically noted in the 
following account, many countries were outperforming the UK and 
were successfully finding the means to produce exemplary results. It was 
not to be doubted that here was warrant to believe in the need for an 
exchange of practices. As demonstrated in the following narrative, the 
findings of the OECD proved to be a decisive influence on UK poli-
ticians and educationists. Reactions however, varied. Some defensively, 
initially challenging their relevance or interpretation. Duly, their validity 
accepted, they became the spur to reform. This latter process has led to 
much soul-searching and, again, as illustrated in the narrative, some of 
the reactions proved to be, in the light of subsequent reviews, harmful 
over-reactions. Nevertheless, the OECD has proved to be a major influ-
ence for good and an important means by which trial and error in each 
country can play its part in raising international standards.

A United Kingdom Analysis

What is being examined relates to the four home countries. Whilst 
some deal with England, with its considerably larger population and 
because many London perspectives informed developments more 
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widely, particular attention has also been paid to Northern Ireland, 
Scotland, and Wales. Therein there are common characteristics: com-
parable patterns of social mobility and inequality, similar patterns of 
certification, and a labour market that had sustained a distinct pattern 
of a relatively low level of full-time post 16 education and training. 
There are differences in nomenclature. But beyond that, the patterns 
were never identical. Relations between the principal actors—churches, 
teachers, parents, government, and local government—greatly vary. 
There are strong differences in attitude towards selection and social 
inclusion. The roles of the churches and private education vary consid-
erably between the four countries. The economic conditions of Wales 
and Scotland powerfully shaped Britain’s welfare state. Since the 1970s, 
Conservatives and New Labour have remade Britain with the preoccu-
pation of target setting and powerful institutional management. There 
is, in consequence, a strong case for studying what has worked or not 
worked throughout the four countries.

Phase 1: 1945–1979

The principal initial focus is from the passing of the Education Act of 
1944 [1945, in Scotland, 1947 in Northern Ireland] to the dawn of the 
Thatcher age. The opening scene is set in post-war Britain, when the 
local education authorities metaphorically swam ashore as triumphal 
legions promising peace and plenty. The nature of the 1944 constitu-
tional settlement will be considered. In essence, the picture painted will 
be one of hope and general consensus about the ability of education to 
create a better world.

The 1944 settlement neither sought rigid conformity nor a com-
mand system wherein authority filtered down from the minister. What 
was put in place was a system of dispersed responsibility with the class-
room teacher expected to enjoy high autonomy within the classroom. 
The head teacher above all to be a teacher, expected to lead by example; 
and governing and managing bodies called upon to exercise a watchful 
eye, give general guidance and encourage support. The education com-
mittee, made up of all members of the local council but, significantly, 
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complemented by representatives of the churches and the teaching pro-
fessions, was foremost the body to embrace all parties in the interests of 
education. It was there to give local accountability, encourage an equi-
table allocation of public resources, give general superintendence, and 
provide common services. It was not intended to be the direct manager 
of all that went on in the education service. Essentially, it was a pluralist 
arrangement with the churches occupying a crucial position. In England, 
the Church of England was a major provider having often been, at an ear-
lier stage, the only provider. Its stake in Wales was proportionately smaller. 
The Roman Catholic Church also had a significant presence in all four 
countries. Other churches, too, were represented in the overall provision.

It is important to reflect upon what was then recognized as the pur-
pose of education. It was palpably intended to go beyond the impart-
ing of utilitarian skills: it was to mould character, impart values, and 
be a social instrument. In short, it was an agent of civilization. When 
Butler briefed the War Cabinet on the contents of the legislation the 
Nazis had yet to be defeated and he alluded to this wider role.1 The 
carefully negotiated arrangements about the churches’ stake in provi-
sion had their genesis in the recognition of education’s decisive part in 
communicating values and nurturing society. There were differences of 
view as to how far the churches, institutions, and individuals were at 
liberty to fix the parameters of provision, but there would have been few 
then who would have sought to limit them to the inculcation of skills. 
Whilst there was an overt determination to remove ignorance, to impart 
a body of knowledge, there was also a general recognition that there was 
value in learning for its own sake in the pursuit of human happiness. In 
this moment of hope and promise, in the wake of pre-war and wartime 
grief, progressive education with its emphasis upon a child-centric indi-
vidual fulfilment flourished.

They Never Had It So Good

As austerity gave way to a measure of prosperity, from the late 1950s, 
supply problems eased and the pace of school and college building 
accelerated. Much was left to individual officers, delegation was taken 
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for granted, agonizing and consultation by the standards of a later age, 
were relatively limited. Increasing national prosperity however, meant 
that staffing remained a serious problem. Whilst limited opportunities 
in the interwar period had been a boon to the teaching profession, the 
wider opportunities now available meant that it was harder for local 
education authorities to recruit and retain gifted staff. The brave sec-
ondary modern school and technical school, intended to enjoy parity of 
esteem with the grammar school, were often casualties as they struggled 
to cope with large classes and many pupils yet to be inspired by a rele-
vant curriculum that remained elusive.

Notwithstanding, for the most part, councillors, serving on educa-
tion committees and on managing and governing bodies, were caught 
up in a commitment to education foremost, rather than to party poli-
tics. Indeed the scale and the significance of the education service often 
made it the preferred route to office rather than other local government 
functions. The focus however, remained on the supply of resources: 
recruiting staff and commissioning property. In all this, there was a gen-
eral willingness for education committees and institutional governing 
bodies to be guided by professional staff.

Union militancy was a key factor since with overall shortages of staff 
it was possible for staff to negotiate from a position of relative strength 
as education officers and heads of institutions sought to fill posts. It 
cannot be doubted that there were many appointments made, and sub-
sequent indifferent performances ignored that would not have been 
countenanced in earlier or later years when recruitment was easier. For 
the moment however, the earlier substantial respect for institutions, and 
the local education authority was one such, having been raised to heroic 
status by the 1944 Act, still held. However, tensions were already pres-
ent and indeed education, along with the destabilizing effect of war, the 
impact of increasing mobility and the cultural effect of mass entertain-
ment, were challenging old certainties of both virtue and humbug.

Much of substance, nevertheless, was accomplished, apart from 
acquiring sites and planning new buildings on a vast scale, including 
those for further and advanced education. Inspection and advisory ser-
vices now flourished, their modus vivendi replicating best practice in 
current modern management, of encouraging and supporting, rather 
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than inquisitional visitation. Classroom supplies multiplied and special-
ist provision, in the form, for example, of music and outdoor pursuit 
centres, now developed. Supporting students in advanced education 
significantly increased. Locally, the education service was left to get on 
with its affairs. Other local government departments in any case, had 
their own pressing priorities.

However, the 1960s were to prove a watershed. What were in 
effect to be a series of revolutions, spurred by war and much else, had 
been gestating somewhat in the period of austerity and its aftermath.  
A return of a Labour government in 1964, part cause and part effect, 
was now to take place, providing the first revolution, profoundly affect-
ing what had been when viewed retrospectively, a period of stability for 
the local education authority.

It All Starts Falling Apart: The First Revolution

The 1960s and 1970s were in effect the period of the first revolution. 
In the beginning, in spite of an exponential expansion that was tak-
ing place, local government structures and the local education author-
ity were recognizably the same as had existed for much of the century, 
albeit, as noted, the local education authority’s position had been pow-
erfully buttressed by the 1944 Act. Local party politics in the pursuit 
of distinctive education policies were relatively muted: professional 
responsibility generally prevailed. Corporate management was largely 
non-existent though financial and architectural services were decisive 
contributors to the education service. By the end of the period, all had 
been fundamentally disturbed.

An initial catalyst had been the Labour government’s plan to estab-
lish comprehensive secondary schools. The instrument in England and 
Wales was statutory guidance in the form of circular 10/65. Parallel 
processes occurred in Scotland. The rationale for change was accepted 
by many and was, by no means then, a matter of party political com-
mitment. Many in the local education authority world, whilst they had 
often sought to promote the secondary modern and technical school 
to the end that they could genuinely enjoy parity of esteem with the 
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grammar school, knew well that their attempts were failing. It was not 
simply a case of parents and the public at large harbouring misconcep-
tions, the reality was that it was harder to staff secondary modern and 
technical schools in the numbers and with the skills needed. In spite 
of much effort to improve selection procedures ‘the eleven plus’ exam-
ination remained an imprecise tool. Even if it proved to be a reliable 
predictor of performance, the overall debilitating effect on secondary 
education was considerable. That is not to deny that there were exem-
plary secondary modern and technical schools that rose above the ine-
qualities of the system. They might have succeeded if they had been 
granted resources to facilitate highly specialized provision, smaller 
classes alongside other measures conferring higher community recogni-
tion, including staff remuneration.

As further and higher education expanded, further tensions devel-
oped: the former became a competitor for the school sixth form, the 
latter for the university. Throughout, what was bedevilling development 
was a snobbishness as to the perceived inferiority of the practical and 
the technological running in parallel, with the fact that in both, the sec-
ondary modern and technical school and later the polytechnic, the vast 
redirection of resources that would be needed to ensure that each was 
distinctive and equal to its competitor, was not to hand. A fundamental 
shift in cultural values would have been needed.

Phase 2: 1979–1997

Though, as indicated, the initial phase, characterized by relationships of 
trust between the partners of government, local government, the churches, 
and teachers, had been challenged, it remained recognizable. With a clar-
ity, more obvious in retrospect than at the time, local education services had 
enjoyed high autonomy, without the involvement of corporate management, 
within local government, and focussed overwhelmingly and successfully 
upon the supply of services, in a relationship of trust with institutions, rarely 
interfering with the curriculum. It was now set to change dramatically: the 
historical narrative’s initial phase was over. The second phase, 1979–1997, 
coincides with Conservative governments in office.
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As noted, the metamorphosis had begun to take place under an ear-
lier Labour administration and it would be mistaken to assume that 
the changes which were now to accelerate were completely unrelated to 
what had already taken place. Party politics had already spread through-
out local government with individual members increasingly committed 
to support specific actions, agreeing in private prior to committee meet-
ings their voting plans. Local government, in its territorial character as 
well as its internal workings had been reorganized. Parents, in effect, as 
consumers of a public service, became generally more articulate. Amidst 
a general rise in prosperity, not only was a higher standard of provision 
possible, but also the public at large aspired to higher standards. The 
autonomy of teachers was severely compromised. Progressive educa-
tion was increasingly viewed as over-indulgent: a new purposefulness 
now became orthodox. These developments were not unrelated. Greater 
prosperity came with greater consumerism and competition. The 
demand for measurement intensified, wherein there was a danger that 
an institution’s more abstract purposes, its role in inculcating cultural 
values and less susceptible to such an analysis, could be marginalized. 
Though surely never officially intended, as society in general became 
more materialistic and secular, that wider and more generous civiliz-
ing mission could become more elusive. A parallel managerial effect 
was increasingly manifested in higher education where the demand for 
quantity output and economy seemed to have a similar effect.

Nationally, the robust and insular Association of Education 
Committees (AEC) had yielded to the Council of Local Education 
Authorities (CLEA), a compound of the Association of Metropolitan 
Authorities and the County Council Association. AEC was formally 
wound up in 1977. This new arrangement was most palpably an instru-
ment of corporate local government within which education was a sub-
set, though one of significance.

Losing patience with local education authorities resisting compre-
hensive education, the Labour government had brought in legislation 
to reform by compulsion. Whilst the outgoing Labour government in 
its early years had sought to collaborate with the local education author-
ities, the churches and teachers’ unions, recognizing them as partners 
in the provision of education, their actions however benignly intended, 
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nevertheless crucially undermined the system. The cajoling of educa-
tion authorities to create comprehensive schools, the corralling of higher 
education institutions into larger units brought the ministry into micro-
management and, ultimately irrevocably compromised the very purpose 
of the local education authority.

The Conservative government was more combative in style. As far as 
the local education authority was concerned it was really a case of the 
good cop [Labour] and the bad cop [Conservative]: neither was sym-
pathetic to promoting the cause of the local education authority. The 
former’s countenance might have been friendlier and the latter’s grim-
mer, but there was little to choose between them in the impact they had 
upon local government. The remaining grammar schools were saved. In 
the new dispensation, priority was quickly given to the market econ-
omy in education and promoting greater commercial involvement in 
the provision of local government services. This hardly chimed well with 
the guiding principle of promoting equity that local education authori-
ties had sympathetically endorsed following the enactment of the 1944 
legislation.

In parallel, was a determination to cut expenditure. Devolution of 
greater responsibility to individual educational institutions was seized 
upon, not simply because it constituted a more rational way of working 
and as such had long been espoused by many authorities, but, as some 
supposed, in enactment of the principle of divide et imperator. Though 
the legal fragility of catchment areas for secondary schools had been 
long understood within local education authorities, they had generally 
been maintained in the interests of economical planning and accepted 
by most parents. However in an age of greater parental power, the 
principle was put to the legal test. The significant Greenwich judgment 
swept away the hitherto semi-inviolate catchment area and another 
prop in the structure was removed.

Here was a government not at heart committed to working with the 
old partners: the general approach was accordingly not to retreat from 
the incursions made by its predecessor but rather to expand the cam-
paign. In a sphere where the economy dictated further public subven-
tion, training, and employment, the government promoted the cause of 
the Manpower Services Commission and a comprehensive network of 
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area manpower boards. It was valid enough to give employers a larger 
stake but this could have been achieved, as it generally was in colleges 
of further education, by adjustment to arrangements within the local 
education authorities, had there not been a determination that they be 
bypassed. This initiative was, in effect, to develop a parallel adminis-
trative network, in part duplicating the mission of the local education 
authority as envisaged in the 1944 Act. It required much dexterity on 
the part of LEA officers and principals of further education colleges 
who, now Janus-like, faced two ways. It was not long however, in this 
fracturing world, before the area manpower boards were succeeded by 
training and enterprise councils, and in turn, by training councils. In 
this process the writer, a self-confessed Vicar of Bray figure, latterly a 
director of education and then chief executive, sought to work with 
the changing world, becoming a member of the West London Area 
Manpower board and subsequently its chairman. Likewise rather than 
resisting their creation, he played a part in creating a training and enter-
prise council for South West London based upon Kingston, and served 
as chief executive adviser to the education committee of the Association 
of Metropolitan Authorities. Duly, nevertheless, the local education 
authorities lost control of the polytechnics, the colleges and institutes of 
higher education, the sixth form colleges, and colleges of further educa-
tion, most becoming self-governing corporations.

As for the school sector, the local education authority’s role became 
more tenuous, with much delegation now, by compulsion, transferred 
to governing bodies. Schools could also now ballot to sever their links 
with the LEA and become grant-maintained schools, being funded 
directly by the ministry which would recover the cost from the LEA. 
The 1988 Education Reform Act, not applicable to Scotland, also 
brought in the national curriculum, with core foundation subjects, 
pupil testing against attainment targets and, in its wake, published 
school performance league tables. The secret garden, earlier incautiously 
entered by a Labour government, was now being trampled upon with 
furious energy.

In the public higher education sector, the polytechnics aspired to 
be numbered amongst the universities, and in spite of spirited efforts 
by local education authorities to honour the substance of the original 
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intention, that polytechnics should be locally rooted with a distinctive 
technological bias, when offered the opportunity to be universities free of 
local authority control, eagerly accommodated the government’s desire, 
for reasons short of altruism. The Kingston authority had firmly resolved 
to encourage its polytechnic, of which it was especially proud, to develop 
a distinctive ‘applied learning’ agenda with an emphasis upon engineer-
ing, and vigorously supported the polytechnics’ National Advisory Body.

The ‘wind of change’ continued to blow across the local education 
authorities. A Downing Street conference in 1985, attended by the 
writer, played its part in examining what was now needed in the world 
of education. There was general unanimity that political involvement in 
education’s management at a local level had to be curbed, and that in 
higher education performance had to be measured, but that the sector 
itself should play the key role in determining the instruments. It was 
not good news for the shrinking world of the local education author-
ity. A soul-searching Society of Local Government Chief Executives 
(SOLACE) submitted a paper about the changing role of councillors in 
this turbulent world.2 Concern as to the future was the focus of CLEA’s 
conference in 1991 when Howard Davies, in his role as chairman of 
the Audit Commission, doubted whether LEAs could or should survive, 
it falling to the writer to counter the argument.3 A reconfiguration of 
the boundaries of authorities offered another opportunity for further 
destabilizing an already fragile world. That exercise set out to create uni-
tary authorities throughout England in the belief that a two-tier system 
was expensive and confusing. It ended in a mishmash of some unitaries 
and the maintenance of a two-tier arrangement elsewhere, and, argua-
bly, greater confusion.4 As for Wales and Scotland, uniformity prevailed 
with unitary authorities.

Phase 3: 1997 to the Present

The second phase in this historical narrative, as indicated, was character-
ized by an accelerating ambivalence concerning the nature of local govern-
ment’s role. Central government had become more assertive, within local 
government education was subordinated to closer local political scrutiny and 
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corporate management assumed a dominant position. The abolition of the 
ACE had been a crucial event. However, further radical change was now 
to occur. Much, of course, had been pre-figured, for example, the Education 
Reform Act, applicable to England and Wales, and the legislation removing 
Further Education from local government. Financial pressures resulted in a 
reduction of local authority advisory services coinciding with central govern-
ment’s insistence that local government was responsible for institutional out-
comes. The Global Education Reform Movement, now variously interpreted 
in each of the four countries, resulted in a focus upon institutional improve-
ment and increasing government [Whitehall and devolved] direction with 
a further diminishing of the role of local government. Ironically, this is 
leading to the emergence of new ad hoc regional public administrations as 
manifested in regional education commissioners, in England; regional school 
improvement consortia, in Wales; a possible regional education network, 
in Scotland; and the establishment of new education regions, in Northern 
Ireland.

With New Labour, devolution accentuated differences between the 
four home countries. In Northern Ireland education was to be subject 
to equal opportunity scrutiny, the influence of Ulster Unionists and the 
Roman Catholic bishops restricted, and the end of secondary selection 
and league table publication announced. In Scotland, in contrast to 
England spending was higher, comprehensive education almost univer-
sal, and there was less social segregation. There was an emphasis upon 
accountable management but nevertheless a higher cooperation between 
the teachers’ profession and the state than in England. In Wales, there 
was general comprehensive school provision, proportionately fewer 
church schools and less social segregation than in England; and high 
respect for teachers but increasing concern about the system’s success. 
All four countries nevertheless accepted the need to craft education to 
compete internationally.

The return of Blair’s Labour government confirmed the downward 
trajectory for the local education authority in England. Somewhat as 
a bone thrown at Labour-controlled authorities, the grant-maintained 
schools established by the Conservatives were returned to the general 
superintendence of the authorities. However there could be no mistak-
ing as to the true purposes of the new regime. The intention had been 
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to abolish local education authorities and it was only the prospect of 
general unwelcome protests that saved them, at least for the moment. 
As it was, the School Standards and Framework Act, 1998, took fur-
ther the initiatives of the Conservatives. ‘County’ schools became ‘com-
munity’ schools, a nomenclature making more obscure the relationship 
with the former county and county borough councils. The abolition of 
grammar schools became dependent upon a local vote. The concept of 
the Conservative’s city technology colleges was developed to include 
additional specialisms [technology, arts, languages, sports] and would 
no longer be limited to urban areas. Up to 10% of pupils could be 
selected according to aptitude. It was envisaged that ultimately all sec-
ondary schools would be so transformed.

In the ministerial high command of education, school and social ser-
vices for young people were to be brigaded, encouraging a parallel reor-
dering in local government, though some councils had anticipated the 
move. Higher education, including the inheritance from the local educa-
tion authorities was now linked to the ministry responsible for industry. 
This constituted a further destabilizing of the local education authority 
by the fusion of what was left with a major part of social services that 
had, since the Seebohm reforms, created a comprehensive family-based 
caring service with a distinctive culture, and staff trained especially for 
that task. Initially, at least, it seemed likely that time would elapse before 
the benefits of this union outweighed the problems arising from officers 
unfamiliar, and often untrained, for their new work.

March 2016 witnessed announcements by the Cameron government 
of its intention to abolish substantially local authority involvement in 
education as far as England was concerned, its apotheosis in centralizing 
decision-making, having been achieved when Gove, as education min-
ister, personally determined the school history curriculum. However, as 
respite, with a change of government consequent upon the Brexit ref-
erendum, the new government aborted the March decision and relo-
cated Higher Education within the Education ministry. To the grief 
of many, the May government announced its intention to permit the 
establishment of new grammar schools. This controversial proposal 
was dropped in the wake of the failure of the administration to win the 
hoped-for substantial parliamentary majority in a suddenly convened 
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election. In the unexpected new conditions, coinciding with outbreaks 
of extremist violence, a search for consensus now prevailed, offering 
some financial easement for education and, hopefully, its more active 
engagement in countering extremism, and, along the way, a deeper 
understanding of the purposes of education.

Assessment

On the eve of the fading away of the last vestiges of the local educa-
tion authority in England, remnants possibly surviving elsewhere, it is 
possible to offer a judgment as to why the collapse of such a once sig-
nificant institution occurred. Beyond the truism that it is the fate of all 
institutions to decay, it is possible to identify both external and internal 
agents at work. As for the former, it is now clear that the impulses of the 
mid-1960s, on the part of the ministry which first breeched the historic 
partnership, were set to grow stronger as the years passed. Blood had 
been scented. It mattered not whether Labour or Conservative led the 
ministry: the process was in one direction only, towards the eclipse of 
the local education authority.

Ostensibly, the aim in mind was the improvement of education but 
the means swung from ministerial micromanagement to acceptance of 
a kind of new age free state wherein each institution become a law unto 
itself though subject to inquisitional visitation. The ministry’s apparent 
manic behaviour was prompted by a sincere but desperate search for 
an ideal system, or, at the very least, one that would assuage the per-
ceived concerns of an increasingly articulate, consumer-driven public. 
The process has yet to be played out. At one level, it is certainly pos-
sible to point to improving institutions and there are instances where 
excellence has replaced failure. But progress is not uniform. Institutions 
upon which the spotlight shine often improve but there are others in 
their shadow that do not. In a market economy of course, it is not the 
case that all enterprises survive and it provides no demonstration that 
eventually there will be universal excellence. The local education author-
ities were essentially custodians of equality and even if that state were 
never fully attained it was surely part of their hard wiring. In an age 
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of generally increasing prosperity, consumerism prevailed and choice 
became an accepted and desirable end in itself, and because it was 
thought that this would most assuredly stimulate improvement.

Mobility, too, had also irrevocably compromised territorial com-
munity: increasingly more people lived in one local government area 
and traveled to work to another. Education was not isolated from 
these social changes and in many instances would have been a stimu-
lus to the very conditions to which it could fall prey. The overall period 
also progressively witnessed a bureaucratic elaboration of procedures 
as established routines were found wanting or in need of refinement. 
It need not be supposed that this was malign in intent: the purposes 
were generally crafted with the sole purpose of effecting improvement. 
Nevertheless as in ancient Byzantium, the cumulative effect was to cre-
ate greater complexity and cost. It was not simply issues of health and 
safety that gave rise to this effect. In the attempt to embrace the best 
practice of the commercial world, a premium was placed upon the pre-
cise definition of goals, designing programmes to ensure their accom-
plishment and the pursuit of measurable outcomes. Whilst this energy 
brought some greater clarity it was surely achieved at a great price: time 
so spent would not necessarily be available for other tasks, such as cru-
cial personal professional relationships.

A major casualty has been the marginalization of the civilizing 
agenda, taken for granted in 1944, as consumerism and the market 
economy have increasingly taken command. Ironically a state-driven 
focus upon assessment and measurement, ostensibly intended to raise 
standards and improve the UK’s international competitiveness has 
failed, as revealed in published statistics. Possibly, suggesting the limita-
tions of this approach is the fact that the UK, the fifth most prosperous 
world economy, according to some assessments, remains a very popu-
lar destination for migrants, some citing the very qualities that impelled 
the 1944 legislation and which have been increasingly, but acciden-
tally, marginalized. Amongst these may be cited a reputation for free 
speech, fair play, absence of corruption, tolerance in matters of belief 
and politics, freedom of movement, equality under the law, and creative 
expression. A further dimension is the fact that pressure upon teachers  
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taught to excel, needs to be tempered by a rigorous examination,  
into such deleterious effects as low morale and resignation on the part 
of the former and disaffection and psychological disturbance of the 
latter.

Looking back over the years, one further fundamental casualty was 
a failure to assess with any degree of objectivity the extent to which the 
1944 settlement had succeeded or failed; and whether a sharply focused 
determination to make it work, with necessary adjustments, would have 
brought superior results, at lower cost and less waste, than most of the 
succeeding reforms, however well intended.

Though, obviously, it would be possible to take an alternative date 
as the starting point, the seminal character of the 1944 legislation sug-
gests its selection. In touching upon some of the key developments that 
have occurred since, the narrative suggests that some were ill-advised 
and others so much part and parcel of larger social and cultural changes 
that they could no more be resisted than the incoming tide. Of the for-
mer may be counted: the excessive trespass by central government into 
the secret garden of the classroom. Whitehall-imposed costly regulation, 
a concentration upon measuring at the price of wider issues, and the 
distraction locally, to marginal beneficial effect, of excessive party poli-
tics, corporate management and a semi-constant predilection to embark 
upon reform without thoughtful analysis of the reasons. Of the latter, 
which must be accepted with good grace, are the public’s demand for 
choice, rising standards, and reasonable equity.

These conclusions are predicated on the notions that, within reason, 
education’s excellence is better ensured by general stability, and that 
some form of accountable local entity, juxtaposed between the state and 
individual institutions is necessary to hold the ring, guarantee reasona-
ble equity and provide or license, at reasonable cost, common services. 
In essence, in an imperfect world, the market, with important elements 
of choice fully to be encouraged, has to be regulated for the avoid-
ance of abuse. The restoration of an earlier form of the local education 
authority is neither possible nor desirable. How a new structure might 
be fashioned is the subject of an optimistic coda to this study.
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Notes

1.	 Secret Draft White Paper, ‘Educational Reconstruction,’ War Cabinet, 
July 9, 1943.

2.	 SOLACE submission, including a contribution of the writer, to the 
Audit Commission, May, 1990.

3.	 The theme was further developed at a conference promoted by Coopers 
and Lybrand Deloitte in January, 1992.

4.	 The writer contributed a paper to the Association of District Councils to 
this effect in September, 1994.
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Prologue … When I was a child I saw darkly … then face to face …

The purpose of this chapter, treating with the first phase of this book’s 
historical narrative, had been to give one person’s account of the 1944 
Act’s impact. It turns out to be a tale of education’s inequalities and 
duly a quest for their amelioration, prompting en route an addiction 
for sociology and community and much trimming of sails. Only with 
hindsight is this pattern discernible: at the time it seemed much more 
accidental.

In the beginning, there was a moment when local government had 
reached its zenith but was embarking upon its decline, first, with the 
loss of individual welfare support, then property evaluation, and 
shortly, the public utilities. Momentarily, there was to be a high noon: 
the semi-autonomous local education authority. Initially witnessed, as 
through a glass darkly; then, with increasing clarity; and culminating, 
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with a more assured understanding. The first quickly-moving scenes 
are set in wartime ‘Doodlebug Alley’, with a school boy’s experience of 
council and private education; in east Kent in war’s immediate after-
math, of a church secondary school; and then in south Wales, of private 
and local authority grammar schools, and a first close encounter with 
council administration. Thereafter, came higher education in Lampeter, 
Oxford, and Birmingham, providing insights into the inequalities of 
provision. Work in Birmingham, in the early 1960s, included teach-
ing in grammar and bilateral schools, and a community centre warden-
ship, and dealings with city hall. Subsequent culminating scenes are 
set in Cambridgeshire and London. The narrative falls into three parts: 
vagrant student, neophyte administrator, and professional bureaucrat, 
and concludes with an assessment.

Part 1: Vagrant Student

The Promise of a Better World

The opening scene is set in the Second World War, when, as noted in 
the tour d’horizon, the local education authorities metaphorically swam 
ashore as triumphal legions promising peace and plenty. This coincided 
with another invasion, of Normandy, holding the greater attention of 
most, including the writer, who accompanied his godfather in checking 
the seaworthiness of landing craft.

Much of the Thinking Had Been  
Around for a Long Time

The 1944 Act, announcing the new order, was hardly the stuff of nov-
elty. Much had been rehearsed in earlier reforms: the Hadow report of 
19261 would segregate infant and junior school provision from second-
ary provision; the Spens report, a decade later,2 sought greater speciali-
zation in secondary education and a rise in the leaving age. The interwar 
financial crisis and the looming war limited what could be done.  
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By 1939, 88% of the secondary school population still remained in ele-
mentary schools. There was now however, a new determination to turn 
dreams into reality.

The Essence of the New Order

The act specified free full-time education for all between the ages of five 
and fifteen. Beyond eleven all were to receive at least four years of full-
time education in secondary schools designed for their needs. As soon as 
possible, the full-time leaving age was to be raised to sixteen. There was 
much more, as made clear by R. A. Butler, the president of the board of 
education, in introducing the second reading: there was full commitment 
to participative working with local authorities, the churches and profes-
sional staff. There would be a system of full and part-time further edu-
cation, now an LEA duty, and provision covering health and welfare, 
namely, meals, milk, medical inspections and assessment, employment 
advice, transport and, as necessary, clothing.3

Current Realities

The semi-autonomy of the service was fiercely protected by education 
officers and by the new ministry. Party politics was a temperate activity. 
Staffing and planning were major preoccupations. Improvisation was 
characteristic of the period. Teachers, variously competent, gifted, or 
failing, were trusted to do their best; classes often large, accommodation 
inadequate, materials in short supply and libraries, if existing, modestly 
stocked. By standards later prevailing, discipline was high. The welfare 
elements were of a piece, addressing urgent need.

A ‘Liberal’ Settlement

The Act was a characteristic British compromise: it sought to accom-
modate, within a public system, local government and the church. 
Recognizing the leading role of the local education authority, it buttressed 
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the Church’s position by the instruments of voluntary controlled and aided 
schools, the agreed syllabus for religious education, membership of the 
local education authority and a daily act of Christian worship in all schools.

Unfinished Business

There were ambiguities. Society had been destabilised by war. Whilst 
Butler and the Conservative party knew that there could be no restora-
tion of an earlier social order, they practised gradualism. Others sought 
more radical solutions. Shortly, with a Labour government, nationaliza-
tion of industry to accomplish equity was an energy informing debate 
about the new order, of which education had been a first measure. Two 
further reforms loomed: private education’s abolition and schools serv-
ing balanced communities, the former anticipated by many, the lat-
ter sketched on the planner’s drawing board, optimistically following 
the creation of the garden cities.4 Expectation was high but fate again 
played its part. The underpinning of the system—that all secondary 
schools would enjoy parity of esteem—became a casualty, attributable to 
imprecision, austerity and social competiveness.

As Viewed Imperfectly at the Time

When the white paper5 was published in 1943, the writer knew not of its 
existence: he was but eight years old. Nevertheless, he was witness to the 
disruptive effect of evacuation: had already attended three schools, one 
maintained by Monmouthshire county council, a Roman Catholic con-
vent school in London, and shortly another, maintained by Kent county 
council in Eynsford, a village in ‘Doodlebug Alley’. This institution, deri-
sively referred to as ‘the council school’, accommodated mixed infants 
and juniors in three gas-lit classrooms with coal fires, whitewashed walls, 
outside toilets, a barren playground with air raid shelter, to which the 
classes frequently fled to sing ‘Ten Green Bottles’, or so it seemed.

Earlier, a local board school had been established, incorporating the 
village British trust school, whose premises were unfit, which was duly 
inherited by Kent County Council. Hitherto, there had been a parallel 
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National school [Church of England]. At the prompting of the county 
council the two schools were to amalgamate, the National Society, at 
the prompting of the vicar, agreeing to yield its stake in local provision. 
However, after discussion, it was agreed that the former National school 
building would become the council’s senior school. That school yet 
operated but its days were numbered and this remnant of the church’s 
direct role in local education, which had existed since the seventeenth 
century, when pupils had assembled in the church chancel, passed into 
history. Though the church ceased providing a school it played a deci-
sive role in management, providing a member and often the chairman 
of the managing body.

Nothing is remembered of what was learnt in the infant and junior 
school: the regime neither oppressive nor solicitous. The teachers were 
women. Class teaching with reliance upon the blackboard, along with 
recital of tables with the singing of ‘The British Grenadier’, are recalled. 
The highlight was a Christmas play, of unknown plot, featuring pupils 
holding rods to which were attached cardboard stars. One featured 
the moon. In rehearsal this was the writer’s responsibility. For the live 
performance in the village hall, relegated to the ranks, an acting career 
ended. This negative view, echoed in an HMI report, needs to be placed 
in the context of regular ‘Doodlebug’ alerts and evacuation of the class-
room. On the positive side, from the perspective of an administrator 
urging head teachers to be foremost teachers, as so many fled the class-
room to ‘do’ administration, the head had a full-time teaching load and 
possessed neither office nor secretary with telephone.6

The parish church was where the writer’s father played the organ and 
where, without singing competence, the writer was enrolled as the sol-
itary chorister, though it fell to him to pump the organ. The father, a 
man of the theatre, now in the Royal Army Medical Corps locally sta-
tioned, produced Saturday morning woodwork lesson shows in the 
village hall engaging members of the corps, to the approbation of the vil-
lage, which in spite of, or because of bombardment housed, six barrage 
balloon sites and practised military manoeuvres and D-day preparations. 
It was a lively community. It seemed a self-contained world: everybody 
knew everybody and though there was a recognizably clear-cut social 
order, with landed gentry at Lullingstone Castle, a ‘squire’ and his wife 
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living in ‘Little Mote’, the Alexanders, the principal farmers, and the 
vicar, astride the structure, all participated in community activities, 
including bonfire night, harvesting, Christmas parties, and victory cele-
brations. This was true also of soldiers and airmen, the latter welcoming 
the young taking a lively interest in their barrage balloons.

The social structure was reinforced by the fact that most secondary 
school pupils remained in the village, in the former National school 
building, where pupils were segregated, with modest specialist rooms: for 
boys technical work; girls, domestic science. This senior school enjoyed a  
local reputation for kindly discipline and exemplary teaching. Its guiding  
light had come to the village in early pre-war days, as headmaster of the  
National school, and directed the older boys right up to the closure of 
the premises, when, under the provisions of the 1944 legislation, the 
older pupils were enrolled at the secondary modern school in Swanley. It 
is doubtful whether this would have been for the pupils or the commu-
nity a material improvement. As evidence of an integrated community, 
its head had also been the village scout master. He, too, had a full-time 
teaching load and was bereft of office and secretarial assistance. The HMI 
inspection reported very favourably on the senior school. Both schools 
might well have benefitted from heads long in post.

There were, however, fissures in the social fabric. Though friends 
were made in the village, there could be no question of duly transfer-
ring to the senior school in the village: shortly enrolment at Sevenoaks 
Preparatory School occurred. That boys’ institution, catering for an 
eight to thirteen age range, established by an Anglican clergyman, had 
been owned since the 1920s by an Oxbridge Gallipoli veteran, who 
with a fellow head, presided with kindly vigour. This, the fourth school 
experienced, had echoes of the second, the convent school in London: 
uniform and parents aspiring to a less egalitarian world, a juxtaposition 
then immediately recognized. It occupied an elderly Victorian house, 
whose two-tier bare soil garden, in pre-war days portentously named 
the ‘upper’ and ‘lower quads’, pupils now shared with the headmaster’s 
geese, though the latter, in the ‘lower quad’, were fenced-off.

Possibly because the classes were smaller, and the stay longer, the 
teaching had greater impact. One male teacher, recollected as being 
an Austrian refugee, stimulated the writing of sustained pieces and 
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tolerated lively classroom participation. The distinctive marks of private 
education were in place: apart from uniform; pupils were addressed by 
their surname and, when sharing that of others, distinguished by suffix, 
‘major’, ‘minor’, ‘one’, ‘two’, and ‘three’ etc. [a friend was ‘Smith Seven’]; 
Saturday morning woodwork lessons; and cricket at the Vine Cricket 
Club ground. Compulsory milk was distributed by officious 13-year-
old prefects in the basement, whilst lunch, with over-cooked cabbage, 
required recourse to the British Restaurant on the other side of town 
whither the classes walked in crocodiles. Nature study involved visits to 
Knowle Park and a perfunctory examination of trees. The school offered 
Latin and a range of arts subjects but no science.

The 1945 elections involved assistance, free of any allegiance and 
concern about the 1944 Act, at the Sevenoaks Conservative party con-
stituency headquarters. Older boys from the village attended Sevenoaks 
School which also took boarders. These, too, were beneficiaries or vic-
tims of a system which many mistakenly believed, especially in the 
light of the Labour Party’s election victory, would be swept away as a 
corollary of the 1944 legislation. A dominant feature of the 1944 leg-
islation that affected most was the provision, by the Kent Education 
Committee, of school meals, milk and free public transport. It then 
seemed surprising that this embraced travel to and from a private school 
and the milk therein consumed.

How further reform was to be played out in west Kent was not 
immediately to be known. A further move now took place: to east 
Kent, to St. George’s, a two-form entry boys’ Church of England sec-
ondary school in Ramsgate on a cramped site, of rudimentary design 
possessing a single science laboratory and a woodwork room. The lat-
ter’s gifted master, emergency trained, was an inspiration in introducing 
book binding. Its hall, used for assembly, physical education and meals, 
was shared with the adjacent girls’ school. Nearby was the parish church 
with which the school was linked, and to which the whole school pro-
cessed for a weekly service. Discipline was firm and the teaching ener-
getic but, rarely received the writer’s undivided attention. There was 
neither library nor staff room: a school medical inspection, the only one 
ever experienced, took place in a classroom. Staff, at break time, congre-
gated in the corridor, chatting, smoking and leaning on radiators.
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The initial form master, a product of Winchester and a promoter of 
courtesy in an institution of rough demeanour, successfully encouraged 
an interest in scouts which led to a first position of responsibility, that 
of patrol leader of the Woodpigeons and leading a campaign to clear 
rubbish from local beaches, and necessitating a first ever encounter with 
a council officer, the district surveyor. More followed: introduction to 
Canterbury Cathedral, Archbishop Fisher and ‘Red’ Dean Hewlett 
Johnson.

Corporal punishment was taken for granted and liberal face slap-
ping in the teaching of grammar was a regular torment, as was physi-
cal education. A zeal for clause analysis, parsing, and drawing straight 
margin lines prevailed, rather than rhythm, plot and drama. Weekly, 
there would be visits to a distant sports field and, a highlight, the school 
attended the latest film, Olivier’s Henry V, a first encounter with that 
monarch hitherto missed, in the changes of school as chunks of history 
were either missed or boringly repeated. There was a glaring discordance 
between what was experienced and the more attractive fictional por-
traits of school offered on radio by Buckeridge’s Jennings and his prep 
school, and in a live performance of ‘Good Bye Mr Chips’ in a nearby 
school’.7

Three years’ later, a further uprooting took place: to Swansea and 
enrolment into a sixth school, Dumbarton House, a private mixed 
secondary establishment, in many respects similar to Sevenoaks 
Preparatory School. What that school lacked in material resources 
it more than compensated for in the effectiveness of its staff [some 
unqualified], again, assisted by its small classes. Like the Sevenoaks 
school, it occupied a large house, the garden constituting the play-
ground. The forms and rituals were more relaxed and less deference 
shown to staff, though they were generally regarded with affection.

That institution was also a diarchy: in this instance, two brothers, 
each gifted teachers, exemplifying the concept of fully engaged teach-
ing headmasters, though as owners, there would have been significant 
inescapable administrative responsibilities. As in the case of Sevenoaks, 
there was little provision for practical subjects. Games necessitated a 
walk to a nearby recreation ground. School assembly took place in the 
garden, the younger of the headmasters leaping to an adjacent ledge and 
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briskly conducting a service, making announcements and easily main-
taining attention, not least when he announced the King’s death. A fea-
ture of the regime was the College of Preceptors examinations taken a 
year earlier than the contemporary GCE. Invigilation was relaxed and 
struggling examinees were prompted to a degree short of collusion.

There was yet to be another direct school experience, involving a 
part-year’s attendance at Dynevor School, one of two of Swansea’s boys’ 
grammar schools for sixth form studies. This establishment was phys-
ically similar to the school in east Kent but, though recently bombed, 
had more specialist accommodation. The teaching exemplified success 
by specialization. Teaching styles varied: one ill at ease with question-
ing interruption as carefully composed notes were dictated, another 
assiduous in encouraging performance as essays were returned, and 
yet another, appreciative that a student was sharing his delight in flora 
and fauna on a Saturday morning excursion. Though neither Swansea 
schools was a church foundation, each took for granted the state’s sta-
tus as a Christian country, the latter making use of the adjacent Baptist 
chapel for an impressive weekly service.

The church’s significant and continuing role in education was found 
in a lively youth club with an inspiring incumbent, a programme of 
debates, visiting speakers, the conduct of formal business, country danc-
ing, church pilgrimages, seaside excursions, and general socializing. 
Those attending, from the interwar Townhill housing estate, had church 
membership in common, and came from a mix of school backgrounds. 
Contact was made with other youth clubs, maintained directly by the 
local authority, having a less formal character, their programmes focus-
ing more prominently upon ‘pop’ music, modern dancing, games, cof-
fee and soft drinks and the promotion of a casual atmosphere largely 
free of adult supervision.

Membership of the Swansea youth council, prompted by the dedi-
cation of the borough’s youth organizer, constituted an introduction to 
the rituals of local government meetings and an infection with lasting 
effects. From this moment, public service was identified as a worth-
while path, alongside that of the church. The youth council was a sig-
nificant instrument in teaching democracy. Duly the vice chairmanship 
beckoned, as did participation in organized debates with youth councils 
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further afield and exposure to the media. The ministry of education was 
rightly to report favourably upon this local youth service.

In this ‘wider’ world something of the unfolding developments were 
discerned: the planning of comprehensive schools and the youth and 
community service. Here was first encountered the secular ‘community 
centre’, both complement and challenge to church: their promotion a 
priority and their ambitious purposes incorporated in the Scheme for 
Further Education in 1948.8 The staunchly Labour local authority 
had expanded its administration to accommodate its post-1944 role, 
by ‘two assistants to the director’.9 K. R. Pilling, an external candidate 
appointed with the further education brief, was subsequently to occupy 
the similar post in Birmingham whither the writer, then a part-time 
community centre warden, met him. Pilling’s interest in community 
centres is possibly reflected in his attendance at a London conference on 
the subject in 1946.10

The authority had prepared a Scheme for Student Awards which 
required revision following submission to the ministry,11 reconstituted 
the committee and its many subcommittees,12 and set about develop-
ing a school meal service.13 Witnessed, too, was local government’s tol-
erance of the churches’ role in youth work, where they were strongly 
represented on the youth subcommittee. Severe national restrictions 
on building projects had virtually halted any development of a physical 
character, a replacement building for Swansea Grammar School being 
then this authority’s priority.14 Much effort, nevertheless, was spent on 
crafting the Development Plan, a ministry requirement, which would 
feature comprehensive schools, the Church in Wales seeking none, the 
Roman Catholics two, to be rebuffed by the authority.15

The 1944 Act had required authorities to constitute committees rep-
resentative of interested parties to prepare by April 1, 1947, the Agreed 
Syllabus. Belatedly, this was done, in November 1946.16 The Syllabus 
was crafted by the Welsh Society of the Institute of Christian Education 
and taken off the shelf at the eleventh hour. Possibly, reflecting a local 
sense of priorities, accommodation for the raising of the school leaving 
age was quickly approved and, noticeably, for an authority famed for 
its members insisting upon being involved in detailed management, 
delegated responsibility to the director to make other consequential 
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arrangements.17 Notwithstanding, the furniture orders still necessitated 
further sanctioning by two subcommittees, the education committee 
and the minister of education.18

The minutes for the period show that the education committee, 
through the agency of subcommittees, was heavily involved in the 
appointment of staff. In this sphere there was little delegation to the 
director. Contrariwise, what the education committee was free to do 
on its own accord was severely limited by its requirement to prepare 
Schemes for specific operations, for example, further education, stu-
dent awards, and youth employment. Spending on capital projects, 
be it the replacement Swansea Grammar School or three vans for the 
school meals service, also required the minister’s approval. Following a 
limited reorganization of a few schools, the details of which had to be 
approved by the minister, the ministry insisted upon a down-grading of 
the Burnham grouping which fixed the heads’ salaries.19 Additionally, 
HMI conducted inspections of individual institutions and services upon 
which its reports were benign, concerns tactfully expressed.20

Characteristic too, of the period, was the alacrity with which the min-
istry’s demands were made pretext for staff increases which chimed well 
with an authority promoting full employment, bitterly remembering 
pre-war conditions. It was, nevertheless, proving increasingly difficult to 
fill posts, the director reporting thirty-three clerical vacancies.21 The min-
istry duly required all authorities to establish for each secondary school a 
governing body thereby curbing the intrusive role of councillors.22

Shortly, matriculation into Saint David’s College, Lampeter, 
occurred. This was a small degree-awarding Anglican foundation, then 
exemplifying most successfully collegiate life, by its Oxbridge architec-
ture. Routines  including chapel attendance and dining in hall, dress 
codes, and the personal care of academic staff, focussing upon teach-
ing rather than term-time research.23 On graduation, three years later, a 
move was made to Oxford University for further study, which included 
an encounter with C. S. Lewis, an impressive advocate of orthodoxy, 
and the discovery that ‘parity of esteem’, far from being a desirable goal, 
was its antithesis.24 Oxford was, of course, an enriching experience 
but whilst it demonstrated the church’s continuing creative role, it was 
doing so within a broader inequitable system that seemed unfair.
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A further three years and a move to the civic University of 
Birmingham was made to undertake teacher training. The Victorian 
premises were in the city centre, ‘digs’ in the suburbs, and one heard 
about what had happened since the 1944 Act’s enactment. The narrative 
did not challenge the Act’s quest for equality: the sociological impact of 
secondary school selection was the focus of attention. The inequality of 
provision drove all before it, as exemplified by A. E. Halsey, then on the 
staff.25 Nothing was detailed of the success of the tripartite system fea-
turing parity of esteem. Positive references were made to bilateral estab-
lishments with grammar and technical/modern ‘streams’ existing side by 
side. Comprehensive schools, few in number but large in size, were rec-
ognized as the coming orthodoxy. The problem of teaching mixed abil-
ity groups was to be ameliorated by streaming and by its more benign 
variant, setting. Little is recalled, of any analysis of the problems atten-
dant upon creating large institutions.

Teaching practice embraced two assignments: Kingstanding pri-
mary school in the north of the city, where staff were practitioners of 
progressive education, the physical resources adequate and the pupils 
amenable and happy; the second, Halesowen Grammar School, with 
a well-appointed building [offering the first experience of a school 
library], tractable pupils, calmness, and an angst-free staff. For a PGCE 
dissertation subject, experience had prompted the selection of an exam-
ination of the collegiate system, arising from psychology lectures on 
group behaviour and the benefits of buildings and distinctive routines 
designed to support combined educational and community purposes.26

Reflecting upon the foregoing vitally important formative stage, it is 
possible to discern certain characteristics, nor is it difficult in hindsight 
to identify likely prompts. Of the former, is a propensity to be given or 
assume ‘leadership’ roles, be it patrol leader in the scouts, chairman of 
the youth club, vice chairman of the Swansea Youth Council, president 
of the Junior Common Room, or chairman of the Guild of Dominies, 
in university. A second characteristic is the general absence of any doc-
trinal zeal, be it party political or religious. A third characteristic is a 
propensity to move to the practical, be it organizing scouts in clearing 
up rubbish from Broadstairs’ beaches, or being a college chapel clerk. 
As to prompts for such traits, it might be supposed that these included 
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regular moves from one setting to another with the concomitant 
requirement to adjust, parents with an assured social self confidence in 
no way sustained by high income, and being exposed to a version of 
the church that was, for the most part, of the via media, more Richard 
Hooker than John Wesley.

Part 2: Neophyte Administrator

Earning a Crust

The quest for employment was easy: jobs were plentiful. Birmingham 
offered much and shortly a post at Handsworth Grammar School beck-
oned, in a Victorian district in the north of the City. Already in an area 
being radically transformed by immigration, this all boys’ voluntary 
aided school remained overwhelmingly Caucasian, academic in pur-
pose, formal in procedure and successful in performance. Its buildings 
were old and cramped and sixth form lessons, for minority subjects, 
sheltered where best they may. The headmaster, a clergyman, presided 
with dignity, composed the time-table with no other assistance than 
pencil and rubber. It was he, rather than any lightly regarded HMI, who 
gave solemn judgement on each class to the assembled staffroom, which 
rose to its feet when the second master announced his arrival. Staff con-
sultation was muted. Daily school assembly, in ‘big school’, was uncom-
promisingly moral and free of spontaneity. Discipline was firm but not 
oppressive. Corporal punishment was accepted but rationed. ‘I am not a 
caning machine’, said the headmaster, to whom had been sent a recalci-
trant pupil.

The world was, however, changing. Senior staff ruefully reflected in 
the smoke-filled staffroom that standards were not as high as they used 
to be, notwithstanding the current exemplary performance. It was not 
simply that the school’s neighbourhood was in flux, greater trauma was 
occurring in society at large. Older staff, assembling near the fire place, 
feared for the future; the younger, closer to the door, more welcoming. 
Unions were agitating for higher teacher remuneration: wages for local 
car factory workers were considerably higher.
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To supplement income, teaching English as a Second Language was  
in prospect, when part-time employment by the city as a warden of a 
community centre run by a voluntary association attracted attention. 
Here was practical engagement with the community, without the 
certainties expected in the church, a deterrent to ordination; and scope 
for ‘administration’, an emergent penchant, and an escape from mark-
ing, an emergent aversion. The centre, largely modest timber buildings, 
served an amorphous interwar housing estate in the south of the city, 
an area of attenuations of other communities each possessing more dis-
tinctive characters.27 Nevertheless, the association was energetic, devel-
oping a programme of dancing, drama, snooker, whist, women’s club, 
billiards, table tennis, cricket, and youth work, which was comple-
mented by the activities of affiliated groups, wedding receptions, and 
party political clinics. The area’s adult education principal attended the 
association’s management committee.28

The association had requested the city to appoint a paid warden in 
the absence of sufficient voluntary leadership. An accommodating fur-
ther education subcommittee, whose attendant officer was none other 
than K. R. Pilling, hitherto encountered in Swansea, rose to the chal-
lenge. A shrewd committee concluded that a part-time appointment 
would best protect the admirable voluntary character of the centre.29

Here was a task free of immediate supervision. It was neither well 
paid nor one of prestige but it was an opportunity to make things hap-
pen. It was an environment in which new ideas were not blocked by 
procedures or competing management structures. Though funding was 
minimal much actually could be achieved by simply getting on and 
doing it, be it knocking down a wall, painting a corridor, designing 
posters, or coaxing the diffident to ‘have a go’. Here was an environ-
ment free of tight control. In one instance, however, an initiative involv-
ing sessions for mentally-handicapped people was vetoed by the LEA. 
Crucially, however, it exposed the limitations of community building 
by formal education structures: what was central was common activity, 
of rallying around issues of concern, such as immigration, cited below. 
Reflection and analysis was to come later, in coming to terms with the 
Cambridgeshire Village College and its collision between dream and 
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reality, and much later, in focussing upon attempts to make substance 
of the rhetoric about community building in Wales.

Duly, this task was tackled with the promotion of activities for the 
housebound and disabled, including meals and transport, with further 
youth clubs, and the occasional community debate, one such, on immi-
gration, involving Enoch Powell whose allusions to ‘rivers of blood’ 
were still reverberating. Bingo and rock‘n’roll could balance the accounts 
but the centre’s purpose had to go beyond such a diet, or so the warden 
claimed in a submission to the further education subcommittee.30 The 
city’s education and welfare services proved to be supportive and much 
was achieved by a mix of voluntary effort and the city’s encouragement 
and financial ‘top–up’.31

The further education committee and the youth employment sub-
committee [of which the warden was a member] were theatres for 
discussion, rarely directly addressing issues of strategy. Much was rit-
ualistic, the detail immense: the formal acceptance of schedules of 
appointments, leaves of absence, and purchases. Nevertheless, matters 
of strategic consequence could arise from references by officers or mem-
bers reporting, for example, on possible areas for economy or what had 
been noticed in college visits undertaken by councillors. A crucial part 
was played by the Birmingham Council for Community Associations, 
of which the warden was an active member, which acted as a conduit 
with the city which also gave it financial support.

The day job, however, was another matter. The quest for experi-
ence in a secondary school making provision for the full ability range 
prompted a move to a bilateral school, now in the eastern part of the 
city on the post-war Tile Cross housing estate. Though the buildings 
were new, the school was on two sites. What was to be the school’s 
‘lower school’ incorporated a separately administered adult education 
operation. The school nevertheless had the advantage of growing pro-
gressively without incorporating predecessor institutions. A distinc-
tive ethos characterized by clear leadership, stylish uniform, a house 
system, tutorial groups, purposeful discipline and the wearing of 
gowns by teachers, made it a distinctive part of an evolving educational 
system.
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Comprehensive education for all was in prospect. In a transitory 
period, this hybrid mixed county school prospered and quickly demon-
strated what could be achieved for a full range of pupil ability. What 
was truly remarkable was the general absence of any sense of demarca-
tion between pupils of differing abilities, though skill sets operated for 
the principal subjects. The resolve to ensure that the needs of all were 
met led to the imposition of an excess of groupings: for in addition to 
tutorial groups, houses, forms, and sets, the institution was also organ-
ized into lower, middle, and upper schools.

As a senior house tutor [head of house] and deputy head of the 
lower school, alongside general and sixth form teaching and editing 
the school’s magazine, the Sir Wilfrid Martineau School, provided 
experience complementing that of Handsworth Grammar School, the 
Billesley and Yardley Wood Community Association and service on the 
City’s Youth Employment Committee. In retrospect, it was not surpris-
ing that what came next was a move to Cambridgeshire, the birthplace 
of the Village College, to take up a post in administration.

Part 3: Administrator

All Is Flux: Reorganization  
of Local Government and Education

A Fortuitous Move

Though teaching was appealing, administration had been an attraction. 
Simultaneously, applications were made for the deputy headship of 
Swanley Comprehensive School, near the childhood home in Kent, and 
three administrative posts, one in Birkenhead, another in Havant, and a 
third in Cambridgeshire. Fortuitously, the last was the first to interview 
candidates and thither the move was made.

In the interwars years, Henry Morris had been that county’s maverick 
education officer successfully introducing the village college as an imagi-
native means of addressing community need and the Hadow reforms.32 A 
community centre, embracing school, adult and agricultural education, 
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youth and youth employment provision, clinic, public library, voluntary 
and statutory services, run as one enterprise, seemed to make sense in the 
light of the recent experience.

A Ghost Prowled the Corridors of Shire Hall

By the late 1960s Morris had gone but his ghost prowled the corridors 
of Shire Hall. Many had served under Morris and newcomers were left 
in little doubt that his writ still held. George Edwards, now the chief, 
mercurial and stylish in prose and appearance, was his own man but 
guarded Morris’s legacy. Reorganization had resulted in the recent union 
of the administrative counties of Cambridgeshire and the Isle of Ely, 
within which Cambridge was an excepted district.33 Barely had the new 
order settled when the Labour government issued Circular 10/65.34 The 
county’s new character and the government’s new circular now presaged 
a re-generation, or a de-stabilizing, of the village college.

Perhaps understandably, initial tasks were limited. The writer was, in 
any case, immeasurably grateful for having been selected for the post, 
worked long hours, to the neglect of family, and feared that superiors 
would find him wanting. An early assignment was to explore the pos-
sibility of developing nature reserves, prompting his first bureaucratic 
decision: the designation of a general file with the prefix ‘N’ for ‘Nature 
Reserve’, and thereafter subfiles for each of the putative reserves. Shortly 
and without any particular enthusiasm for the subject, arrangements 
were made to meet specialists in the university for counsel and progress 
was quickly made, including publishing a booklet of the county’s flora 
and fauna.

Surprised that the cause of comprehensive education was not pop-
ular in Shire Hall, a weekend was spent devising a system for the Ely 
area. This was duly annotated ‘The problem with this scheme is that it 
could be implemented.’ Though papers were drafted for the Policy Sub 
Committee these were for relatively minor issues. However, the unim-
portant Youth Employment Sub Committee was another matter. Here 
free rein was given, [or rather, seized]. Expansion, in part occasioned 
by extending the service into the Isle of Ely hitherto provided by the 
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ministry, and a general agreement that careers advice be made available 
to grammar school pupils, provided lively material for meetings hitherto 
dormant. This included the establishment of an ‘Adjustment to Work 
Unit’ which [prompted by a visit to Portsmouth to see the pioneering 
inspiration] was immeasurably aided by a Cambridge Labour council-
lor, soon to be ennobled, Lady David.

Given time, however, aided by staff movement, further roles were 
taken on, most notably as assistant education officer with responsibility 
for policy, staffing and reorganization. This was a period of considerable 
creativity accommodated by a chief who gave considerable licence and 
from whom much was learnt: treating members with officious respect, 
by for example, standing up to address them in formal committee, 
exceptional financial frugality, and in attending to the detail of manage-
ment without reference to other departments. Such a background neces-
sarily tempered support and understanding of corporate management, as 
discussed below, and prompted hostility towards subsequent education 
reforms that seemed likely to rely excessively upon vast public funding 
to marginal beneficial effect. Though the relationship was demanding it 
was nevertheless fulfilling. In giving the address at Ely Cathedral at his 
memorial the writer was able to refer to his remarkable qualities.

Bluish Political Realities

The political colour of the county was ‘bluish’ though many members 
served as independents. Party discipline was relaxed. Overall, there was 
no enthusiasm for Circular 10/65. The excepted district, vindicating its 
status, with a stronger contingent of Labour members and its university 
representation, was more sympathetic. Circular10/65 had been employed 
in an argument with the establishment committee to recruit professional 
assistance, in consequence of which the writer’s move was made.

For him the village college was the embodiment in one institution of 
all that which should characterize contemporary education and admis-
sion of the full ability range seemed an obvious development, but to 
his surprise, this ran counter to the prevailing orthodoxy. Necessarily, 
patience, compromise and guile would be needed to effect change, as 
the succeeding paragraphs will show. Completing the original network 
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of colleges had taken its toll. Selection was accepted, grammar schools 
cherished. Significantly, however, the village colleges enjoyed a high rep-
utation and surely could claim parity of esteem with grammar schools.35 
Though Shire Hall accepted the contemporary wisdom, about the lim-
itations of small schools, the establishment of Burwell and Gamlingay 
village colleges, to complete the original network, proceeded, notwith-
standing their prospective two forms of entry, in the knowledge that 
they were not intended to serve the full ability range. The other colleges 
were in the four to seven form entry range.

Making Haste Slowly

Opinion in the institutions was divided. There were entrenched posi-
tions and the authority sought to proceed by consensus. Working par-
ties, consisting of officers, heads and representatives of the professional 
associations, were established for each of the four areas into which the 
county was partitioned: Wisbech, March, Ely and Cambridge [including 
the surrounding rural area, wherein with one exception were the village 
colleges]. Wisbech was relatively self-contained, March more diverse, 
Ely straddled the border of the former counties but included grammar 
schools from the two jurisdictions that had operated in tandem providing 
respectively, for boys and girls. The fourth area was the largest. Officers of 
the former Isle of Ely played no part and seemed well pleased to be out of 
it. The excepted district, by contrast, played a vigorous part throughout 
the protracted period of deliberation. Crucially, grammar school and fur-
ther education provision was in the excepted district. Officers presumed 
that the task of devising acceptable solutions would be progressively more 
elusive from north to south, though each working party was at the start-
ing block at the same time. That prognosis was accurate.

A Gentle Quest for Consensus

Preliminary meetings were amicable: discussion of what might be 
entailed. Subsequent meetings revealed where dispute might arise, 
when on the basis of officer reports doing little more than setting out 
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estimated rolls and building capacities, comments were invited. There 
were few surprises: grammar schools advocated the status quo or, if 
needs must, a carefully-planned change ensuring concentration of 
sixth forms in grammar school buildings. Others were less reluctant to 
embrace change: some subscribing to the principle of comprehensive 
education. A few feared its destabilizing effects. Village colleges, believ-
ing that comprehensive education was at one with the village college, 
knew that estimates of roll were such that, in the case of most, the 
change could not be immediate.

It was agreed that officers would produce further papers. Participants, 
hardly yet combatants, retired to their respective camps. Circular 10/65 
was statutory guidance: not the means by which an authority could be 
compelled to comply. However, it was within the competence of minis-
ters to authorize borrowing. Since significant building would be needed, 
for which the county would need to borrow money, compliance was 
ultimately anticipated. Legislation compelling compliance was possible, 
but a change of government was also possible! Accordingly, haste was 
not the principal concern.

Compromise Solutions in the North

Progress was gingerly made. Plans in the two northerly areas, Wisbech 
and March, were first crafted. The former had two grammar schools 
and two secondary modern schools; the latter, likewise, two grammar 
schools but four secondary modern schools. Further and adult edu-
cation were largely concentrated in the Isle of Ely College of Further 
Education in Wisbech and a further education centre in March. 
Location, capacities, consensus that change had to take place, the need 
to concentrate provision for older pupils and the academically more 
gifted, as well as ambivalence about comprehensive education, resulted 
in focusing upon ‘guided parental transfer at 13+’, one of the circular’s 
formulae offered as a temporary expedient.36

The secondary modern schools were recast as institutions for the 
11–16 age range, two in Wisbech, and one each in Chatteris, March, 
and Whittlesey. The 13–18 age range, identified in teacher/parent delib-
erations, would be accommodated in upper schools based upon the 
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grammar schools, one in Wisbech and one in March. The proposals 
were submitted to public meetings, governors, and professional associa-
tions, where they encountered no serious opposition. Major conflict had 
been avoided, and duly, the education committee, council and ministry 
concurring in the proposals, Shire Hall focused on implementation and 
the problematic conditions further south.37

Braver Plans in the Border Country

The Ely area possessed two grammar schools, three secondary modern 
schools, and a village college in Soham. The first village college thus 
now moved into the frame. The process followed the established pat-
tern. The disposition of properties, and, less ambivalence concerning 
comprehensive education amongst participants in the working party, 
made it possible to develop more radical proposals (albeit this followed 
a less radical plan: unacceptable in Whitehall). There was the same com-
mitment to concentrate provision for older pupils but now there would 
be no temporizing: no ‘guided parental choice’ at 13+.

There would be four establishments: Littleport, Witchford, Soham 
[the village college incorporating the grammar school buildings] and 
Ely [incorporating the secondary modern and grammar schools and 
adult education and youth centres], which would also accommodate the 
centralized sixth form centre. There would be two further twists giving 
the new arrangements a distinctive character: first, the constituent parts 
would be linked with a single governing body in The Ely Federation of 
Village Colleges, prompted by a concern that the sixth form centre could 
be handicapped were it not ‘owned’ by all the institutions, and to guar-
antee equality of provision between the colleges. The second develop-
ment was spurred not simply because one of the establishments was 
already a village college but because the education committee, ‘aris-
ing from a discussion concerning community provision in the Arbury 
Estate in Cambridge’, decided to give further consideration to the possi-
bility of making more use of school buildings generally.38

The first development had been warmly endorsed by the ministry, 
the second opportunely seized by officers.39 Other considerations were 
preyed in aid: under provision of adult further education, the premises’ 
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suitability, the opportunity presented by the then ‘basic needs’ building 
programme, and the benefit of enhanced status. What was now planned 
was generally greeted with greater enthusiasm than that which had 
occurred further north. [Prompted by similar considerations, the change 
to village college status was now retrospectively applied to Chatteris and 
Whittlesey in the March area.] Because new ground was being broken 
it was agreed that the collaborative arrangements should be spelt out: a 
common basic curriculum, some joint staffing appointments, a transfer 
of pupils’ policy, a single governing body, and a joint planning board 
presided over by the Principal of the City of Ely College.40

The Village College: A Script Rewritten

This development was at once both a significant endorsement of, and a 
radical departure from, the original concept of the village college. There 
were the established notions of unitary governance and management, 
embracing statutory and voluntary activities, and of placing school 
functions within the context of a larger whole. However, set aside was 
the requirement to build premises especially dedicated to the re-defined 
purpose. Though the period was one of greater prosperity than that 
of the 1920s and 1930s, when Morris had been so insistent upon the 
key role of specifically-designed buildings would play, a different atti-
tude now prevailed. Even if not bespoke, accommodation was generous 
by the standards of an earlier age; neither the county nor government 
would be willing to sanction expenditure beyond ‘basic’ need; and there 
was no willingness to raise capital by public appeal.

Some doubted the need for spaces for the exclusive use of adults. 
Increasingly, in later post-war years, specialist accommodation, for 
example, for the separate sciences, physical education, and technical 
subjects, was being provided as a priority, as was the provision of sixth 
form centres and youth centres with space for social as well as formal 
education. Such facilities, unlike the generality of small elementary 
schools invariably equipped with constricted metalled-framed desks in 
the interwar years, could be used both by secondary school pupils and 
adults. The challenge was largely logistical, high-lighted by the fact that 
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the federation was equipped with three full-sized buses. A further factor 
was also being vectored into this development. Though Morris, loyally 
supported by Edwards, loathed ‘management’, some saw merit in the 
manager, with clarity of aims and co-operative working.41

Changes in the South

Meanwhile, the process in the south was proving more difficult. As 
noted, the excepted district could seek to settle matters within the 
city without focusing upon the rural area where its writ did not run. 
Nevertheless county and city accepted that they should make progress 
jointly. Initially, matters in the working party proceeded as elsewhere: 
courteous introductions, the presentation of raw material, requests for 
clarification, and the judicious exploration of the various positions 
being taken by participants. At first, no fissures separated the author-
ity from the excepted district: the same reluctance to embrace the 
comprehensive cause, commitment to the status quo, and general tar-
diness. The range of opinion on the part of staff replicated that of the 
other areas and in this there was no distinction between the city and 
county.

Procrastination Could Not Be Sustained

Contention could not be postponed indefinitely. An enquiring public, 
those firmly committed to the comprehensive cause, and the proposals 
for the rest of the county, created a momentum. In the delicate foot-
work needed to respect the rights and dignities of the chief education 
officer and the city education officer, for each was ever poised to be 
offended by the other, there was much traffic between the offices. Duly 
a hybrid scheme was crafted which provided a three-tier scheme in the 
city and an 11–16 arrangement with centralized sixth form provision 
for the rural area. The city office was especially attracted by the Plowden 
Report’s advocacy of the three-tier formula and momentarily believed 
that this would fit the city’s accommodation,42 a compromise solution 
hardly meeting with general approval.
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Apart from the criticism attaching to any proposal upsetting the 
established order, there was concern that what was now envisaged were 
separate plans for city and rural area. Be that as it may, it did appear 
that a three-tier arrangement could work in the city whilst it was obvi-
ous that it ill-fitted the village colleges. With grudging assent from those 
consulted [public meetings, governing bodies and professional associa-
tions], the authority, at the city’s prompting, duly dispatched the pro-
posals to the secretary of state. It was hardly a surprise that the plan 
was found wanting in Whitehall. It was now a case of going back to the 
drawing board.

New Realism: New Ground Rules

There was now a new sense of realism. Possibilities had been tested and 
more was known of the likely reaction of key players.43 There was a 
greater determination to see the task through to implementation: many 
wishing to be rid of the debilitating effect of uncertainty. The process of 
drafting, with the two offices co-operating was now much easier: ground 
rules had been clarified. In substance, there would be a uniform transfer 
of pupils at 11+, and a concentration of sixth form provision. In the light 
of the favourable reaction to the development of the community college 
concept elsewhere it was possible to bring that idea into the frame.

Concentration of Provision for the 16 Plus Population

The question of post 16 provision loomed large. In a context where 
many of the secondary schools had yet to develop well-resourced 
courses up to 16, few considered that they could also provide for the 
post 16 age group. The sixth form college was locally unknown. Such 
post 16 school provision there was, existed in the well-established 
grammar schools, and Impington Village College. Under further edu-
cation dispensations there existed the Cambridgeshire College of Arts 
and Technology, increasingly also providing advanced further educa-
tion, and the Young Street and York Street further education centres in 
Cambridge, largely providing technical further education.
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The notion that the village colleges could be the place where joint 
pupil and adult provision could be made, thereby mitigating the prob-
lem of small uneconomic classes and enriching the learning experi-
ence, received little traction. Many would have been daunted by the 
constitutional and cultural barriers separating school and adult educa-
tion. Similarly, there was no case made for exploring the feasibility of 
supplementing provision by distance learning and individual teaching 
approaches.

The Search for Compromise

As for the future, there were divided views: some believing that the sixth 
form colleges would prevail, others that sixth forms would develop at 
institutions cast for the 11–16 age range. The scheme sought to accom-
modate this division of opinion by providing a mixed economy of two 
sixth form colleges, two sixth form centres attached to 11–16 estab-
lishments, one in the city, Netherhall [incorporating the Grammar 
School for Boys], and one in the rural area, Impington Village College, 
and supplementary non A-level provision at 11–16 establishments. 
Additional sixth form centres attached to the 11–16 establishments 
could be subsequently considered, namely the eight village colleges 
and the city’s other four secondary schools. As in the case of the Ely 
area, there was the need to avoid duplication and to ensure equitable 
arrangements for transfer at 16+. Here the chosen instrument would be 
a Collegiate Board consisting of the heads of establishments providing 
sixth forms, assisted by an Administrative Secretary.44

The smallness of the 11+ age group at Burwell and Gamlingay village 
colleges was such, that reluctantly, they could not be brought into this 
scheme. Their schools were to be reconstituted as middle schools with 
pupils transferring subsequently to upper schools respectively main-
tained by neighbouring authorities, West Suffolk in the former case, 
and Bedfordshire in the latter. A feature of the new arrangements was 
that those with form-entries below six were to be eligible for additional 
staffing, beyond that available by application of a general pupil/teacher 
ratio, to safeguard a general uniformity of provision.
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A Peculiarity in the City Centre

The fate of the Grammar School for Girls necessitated much discussion. 
Various formulae were advanced each attracting obloquy. A consensus 
settled for the novel development of its re-establishment as Parkside 
Community College embracing a four form-entry 11–16 mixed com-
prehensive school.45 This was the first time the concept, although sub-
stantially recast, had been introduced into the city. As in the north, part 
of the rationale was that community college status could enhance its 
position. Set in the middle of the city the community it would serve 
would be more diverse than that of a village college. In this respect, a 
defining characteristic, its territorial mission, was set aside.

It was predicted that it would become a popular institution, its adult 
education and voluntary activities complementing its comprehensive 
school. The character of this initiative prompted a text detailing the 
duties of principal with due emphasis upon surveying community needs 
and aspirations.46 The village college concept had hitherto been much 
taken for granted and the critical references tended to refer exclusively 
to a building, accommodating a range of activities corporately managed. 
Little had been written as to the means by which these activities were 
selected or as to any evaluation of their utility.

An Opportunity for Co-Operation Spurned

Contemporaneously, a further reform affecting local government 
was taking place. The Seebohm Report had advocated a fundamental 
re-casting of the children’s, education welfare, health, and general wel-
fare services.47 More was involved that a re-grouping of functions: an 
emphasis upon generic social work. Sectional specialisms would be sub-
ordinated to a professional team approach focusing upon clients in their 
family and living environment.

At one level, apart from its purpose in strengthening the professional 
competence of local government in meeting the needs of the most vul-
nerable, it was a further manifestation of a belief in corporate manage-
ment, of the serious need to promote team working. Though proposed, 
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there was no willingness to contemplate basing the new generic social 
worker teams in the village colleges. The same departmental insularity 
that had existed in Morris’s day, when he had sought to include other 
county council functions in the village college, prevailed. It may  
be noted, that, ironically, the Cambridgeshire education service had 
nationally played a key part in Whitehall discussions in opposing suc-
cessfully the transfer of educational welfare officers to the new social ser-
vice departments.48

Musings as to What Would Happen

On the eve of implementation and another recasting of local govern-
ment, questions were posed concerning what would happen. Would the 
village college flourish with the introduction of comprehensive educa-
tion or would it be seriously compromised? Would the quest to pro-
vide comprehensive education, providing for the full ability range be 
so demanding that the ‘wider’ community role would fade? Would 16 
plus provision develop in further establishments or become increasingly 
concentrated in exclusively organized colleges for the post 16 age group, 
and, as a supplementary consideration, would the mechanisms put in 
place to regulate transfer in the interests of students and equitable provi-
sion, be sufficient? Would the de facto general separate class and tuition 
provision for school pupils and adults remain inviolate in spite of the, 
then anticipated, advances in technology and teaching methodology? 
What arrangements would be devised to ensure that the village college 
responded to the needs of the community it sought to serve and overtly 
to assess its performance? Time would play its part providing answers to 
these questions and, indeed, others not even then posed.

More Immediate Tasks

Though reorganization was a principal preoccupation of the writer, 
other tasks were progressively assumed. Of a piece, when LEAs were still 
expanding, studies were undertaken of nature reserves, field study cen-
tres, and private boarding schools. Increasingly, however, retrenchment 
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was beginning to take hold but not before it had been possible to estab-
lish a ‘work preparation unit’ for handicapped school leavers, a chain 
of teachers’ centres, and a careers advisory service for older students.49 
Primary school developments embraced open plan classrooms fre-
quently resented by teachers who favouring enclosed seclusion quickly 
erected protective bookcases. Curriculum development, centred upon 
the teacher centres, flourished.

The allocation of teaching staff, with its attendant negotiation with 
the ministry over the authority’s ‘quota’ was a critical task. In retrospect, 
it is hard to believe that the objective was to obtain the largest possi-
ble quota notwithstanding that it would fall to the authority to meet 
the bill. Neither committee nor other council departments played any 
part in this exercise. Institutions sought additional staff not simply to 
accommodate rising rolls but to meet what was claimed to be increas-
ing administrative tasks. Generally, other departments were rarely con-
sulted on any matter, though necessarily, information was exchanged. 
Nevertheless, other education departments and the Association of 
Education Committees, in particular, were frequently asked for advice. 
Needless to say, there was never a question of employing consultants to 
solve any problem.

A Reorganization of Local Government and a Move to London

Shortly, local government in England and Wales, outside London, was 
to be reorganized. A move to the London Borough of Ealing, as Deputy 
Chief Education Officer, witnessed a Labour administration ostensibly in 
sympathy with the contemporary government. Surprisingly, nevertheless, 
it had yet to implement Circular 10/65. Politics were more overtly in the 
ascendancy, in for example, the appointment of the chairmanships of gov-
erning and managing bodies, in accommodating union opinion in staff-
ing matters, and in the practice of pre-meetings by each political party to 
determine their subsequent voting in the public meeting. Clearly therein, 
the political voice challenging officer counsel was becoming stronger, 
although policy formulation yet mainly remained a matter of sensitive 
discussion with officers. Neither members nor officers were preoccupied 
with curriculum matters with the exception of dedicated provision for 
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the immigrant population and a belated consideration of the Religious 
Education syllabus. Corporate management barely stirred, though the 
Town Clerk intervened often in minor departmental matters but not 
relating to any significant issue of strategy. The advisory service was rela-
tively large: its role supportive of institutions and individual teachers, and 
primarily subject based. The area was being transformed by migration, 
generating, on the part of the authority, solicitude, for the provision of 
language and culture. It was a moment awaiting imminent change.

It might be supposed that a move to London would have offered 
greater opportunity for creative activity. Such was not to be the case. 
There were a number of factors: being appointed at the prompting of 
the Town Clerk [the chief education officer had his own candidate], 
friction between these two officers, and an ambivalent relationship 
between the ruling Labour group and the chief education officer. This 
all required a mental agility and a set of skills that were lacking. Though 
by inclination, education and training in Cambridgeshire, the writer 
was adverse to conspiracy and genuinely sought to be a loyal lieutenant. 
It was all to no avail, notwithstanding vigorous defence of his wishes at 
meetings attended on his behalf. There were few opportunities to pro-
mote new ideas although the suggestion of re-establishing a failing high 
school as a Church of England foundation was duly successfully imple-
mented. A visit by the Taylor Committee provided an opportunity to 
submit papers on the governing body in the context of campus arrange-
ment, and the role of governing and managing bodies in a multiracial 
context. However, a draft paper advocating the establishment of a met-
ropolitan version of the community college fell on deaf ears.

In a period of leave the writer was left in charge and, fortuitously, it 
fell to him to suppress a rioting high school with pupils out of control 
whilst staff stayed marooned in the staffroom, the head teacher locking 
herself in her room. With surprising nerve and a clear voice immobility 
and silence were demanded of the pupils. Perhaps because the sudden 
appearance of an unknown figure from another world and ignorance 
as to what might now happen compliance was immediate. Pupils were  
dispatched to the playground and the staff were ordered to send a del-
egation within ten minutes. This they did, reporting a breakdown in 
communication with the head teacher. Duly the head teacher, her door 
unlocked, re-appeared, discussions took place, and the parties solemnly 
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warned that unless business resumed as normal the consequences would 
be most serious for all. Order was resumed.

In reporting the event it might be supposed that gentle applause 
might have been in order. There was non committal comment.

Evidence of the tensions subsisting between the chief education 
officer and the ruling Labour party surfaced when attending a shortlis-
ting meeting for the post of principal of the Ealing College of Higher 
Education: it was discovered that the former was a candidate at the 
prompting of the latter. In the course of proceedings however, it was 
realized that the proposal faced implacable opposition from governors 
of the college. It fell to an embarrassed officer to report by telephone to 
his chief that he had been unsuccessful. Stoical silence followed.

Thereafter, after but two years, came Kingston, then a Conservative 
authority, having resisted Circular 10/65, and out of sympathy with 
the current Labour government. It had, nevertheless, embraced corpo-
rate management and was in sympathy with the emergent Conservative 
notions of maximizing parental choice, challenging teacher control, and 
moving to a market economy in education. This latter, lacked defini-
tion, and when the Thatcher government was duly installed, the writer, 
Director of Education and Recreation, and, by admission, a Vicar of 
Bray, lunched with Oliver Letwin, newly-installed adviser on the mar-
ket economy in education to Keith Joseph, the better to understand the 
possibilities available and to ensure the best interests of Kingston.

In retrospect, this was a personal watershed. As for corporate man-
agement, the ascending orthodoxy, ideas had largely crystallized for 
the writer. There was persuasive warrant for team playing, the essen-
tial genesis of corporate management, where the activities had a com-
mon register and focus. Hence there was a powerful case for its more 
fulsome expression in the daily management of the community college. 
This argument was fully developed in a 1973 thesis ‘Local Government 
Management and the Community College’ and in articles published in 
1974 in ‘Local Government Studies,’ already cited. What was increas-
ingly obvious was that this was an invalid and wasteful approach for the 
general management of a range of disparate activities having but mar-
ginal relationships and which had often been assembled by the acci-
dent of history. This thesis was the substance of an article published in 
‘Education’, some years later, and appended to this chapter.
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Epilogue and Assessment

This ‘witness statement’ of the 1944 Act’s impact, from its inception 
to the 1970s, the first phase of this book’s historical narrative, offers 
glances from various angles. As an adolescent in rural Kent, a teenager 
in urban south Wales, a student in rural mid Wales and Oxford; of a 
neophyte teacher/administrator, in grammar and bilateral school and 
community centre, and of committee experience, in Birmingham; and 
latterly, administrator in Cambridge and London. Private, voluntary 
and county, boys’ and mixed schools, youth council and committee, 
Whitehall negotiation, and LEA management, independent, Labour 
and Conservative local administrations had been experienced and is the 
basis of the following much-qualified indictment. The principal lacuna 
was attendance and teaching in a college of further education.

Central government was decisive in setting the overall direction of 
the service in areas determined by statute, exercising detailed manage-
ment through schemes, loan sanction, teacher quota, ministerial circular 
and HMI inspections. That its direction could have been more coherent 
and that the regime contained ambiguities is not to deny that succes-
sive ministers had no cause to complain about their relative impotence: 
Keith Joseph, Margaret Thatcher’s secretary of state, confessed as much 
to the writer. This arose from an unclear demarcation of responsibilities: 
the absence of a developed doctrine of subsidiarity which should have 
not only defined the role of the state, but also, and separately, that of 
the LEA [and churches] and individual institutions. A consequence was 
that both state government and local government excessively interfered 
with institutions and the state with local government. Notwithstanding, 
the relationship between education officers was often closer with minis-
ters and ministry than with other council departments.

LEAs determined implementation of national policies, depend-
ing upon political allegiances and professional priorities. Negotiation 
between ministry and local government was used by each to frustrate 
the will of the other.

A determined local authority could innovate within the statutory 
framework or by testing it at its boundaries. Many LEAs adopted an 
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option of playing safe haunted by the district auditor requiring evidence 
of statutory sanction. A doctrine of general competence for local gov-
ernment would have been a greater spur to innovation.

Though generally claimed that councillors made policy, practice 
seemed otherwise. Unambiguous policy formulation by members was 
not witnessed, though it was gaining ground in the 1970s, as witnessed 
in Ealing and Kingston. Even in the instance of an authority estab-
lishing a committee to concentrate upon ‘policy’, as in the instance 
of Cambridgeshire, it invariably did so on the basis of officer reports. 
Occasional amendment by committee took place. The vote of endorse-
ment was constitutionally crucial, but hardly amounted to the ‘mak-
ing’ of policy: more accurately, it was a joint enterprise of member and 
officer. In many instances, what was happening was akin to members 
acting as a jury forming a judgment upon a case. This was, nevertheless, 
a vital role giving the policy public warrant.

Departmentalism remained the dominant culture with positive and 
negative effects. Of the former, were clarity of purpose, concentration 
of effort, sense of pride, and a measure of unity amongst disparate 
parts, reinforced by the effectiveness of the Association of Education 
Committees and the weekly journal ‘Education.’ Of the latter, to which 
the Institute of Local Government gave testimony, it resulted in waste, 
and a failure to co-operate in the interests of a greater good, whether 
that be locally or in challenging central government.

The pace of change, spurred by the belief that the results would be 
beneficial, was destabilizing. Greater institutional and concomitant lon-
gevity in employment yielded to a fragile society where it was harder to 
rely upon tested practice.

With reorganization and a determination to move to higher precision 
in goals and to correct error, ‘administration’ increased and drew teach-
ers and head teachers from the classroom.

There was no correlation between outcomes and the quality and loca-
tion of buildings: effective leadership and a sense of common purpose 
were more decisive considerations.

A vital part was played by the relationship of officers and institu-
tional heads, embracing counsel, the development of ideas, the pro-
gressive identification of common ground, and, for the most part, a 
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non-threatening accountability. Some relationships were deficient and 
tenuous.

Whilst advances were made in devolving responsibility upon insti-
tutions, local authorities yet carried out major supply tasks, including 
pupil and staff allocation, in-service training, student awards, sites and 
buildings management, advisory services, transport, educational welfare, 
child guidance, school meals, and the clerking of managing and govern-
ing bodies. The school health service remained intact for much of the 
period.

The church/state constitutional settlement remained in place. The 
church was represented on the education committee but rarely joined in 
debate on any matter unrelated to its schools.

Further and higher education had blossomed and materially were 
as substantial as school provision. With the exception of teacher train-
ing, shared between church and state, it proved to be a sector within 
which the church’s writ did not run. Complementing the universities, 
advanced higher education within the maintained sector was progres-
sively taking hold, ostensibly making distinctive provision.

Parity of esteem within the secondary school system was not accom-
plished and competition between school sixth forms and further educa-
tion was developing.

A New Dawn Beckoned

The sun, nevertheless, was setting. Much of local government was being 
recast. The emergent world, the subject of the next chapter, would have 
a very different feel. It was one where corporate management, wherein 
individual services were ostensibly subordinated to the greater whole, 
and party politics assumed a greater ascendancy.

Local government’s health service functions had departed and the 
police service’s relationship with the council had become more tenuous. 
Within the latter the distinction between professional management and 
strategic supervision was being stressed, as had recently occurred in the 
passenger transport executives and authorities. For those yet corralled 
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within local government, and that, for the moment, included much of 
the education service, this was not a distinction to be honoured, with 
possibly fatal results.
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Educational Opportunity [1956].
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	31.	 Ibid., Vol. 53, June 6, 1962. The local adult education principal, the 
adult education and youth inspector, and city welfare officer were per-
sonally very supportive.

	32.	 Morris, H., The Village College: Being a Memorandum on the 
Provision of Education and social Facilities for the Countryside, with 
Special reference to Cambridgeshire, Cambridgeshire County Council, 
reprinted in Ree, H. E., Henry Morris—Educator Extraordinary: The 
Life and Achievement of Henry Morris, London, Longmans, 1973. The 
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	34.	 DES Circular 10/65: The Reorganisation of Secondary Education, 
London, HMSO.

	35.	 The wardens and chief education officer, himself a former warden, had 
strong professional relations.

	36.	 Exploring the formula’s feasibility a visit was made to Cardiff where 
that authority had already introduced such an arrangement.

	37.	 Implementation involved publishing statutory notices about which 
the writer in those pre-corporate days was forbidden to consult law-
yers in the clerk’s department. Reliance was to be placed on Beattie and 
Taylor’s ‘The New Law of Education’, and if this failed, Sir William 
Alexander, the Secretary of the Association of Education Committees 
might be consulted.

	38.	 C[ambridgeshire] C[ounty] A[rchives], Cambridge, Cambridgeshire 
and Isle of Ely Education Committee, The Community School, 1970.

	39.	 This is an instance of guile cited above, as was taking advantage of the 
rather casual committee comment about community facilities on the 
Arbury Estate.

	40.	 Ibid. The Reorganisation of Schools in the Ely and Soham Area, 1970.
	41.	 The writer’s attendance at Birmingham University’s Institute for Local 

Government Studies’ course for senior officers had undermined an 
anti-management attitude.

	42.	 Plowden Report [1967], DES, Children and their Primary Schools, 
Report to the Central Advisory Committee for Education, No. 1, 
London, HMSO. Lady Plowden spoke at a well-attended meeting in 
the city.

	43.	 Throughout there was close officer contact with institutional heads.
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	44.	 CCA, The Reorganisation of Schools in the Cambridge Area, 1972.
	45.	 Concern that it would be handicapped by its small size relative to other 

Cambridge comprehensive schools prompted an arrangement whereby 
it was linked to Coleridge School pending an eventual full union.

	46.	 CCA, Cambridgeshire and Isle of Ely Education Committee, 1973.
	47.	 Seebohm Report, Report of the Committee on Local Government Personal 

Social Services, Cmnd. 3703, London, HMSO.
	48.	 A task discharged by the writer.
	49.	 The work preparation unit had been prompted by an exploratory visit 

to Portsmouth which had pioneered this attempt to help a vulnerable 
group. The district auditor questioned whether some of these initiatives 
had a statutory basis.
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Mr. Butler’s Education Act

With the exception of R. A. Butler’s 1944 Education Act, education leg-
islation in England and Wales has never shaken off the improvised char-
acter of William Forster’s inaugural 1870 Education Act. Intended to 
‘fill up the gaps’ in the national system, Forster’s Act set the tone for the 
pattern of fragmentary lawmaking we know so well today through our 
addiction to almost one new piece of legislation a year, if not more. By 
contrast, Mr. Butler’s Education Act stands uniquely apart, aloof, majes-
tic in its ambitious definition of the nature and purpose of a national 
education system and in the scale and completeness of the organisation 
it called into being to fulfil both.
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Mr. Butler’s post-war settlement was to last in all its essentials until 
replaced by Kenneth Baker’s 1988 Great Reform Act, the centrepiece 
of Margaret Thatcher’s education revolution, which transformed Mr. 
Butler’s ‘national system, locally administered ’ into what might be better 
called the ‘local system, nationally administered ’ we have today. Before 
describing the demolition of Mr. Butler’s masterpiece, in particular the 
destruction of the key role it gave to the local education authorities, 
I feel I owe the 1944 Act what might be called an ‘impact statement’ 
to convey the effect it had on me personally and on so many of my 
contemporaries.

It is hard to comprehend today that up to 1944 the main require-
ment of legislation was to lay on parents of children between the ages of 
5 and 14 the duty to cause them ‘to receive efficient elementary instruc-
tion in reading, writing and arithmetic’, that the provision of second-
ary education was a power available to local education authorities and 
not a duty laid upon them, and that regulations required only 25% of 
secondary school places to be provided free of charge. Less than 10% 
of children went on to secondary school. It is not difficult to imagine 
the waste and injustice caused. The 1944 Education Act changed all 
that. In future, children would be taught according to their abilities and 
not according to family circumstances. By the time I reached secondary 
school age, I, like many other working-class children would be able to 
go to secondary school without payment, and there be eligible for schol-
arships to take us to university.

My primary education owed more to Robert Morant than ‘Rab’ Butler. 
The infant and junior schools I went to had been among the first to be 
provided by Bradford’s go-ahead school board following the Education 
Act of 1870–William Forster was one of the city’s MPs. Their buildings 
were substantially the same. So too was much of the teaching offered 
within; not that this mattered in my case, as I was possessed of a good 
memory and had ‘a way with words’. Accordingly, I was rapidly singled 
out as grammar school material, which is where Mr. Butler came in.

Had I been born a few years earlier, it is possible that in spite of 
coming from ‘a one-parent family’ without money, I would have 
won a scholarship at one of the city’s fee-paying secondary schools. 
But this is far from certain. Mr. Butler’s Act gave us all the assurance 
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of a secondary education without the stigma of the scholarship boy. 
Distance, of course, lends enchantment to the view, and it is important 
not to paint too rosy a picture. The post-war system had its weaknesses, 
as we shall see, but it also had its strengths. Mr. Butler’s free secondary 
school place gave me and countless others an education and start in life 
to which we will always be indebted and for which we will always be 
grateful.

Mrs. Thatcher’s Education Revolution…  
‘To Market, to Market…’

Although this post-war education system was substantially dismantled 
during Margaret Thatcher’s premiership between 1979 and 1990, an 
unlikely start had been made during the years of the ineffectual Wilson/
Callaghan governments between 1974 and 1979. Grappling with yet 
another ‘worst economic crisis since the war’, Harold Wilson and James 
Callaghan presided over a period in which the political consensus estab-
lished between the main parties after the war based on the welfare state 
began to come apart. ‘The turbulent events of the winter of 1973–1974 
saw much more than the demise of one-nation Toryism. They witnessed 
also the erosion of an ethical system. Conceived in an age of intellectual 
confidence, institutional strength and instinctive patriotism, it was now 
withering away in confusion and doubt’.1

As far as Mr. Butler’s settlement is concerned, the exact date of the 
beginning of the end can be pinpointed with some accuracy. On 16 
October 1976, in a speech delivered to students at Ruskin College, 
James Callaghan delivered a devastating critique of the national educa-
tion system, all the more effective coming from the natural friend of 
education as an arm of the welfare state. In his speech he itemised its 
failures and shortcomings, in so doing laying down a reform agenda 
which has lasted to the present day: the questionable aims, methods 
and competence of teachers; poor standards in literacy and numeracy; 
the neglect of science and technology; the absence of agreement about 
what as a minimum should be taught and how it should be assessed; the 
uncertain role of the inspectorate; the way schools are managed.
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But beyond calling for a ‘Great Debate’ into what should be done, 
nothing, in fact, was done. Two behind-the-scenes developments, how-
ever, were to have an important bearing on the shape of things to come. 
Bernard Donoughue2 strengthened the prime minister’s policy unit 
Margaret Thatcher was to use to great effect in by-passing the civil ser-
vice she so distrusted, and engineered the appointment of an instinctive 
centralist, James Hamilton, as permanent secretary at the department of 
education and science who was to predispose it to the more interven-
tionist role she would reluctantly but necessarily come to rely on.

Mrs. Thatcher’s antagonism to the education system she inherited 
stemmed from two faults, as she saw them. First, the key role accorded 
to local government in the form of the local education authority, in her 
view, the champion of monopoly, restrictive practices and the closed 
shop, nowhere more exemplified than in the take-it-or-leave-it com-
prehensive education usually on offer to the exclusion of anything else. 
Second, the underlying assumption of the post-war system that effi-
ciency, both in terms of the individual and the operation of the system 
as a whole, was to be achieved through cooperation and coordination, 
when, to her mind, the very opposite, competition, was the motor of 
progress and success.

Reliance on coordination and cooperation had been a central char-
acteristic of the national system introduced through Arthur Balfour’s 
1902 Education Act which had distributed the responsibility for pro-
viding education among its three main constituents, central and local 
government and the schools themselves as a means of preventing the 
kind of centralisation then regarded as such an unacceptable feature 
of continental systems and elsewhere. Coordination and cooperation 
were widely held to be essential in such a diffused system if efficiency, as 
much a consideration then as now, was to be achieved and the variety of 
schools, although ‘reacting upon and supplementing the other ’, prevented 
from ‘degenerating into competition or elasticity (diversity) into formless-
ness ’,3 a perceptive warning. Until Kenneth Baker’s Great Education 
Reform Act of 1988, the success or otherwise of the administration of 
the national system was, therefore, seen to depend on the ‘active and 
constructive partnership between the central and local authorities’.4 
Although not a partnership of equals—local government was and is a 
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creature of statute—central government was always mindful that the 
large measure of independence and freedom of action local government 
enjoyed stemmed from a shared elective, representative, democratic 
legitimacy. Local education authorities were neither agencies of central 
government, nor schools the agencies of either.

The education system ushered in by Arthur Balfour’s Act, however, 
had not been a success, and it was one of the purposes of Mr. Butler’s 
Act to put certain things right by extending secondary education to 
everyone up to the age of 15 and abandoning insistence on differenti-
ated schooling. Although the role of the local authorities was strength-
ened and streamlined, so too was that of central government. For the 
first time, the local education authorities were placed under ‘the con-
trol and direction’ of the education secretary, whatever that may mean. 
As far as Margaret Thatcher was concerned, however, the root cause of 
continuing failure lay in the fact that the local education authorities, 
in her view, used their responsibility for all the stages of education in 
their areas into which education was organised, the ‘seamless robe’ of 
commentators, more in the interests of themselves, the providers and 
their heavily unionised teaching and non-teaching forces than those  
who depended on them, parents, pupils and employers. Local authorities 
would have no part to play in the alternative arrangements she had in 
mind.

At the very beginning of Margaret Thatcher’s first administration, 
Sir Keith Joseph’s repeated question ‘why can’t they (the state schools) 
be like them (the public schools)?’ often delivered despairingly head in 
hands, expressed her exasperation. It also provided a possible solution. 
An alternative model to what Keith Joseph characterised as the ‘compul-
sory, co-erced, conscripted’ state system lay readily to hand, namely the 
independent sector itself, whose consumerist features fitted well with 
those of the time and Mrs. Thatcher’s wider reforms exposing the public 
services generally to the market forces of open tendering and compe-
tition. Accordingly a series of measures were set in train, culminating 
in Kenneth Baker’s Great Reform Act of 1988, to create a ‘social mar-
ket’, in which schools, free from local control, would be able to develop 
their own personalities and compete for the attention of parents armed 
with the means of exercising a reasonable degree of choice. Through 
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the operation of such market forces, it was argued, schools would gear 
themselves to meet the wishes of parents and the differing needs of chil-
dren, underperforming schools and teachers would be eased out—far 
more effectively than the ability and willingness of Town Halls to do 
so—standards would rise and national confidence restored.

But there was a price to be paid. In future, all schools, not just 
those which took advantage of the new opportunity to remove them-
selves from local control altogether, would be financed directly by the 
government according to a formula in which the largest single ele-
ment was the number on roll; the more ‘successful’ a school, the more 
money it would get. And, against all her instincts, Margaret Thatcher, 
in an unprecedented break with English tradition, allowed her edu-
cation secretary, Kenneth Baker, to nationalise the curriculum; some 
monopoly, whichever way you look at it. From now on, the govern-
ment would decide what was to be taught and monitor progress by 
deciding how the performance of schools and their pupils was to be 
measured. A constitutional line of the utmost importance had been 
crossed. For the first time, a direct managerial link between the con-
stituent parts of the national education system, all previous govern-
ments had deliberately avoided, was established. Education was 
to be run as a business, and in a more detailed, interventionist and 
heavy-handed way than the local authorities had ever exerted in their 
heyday.

The idea of ‘management’ Margaret Thatcher regarded as equally 
applicable to public services and local government generally as to pri-
vate enterprise had gathered pace during the 1960s and 1970s as a 
means, perhaps the only one, of bridging the gap, it was now accepted 
there would always be, between ever-increasing public expectations 
and the ever-declining, relatively speaking, resources governments had 
at their disposal. On 1st April 1974, local government outside London 
had been reorganised, placing it for the first time in almost a hundred 
years, under new management and providing a framework within which 
the country’s education system would be torn between institutional 
independence and over-centralisation, and come to be better described 
as a ‘local education service nationally administered’.
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‘Under New Management’

The reorganisation of local government was intended to create fewer, 
larger, more efficient councils, better equipped to meet the needs of 
modern management, planning and service provision. One of its effects 
was to destroy the historic identity and civic pride of numerous com-
munities which had powered so many educational advances in the past. 
A significant source of commitment and initiative, today perversely 
regarded as the exclusive province of private interests, was chalked off 
and, of course, another stream of badly needed revenue, a consequence 
central government under present funding arrangements may come to 
regret. Reorganisation drove a stake through the heart of my adopted 
city of Bradford where I had grown up and where I had exchanged a 
career in teaching for one in education administration. All the towns in 
the West Riding had parts of the surrounding, defunct county tacked 
onto them, overturning the political balance in many Town Halls, intro-
ducing there the new, sharpened political partisanship which was tak-
ing hold across the country and which I was about to experience at first 
hand. In came the conservative-controlled Bradford metropolitan dis-
trict council, out went the Labour city council and with it the director 
of education and me. We were not alone. Every chief education officer 
of the towns and cities in the area of the former West Riding lost his job.

Reorganisation had not solely involved redrawing the country’s 
administrative boundaries; it brought with it an internal administrative 
revolution. Smuggled into the reforms was a new way of doing things, 
‘corporate management’, which not only swept away the admittedly 
over-rigid departmentalism into which local government had been 
organised, but two pillars of the post-war system, the independence of 
the education committee and the education officer, now subordinated 
respectively to new generic committees, general purposes, policy, person
nel, call them what you will, and to a newly invented chief officer, the 
chief executive, with overarching, if not yet overriding responsibility, for 
all his council’s activities.

Coordinating the activities of independent departments was 
one thing, interfering in them was another. The chief executive of 
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Richmond-upon-Thames where I had become its education officer 
after my defenestration from Bradford’s Town Hall telephoned to say 
that it had come to his attention that a primary school was keeping 
chickens. My defence that it was not unusual for schools to keep ani-
mals, rabbits, for example, elicited the deathless reply, ‘Rabbits is edu-
cation. Chickens is policy’. My experience was far from unique. Even 
more serious was the need to beat off attacks on the education service’s 
budget, which came from inside and from outside. Spending almost, 
if not more, than half a council’s total budget, it was inevitable, in 
times of never-ending financial retrenchment, that the education 
service, long regarded as a cuckoo in the nest in this respect, could 
expect its wings to be clipped. Internally, the most potent threat came 
from a new instrument of corporate management, virement, whereby 
expenditure allocated for one purpose could be transferred to another, 
across heads of expenditure, not only within but also between depart-
ments, a threat made more potent by the government’s abandoning 
its practice of protecting the annual financial allocation it made to 
local authorities for purely educational purposes by ring-fencing it as a 
‘block grant’.

Externally, education expenditure came under additional pressure 
from the newly adopted monetarist policies of Margaret Thatcher’s first  
administration, which meant that the amount allocated to education 
would no longer be decided by volume—how many children needed 
to be taught, how many teachers needed to be paid etc.—but by the 
amount the government considered it could afford. Over twenty years, 
the degree of financial support local government could expect from cen-
tral government was systematically reduced. In 1974, the Rate Support 
Grant stood at 61.5% of total expenditure. By 1994, this had fallen 
to as little as 20%. In addition, of more significance in the manage-
ment of the service, new devices to depress and control local expend-
iture were put in place. Mrs. Thatcher’s three administrations passed 
no fewer than fifty Acts of Parliament altering the basis of local gov-
ernment finance. Heads of expenditure were ‘capped’, ‘over-spending’ 
‘clawed back’. Reliance grew on ‘specific grants’, whereby money 
was deducted from an authority’s overall entitlement to pay for cen-
trally directed policies or ‘initiatives’, drastically reducing the scope of  
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authorities to use their powers to the full and burdening them with 
additional administrative burdens and complications they could well  
do without.

The most dramatic of such government initiatives came with the 
decision in 1983 to extend into schools the work of the Manpower 
Services Commission, an agency of the Department of Employment 
set up in the 1970s to tackle youth unemployment. In future, the 
kind of specialist training courses it provided for adults and school 
leavers in further education colleges and the work place, geared up 
to the needs of employers, would be offered to 14–18 year olds still 
at school. Centrally funded, by-passing both the Department of 
Education and Science and the local education authorities, and lay-
ing down the content of the courses to be followed, this Technical and 
Vocational Education Initiative, as it was called, gave a taste of what 
was to come.

The constant pressure on expenditure, which was not significantly 
relaxed until Tony Blair’s first administration, brought with it a damag-
ing preoccupation with economy at the expense of more purely educa-
tional priorities. Increased expenditure, however badly needed, had to 
be paid for by savings elsewhere. There was, however, an unintended 
consequence. This unremitting financial scrutiny, together with grow-
ing teacher militancy and pay rises on a scale traditionally associated 
with industrial workers, threw a spotlight on teachers’ performance 
and that of the service as a whole. ‘Value for money’ and ‘outputs’ 
became key corporate management considerations at national and at 
local level.

Although corporate management tightened control over education 
departments, it did nothing to weaken the much criticised ‘you can’t 
fight city hall’ control education departments in turn exercised over 
the education service in their areas, which had been such a char-
acteristic of the post-war system and which in many ways under-
standably fuelled Mrs. Thatcher’s antagonism. It is worth reminding 
ourselves, however, of the reasons for this mindset, also of its quali-
ties, not least those of transparency and accountability, which seem 
to be far from secure in our modern system and which need to be 
restored.
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‘You Can’t Fight City Hall’

In the early years immediately after the war, there were good reasons 
why such tight, ‘you can’t fight city hall’, control could be justified, 
whatever its shortcomings. Local councils owned and maintained the 
buildings and grounds of all municipal schools and colleges and main-
tained those still belonging to the churches; they employed and paid 
their own staff and paid those teaching and working in the voluntary 
sector. Their administration of regulations applying national stand-
ards to accommodation and national agreements governing the salaries 
and conditions of service of their employees re-inforced consistency 
and fairness. Ensuring effective coordination between all the constitu-
ent parts, the rationale, as we have seen, of the local authorities’ over-
all responsibility for the system as a whole, and ensuring equality of 
opportunity, a founding principle of the post-war settlement, were 
powerful additional reasons for the degree and manner of control 
exercised.

Unacceptably restrictive by today’s standards, and by no means 
beyond criticism then, local government administration was, never-
theless, in those days, marked by an enviable degree of accountability 
and transparency, secured by clear departmental line-management, 
public accessibility and democratic oversight, all in short supply today. 
Local administration was a relatively straightforward affair. Town Halls 
had a toy-town simplicity about them. Public services were provided 
by self-contained, unambiguously named departments, often headed 
by strong-willed, highly opinionated chief officers. Everybody knew 
who was ultimately responsible for what. All correspondence went out 
in the director’s name, which was emblazoned outside every educa-
tional establishment. Shortcomings and failures could not be blamed 
on the ‘systemic failures’ or ‘breakdowns in communication’, seemingly 
endemic in corporate management today where excessive time is taken 
up in ‘meetings’ intended to cope with the liaising, coordinating and 
partnering required by over-elaborate and fragmented organisation. 
Such joining-up in Bradford’s pre-reorganisation Town Hall would 
have been dealt with by a walk down the corridor. Who do you com-
plain to today?
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In the post-war system, it seemed unarguable that elected councillors 
should exercise the greatest degree of control over expenditure. After all, 
they were answerable to their constituents for the level of local taxation, 
in which education had the lion’s share; money was exceptionally tight 
and the rates were beginning to exceed rents for the first time. Margaret 
Thatcher was wrong to tar every local authority with the accusation of 
waste. In Bradford, as in the other three boroughs I served, spending 
was monitored to an extent unknown today when there is every indi-
cation that, in effect, it is out of control. Every item of expenditure was 
presented to the education committee each year for approval, the pages 
of the annual estimates turned by the chairman with varying degrees 
of speed, pausing to let the news of favourable developments sink in, 
speeding up to frustrate likely objectors or awkward questioners he 
knew were lying in wait. ‘You will ‘ave to be quicker than that, Fred. 
Your views are well known’. ‘Now, Doris, you know we can’t go back to 
page 48. We’d be ‘ere all night’. There were only two basic elements in 
the revenue estimates which mattered, both in sharp contrast to today’s 
opaque procedures; the pupil–teacher ratios and the capitation allow-
ance made in respect of books, materials and equipment. Where we 
stood in relation to everyone else was easily established by a glance at 
the comparative tables published by CIPFA.5

One of my most fatuous jobs on one of the lowest rungs in 
Bradford’s education department was to initial by way of approval 
every single item of expenditure submitted by the city’s schools before 
being passed on to the city treasurer for payment. I was particularly 
charged to be on the lookout for anything which smacked of ‘enter-
tainment’. I cannot imagine what would have happened had I sent any 
invoice back. There was no dissatisfaction of any significance with these 
arrangements. Headteachers had little appetite for administration. For 
some, collecting the dinner money was a step too far; they had better 
things to do with their time. And it was generally accepted in the col-
lectivist spirit hanging over from the war that bulk buying and provid-
ing services in common were the most efficient ways of doing things, 
an approach which may yet challenge the profiteering excesses of the 
present day and the scandalous waste of Public Finance Initiative6 
expenditure.
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Margaret Thatcher was also mistaken in her criticism that such 
regimes militated against fresh thinking and the adoption of new prac-
tices. The first moves to devolve financial and managerial responsibility 
to schools, which were, in time, to provide the basis of the self-governing 
school which she seized on, came, in fact, from local education author-
ities themselves, a powerful illustration of the capacity of local gov-
ernment, in spite of difficulties and discouragement, to change and to 
innovate, albeit, as events turned out in this case at its own expense.

Local Financial Management Becomes  
National Financial Management

With the onset of ‘management’ as a guiding principle, devolving 
financial responsibility as closely as possible to the point of delivery 
had rapidly become inevitable. In pilot schemes, two local authorities, 
Cambridgeshire and Solihull allocated lump sums to schools based on 
their historic pattern of need with the freedom to spend as they thought 
fit, including changes to staffing. As the chairman of Solihull’s education 
committee put it, ‘if you applied the same sort of procedures to running 
a school as he used in running a small business, there could be some 
improvement in performance, and that if you are spending your own 
money, you exercise more care than if you are spending someone else’s’.

Kenneth Baker, the education secretary, visiting schools taking part in 
Cambridgeshire’s local financial management scheme, as it was called, 
was quick to see the contribution it could make in advancing his wish 
to get rid of local authorities altogether. Two years later, his Education 
Reform Act of 1988, would transmute local financial management into 
the Local Management of Schools, which would turn out to be but a 
stepping stone to the government’s direct responsibility for financing 
schools completely, such an unsatisfactory feature of today’s system. In 
future, local education authorities would be required to delegate the 
greater part of their overall budget, approaching 90% in some cases, 
to the schools themselves by means of a formula, determined locally 
but conforming to government ‘guidance’ and subject to government 
control.
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The main constituent of the formula, the per capita payment made in 
relation to the raw numbers on roll, was, then as now, clearly intended to 
sharpen the competitive edge schools were expected to adopt. In a futile 
attempt to reflect the myriad variations which need to be funded aris-
ing from the constantly changing conditions and circumstances of pupils 
and the schools to which they belong, weighted allowances were attached 
in relation to children, for example, whether they were in receipt of 
school meals, had English as a second language or special needs; in rela-
tion to teachers and other staff, whether their salaries and wages were 
subject to regional variation; in relation to school premises, whether they 
were small or occupied a split site. Such elaboration could be multiplied 
ad infinitum to the delight of the bean counters and it was.

After ten disputatious years trying to make the Local Management 
of Schools scheme work, the government in an astonishing admission 
of failure delivered its verdict. ‘The money the government gives to 
local authorities to fund schools relates not to the needs of pupils but 
to historical decisions made by previous governments and local author-
ities. The system results in similar schools and similar areas receiving 
very different levels of funding. It does not respond well to changing 
characteristics of pupils and therefore does not help support pupils’ 
needs. The system is extremely difficult to understand. It is extremely 
difficult to explain why a particular school receives the budget that it 
does’.7 Quite.

To move towards a fairer, more transparent, consistent, progressive 
arrangement, one more closely geared up to the needs of pupils, the 
government replaced the Local Management of Schools scheme with 
an even more unrealistic scheme of financial delegation defensively enti-
tled ‘Fair Funding’ whereby schools were financed in accordance with a 
national formula, locally administered, the discretion of local education 
authorities being virtually extinguished, their direct financial responsi-
bilities reduced to the costs of planning future demand, providing trans-
port, administering admissions and statementing children with special 
educational needs.

In spite of the spectacular and predictable failure of this approach—
‘It is patently unfair that Knowsley received nearly £750 less per 
pupil than Wandsworth’8—the government continues to launch fresh 
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attempts to come up with new formulae intended yet again to reduce 
variations between districts, a chimerical aim, in any case, of doubt-
ful value in itself. A glance at these formulae which claustrophobically 
seek to represent every element affecting a child’s education—far more 
intrusive than any control previously exercised by local government—
quickly reveals the nonsense of attempting to micromanage education 
in this way. The most recent attempt, a barely disguised smoke-screen 
to reduce the national education budget, has justifiably attracted wide-
spread opposition and scorn. It is a measure of the patent inadequa-
cies of the present national system of education administration that 
repeated efforts to fund children’s education wherever they live ade-
quately and fairly have consistently failed. The sooner this method of 
regulating the financial relationship between central and local govern-
ment is replaced with one grounded in local responsibility and account-
ability the better.

It will be argued that the previous system of local authority based 
finance was responsible for the unjustifiably widespread inequalities in 
pupil expenditure which still persist; little better than a postcode lot-
tery, it is claimed. But as long as each child receives a generous basic 
entitlement sufficient to meet the performance standards expected, 
there is surely no reason why local factors such as property, salary, 
transport costs should not be reflected in local budgetary provision, 
not forgetting a local area’s proper ambitions and aspirations for its 
youngsters.

Whatever permanent means of financing schools on such a national 
basis eventually emerge, and however contentious they may be, 
there is little disagreement today that schools should be largely free- 
standing, self-governing institutions and left, as far as possible, to get 
on with the job. No system of financial delegation, worth the name, 
whether by local or central government, is possible without schools 
enjoying considerable freedom to use it. Although the self-governing 
school first appeared as a main ingredient of Margaret Thatcher’s edu-
cation revolution, the seamless robe had already begun to unravel long 
before.
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The Self-Governing School

The breakaway by institutions from local control had started as long 
ago as the 1960s when the government decided all further education 
and teacher training colleges should no longer be directly managed by 
their maintaining authorities but by governing bodies on which local 
councillors would no longer have a majority, the first move in a process 
which was to conclude some thirty years later with all further and sixth-
form colleges being removed from local authority responsibility alto-
gether. Many such colleges had their roots in their local communities 
and had flourished as a result of civic encouragement. The University 
of Bradford had started life as the city’s technical college, which in 
turn had grown out of the town’s Mechanics’ Institute. The size many 
of these institutions had reached by the mid-1960s, their cost and the 
national significance they had attained, were all good enough reasons 
for their moving out of the ambit of local government, although the 
other reason advanced at the time, protecting academic freedom, has a 
somewhat hollow ring today.

The first steps to wean schools away from their local authorities also 
took place in the 1960s, in this case when the government built on the 
initiative of a number of authorities, Sheffield among the most promi-
nent, which had abandoned the practice of grouping schools under one 
governing body in order to seek in its words ‘the widest participation in 
the running of schools by parents, teachers, trade unionists, people from 
all walks of life’. The idea of real school independence gathered pace a 
few years later when in a further recognition of dissatisfaction with the 
national education system, James Callaghan appointed a committee 
under the chairmanship of the leader of Blackburn council, Tom Taylor, 
to look into the way schools were run; perhaps the relationship between 
schools and their local authorities was not all it should be. Among the 
recommendations of the Taylor Report, prophetically and somewhat 
ominously titled ‘A New Partnership For Our Schools’ was the pro-
posal that not only should each school be governed by its own govern-
ing body, on which parents, teachers, councillors and the community 
should be equally represented, but that it should have responsibilities 



74        D. Naismith

for expenditure and staffing. The use of the word ‘partnership’ in any 
official document should always arouse concern.

The local authorities’ associations were quick to see a contradiction 
in public accountability between those who were responsible for rais-
ing revenue and those who spent it and a threat to the wider princi-
ple of local democratic control. Herbert Morrison, one-time leader 
of the country’s largest local authority, the London County Council, 
and champion of municipal socialism, would have none of it, roundly 
denouncing, as he saw it, the self-interested involvement of public serv-
ants in their own management.

At the other end of the political spectrum, Margaret Thatcher took 
the same view. As she saw it, one of the problems of the state system 
was precisely because its providers put their interests ahead of those of 
its users. Whereas James Callaghan’s government, characteristically, did 
nothing to act on the Taylor Report’s recommendations, Mrs. Thatcher, 
enthusiastic about their potential for strengthening a school’s identity 
and sense of purpose, implemented them in full. Two years later, throw-
ing caution to the winds, her government’s 1988 Education Reform Act 
empowered schools to opt out of local authority control altogether to 
become self-governing ‘grant-maintained’ schools, financed directly by 
central government, along the lines of Kenneth Baker’s City Technology 
Colleges, launched earlier, but which had struggled to make the impact 
hoped for. The self-governing school, aping the public school model, 
would become a cornerstone of Margaret Thatcher’s ‘Choice and 
Diversity’9 social market policy and that of successive governments.

‘The Social Market’

Diversity

The bond between local government and comprehensive education, 
which so agitated Margaret Thatcher, was not something for which local 
government was responsible. On the contrary, comprehensivisation had 
been imposed by the kind of centralising, doctrinaire government she 
most disliked, but which hers was fated, in turn, to become. The pros 
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and cons of all-ability schools which had come to dominate education 
policies and politics nationally and locally, increasingly called into ques-
tion the constitutional relationship between central and local government 
and their respective responsibilities. For the first time, local authorities 
were driven to openly challenge central government. In 1976, Tameside 
Borough Council had refused to obey a directive issued by the secretary 
of state to restore a previously approved but abandoned scheme of com-
prehensive reorganisation and won on appeal. The concordat between 
local and central government had been irreparably broken.

Local government, however, was no stranger to diversity. Local edu-
cation authorities had been accustomed to providing and maintaining 
a range of schools from the very beginning. During the interwar years, 
it was taken for granted that there should be different schools, gram-
mar, modern and technical, to cater for the varying needs and talents of 
pupils. In addition, local councils maintained denominational schools 
provided by the Churches. Differentiation, re-inforced by regulation, 
was an accepted and established feature of the local education system. 
Although Mr. Butler’s Education Act dramatically and wisely broke with 
the past in this respect, leaving the pattern of education in their areas to 
the local authorities, many of the assumptions and features of the tripar-
tite system of the interwar years spilled over into the post-war years, albeit 
amid growing restiveness over their appropriateness and effectiveness. 
Concern centred on the methods of selection. The number of grammar 
school places, the barely concealed priority of the national system, varied 
widely from area to area. The eleven plus was less an instrument of identi-
fying the best kind of education for a child than an administrative means 
of allocating places among the varying schools on offer.

Practical attempts to overcome the unfairness and waste of talent 
embedded in the tripartite system had begun well before the 1944 Act 
in a number of innovative local authorities through the development of 
‘multilateral schools’, attempts which were continued into the 1950s by 
both Conservative and Labour councils. This experimental and cautious 
approach was best exemplified by the attitude of Edward Boyle, the 
education secretary most in tune with the opportunities of the 1944 Act 
and most alive to the value of the freedom of local authorities to exper-
iment, an early personal hero I was privileged to know. ‘I would like’, 
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he said ‘for a good many years to let Southampton, the Isle of Wight 
and Leicestershire try out their schemes because we need experience 
before trying to lay down too much uniformity. Public opinion may 
not like this, but we just don’t know enough for a government to be justi-
fied in describing any particular pattern of organisation as the right one ’.10 
There could hardly be a more telling warning against the temptations 
of over-centralisation. ‘There is and has to be some central framework. 
But I’d hope that governments for the most part can play along with 
what local authorities want to do, rather than have to impose too many 
things on them they do not want to do’.11

The pragmatic Edward Boyle did not oppose comprehensive educa-
tion in principle and supported it where it was sought locally. ‘He could 
feel and sympathise with the emotions aroused by both sides of the 
argument’.12 No such uncertainties, however, clouded the determina-
tion of his opposite number, the ideologically driven Labour education 
secretary, Anthony Crosland. In the first exercise of the ‘control and 
direction’ of the national service given to holders of his office by the 
1944 Act, he took steps to require local authorities to ‘end selection at 
eleven plus and to eliminate separatism in secondary education’. In so 
doing, Anthony Crosland intruded into the first of the two no-go areas 
Mr. Butler’s Education Act had, for good reason, kept out of central 
government’s grip, the way local communities wanted their schools to 
be organised. The second, what their children should be taught, would 
be violated later.

Whatever the advantages of the comprehensive school, and there 
were many—I taught in one of inner London’s purpose-built, all-ability 
schools and my three children went to their local comprehensive—it 
was a mistake to believe that concentrating on one aspect of designing 
a school system, its structure, would be sufficient, in itself, to resolve 
the troublesome problems of the secondary years. The centralist com-
prehensive experiment failed because although central and local govern-
ment could determine the outer character of schools, neither had any 
control over what went on inside; what and how children should be 
taught. And at the time comprehensive education was launched, teacher 
power had reached such a point that Bernard Donoghue was driven to 
the observation that their unions had succeeded in establishing the fact 
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that ‘no-one except themselves had any right to a say in what went on in 
a school’.

Secondary schools, no longer protected by the breakwaters of the 
eleven plus and the distinctive forms of selective education, were 
swamped by new, contentious teaching theories and practices, flood-
ing in from the primary sector. Out went the ‘essential’ setting Anthony 
Crosland had taken for granted. In came mixed-ability teaching, sweep-
ing away any chance of pupils being taught according to their ages, abil-
ities and aptitudes, let alone receiving the grammar school education for 
all promised in equal measure by Harold Wilson and Edward Heath. 
Mr. Justice Auld’s report13 in 1975 into the near anarchic conditions 
at one of the Inner London Education Authority’s primary schools laid 
bare, not only the impotence and dereliction of the country’s most pres-
tigious education authority, but those of most others which were sim-
ilarly responsible for the poor standards and indiscipline of so many 
schools. Mrs. Thatcher was neither alone in her disillusion with local 
government and the education establishment, nor without good cause.

Whatever the drawbacks of comprehensive schools, and there were 
many—the school where I taught, later condemned as one of the worst 
in the country, was bulldozed—their size, their cost, their teaching 
methods, their attitude to achievement, their results, their admission 
criteria, whatever, all were compounded by the monopoly position they 
occupied, providing yet another illustration of the magnifying dangers 
of uniformity yoked to over-centralisation, if one were needed. The abo-
lition by Kenneth Baker’s 1988 Education Reform Act of the country’s 
largest and most aggressive proponent of comprehensive education in 
its most exaggerated form, the Inner London Education Authority, in 
Margaret Thatcher’s eyes, the embodiment of everything that was worst 
in the local government-controlled system, and the delegation of its 
powers and responsibilities to its constituent boroughs, however, pro-
vided the opportunity for a fresh albeit illusory start.

The way one of ILEA’s successor boroughs, Wandsworth, whose 
education officer I became on its creation, made the most of its newly 
found freedom is worthy of examination, not so much because of its 
predictable departure from the previous authority’s outlook and policies, 
but because of its forceful and unexpected departure from Margaret 
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Thatcher’s jaundiced, stereotyped view of local government. Unlike the 
prime minister, Wandsworth believed in local government as a force for 
good, and that there was nothing inherently contradictory between the 
particularly assertive form of local government it represented and the 
aspirations of the government’s social market which it enthusiastically 
embraced in equal measure.

In defiance of the government’s obsession with bringing supply into 
correspondence with demand through closures and amalgamations, 
and in spite of the undoubted financial benefits this would bring, 
Wandsworth set about making the most of the spare capacity it inher-
ited to widen institutional diversity and parental choice. As we have 
seen, its manifesto ‘Diversity and Choice’ was to give the government 
the name of its White Paper, if not the policy itself. Wandsworth’s 
local education system would, unapologetically, be, as far as possible, 
‘demand-led’. At the heart of the council’s policy was the determi-
nation to attract pupils back to its failing schools through encourag-
ing schools to use grant-maintained and CTC status to offer specialist 
courses in which pupils would naturally be interested and would do 
well. By harnessing pupil motivation in this way within a looser com-
petitive environment, rather than relying on the previously more restric-
tive ‘planned’ system, standards, it was argued, would rise. Although 
specialisation widely regarded as a proxy for selection, appeared on the 
English scene in the 1980s with explosive force, it had been regarded as 
an unexceptional feature of the educational landscape of the post-war 
system and had been viewed with nonchalance by R. A. Butler intro-
ducing his Bill in 1944.14 And a working model of specialist schools 
was to be found in the ‘magnet schools’ being pioneered in parts of the 
United States.

Selection Makes a Comeback

In Wandsworth’s view, by recruiting on the basis of talent rather than 
proximity, such specialist schools would relax the stranglehold of the 
immediate catchment areas of schools, all too often socially deprived 
neighbourhoods of the kind which peppered the borough, causing and 
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re-inforcing problems within the schools which served them. With the 
indispensable help of Sir Cyril Taylor,15 a fact-finding party of teach-
ers and principals visited two very different districts in the United 
States where specialist schools were meeting with some success; Spanish 
Harlem, New York and Dade County, Miami. Two of the most distin-
guishing features of the ‘magnet’ schools visited were their reliance on 
attraction in their admission policies, rather than direction and allo-
cation, and on motivation within class by ‘tracking’ pupils’ progress 
through the stages of achievement they had reached not by lazy refer-
ence to their ages, both characteristics in sharp contrast to so many of 
our inbred instincts and traditional practices; freedom indeed. But how 
far were we really prepared to go?

Not far enough, in my opinion. Nevertheless, within five years, of 
the eleven maintained schools Wandsworth inherited, only one had 
decided to retain its neighbourhood comprehensive character, a decision 
the council applauded; it would be interesting to see how such a school 
would fare released from its monopoly straight-jacket to make its way 
in a varied environment. Of the others, three new schools, a CTC, a 
specialist technical college and a denominational school had replaced 
schools which had closed. Five had become grant-maintained. Two 
were offering specialist courses to a selective entry. School enrolment, 
staying-on rates, standards, all measurably improved. As far as was 
humanly possible, within the time and resources available, Wandsworth 
had come closest to realising Margaret Thatcher’s vision of a state sys-
tem organised on independent lines, whilst at the same time challeng-
ing her nihilist view of local government. A new form of independent 
state school Wandsworth wished to sponsor was shot down by the 
1993 Education Act. ‘A local education authority may not establish a 
grant-maintained school’.

Diversity or ‘Formlessness’?

Margaret Thatcher’s successor, John Major and his education secre-
tary, John Patten, moved opting-out and specialisation into the cen-
tral positions in education policymaking they occupy today. Both 
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were aggressively pursued during the Blair and Brown administrations 
and have been so ever since with increasing momentum. There was no 
going back. The threat was lifted from the charitable status of independ-
ent schools and from the continuation of grammar schools, paving the 
way to their restoration as a major plank of government policy. A mul-
tiplicity of faiths moved in to occupy the previously wholly Christian 
denominational franchise. New kinds of schools, some short-lived, tum-
bled out of Whitehall with, it seemed each time, a touch of desperation 
to find some previously unexplored formula; ‘free’, studio, specialist, 
advanced specialist, beacon, university technical schools, academies, 
each category armed with varying degrees of freedom, over the curric-
ulum, organisation and management, finance, staffing and admissions, 
with no explanation still less justification why one and not the other. 
Perversely, adherence to the national curriculum is regarded as a means 
of high standards in some schools but its abandonment promoted for 
the same reason in others.

In addition, greater diversity was and continues to be pursued through 
seemingly every other avenue: expanding specialisation into new areas 
until it is hard to see what activities or interests cannot be excluded. 
Centrally financed and promoted ‘initiatives’, venture into areas previ-
ously closed to government interference; teaching methods—setting and 
those concerned with literacy and numeracy, for example. The involve-
ment of outside agencies, universities, charities, parents, special interest 
and faith groups, private philantropists, businesses in the establishment 
and management of schools is aggressively encouraged. Cooperative 
schemes whereby well performing schools are able to help with the prob-
lems facing those in difficulties are torturously promoted. And so on.

All these are, in themselves, no doubt admirable and reflect an open-
ness to badly needed fresh thinking. But they are all inexorably tied 
to the control of central government through regulations, codes and 
contracts, in turn, policed by ‘arm’s-length’ agencies, dealing with the 
observance of curricular, examination and assessment requirements, 
admission arrangements, financial probity. None of these agencies, 
many of which are partly privatised and contracted out, inevitably lead-
ing to conflicts of interest which multiply by the day and downright 
fraud, is subject, except in the most token sense, to democratic scrutiny. 
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Unsurprisingly, the 1988 Education Reform Act, in taking no fewer 
than 415 powers to the centre, the most centralising measure of modern 
times, cunningly relieved the education secretary of the duty of report-
ing to parliament on the performance of the national education service, 
for which he was assuming a greater responsibility than ever before. The 
labyrinthine protocols aimed at ensuring the independence of top pub-
lic officials, whose impartiality is considered vital, leads us in each case, 
as inevitably as Ariadne to the Minotaur, to the education secretary, 
responsible for recommending the appointment of the chief inspector 
of schools, for approving the appointment of the head of the organisa-
tion which supervises the examination system, and for the appointment 
of the admissions adjudicator. Interestingly, the work of the most ‘value-
free’, technical regulator, the audit commission, was broken up and its 
duties and powers devolved.

The pursuit of greater diversity has created a system of bewildering 
complexity beneath which it is difficult to detect any unifying princi-
ple other than ‘whatever is thought or seen to work’. This understanda-
ble, even laudable aim, however, is at risk from, among other things, the 
unprecedented and counterproductive level of bureaucracy the new 
system involves, which, as far as the individual school is concerned, far 
exceeds the heavily criticised degree of supervision and control once exer-
cised by the local authority. Nothing of any significance can be under-
taken without the say-so of Whitehall. Schools are daily assailed by a 
barrage of policy papers with varying degrees of insistence. Commendable 
though ministers’ claims that they continue to cut thousands of papers of 
‘guidance’ are, there is nothing, as things stand, to prevent a hyperactive 
education secretary or department from putting them back.

The danger of attempting to micromanage every aspect of the service 
is not so much that it gets in the way of efficiency, or that it makes a 
mockery of the self-governing school, but that when harnessed to an 
unyielding social market agenda, it irrevocably changes the nature of 
education itself within the public service. More ‘machine’ than ‘inspira-
tion’ as Tawney would have put it.

An important measure of the success of such a diverse, market 
approach is the degree to which the customers, the parents, are offered 
places for their children at the schools of their first choice. The day on 
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which each year local authorities simultaneously publish these results to 
provide an overall national picture, National Offer Day, has become one 
of the most important in the education calendar, rivalling the publica-
tion of that other set of performance indicators, the country’s examina-
tion results.

Choice

R. A. Butler’s 1944 Education Act made no mention of parental choice. 
It did not then belong to any politician’s repertoire. Rationing was still 
in force. In the austere aftermath of the war, the rampant consumer-
ism of the 1980s was unimaginable. School places were either ‘won’ by 
children ‘passing’ their eleven plus or allocated by the Town Hall, usu-
ally on the basis of the distance between home and school, ‘as the crow 
flies’, in the experience of administrators a most unreliable bird. During 
the education debates of the 1970s, parental pressure groups on the 
left sought a greater involvement in the emerging comprehensivisation 
programme to moderate its monopolistic effects, those on the right saw 
parental choice as a consumer entitlement already preferentially embed-
ded in the independent sector.

In spite of Margaret Thatcher’s obsession with parental choice as a 
means of driving up standards, the fact of the matter was that only 
the well-off had the means to exercise realistic choice through their 
ability to buy an education. It was pointless Keith Joseph, intellec-
tually dallying with the voucher, the single most effective means of 
bringing all parents closer to each other in their ability to secure their 
chosen education, whilst at the same time demanding the elimination 
of the very places left by a receding population which alone could 
make possible the wider diversity and choice the government wanted 
to see—an operation, pointedly, not to be left to the invisible hand 
of the market, but to be sorted out by a dose of good old-fashioned 
planning.

Such, however, was the contradictory attachment of Margaret 
Thatcher’s government to bringing supply into correspondence with 
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demand that, in addition to insisting on widespread closures and amal-
gamations, it required local authorities to artificially regulate admissions 
to schools where there was spare capacity even if this meant refus-
ing parental preferences for schools which were ‘administratively full’. 
Although today, the introduction of the voucher as a means of financing 
the education system, at least partially, is now only a matter of time, 
Keith Joseph’s abandonment of the idea meant, however, that, in the 
absence of money, all Margaret Thatcher’s government could do to 
strengthen parental choice was to relax admission arrangements through 
‘open enrolment’ to allow schools to admit to their maximum capacity, 
a measure which cost nothing.

Of more significance was the government’s realisation that if par-
ents were to make a good choice, they needed and deserved to know 
more about the schools available, and indeed more about the abilities 
and potential of their own children. Choice, in itself, was not enough. 
What was needed was an ‘informed’ choice. Central to the debate about 
comprehensive education had been the question of standards. Were they 
going up or down? What, indeed, were they? How should they be meas-
ured? Could they, in fact, be measured?

It was little use looking to school inspectors who might be 
expected to supply some of the answers. They reported on what and 
how teachers taught, not on what children learnt. Such verdicts from 
HM Chief Inspector of Schools as ‘the quality of education in the 
Inner London Education Authority is neither wholly very good nor 
very bad. Primary education is reasonable, if not often exciting. The 
main weakness lies in secondary education where there are causes for 
serious concern about standards in some schools and some subjects’16 
would no longer do. Parents asked themselves four questions: how 
well are our children doing in relation to themselves and their peers; 
how well suited to our children are the schools on offer, and how well 
do schools perform in relation to each other? They were questions 
which had been traditionally ignored. A start, however, had been 
made to tackle them, and it was to local government in the shape 
of Croydon and Richmond-upon-Thames, that Margaret Thatcher 
turned.
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An ‘Informed’ Choice

One of the most enthusiastic supporters of Margaret Thatcher’s priva-
tisation policies, Croydon had already extended the idea of outcomes 
and performance indicators, on which the success of these policies 
depended, to the wholly new territory of education. Taking advantage 
of the confusion surrounding responsibility for the curriculum and an 
ill-judged invitation to local authorities to set out their policies towards 
it,17 the council introduced standardised tests in English Language, 
mathematics and science, attempting assessments, based on the best 
evidence, of the level of attainment in each subject, pupils of average 
ability could be expected to reach at ages 7, 11 and 14, such assess-
ments linked to prescribed programmes of learning within a broader 
curriculum. In so doing, Croydon provided a pivotal point in the gov-
ernment’s agonised and reluctant examination of the idea of a national 
curriculum.

Until then, if there were one area where central government had 
refused to tread, it was the curriculum. Churchill, in response to R. A. 
Butler’s hint that, in the post-war legislation he was being invited to 
prepare, he would ‘like to influence what was taught in schools, but that 
this was always frowned upon’, pointedly commented ‘not by instruc-
tion or order, but by suggestion’.18 In his first major speech as education 
secretary, Kenneth Baker told the House of Commons, ‘We operate 
through a decentralised school system and I believe in such devolution 
of power. It is right to devolve responsibility even in a national service 
like education. I have been frequently asked whether I favour adopting 
the French centralised system. I want to make it clear that I do not’. 
Only eight months later, he was arguing for the adoption of a national 
curriculum, in which he was later to insist that children should learn to 
recite poetry by heart.

This volte face is not easy to explain. Neither Kenneth Baker’s nor 
Margaret Thatcher’s autobiographies shed any light on their damascene 
conversion. The right-wing marketeers who were holding their feet to 
the fire over so many educational issues were no supporters of intru-
sive government involvement in the education system. They wanted to 
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roll back the state; they certainly did not want the state to come rolling 
back, particularly in matters affecting the curriculum where an educa-
tion secretary, not necessarily of their political stripe, could determine 
what was to be taught in schools.

The deciding factor, in my view, was the refusal of the govern-
ment to countenance any strengthening of local government, particu-
larly in this way. Tory Croydon and others like it could perhaps be 
trusted, but what would councils on the ‘looney left’, some of which 
were already being pencilled in as successor authorities to the Inner 
London Education Authority, do with their new powers? For two 
years, the government toyed with the idea of giving the determina-
tion and control of the secular curriculum to the headteacher before 
deciding, to be on the safe side, there was only one thing for it; it 
would have to assume responsibility for the curriculum and assess-
ment itself. The mess the government made and continues to make of 
both is an object lesson in the dangers of over-centralisation and needs 
no recital here. To her credit, Margaret Thatcher had wanted a light 
touch approach; ‘a list of topics and sources to be covered’, ‘pencil and 
paper’ tests. Instead, a ‘thoroughly exasperated’ Mrs. Thatcher and the 
country got unworkable, over-intellectualised, intrusive systems, inim-
ical to the best teaching practice, the ‘straight-jacket’ she specifically 
wanted to avoid.

Breaking the accompanying cultural barrier of making academic 
performance indicators public had already been achieved thirteen 
years previously by Richmond-upon-Thames, which had published 
the GCE and CSE results of its secondary schools in tabular form 
enabling at-a-glance comparisons to be made, the first local authority 
to do so. But in very different circumstances. Then, schools unwill-
ing to let the council have this information readily, had the support 
of the Callaghan government which believed, incredibly, that results 
should be seen against ‘the school’s definition of what it expects 
children will learn and be able to do’and which was quick to issue a 
rebuke ‘League tables based on examination or standardised tests in 
isolation can be very misleading’, notwithstanding which the author-
ity prevailed.
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‘A Thing of the Past’

In spite of her unwilling and unacknowledged debt to local govern-
ment in shaping and advancing her social market strategy, through 
pioneering the Local Management of Schools, specialisation, the sys-
tematic assessment of pupils and schools, the publication of results, 
and the national curriculum which made institutional variety possi-
ble, Mrs. Thatcher’s antagonism was undimmed. Discussing the role 
of local education authorities with Kenneth Baker in the run-up to his 
Education Bill, Margaret Thatcher wanted to quicken the pace of their 
abolition to ‘within a matter of months’, an aim which was, in effect, to 
be attempted five years later by John Major’s education secretary, John 
Patten, whose 1993 Education Act, the largest piece of legislation in our 
education system’s history, was unapologetically intended ‘to mark…the 
end of the long standing local education monopoly of state school pro-
vision’, and left local education authorities with little more than in John 
Patten’s own words ‘those functions for which an LEA is best fitted; for 
example, assessing and statementing pupils with special educational 
needs and enforcing school attendance’.

For good measure, the statutory duty to maintain an education 
committee was removed; the similar requirement to have an education 
officer had already gone. It was time for me to go, too. I left behind an 
education service totally transformed from the one I had entered over 
thirty years before, that of my adopted city of Bradford of all places, 
which had given the country universal education, sold off, lock, stock 
and barrel, to an ‘out-sourcing’ company. Although repealed by Tony 
Blair’s incoming administration in 1997, the main thrust of John 
Patten’s Act and that of Margaret Thatcher’s education revolution 
remained basically untouched. If anything, successive governments 
would dance even more frenetically to their tune, witness the govern-
ment’s latest White Paper ‘Educational Excellence Everywhere’ (March 
2016), which sought to impose academy status on every school, con-
signing local authorities, in David Cameron’s words ‘a thing of the past’, 
to the dustbin, their residual duties of planning, looking after vulner-
able children and ‘championing’ parents, whatever that may mean, 
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similar to the dismal litany in John Patten’s abortive Act. The prime 
minister was getting ahead of himself. It would be left to his succes-
sor, Mrs. May to abandon the academisation programme, not on any 
grounds of merit, but because the new style education department was 
overloaded and could not cope!

Clinging to the Wreckage: What Next?

Kenneth Baker’s 1988 Education Act was a brave and necessary reform. 
It sought to tackle problems which had arisen since the 1944 Act by 
addressing issues Mr. Butler had failed to address but which could be 
ignored no longer. What should children learn and who should decide 
what they should be taught? What, in fact, were the standards every-
one talked about as slipping but which few were able to define? How 
could progress be measured, and, if so, how should results be best made 
known? In particular, Mr. Baker’s Act brought about a new distribution 
of constitutional and managerial responsibilities between central and 
local government and the schools themselves, which has been the focus 
of this chapter.

At the time, there was general agreement that reform was needed 
in each of the areas Kenneth Baker’s Act identified as candidates for 
change. In practice, however, none of its measures has achieved wide-
spread support and confidence, nor brought about the large-scale 
improvements in efficiency and standards promised. Taken together, 
they contribute to the philosophical and managerial incoherence which 
characterises the education service today.

To put these failures and shortcomings right and to meet the challenges  
on the horizon—the pressures of the digital revolution and the ‘entitle-
ment’ culture among them—two measures need to be taken. First, a new 
omnibus gatherum Education Act in the ambitious spirit of Mr. Butler’s 
Act, building on the undoubted good ideas of Kenneth Baker’s—if 
after another ‘Great Debate’ so be it. Second, the restoration of local  
government—obviously in penitential form—as a mediating level of 
responsibility between central government and the schools themselves.
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The case for the latter is far greater than it was in 1944. Now, man-
agement at national level is impractically top-heavy: failure to cope with 
a major government initiative such as the academisation programme 
may be excusable, but the education department is not able even to 
guarantee a sufficiency of places in each area, the most basic of duties. 
The spread of educational institutions at every level is fragmented to an 
equally deleterious extent: our rates of literacy and numeracy continue 
to languish by international comparison. The cooperation and coordi-
nation only local government can provide was never more needed.

Today’s wide-ranging debate about devolution, from which education 
is scandalously omitted, together with the Labour Party’s newly found 
commitment to ‘municipal socialism’ provides unmissable opportunities 
for the case to be made for the renewed contribution local government 
can make to the better education for our children all of us want to see. 
They should be taken.

Notes

	 1.	 Kenneth O. Morgan’s ‘Britain Since 1945. The People’s Peace’.
	 2.	 Most influential of James Callaghan’s advisors and author of his ‘Ruskin 

College’ speech.
	 3.	 Bernard M. Allen’s ‘Sir Robert Morant’.
	 4.	 Sir Lewis Amherst Selby-Bigge, Secretary of the Board of Education 

1911–1925.
	 5.	 The Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy which 

published consumer-friendly comparative statistics of local government 
expenditure.

	 6.	 A controversial method of financing public works and projects by pri-
vate companies operating for profit on terms widely regarded as disad-
vantageous to the public interest.

	 7.	 Lord Hill of Oareford, Parliamentary Under Secretary for Schools, 
2010–2013, announcing consultation on a new, ‘fairer’ method of 
school funding, April 2012.

	 8.	 George Osborne’s 2015 Autumn Statement.
	 9.	 Although this slogan sums up Margaret Thatcher’s social market pol-

icy, it was first used as the title of John Major’s government’s White 
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Paper outlining its intentions towards greater institutional diversity 
and parental choice, a mirror image of Wandsworth’s policy docu-
ment ‘Diversity and Choice’ sent to the Department of Education and 
Science for comment earlier in the year.

	10.	 Quoted in Maurice Kogan’s ‘The Politics of Educational Change.’
	11.	 Ibid.
	12.	 From Christopher Chataway’s contribution to Ann Gold’s ‘Edward 

Boyle: His Life by his Friends.’
	13.	 Prominent among the reasons for the collapse of standards and disci-

pline Mr. Justice Auld’s Report found the ineffectiveness at all levels of 
the diffused system of management responsibility. Three months later, 
Mr. Callaghan made his Ruskin College speech.

	14.	 ‘…I would say that…if it appeared to the authority that a certain 
school was particularly good in the higher ranges of scientific or math-
ematical study, they might agree…for that school to specialise in that 
direction, whilst other schools might specialise in different directions.’

	15.	 Entrepreneurial champion of the self-governing school; spearheaded 
and rescued Kenneth Baker’s CTC initiative; later promoted to great 
effect the cause of specialisation in schools.

	16.	 Astonishingly included in a report submitted to the Secretary of State 
by the Inner London Education Authority as evidence for its retention.

	17.	 DES Circulars 6/81 and 8/83, in particular, opened the way.
	18.	 R. A. Butler’s Memoir ‘The Art of the Possible’.
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My experience in relation to both local and central government education 
policy is reflected throughout this chapter, since for many years I served 
as a head and governor of various church schools. This perspective pro-
vides evidence of both the effectiveness of local authorities in support-
ing church schools which were well established before the state became 
involved, but also evidence where the bureaucratic systems of local 
government failed to take into account the more complex trusts and 
legal foundations on which most church schools were created. Looking 
from a twenty-first century perspective on the development of church 
schools throughout the past two hundred years, it seems remarkable 
that Anglican and Roman Catholic schools not only survived the polit-
ical vicissitudes of the various governments’ education policies but even 
flourished and expanded, enhancing their position as major contribu-
tors to the nation’s well-being and academic success. How did this come 
about?
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Nineteenth-century sectarianism and twentieth century secularisation 
have played a significant role in church school education policy. Church 
schools have always been a contentious issue. The Church of England 
aimed to offer an ecclesiastical via media between Roman Catholics who 
looked to Rome for authority and the Puritan Dissenters who eschewed 
the Establishment, relying on the Bible to guide the individual con-
science. So too in its education policy, the Anglican Establishment 
looked both ways, seeing its schools first and foremost to be educating 
the nation but also educating children in the doctrines of the Anglican 
Church. By contrast, the Roman Catholics primarily created schools to 
protect their interests as a minority discriminated against in a society 
that distrusted its loyalty to the Crown; and the Dissenters or Non-
conformists opposed any kind of denominational teaching in schools 
funded by the nation’s rates, relying on their Sunday schools to nurture 
their children in Protestant teaching. Such diversity was bound to com-
plicate both partnerships and accountabilities.

The Anglicans’ commitment to the education of the nation paved 
the way for the ‘dual system’ whereby the church would work with the 
state, in partnership with both central and local government, to pro-
vide education for the nation’s children (the majority of whom could 
be described as Anglicans). This was to be a partnership which would 
experience significant upheaval and strain as British society evolved 
and government policy changed through the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries.

The Nineteenth-Century Background

Following the dissolution of the monasteries under Henry VIII and 
thereby the destruction of much of the education system, Christian 
charitable benefactors stepped in to create what we might now call  
independent school foundations, mainly offered to upper and later mid-
dle-class boys.1 By contrast, the work of the British and Foreign School 
Society from 1807 and the Church of England’s National Society 
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founded by Joshua Watson in 1811, alongside other charitable bodies 
such as the earlier Sunday School movement, had pioneered educa-
tion for the poor. With the extension of the popular franchise follow-
ing the 1832 Reform Act, the state offered the first building grant of 
£11,000 for the National Society’s 690 schools in 1833; but further 
financial support was only accepted after a ‘concordat’ in 1840 allowed 
the church right of veto over government inspector appointments. In 
1847, the National Society was divided on the issue of allowing laymen 
to sit on school boards, the majority being reassured in that the parish 
incumbent remained as chairman, yet the Tractarians were concerned 
about ‘creeping erastianism’ as the State’s influence on church schools 
increased.2

Even though it had expanding influence, it was not until the 1870s 
that the state finally accepted its responsibility to run schools. The 
Forster Education Act, concerned to ensure a better-educated workforce 
to create ‘industrial prosperity’, recognised that church schools and 
non-denominational state schools could work alongside each other in 
a ‘dual system’, thereby papering over the cracks of a society divided by 
sectarianism and religious protectionism. The Act set up board schools 
where needed and by 1884 the Church of England had willingly trans-
ferred control of over 600 of its elementary schools to local school 
boards. Meanwhile the Cowper-Temple clause had guaranteed that ‘in 
schools hereafter established by means of local rates, no catechism or 
religious formulary which is distinctive of any particular denomination 
shall be taught’. In effect this limited religious education to Bible stories 
in state-funded schools, but the acrimonious debates in Parliament (one 
lasting for four consecutive nights) eventually contributed to the Liberal 
government’s election defeat in 1874.

In spite of these nineteenth-century tensions, Anglicans embarked on 
the twentieth century confident that their contribution to the nation’s 
education was valued, yet increasingly dependent on government finan-
cial support for its schools and wary of government interference in its 
policies. We could argue that nothing much has changed over the past 
more than one hundred years, since such issues continue to resonate 
into the third millennium. This inference however would be misleading 
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because during the twentieth century the social context and political 
ideologies shifted significantly, altering the relationships between church 
schools and their partners in the national educational enterprise.

Balfour and Birrell

Controversy arose early on, as the gulf between state and voluntary pro-
vision widened and it became clear that more state aid was essential if 
the voluntary sector were to survive, let alone flourish in the twentieth 
century. However, as this sector represented 71% of all schools, it would 
be a considerable burden on the rate-payer. Balfour’s 1902 Education 
Act, offering state aid to church schools in return for allowing govern-
ment inspection of standards and local authority representation on 
management boards, gave the new local education authorities a direct 
say for the first time in the organisation of the voluntary sector. This 
might have been seen as paving the way for the eventual abolition of 
the dual system, as advocated by the Non-conformists. However, the 
latter were entrenched in their opposition to state funding for denom-
inational schools, their rallying cry being ‘Rome on the rates’. When 
the 1902 Act was finally passed after 57 days of debate, many Non-
conformists refused to pay their rates, 38,000 summonses were issued 
and 80 protestors were jailed.

Therefore Augustine Birrell, President of the Board of Education 
in the new Liberal government of 1906, proposed a Bill to abolish 
the divisive dual system, encouraged by atheists and secularists as well 
as the Non-conformists to bring all schools under full state control. 
Such a proposal, however, then rallied the churches to the cause, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, Randall Davidson, arguing persuasively in 
the House of Lords the injustice inherent in confiscating 14,000 schools 
and demolishing their trusts by radical secularisation. The fall of the 
1906 Birrell Bill, which educationalist Cruickshank later regarded as 
‘unquestionably the great missed opportunity of the twentieth century’ 
(1963, 103), was followed by several further unsuccessful attempts in 
1908 and 1918 to resolve the problems of the dual system. As pressure 
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grew with the expansion of schools and the raising of the school leaving 
age, the churches’ position became even less secure. Nevertheless, the 
Bishop of Durham, Herbert Hensley Henson, commented perceptively 
in 1939:

The Dual System, as it now exists, obstructs the complete triumph of 
the secularising tendency. It affirms an educational ideal which is larger 
in range, more intelligently sympathetic in temper, more congruous with 
human nature, than that which secularism embodies’. (1939, 204)

Butler’s Post-War Compromise

The virulent debates around the 1906 Birrell Bill certainly made 
Winston Churchill reluctant3 to bring forward legislation during the 
Second World War. However, the proposals leading up to Butler’s 1944 
Education Act were underpinned by the realisation that the democratic 
values, for which so many had sacrificed their lives fighting Nazism, 
were largely based on England’s Christian heritage. As The Times Leader 
(17 February 1940) noted: ‘More than ever before, it has become clear 
that the healthy life of the nation must be based on spiritual princi-
ples…Education with religion omitted is not really education at all.’ 
William Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury, went further: ‘We must 
take steps to ensure that the corporate life of the schools is Christian’ 
(Temple 1942, 93).

However, the Church of England’s school buildings were in a par-
lous state, 399 of the 700 condemned by government being Anglican 
foundations. Temple acknowledged later: ‘I was doing a rather elabo-
rate egg-dance, and some of the eggs were such as it be most important 
not to break, because the smell would be awful’ (Iremonger 1948, 572). 
The government recognised the churches’ financial difficulties, offering 
50% grants to bring voluntary school buildings up to standard and the 
creation of voluntary-controlled status for schools willing to be managed 
by local educational authorities (LEAs) which would assume responsi-
bility for all buildings maintenance. Some Anglicans wanted to retain 
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control of all their denominational schools, as did the Roman Catholics 
who demanded at least 70% capital grants for their schools.4 Non-
conformists meanwhile stood by their convictions on state schools for 
all, with the Cowper-Temple clause guaranteeing non-denominational 
religious education.

Following the 1943 White Paper, William Temple took the wider 
view:

Let us not give the impression that our concern as church people is only 
with the adjustment of the dual system: we ought as Christians to be con-
cerned about the whole of the educational process. I am quite sure that 
the raising of the school leaving age will of itself do more to make perma-
nent the religious influence of the school than anything that can be done 
with directly denominational purpose. (ibid., 1948, 573)

Such a view reflected Anglicans’ confidence in their position as the 
Established Church of a nation determined to reconstruct its post-
war education system. The mutual respect between Temple and Butler 
undoubtedly facilitated the final compromises needed to pass the 
1944 Education Act, which included the continuation of the dual sys-
tem modified by offering a choice for voluntary schools of controlled or 
aided status. The government would provide all the running costs; local 
authorities would manage controlled schools with some church rep-
resentation and offer denominational instruction if requested by parents; 
and the churches would retain their control of aided schools supported 
by 50% state capital grants. The government (Butler 1971, 101) cor-
rectly predicted that the majority of Anglican schools could only afford 
to opt for controlled status even if, as Temple’s successor Archbishop 
Fisher thought, aided status was preferable (Carpenter 1991, 431). 
However, the Roman Catholics were adamant that all their schools 
had to be designated aided to ensure episcopal control was retained (as 
required by Canon Law), even if still funded by the state: in the post-
war period, they prioritised the building of schools for their children at 
considerable cost to their parishes. Although Butler had to compromise 
his ambition for a single national system in 1944, he felt that at least 
one publicly-funded system was a step in the right direction.



4  Church Schools and Local Government …        97

Religious Education

The 1944 Act had also included new provision for the development of 
Religious Education or RE (as it became called). Although the Cowper 
Temple clause remained in place requiring RE to be non-denomina-
tional, the local authorities were required by law to establish Standing 
Advisory Councils on RE (SACREs) reflecting the local communities 
they served. The councils were responsible for ensuring the creation of 
locally agreed RE syllabuses which laid down what should be taught in 
its local schools which included most controlled schools. Aided schools, 
both Anglican and Roman Catholic, continued however to follow their 
own diocesan RE syllabuses.

The changes in post-war Britain, overshadowed by the nuclear threat 
and with classroom pupils less respectful of authority than previous 
generations, meant that the SACREs also had to adapt from instruc-
tion through Bible stories to a more relevant engagement with issues 
of interest and concern to contemporary society, where young people 
expected their own views to be taken seriously. New pedagogical trends 
increasingly advocated more participatory active learning in RE lessons, 
encouraging the discussion of moral values and Christian ethics (e.g. 
war and pacifism, abortion and euthanasia) alongside Bible teaching.

Another significant change in post-war Britain was the arrival of 
Commonwealth immigrants, many of whom were Christian while oth-
ers were from Muslim, Hindu or Sikh backgrounds. It became increas-
ingly important for social cohesion and mutual understanding that 
the pupils’ RE curriculum included the study of world religions. These 
changes were generally incorporated into the LEAs’ agreed syllabuses. 
Many LEAs produced imaginative syllabuses in tune with contemporary 
ideas: some were rather ahead of their constituencies (e.g. Birmingham 
advocated the teaching Marxism and Humanism in 1975, until this was 
legally challenged); others were well behind (e.g. multicultural Ealing in 
the early 1980s had not yet updated the 1948 Middlesex syllabus which 
still described Muslims as ‘infidels’!).

Reflecting on these changes, the Church of England Board of 
Education and the National Society decided in 1967 to establish a 
commission to re-examine both RE and the place of church schools 
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in contemporary society, aiming to ‘inaugurate changes no less sig-
nificant than those which have characterised the whole century since  
Mr Forster’s Elementary Education Act’ (xiii). The Durham Report’s 
analysis (The Fourth R 1970) still resonates almost fifty years on. It was 
confident that church schools still had an important role to play, even 
with a more open approach to teaching and learning: ‘It is where the 
shared assumptions of the members of the school’s staff coincide with 
the assumptions of the parents of the pupils that the educational poten-
tial of a church school can be most fully realised’ (228). Even if the per-
centage of Anglican schools had declined from the almost 50% of all 
schools in 1944 as the post-war state system had expanded, it argued 
that the Church should retain its stake in the national system, giving 
‘full opportunity for expressing its beliefs about education’ with author-
ity derived from its direct experience of involvement in schools.

The Church of England sees in the Dual System an important oppor-
tunity to express in direct service its concern for the general education 
of the young people of the nation. It also recognises the importance of 
a continuing opportunity for community-building…focused on the local 
church. (252)

Clearly voluntary-aided schools with their close links with the local 
Anglican Church were in a strong position to respond to the latter task; 
but the Report felt that controlled schools also made a valuable contribu-
tion particularly to the former task, where school governors could over-
see good quality RE (not just denominational teaching) and the parish 
incumbent develop a general pastoral role in the school; and, if the local 
community desired a stronger partnership with the church, the school 
might even seek to transfer to aided status.

In all these areas, the Durham Report argued, diocesan education 
authorities had a critical role to play, notwithstanding the need for the 
churches to work with the LEAs and parish communities. The haphaz-
ard nature of planning for contraction in the number of church schools 
nationally, let alone the financial constraints for capital projects, led the 
Commission to recommend greater strategic direction from the dioceses 
and the Church of England as a whole. Diocesan advisers, especially for 
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RE, were encouraged to offer their services to the local authority, as well 
as their church schools, emphasising that RE’s purpose was non-denom-
inational, ‘to explore the place and significance of religion in human life 
and so make a distinctive contribution to each pupil’s search for a faith 
by which to live’.

The Fourth R had much to say about the Anglican contribution to 
the nation’s education and the future role of church schools. The ‘blue-
print’ laid down in 1970 was to influence Anglican policy for many 
years to follow and still reflects contemporary debates in the twenty-first 
century.5 Nevertheless, in the increasingly secular society of the twen-
tieth century, various attempts by pressure groups to abolish church 
schools, RE and especially collective school worship, despite triggering 
public cries of protest (e.g. The Times Leader, 31 October 1984), led to 
apprehension that the delicate compromises of 1944 might be undone. 
Perhaps only a brave or foolhardy government would dare to risk that.

The LEAs and the Churches

Church schools generally valued their relationship with local authori-
ties, since they saw themselves embedded within and accountable to 
their local communities. While Parliament wrestled with the legislative 
compromises necessary for improvements in the nation’s education sys-
tem and the appropriate involvement of the churches’ legacy, the many 
elementary schools, integrated into their parish communities continued 
to flourish and local authorities were often effective facilitators in help-
ing the churches negotiate their changing roles in the nation’s educa-
tional provision.

Nevertheless, the Churches’ partnership with the local authorities 
was placed under considerable strain in the post-war period. The pres-
sures of ‘comprehensivisation’, falling pupil rolls, 16+ reorganisation, 
admissions procedures, staff redeployment and buildings maintenance 
all complicated the relationships. The dependence of church schools on 
the LEAs was considerable, especially in the Anglican sector where, out 
of its 21.3% stake in maintained schools, 12.5% were controlled, while 
only 8.8% were aided. Roman Catholic schools, on the other hand, 
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were entirely aided and constituted 9.8% of the whole system; special 
agreement 6 schools counted as aided.

In these voluntary controlled (VC) schools, the Anglican foundation 
governors were in a minority and depended to some degree on the 
goodwill of the LEA governors—which was not always forthcoming, 
despite the legal but obsolescent safeguards of withdrawal classes and 
reserved teachers—to maintain the association with the Anglican par-
ish community. Specific denominational teaching within the school’s 
general RE programme and compulsory Anglican denominational 
collective worship were prohibited by the 1944 legislation. There was 
therefore a real incentive on the part of both LEA and Church to 
encourage an atmosphere of mutual trust and partnership.

There is often a generosity of spirit on governing bodies which deliber-
ately seeks to make sense, in informal ways, of the historical link with 
the Church of England. There is a corresponding degree of trust that the 
Church will not overstep the bounds of informal relationships and begin 
to manufacture ‘right’ out of any well-developed and long-standing prac-
tices that have developed informally. (A Future in Partnership, 1984, 98)

Voluntary aided (VA) schools, on the other hand, had far greater auton-
omy and were free to establish their own syllabus for RE advised by 
diocesan officers, and to engage in denominational church services. In 
return for their 15% liability for capital costs, the governors had the 
right to develop their own policies and priorities, which might dif-
fer from those of the LEA. Specific examples included aided governors 
retaining their Sixth Form provision when the LEA decided to reorgan-
ise its secondary schools as 11–16 institutions feeding into Sixth Form 
colleges (e.g. Surrey in 1975); aided schools considering religious affili-
ation to be a high priority in staff recruitment, although the LEA spe-
cifically excluded this criterion in the ‘equal opportunities’ policy (e.g. 
Ealing in 1986); aided governors being reluctant to reduce their pupil 
intake if the school was heavily oversubscribed, when the LEA wanted 
all local schools to reduce pupil rolls to help prevent school closures 
(e.g. ILEA in 1980s). In addition, VA schools could admit pupils from 
outside their LA boundaries, leaving the LEA to recoup the costs from 
the pupils’ ‘home’ authority.7
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Managing an education service which included voluntary schools 
was not easy for an LEA preoccupied with its own concerns, and with 
its professional officers battling to manage educational policy in an 
increasingly party-political arena and cope with the pressures brought 
about by corporate management interests. Nevertheless, insensitivity 
could also be indicative of reluctance on the part of the LEA to accept 
the churches as full partners in the enterprise of education, despite the 
involvement of diocesan representatives on local education committees. 
For example, there was an outcry in Sheffield in February 1991 when 
the LEA, without consultation, announced reorganisation plans to 
close five Anglican schools and merge another with a county school; no 
Catholic schools were included in the review. One CEO in Hillingdon 
issued all his headteachers with a formal job description which took no 
account of the additional accountabilities that the church school heads 
had to their diocesan authorities.

Reservations were publicly expressed by left-wing educationalists 
about the divisive nature of church schools in a community if gover-
nors encouraged ‘hidden selection’ of pupils through social, racial or 
ability bias (c.f. The Socialist Education Association Conference, March 
1990), although the Durham Report had warned church schools against 
‘ghetto-like huddles’ (47). By contrast, right-wing councils might tacitly 
condone those voluntary schools which exercised pupil selection accord-
ing to ability if it coincided with their own implicit policy to retain 
selection against local opposition. As the Church of England’s National 
Society noted,

It is increasingly difficult to separate political expediency from educa-
tional viability, for the clamour of the former too often drowns out the 
quieter deliberative voice of the latter. (A Future in Partnership, 76)

Discretionary school transport to denominational schools was often 
jeopardised by LEA spending cuts (recommended on ‘economic 
grounds’ by the Audit Commission in 1991). Local Authorities were 
required to provide free transport if a child’s nearest school was beyond 
walking distance (taken as three miles) and the siting of church sec-
ondary schools had often been agreed on the assumption of free pupil 
transport. Even in 1944, R. A. Butler had been concerned that this 
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issue might threaten the settlement with the churches. Since then, 
most LEAs had offered discretionary bus-passes to children wishing 
to attend denominational schools and in 1980 Roman Catholic peers 
helped to defeat a proposal to remove that obligation. Because of the 
effect particularly on the larger number of Roman Catholic secondary 
schools (the majority of Anglican schools being neighbourhood primary 
schools), Cardinal Hume found himself in the High Court in 1992 
in a test case against Hertfordshire’s attempt to cease the arrangement. 
When, in 1995, Conservative-controlled Brent indicated that it would 
not pay for a Catholic child to travel past an LEA school with spare 
places, the national Catholic Education Service was confident that the 
DFE would ‘have no choice but to direct Brent to abolish this tenden-
tious policy’ (TES, 24th March 1995): however the government refused 
to intervene in a matter it pragmatically considered to be LEA respon-
sibility. Again denominational considerations took second place to eco-
nomic priorities.8

Some might have argued at this point that the faster church schools 
disentangled themselves from local authority interference the better. By 
the 1990s, the possibility of opting out of the local authority altogether 
was gaining in popularity through the introduction of grant-maintained 
status (GMS) following the 1988 Great Education Reform Act under 
Kenneth Baker. However this ‘nuclear option’ assumed that there was 
no real advantage to the churches in building up an effective working 
relationship with the LEA. Many church schools acknowledged their 
reliance on local authorities to ensure satisfactory educational provision 
for their own children, setting aside for a moment any responsibility for 
the community as a whole. LEA officers usually provided support in a 
number of ways related to staffing, buildings and the curriculum. Local 
authorities paid the salaries of staff appointed by the governors and pro-
vided the professional advice necessary in the event of redeployment or 
dismissal proceedings, acting as an independent arbiter where there was 
conflict within the staff of a school. Too often school governors faced 
crises related to buildings, such as asbestos, fire or vandalism, when LEA 
support was critical in effecting repairs9 or replacement or even provid-
ing alternative temporary accommodation. In addition, the LEA pro-
fessional curriculum advisers offered in-service training and guidance 
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in implementing new curricular policies initiated by central or local 
government. One officer described LEAs as a ‘mediating breakwater’: a 
good CEO was ‘not bothered if a school was a church school or not as 
long as it provided good education’.

Another area for effective collaboration was through local authority 
(LA) education committees, a ‘crucible of debate’ (abolished in 1993), 
where, if running local schools, the churches were entitled to elect rep-
resentatives: politically these would abstain if not affected by decisions, 
but they could hold the balance of power in a ‘hung’ council. One 
LA officer recalled that in his local authority the Anglicans tended to 
be liberal thinkers but also pragmatists who would support the status 
quo if in doubt. The Roman Catholics on the other hand could be far 
more defensive and independent, resisting help from the council: ‘They 
would rather be martyred than sup with the devil!’ he added.

Because they had such a high proportion of VC schools with LEA 
majority interest, Anglican diocesan authorities tended to be rather 
keener advocates of the partnership with LEAs than the Roman 
Catholics. One local authority with a three-tier structure of first, middle 
and high schools even decided to collaborate with the London diocese 
in 1980 to create a new Anglican voluntary-aided secondary high school 
into which the pupils from its Anglican middle schools could transfer at 
12 + ; the CEO’s incentive may have been to prevent the loss of income 
from pupils travelling out of the borough to other church schools but, 
although controversial at the time,10 it established an important prece-
dent which has since been followed by others.

Reflecting on the tensions in the political environment in the 1980s, 
the General Secretary of the National Society noted that

one end of the political spectrum still seemed hypnotised by a sort of 
sanctified dull conformity under the guise of equality of opportunity and 
continued to view any kind of power-sharing with the gravest suspicion 
as a denigration of due democratic process…The other end of the spec-
trum threatens to spoil an admirable insistence on diversity in schools 
and on the exercise of parental preference by suggestions that market 
forces can be allowed to operate within the educational partnership. 
(1984, 19)
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The Board of Education’s report to General Synod in 1985 empha-
sised ‘the importance of working even more closely with local authority 
partners, particularly in the areas of admission policies and staffing for 
Church schools’. The Revd. Bob Kenway wrote in the Church Times,

While many governors might be strongly critical of their LEAs, I am sure 
that there are many like me who do not want to see them withering on 
the vine and are fearful of the consequences if they do. Equally I know 
many governors are concerned by the parallel trend in which diocesan 
boards are increasingly seeing themselves as substitutes for LEAs. (23rd 
July 1993)

It is interesting to read these prophetic words and to note, in the second 
decade of the new millennium, the significant development of diocesan 
multi-academy trusts (MATs) in both Anglican and Roman Catholic 
dioceses, set up to oversee their church school academies independent of 
their local authorities.

Perhaps the most politically controversial intervention by the church 
in this period was that of the Bishop of London, Graham Leonard, in 
1985. Because the Conservative government was determined to abolish 
both the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA) and the Greater 
London Council,11 he was concerned that the break-up of the ILEA 
would leave fragmented and weakened support for London’s large net-
work of diocesan schools. As a Privy Councillor, he rallied support in 
the House of Lords and defeated the government’s proposals: however, 
Thatcher’s determination to destroy the ILEA and the power of local 
government meant that the reprieve was only temporary. The ILEA 
was finally abolished under Kenneth Baker’s 1988 legislation, which 
Graham Lane described as ‘one of the more damaging educational acts’ 
(2013, 131). One diocesan director, nevertheless, unsympathetic to the 
teachers’ union influence on LEAs and later to sponsor a new Anglican 
City Technology College,12 felt that the abolition of the ILEA was

the most significant milestone; in a hundred years’ time, that will be more 
important than the National Curriculum reforms. The ILEA was only 
one of the issues on which the Church has seemed confused and ambiva-
lent since 1870.
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As the debate about the Great Education Reform Bill 1987 became 
more heated, some Roman Catholic headteachers and diocesan officers 
defended the partnership with their LEAs. One head commented that, 
although it had been difficult dealing with the

complex and seemingly cumbersome bureaucracies, which seem to have 
been designed to ensure equity, uniformity and rectitude in the use of 
public money,…all schools rely heavily on their LEAs for administrative 
support, resources and advice. (Tablet, 20th February 1988)

Reflecting on the possibility of opting out of the LEA by adopting 
GMS, he went on to suggest that the opportunities afforded by finan-
cial delegation should be sufficient to overcome such difficulties without 
having to opt out and dissolve a partnership ‘which, in the main, has 
served many voluntary schools well in the past.’

Many Roman Catholic schools served socially deprived areas and dio-
ceses were concerned that the isolation inherent in independence from local 
authorities could also undermine the efforts of diocesan planners ‘to serve 
the best interests of all the Catholic pupils of an area’ (Cardinal Hume, 
Times, 13th January 1988). One Catholic diocese, where only 3 out of 218 
schools had opted out by 1995, replied to the government’s proposals,

In the main there is a very good working relationship between the volun-
tary sector in this diocese and the various maintaining local authorities…
The sign of partnership afforded by the presence of local authority repre-
sentative governors is something we value.

Concerned that opting out of the local authority would have isolated 
church schools from others in the maintained sector, the Director of the 
Catholic Education Service noted,

The LEA associations have emphasised the value of our partnership with 
increasing warmth as their own powers have diminished. (Tablet, 18th 
May 1996)

This was exemplified in the attitude of Graham Lane of the Association 
of Metropolitan Authorities who previously had regarded church 
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schools disparagingly as ‘independent schools on the rates’. After the 
introduction of GMS, Lane was notably more supportive, impressed 
by the professionalism of church educationists throughout the post-
1988 period. Even Sir Malcolm Thornton, the Conservative chairman 
of the House of Commons Select Committee on Education, speaking 
in 1996, regretted having voted for many of the 1980s reforms that 
stripped LEAs of their powers of planning and coordination (Education, 
8th March 1996). Eliza Filby reflected in 2015 that the Labour party’s 
‘self-inflicted paralysis’ during Thatcher’s rule meant that the Church of 
England stepped up as the unofficial opposition to defend what clergy 
considered to be Britain’s Christian social democratic values (God and 
Mrs Thatcher: The Battle for Britain’s Soul, 2015).

By the end of the twentieth century, the relationship between church 
schools and their local authorities looked very different to that of 1944. 
The Education (no. 2) Act 1986 significantly minimised the differences 
between county and voluntary schools, in particular with regard to the 
power of governors and the school’s LEA accountability, thereby to some 
extent signposting the phasing out of the dual system. The government’s 
wish to offer county schools similar freedoms to those enjoyed by volun-
tary schools, encouraging greater autonomy from local authorities, also 
reduced considerably the distinctiveness of voluntary status. The require-
ment of the 1988 Education Reform Act ensured that LEAs handed over 
much of their budgetary control to individual school governing bodies 
under ‘Local Management of Schools’, thereby reducing that distinctive-
ness still further.13 Finally the financial inducements and encouragement to 
church schools in 1995 to be ‘fast-tracked’ into GMS without the need for 
a parental ballot, made the churches more likely to question their loyalty to 
the local authority on which they had been grateful to rely in the past.

Opting Out of the LEA into GMS

The 1988 Education Act introduced this important legislation which, 
over the following decades under both Conservative and Labour gov-
ernments, was seriously to curtail the influence of LEAs. ‘Grant-
Maintained Status’ was Margaret Thatcher’s policy to encourage greater 
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autonomy for school heads and governors. Once they had control over 
their own budgets, they could manage their own schools without LEA 
oversight or interference. GM schools were able to become ‘trail-blazers’  
or ‘guinea pigs’ for other government initiatives such as bank- 
borrowing, raising capital from private industry through the Private 
Funding Initiative (PFI) and recreating grammar schools by increasing 
pupil selection by ability (cf. DFEE 1996).

While financial delegation to schools accelerated, it was also ironic that 
the school curriculum, having previously been where teacher autonomy 
was greatest and creative programmes of learning had flourished,14 after 
1988 became the area of greatest central government regulation through 
the imposition of the National Curriculum. The Secretary of State, hav-
ing previously had only responsibility for teacher training, the opening or 
closure of schools and the removal of air-raid shelters, accrued 175 pow-
ers to himself in 1988 and a further 50 in the 1993 Education Act. As 
Bishop Konstant warned in an address to the Salford diocese in 1993,

The Secretary of State has very considerable powers over a GM school. 
He can open, close, enlarge, reduce, move and inspect it; he can change 
its character (not religious), its teachers, its governors, and its curriculum.

This was of particular significance for Roman Catholic schools which, 
under Canon Law, are required to be under the control of the bishop, 
to ensure they retained their distinctive Catholic curriculum and ethos. 
All that the then Secretary of State would concede in 1992 was that 
he would take into account the trustees’ views when a Catholic school 
sought GM status. Kenneth Baker recalled in his memoirs,

I was conscious that I was not dealing merely with a local authority, or 
merely a trade union, or even the British cabinet, but with one of the 
great and enduring institutions of Western civilisation…I found the 
Cardinal the most formidable of my opponents, since he reflected the set-
tled authority of centuries. (1993, 217–208)

Many Anglicans too regretted the reduction in community engagement 
and local accountability since, despite the rhetoric of self-governance, 
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power became more centralised and GM schools more focused on their 
own interests. The Blackburn diocese advised its schools:

For Christians, there are not only political and pragmatic considerations 
but also an ethical dimension to the decision to apply for GM school sta-
tus that cannot be ignored. For example, the preferential funding which 
GM schools receive, in the form of transitional grant and more favoura-
ble capital allocations, can be seen as being at the expense of neighbour-
ing schools, and of other schools generally who share the national cake. 
(February 1994)

The issue of capital investment in school buildings was high on the 
agenda of aided church schools, which were particularly depend-
ent on central government for capital funding: even with parents or 
the dioceses offering 15% of the funding needed, it could take more 
than a decade to reach the top of the DES queue. Back in May1987, 
the Anglican Diocese of London and the Roman Catholic Diocese of 
Westminster, had jointly written to the government:

It is disturbing to find the general level of capital expenditure on county 
schools appears to be considerably ahead of that on voluntary aided. 
LEAs have more than one source of funds, whereas voluntary aided 
schools…are entirely dependent upon central government grant. We 
hope that it will be possible for the imbalance to be addressed.15

It was therefore not surprising that the 100% capital funding offered to 
GM schools was a powerful incentive for church aided schools to ‘opt 
out’ of their local authorities.

However, the Conservative government was equally determined to 
curtail the power of diocesan authorities as that of LEAs, seeing them 
as interfering with the freedom of schools that GMS offered. Such crit-
icism was highlighted in a private seminar on education held at the 
Carlton Club on 31st March 1991, resulting in a confidential paper 
reflecting the views of influential right-wing policymakers. Yet the 
Schools Minister, Baroness Blatch, asserted in 1993 that
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The Government places the highest importance on the preservation of a 
flourishing body of church schools. The Church has been, and remains, a 
major provider and stakeholder in the education system of the country…
Self-governing schools do not leave your flock. (Church Times, 30th July)

Frank Field, a Labour MP of strong Anglican allegiance, perhaps sur-
prisingly argued in favour of GMS, insisting that, far from undermining 
the Christian ethos of a school, GMS was a vital chance to safeguard 
or even restore the role of Christianity in a predominantly secular soci-
ety. Critical of William Temple’s capitulation to the State in 1944, Field 
thought that Christian GM schools could become a strong federation 
and significant force in English education, less vulnerable to political 
pressures of central or local government (an anti-Erastian view consist-
ent with his Anglo-Catholic tradition). One priest and governor of a 
GM church school agreed: ‘The truth is that our ‘churchness’ has been 
strengthened by opting out’ (TES, 8th May 1992).

Yet the churches were frustrated by the lack of clarification of gov-
ernment policy in relation to the future of LEAs. Under the 1992 
Further and Higher Education Act, sixth form colleges, a num-
ber of which were Anglican or Roman Catholic, were removed from 
LEA control and incorporated into the planning remit of the Further 
Education Funding Council, on which the churches had no statutory 
role although some representation. This legislation also removed the dis-
tinction between polytechnics and universities, leaving church colleges 
of higher education ‘out on a limb’, needing to reassess their position 
in relation to the new university sector and the accreditation of their 
degree courses. Many aimed to retain their independence by extending 
their range of courses and, although some merged into other HE insti-
tutions (e.g. Bishop Lonsdale College into Derby University), others 
(e.g. Roehampton, Chester or Liverpool Hope Universities) successfully 
established themselves in the expanding HE market, creating a strong 
association of Anglican and Catholic universities in the ‘Cathedrals 
Group’.

Meanwhile, under the 1993 Education Act, school governors were 
required formally to discuss GMS each year and report their decision 
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to parents; yet it still allowed no return from GM to LEA status, even if 
parents wished it.16 The government had thought church schools would 
leap at the chance of greater independence: they had always been pred-
icated on the principle of parental choice; their parents and foundation 
sponsors made considerable contributions to the capital development 
and improvement of school buildings; they already worked inde-
pendently (if still in partnership) with their LEAs; aided schools had 
always been ‘self-governing’ in appointing their own staff and admit-
ting their own pupils; and they placed a high premium on moral and 
spiritual values in the ethos of their schools.

When the Conservatives’ expectations proved to be too optimistic, 
only 8% of Catholic and 4% of Anglican schools having opted out by 
1994, the government decided to promote ‘Going GM’ conferences tar-
geted directly at church school heads and governors. The DfEE organ-
ised 37 such regional conferences that year, attracting representatives 
from 12% of schools at a cost to the government of £114 per delegate, 
but only 12 church schools opted out. One Anglican headteacher pri-
vately likened these conferences to ‘evangelical meetings where peo-
ple seem to need to convince themselves they are right or alternatively 
preaching at a 6.30 pm evensong for the already converted!’ Another 
thought the predominantly male middle-class atmosphere was reminis-
cent of ‘the Tory Party at prayer’.

Many church schools felt they might have more to lose than to gain 
by throwing in their lot with unaccountable central government ‘quan-
gos’ such as the Funding Agency for Schools (FAS).17 Perhaps the most 
revealing comment from the DfEE civil servants of the time was their 
response to enquiries as to how many of the GM schools came from 
a religious foundation (i.e. Anglican or Roman Catholic): the govern-
ment was only required to retrieve this data when forced by an MP’s 
parliamentary question on 11th May 1994. The Director of the Grant 
Maintained Schools Trust insisted ‘We wouldn’t differentiate at all 
between aided, controlled or county once they’re GM’: his view was 
endorsed by the Chief Executive of the FAS in November 1996, sug-
gesting that the distinctive status of church schools was being deliber-
ately subsumed into an alternative secular institutional category.
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This concern was further exacerbated by a report (Church Times, 29th 
April 1994) that a future Labour government would not return aided 
schools that had ‘opted out’ to their previous status, but only allow 
them to become controlled, thus tying them even more closely to the 
very local authorities they had attempted to escape from by ‘going GM’. 
However, after Tony Blair, the newly elected Labour leader, revealed 
that his son would be attending the London Oratory School (one of the 
most advantaged GM Catholic schools run by trustees who would not 
tolerate any dependence on the LEA or even the Cardinal), this policy 
was dropped. In October 1995, David Blunkett as Shadow Secretary of 
State published his Diversity and Excellence policy paper, recommending 
three future categories of school: foundation, aided and community.

Interestingly, while a few other faith traditions had previously estab-
lished voluntary-aided schools where parental demand existed (e.g. the 
Sikhs in Ealing) or created independent schools (c.f. Yusef Islam’s pri-
mary school in Brent), other religious groups took advantage of the leg-
islation to create ‘faith’ schools for different religious traditions, creating 
further complexity in the state education system. The Secretary of State, 
Gillian Shepherd, was hesitant to permit state-funded Muslim schools 
in 1995, fearing ethnic ghettos and gender discrimination, but it was 
difficult to block their establishment in response to parental demand. 
Despite the apparent safeguards of the National Curriculum require-
ments, ‘Pandora’s box’ had been opened, as the Coalition government 
was later to discover in Birmingham in 2014.

The 1993 Act also rescinded the obligation on LEAs to retain an 
education committee on which Anglicans and Catholics with denom-
inational schools in the area had representation. The churches were 
reluctant to see a two-tier system with their LEA partners ‘withering 
on the vine’ or church schools ‘floating away’ from their dioceses. The 
Anglican Schools Officer David Lankshear noted by 1996 that the con-
cept of partnership

presents some problems at regional level, not least at times of local 
authority reorganisation when it may be unclear with whom and how the 
church is in partnership. Further with some schools relating directly to a 
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national agency rather than a local authority, partnership becomes poten-
tially more complicated for dioceses.

There is no doubt that the ‘dual system’ of Church and State involve-
ment as partners in education, strengthened by Butler in 1944, looked 
radically different by the end of the twentieth century.

The Blair Era

The election of a Labour government in 1997 heralded an era which 
aspired to less confrontation and more collaboration across society. 
Thatcher’s abrasive style of ideological leadership18 gradually faded in 
the memory and Tony Blair ensured that trades union power was kept 
under reasonable control to avoid the damaging strikes of the 1970s 
which had contributed to the rise of her right-wing Conservatism. Blair 
saw education as paving the way to a more inclusive society. He began 
by focusing his personal attention on the NHS, the Home Office and 
Education, in particular the literacy and numeracy strategy in primary 
schools led by Michael Barber. Blair also shared his Secretary of State 
David’s Blunkett’s agenda to raise standards and, as his biographer 
noted,

Education was the major success story among the public services in the 
first term…including a tough line on standards, school failure and a deep 
scepticism about the role of education authorities. (Seldon 2005, 433)

More interested in standards than structures, Blair endorsed the idea of 
freeing up secondary schools and attracting the best school leaders to 
improve results. He supported the initiative on Excellence in Cities, the 
expansion of specialist schools and the introduction of new ‘city acade-
mies’ especially in deprived areas.

Unpicking the privatisation of previously public companies was not 
high on New Labour’s agenda and the education system was no excep-
tion. Although Blair prioritised ‘education, education, education’ (a 
phrase first used in his 1995 party conference speech), the schools were  



4  Church Schools and Local Government …        113

clearly weary of government initiatives and most felt that their delegated 
funding gave them the autonomy they needed to fulfil their obligations, 
without being forced back under the control of local authorities. Local 
government retained the duty to promote higher educational standards 
in all publicly-funded schools but, by then, the majority of schools were 
already confident in going out to tender for catering services, maintenance 
or human resources advice and heads had become used to their greater 
managerial freedoms. Blunkett as Secretary of State and later his Schools 
Minister, Andrew Adonis, shared their leader’s understanding that schools 
should retain considerable autonomy: it was decided that grammar schools 
should be left as they were and the government only required legislation 
that ensured all GM schools became foundation schools. Under the 1998 
School Standards and Framework Act, three types of schools were thus cre-
ated: foundation, aided and community schools. Church schools therefore 
felt more secure in their position in the diverse educational firmament, 
and Blair’s personal Christian commitment reassured them that govern-
ment policy was likely to be more sympathetic to their cause.

After the 2001 election, the Labour government’s focus moved onto 
secondary schools. In a 2002 paper, Blair thought ‘a notion of a spe-
cialist school system replacing the comprehensive system just about 
gets there’ and noted that Adonis ‘had dreams of a radical agenda’; his 
main concern (like Thatcher’s19) was that the Department for Children, 
Schools and Families (DCSF, the new term for the DES) was ill-
equipped and too timid to take through major policy change (Seldon, 
op.cit. 635). In his determination to raise the quality of education and 
pupil achievement for children in deprived areas, Adonis devised plans 
to create new ‘state independent schools’,20 i.e. academies, which would 
build on the Conservative government’s earlier ideas of City Technology 
Colleges: he was convinced that newly built secondary schools in areas 
of deprivation, self-governing and sponsored by committed philanthro-
pists and business people, would drive up educational standards. He 
also continued the expansion of specialist schools, widening the possible 
types of specific subject specialisms available for schools to adopt, such 
as the built environment, languages, music and mathematics, believing 
that schools should be encouraged to adopt any strategies which would 
improve pupil achievement.
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This led on to the Building Schools for the Future (BSF) programme, 
a major financial investment in school buildings which had been seri-
ously neglected by previous governments.21 With the three-year public 
spending settlement of July 2000, funding for school capital projects 
rose from £700 m in 1997 to nearly £8 bn, before it was axed in 2010 
by Michael Gove under the new Coalition government. Adonis was 
keen to expand the academy programme and, although accused of 
‘blackmail’, used capital funding to persuade local authorities to sup-
port the development of academies in their areas: ‘I had no compunc-
tion in being so blunt…I saw it as the state living up to its fundamental 
responsibility to ensure a decent standard of education nationwide’ 
(2012, 80).

Some campaigners used judicial review to obstruct the creation of 
academies: in Islington in 2001, local people requested a new church 
secondary school as they did not have one in the area and, despite the 
partnership of the London diocese and the local authority, anti-academy  
campaigners took their case all the way to the High Court in 2006 
before the new Anglican all-age academy was approved. Adonis had 
skilfully adapted the legal framework already in place from the City 
Technology Colleges legislation to include leasing and transfer of land 
and therefore minimised political controversy: this also included more 
flexible teachers’ terms and conditions of employment, allowing more 
after-school activities and longer teaching hours. Adonis’ intention was 
to create 500 such academies: the first 3 opened in 2002 and by the 
2010 general election there were 267.

However concern was still expressed about the lack of democratic 
accountability as academies were handed over to sponsors. Graham 
Lane considered Adonis’ ‘passion for Academy Schools is not based on 
reliable evidence’ (Lane 2013, 8). Adonis’ critics felt that without the 
tutelage of the local authority, ‘you are left with, on the one hand, a 
kind of widespread anarchy, where anyone with special determination, 
good contacts and influence or a particular plan can push ahead, and, 
on the other, a series of mini fiefdoms, controlled by powerful inter-
ests, who are permitted to run schools as they see fit’ (Adonis 2012, 
135). Adonis was unapologetic for encouraging successful businessmen 
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to take on academies,22 especially as the schools were commissioned by 
a democratically elected government, funded by the state, inspected by 
Ofsted, and their results were in the public domain. By 2012 there were 
more than 150 sponsors, although only 7 academy chains owned more 
than 10 academies, still far fewer schools than most local authorities. 
One Christian trust, the Woodard Foundation which governed a group 
of independent schools, decided to take on responsibility for turning 
around several failing comprehensive schools, a task it found more dif-
ficult than its resources allowed. The larger academy chains (e.g. United 
Learning, Harris) created central governing boards, which appointed 
or dismissed headteachers, controlled budgets tightly and scrutinised 
closely standards of pupil attainment. The local school governing bod-
ies of these academy chains were beholden to these central boards, thus 
with less autonomy than they would have had as a community school 
under a local authority.

The demand for school places was increasing with rising pupil num-
bers and more new schools were needed. Some Anglican diocesan 
officers saw the opportunity to expand their provision, especially where 
their own secondary schools were often heavily oversubscribed: in the 
London diocese, for example, Adonis approved the opening of a new 
Anglican academy in 2008 which became oversubscribed within two 
years. Although he had ideally preferred ‘no faith tests’, pupil admis-
sions for some church academies were regulated as 50% foundation (i.e. 
Christian criteria) places and 50% local children, in order to facilitate 
greater social community cohesion. Others (e.g. Burlington Danes CE 
Academy in Hammersmith) had entirely open admissions: this was 
welcomed by many Anglicans, who still viewed their role as serving the 
whole community. Like aided schools, church academies’ governing 
bodies also included a representative from the local authority, although 
they retained a majority of foundation governors.

By contrast, the Roman Catholics were again concerned that, by 
supporting academies, they would lose control of pupil admissions (as 
noted before, a key requirement for a Catholic school) and be forced to 
admit non-Catholics at the expense of Catholic families, so the Catholic 
Education Service was wary of this government initiative. Nevertheless, 
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a Catholic academy was allowed to open in south London giving pref-
erence to Catholic pupils. More public controversy arose when some 
church schools used parental interviews and a family’s commitment to 
the school’s ethos for selecting pupils, leading to accusations of mid-
dle-class bias: these practices were subsequently banned under a revised 
admission code prior to the 2006 Education and Inspections Act. In 
2015, formally censured by the School Adjudicator for such practices, 
Cardinal Vaughan RC School in west London won a judicial review.

Voluntary aided schools had real financial incentives to adopt acad-
emy status, even after the initial generous government funding had 
ceased: if retaining aided status, they were still required to contribute 
10% of any capital building costs and also were liable for VAT, which 
was a considerable financial burden as school budgets tightened. When 
VC schools opted for academy status, they were allowed to adopt the 
same framework as aided schools, thereby establishing a closer relation-
ship with their dioceses than most would have had as controlled schools. 
Also, as Ofsted inspected pupils’ spiritual and moral development in 
schools, they found this requirement easier to fulfil by articulating their 
Christian foundations.

One issue which was to affect Anglican controlled schools was RE, 
though not aided schools as they followed diocesan syllabuses. The gov-
ernment’s legislation relating to self-governing academies was so focused 
on ensuring freedom from local authorities that ministers apparently 
failed to remember that RE was required to follow the local agreed syl-
labus as decided by the SACRE. A rather unsatisfactory compromise 
was belatedly written into the Funding Agreement, allowing academies 
to follow any agreed syllabus belonging to any local authority in the 
country, although there appeared to be no incentive to implement this 
satisfactorily.23

When Gordon Brown eventually succeeded Tony Blair in 2007, their 
disagreements on public service reform included the policy on acade-
mies, but Adonis was relieved that Brown agreed to accompany him 
to visit an academy, after which the policy was allowed to continue. 
Nevertheless, in 2008 Adonis was moved to a ministerial post in trans-
port, ‘a sign of his leader’s recognition of the limits of his waning power 
on public service reform’ (Benn 2011, 81).
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The centralisation of power within the DCSF accelerated with the 
expansion of the academy programme, as the local authorities’ responsi-
bility for schools diminished.

In their different ways, the governments of Thatcher, Major, Blair and 
Brown all advocated versions of parental choice and greater school free-
dom while tightening the control of the daily life of schools from the cen-
tre. (ibid., 67)

However, this centralising process was to increase even further under 
the Coalition government.

The Coalition Years 2010–2015

Despite the Conservatives need for a coalition partnership with the 
Liberal Democrats after the General Election in May 2010, there was 
little sign that Michael Gove as the new Secretary of State wished to 
take time for consultation on his education policy. Seizing on the suc-
cess of academies in raising standards in deprived areas, he decided to 
extend without delay the offer of greater freedom from local authori-
ties to all ‘outstanding’ schools. Impressed by the Charter schools 
in the USA and the Swedish system, he also created a new model of 
free schools similar to academies, which could be set up by parents or 
teachers, ‘to bust open the state monopoly on education and allow new 
schools to be established’.

By January 2011, seven out of ten free school applications were 
from faith-based groups. Parents in north London, supported by 
the Anglican diocese, set up a free school nursery and primary school 
in a local church. Some evangelical churches, e.g. in Tyneside and 
Nottingham, saw these freedoms as opportunities to create Christian 
schools in tune with their ‘creationist’ beliefs. Some dioceses or 
Christian groups welcomed the freedom to create new partnerships: 
in Hull for example, the Archbishop Sentamu Academy linked with 
the specialist facilities of Aspire Academy in 2014 to cater for vulner-
able pupils and those at risk of exclusion.24 The increase in faith-based 
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schools was significant: in one local authority, proposed free schools 
included two from evangelical Christians, two Islamic schools attached 
to mosques, a Roman Catholic one and another set up by science teach-
ers (ibid., 167). However, like with GMS, many dioceses remained 
cautious or even sceptical that free schools would be seen as part of the 
diocesan family.

As with previous government policies, additional funding for free 
schools was an inducement, but such generosity was short-lived as 
Coalition cuts began to bite. In January 2011, local authorities’ gen-
eral grant was top-sliced to help the academies programme, irrespec-
tive of how many academies existed in the area. Yet Gove was spending 
far more than the £50 m earmarked for the first year of free schools: 
in 2014, one new sixth form college in Westminster, supported by 
the Harris academy chain, alone cost the taxpayer £48 m. In response 
to the rising birth rate, more school places were urgently needed, but 
local authorities were still not permitted to establish new community 
schools: the Department For Education (DFE) would only approve 
new free schools. Thus central government was able to ensure that local 
authorities’ powers were minimised to retaining responsibility for spe-
cial needs provision and offering their advice to schools through service 
agreements.

Financial cuts were inevitable and in May 2011 the abrupt cancel-
lation of the BSF programme left many schools seriously demoralised, 
as their future plans were shelved indefinitely: 719 schemes were axed, 
including many for church schools.25 Gove was also determined that 
teacher training should become predominantly school-based, which 
threatened successful university education courses, many of which were 
run by church colleges. The speed of cuts to government quangos, to 
the funding for poorer post-16 students to stay on at school and sports 
partnerships, meant that the implications were not fully considered and 
Gove had partly to reinstate the latter two.

In the 2011 Education Act, the government gave itself powers to 
purchase land from local authorities to give to new academies and free 
schools as they were encouraged to expand. This was however resisted 
by dioceses which held in trust the land on which church schools  
were built. In 2015, as the government rushed to approve more 
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academies before the general election, the Church of England sensed 
the DFE was less careful in following the model agreements which 
ensured a diocese retained its responsibility for its school as a church 
academy. Government appeared frustrated that, as the churches’ trusts 
owned the land, the freedom of church academies was somewhat 
curtailed.

The curriculum reforms were of particular concern to church 
schools. Although schools had more freedoms in relation to the 
National Curriculum, Gove introduced a more rigid requirement for 
assessment. The English Baccalaureate,26 the results of which were 
published in national league tables, included specific GCSE subjects 
like history and geography, but excluded RE which most church 
schools taught as a core GCSE for all pupils. The churches, along 
with advocates of other excluded arts subjects, lobbied for change 
but Gove was adamant, championing traditional teaching methods 
and subject knowledge. He later introduced a ‘Progress 8’ assess-
ment, which allowed for some more flexibility in the choice of GCSE 
subjects, but his prioritisation of Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics (STEM) subjects still appeared to marginalise the 
humanities and the arts. At a meeting with the Anglican archbish-
ops and bishops at Lambeth Palace on 3rd July 2013, Gove acknowl-
edged his policies had damaged RE, but subsequently did nothing to 
address the churches’ concerns: in fact, the DFE even removed bur-
saries for RE teacher training in 2014 which, after recruitment col-
lapsed, had to be reinstated by his successor as Secretary of State, 
Nicky Morgan, in 2015.

Anglican church leaders were determined to rise to the challenges of 
the Coalition’s radical agenda. Back in 2001, Lord Dearing had chaired 
their report, The Way Ahead, advocating a significant increase in the 
provision of Anglican secondary schools, more clergy training on edu-
cation and enhanced teacher recruitment for church schools. In 2012 
the Church of England followed it up with The Church School of the 
Future Report (chaired by this author) which reiterated those recom-
mendations, but crucially recognised that the demise of local authori-
ties offered an important opportunity for the dioceses to work with new 
partnerships and step into the vacuum by offering professional services 
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to support their schools.27 By 2015, many dioceses had increased their 
resources for education, cooperating across diocesan boundaries where 
appropriate to improve effectiveness, and had established MATs to sup-
port both their church schools and even community schools which felt 
sufficient synergy with their Christian ethos to come in under their 
framework.28 By 2015, 60% of Anglican secondary schools had become 
academies and the Bishop of Ely, Stephen Conway, paid tribute to

the diocesan boards of education, head teachers and school staff who have 
made dramatic and impactful efforts in improving these schools for the 
sake of their pupils. (Hansard, 29th January 2015)

Where LAs had cut back on advisers for RE, diocesan advisers were also 
able to assist community schools alongside church schools. As the dio-
ceses became more confident in creating MATs, they were able to offer 
an alternative to the expanding academy chains such as Harris, United 
Learning, ARK29 or E-ACT.30

Yet the government was determined not to recreate local authori-
ties in a different guise. As Nick Gibb, Minister of State for Schools, 
said, ‘We are not being prescriptive about the size of chains, but we 
do not envisage them replicating local authorities’ (letter, May 2011). 
Melissa Benn expressed concern about the increasing lack of local 
accountability:

Without an active, well-resourced and democratically accountable state, 
particularly at local level, we are in danger of throwing away the tools 
we need to ensure both the high quality and equality in education; in a 
nation as economically and socially divided as ours, it is vital that we pur-
sue both. (2011, xx)

She also noted the danger that the fast pace of technology and the 
temptation for private providers to cut costs would increase standard-
ised, centralised learning methods and reduce teachers’ creative free-
dom. The pressure on academies and free schools to improve standards 
was leading to ‘draconian management, soulless pedagogy and concen-
tration on profit’ (ibid., 178).
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The government’s creation of eight Regional School Commissioners 
(RSCs)31  in 2014 as a middle tier between the DFE and schools aimed 
to provide more effective oversight of education planning, ‘a prag-
matic approach to managing the growing task of overseeing academies’ 
(Education Select Committee, January 2016). Despite the RSCs being 
advised by headteacher boards, however, the Select Committee also noted 
that ‘the landscape of oversight, intervention, inspection and accountabil-
ity is now complex and difficult for many of those involved in education, 
not least parents, to navigate’. Some diocesan authorities found them-
selves struggling to engage with RSCs who were not sympathetic to or did 
not understand the legal structures of church schools. The large regional 
areas were not co-terminous with LAs or dioceses, one diocese having to 
relate to three different RSCs, and the lack of transparency or account-
ability was of serious concern to the Select Committee. In response, 
in February 2016 the government appointed Sir David Carter as the 
National Schools Commissioner to oversee the work of the eight RSCs.

Following the Conservatives general election victory in 2015, the 
commitment to wholesale ‘academisation’ of schools by 2022 was reit-
erated in the White Paper ‘Educational Excellence Everywhere’ (March 
2016) and the Secretary of State retained the power to approve new 
free schools through the RSCs. On 16th March 2016, surprisingly as 
part of the Chancellor’s budget announcements rather than from the 
Secretary of State for Education, George Osborne declared that the gov-
ernment would even force all schools to become academies by 2022. 
On the BBC’s Newsnight programme (17th March), Nick Gibb faced 
hostile questioning: if the first academies under Adonis were for those 
which needed to improve their pupils’ life-chances, and the ‘converter’ 
academies under Gove were for those which wanted that status, why 
was the government now forcing academy status on very successful 
schools which felt they already had the autonomy they wanted while 
still in partnership with their LA? Paradoxically Gibb’s only reply was 
that he wanted the collaboration of outstanding heads to help less good 
schools improve, failing to appreciate the irony that such collaboration 
was unlikely to come willingly from conscripted school leaders. It was 
undoubtedly a high-risk strategy and, like previously ill-considered poli-
cies, was soon dropped.
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It seemed ironic that a government which advocated more free-
doms for school leaders should be recommending ‘forced conversions’ 
to academy status if, under the Education and Adoption Act, a school 
was deemed ‘inadequate’ or ‘coasting’. Baroness Estelle Morris, a pre-
vious Education Secretary, regretted that the voice of parents and com-
munities was marginalised by the MATs and the RSCs, with schools no 
longer taking collective responsibility for all children in a community: 
‘Who will rein in the enormous power given to the Regional Schools 
Commissioners and their expanding teams?’ (Church Times, 10th June 
2016). The DfE consolidated accounts 2016–2017 even noted that 
local governing bodies of academies were insufficiently influential to be 
counted as ‘related parties’.

In many ways, Anglican church schools remained embedded in their 
local communities, particularly at primary level where the parish school 
is often the local school with open access admissions policies.32 Unlike 
most Roman Catholic or Muslim schools, Anglicans had traditionally 
eschewed the concept of ‘faith schools’, since they saw themselves as pri-
marily serving the nation rather than the church, a critical distinction 
often missed by the media and government officials. Bishop Stephen 
Conway, Chairman of the National Society Council, said:

Our schools are not faith schools, they are church schools, run for all. 
They are not exclusive but inclusive. We are not interested in producing 
schools to reinforce our identity, but our schools succeed where there is a 
distinctive Christian ethos. (Church Times, 22th May 2015)

To underpin its initiatives for church school development and expan-
sion, in May 2016 the Church of England Education Office published 
a new ‘Vision for Education’ both ‘Deeply Christian’ and ‘Serving the 
Community’, focusing on wisdom, hope and aspiration, community 
and the dignity of the human person.

There is a unique opportunity for the Church of England to renew and 
enhance its contribution to the education of our nation’s children, espe-
cially through the expansion of the Church of England Free schools.  
(p. 23)



4  Church Schools and Local Government …        123

Recognising the need for Christian leaders in MATs, the Foundation 
for Educational Leadership was also created to train and resource school 
leaders, networking with dioceses and universities. Free schools offered 
opportunities for parents and religious groups to create new schools 
in response to local interests and priorities which, subject to Ofsted 
requirements, were able to offer more choice to communities. Bishop 
Stephen, noted that, although it was too early to judge the success of 
free schools,

Good relationships with a number of Regional School Commissioners 
have enabled us to use free schools to bring to whole new communi-
ties our distinctive, quality education based on a strong Christian ethos. 
(Hansard, 29th January 2015)

The Roman Catholics however felt their policy of creating Catholic 
schools for Catholic families was being undermined by the government’s 
insistence that academies or free schools could only admit 50% of their 
pupils from a faith background. Despite the expansion of national free 
school provision, the Catholic Education Service had advised dioceses to 
reject this requirement, concerned that Catholic parents could be thereby 
excluded from Catholic schools by non-Catholics (Tablet, 12th September 
2015). After the change of Prime Minister in July 2016, Theresa May pro-
posed that Catholics might be able to create new free schools with priority 
given to Catholic admissions as long as the schools ensured that pupils had 
effective multi-faith and multicultural education experiences.33 This pro-
posal was eventually dropped and the 50% retained.

The government seemed again not to have fully worked out the 
implication of its ideology: ‘politics is bedevilled by the law of unin-
tended consequences’, noted Nick Spencer (Church Times, 17th April 
2015). Offering communities greater freedoms also requires greater 
accountability, not just in educational standards but also in govern-
ance and oversight. The tension between allowing schools freedom and 
yet requiring compliance continued with debates on the anti-terrorist 
‘Prevent’ strategy imposed on schools and universities in 2015; school 
girls’ wearing of the Muslim niqab led to Ofsted threatening to down-
grade schools which permitted this in 2016.34 The Trojan Horse scandal 
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in the Birmingham community schools in 2014, where Sunni Muslim 
governors took control of the curriculum to advocate a fundamental-
ist interpretation of Islam contrary to what the Prime Minister called 
‘British values’ of tolerance and openness, demonstrated ineffective 
accountability both by the LA and Ofsted. Similar concerns were raised 
in 2017 when schools with predominantly Pakistani heritage pupils 
in Oldham were drawn to national attention on the front page of the 
Sunday Times (19th February). The policy that governors or parents 
could be trusted without proper safeguards not to abuse their freedom 
proved to be very naïve on the part of both central and local govern-
ment.35 By 2018, the recently appointed Ofsted Chief Inspector took 
a tougher line, criticising the abusers of the primary headteacher of St 
Stephen’s School in Newham who had decided that pre-pubescent girls 
should not wear the hijab to school:

Under the pretext of religious belief, they use education institutions, legal 
and illegal, to narrow young people’s horizons, to isolate and segregate, 
and in the worst cases to indoctrinate impressionable minds with extrem-
ist ideology. (Evening Standard, 1st February 2018)

The 2014 crisis in Birmingham community schools had risked tainting 
other religious communities: Ofsted downgraded a number of Christian 
and Jewish schools for failing to teach tolerance towards other faiths 
and homosexuals.36 For the secular humanists long opposed to any kind 
of religious schools, this was naturally ‘fuel to the fire’. Oliver Kamm 
(Times, 30th May 2015) criticised faith schools for drilling children in 
sectarian doctrines, presenting values at odds with the values of toler-
ance and education, and he asserted that ‘the ethos of faith is by defini-
tion hostile to learning’. Letters published in reply (1st June) wondered 
why, if this was the case, so many parents wanted to send their chil-
dren there, seeking strong communities ‘where everyone is valued and 
where high standards of teaching and learning are promoted’. The ‘vexa-
tious complaints’ to the Schools Adjudicator by groups opposed to faith 
schools37 were eventually curtailed by restricting complaints to only 
local parents and councils (Tablet, 30th January 2016). The then head 
of Ofsted, himself a Catholic, noted,
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It is perfectly legitimate for individuals and faith groups to hold firm to a 
set of values and beliefs, which may run counter to existing social norms. 
What is not legitimate is to use these beliefs to condone or even encour-
age intolerance and discrimination. (Church Times, 5th February 2016)

It was important that church leaders were given the freedom to offer 
a vision for their schools and not viewed by government as interfering 
diocesan authorities. Bishop Stephen Conway insisted in the House of 
Lords’ debate on education,

The Church continues to want to be involved in the reform and improve-
ment of education across the board, not just in church schools but across 
primary schools, community schools, secondary schools and the univer-
sity sector. (Hansard, 29th January 2015)

The churches, with such a significant stake in the nation’s education 
system, were in danger of being seen as an obstacle to, rather than a 
partner in, raising standards. Lack of confidence in governmental advis-
ers’ and some RSCs’ understanding of trust issues related to church 
schools, and scepticism about the ministers’ willingness to consult dioc-
esan boards of education, left church educationalists anxious about 
the future. If forcibly swept up into secular MATs, church schools 
could lose their Christian character; yet the government only offered a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on choice of sponsor, rather 
than legislative safeguards. The sustainability of many small rural par-
ish schools jeopardised by financial cuts was of similar concern, but the 
government looked to the church to find answers.38 Acknowledging 
that rural schools play a key role in sustaining communities, the govern-
ment also seemed determined to relate funding to pupil numbers rather 
than community need: small village church schools, often a vital focus 
of community identity, were therefore likely to face closure if opposed 
to linking under a secular MAT, federation or an executive head. As one 
diocesan director warned, the government should

recognise the need to ensure that church governance arrangements in 
academies and free schools are not subject to the vagaries of chance and 
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that we do not end up with secularisation by neglect or stealth, because 
the church character of academies is not securely articulated in the gov-
ernance and voting arrangements of multi-academy trusts. (Church Times, 
5th June 2015)

Even the ecclesiastical lawyers were concerned that the partnership 
model of church and state was threatened: ‘The Churches are your 
partners, not a set of delivery agencies under your control’ (Howard 
Dellar, ibid.). However the final MoU, alongside Lord Nash’s explicit 
record in Hansard (1st and 16th December 2015) stated the principle 
that ‘the religious character of a faith school will be protected when any 
interventions are necessary’; diocesan boards of education would be 
fully involved in consultation with the RSCs and ideally would retain 
their church schools within a diocesan MAT. The MoU was a pivotal 
moment when government recognised the need to work with dioceses 
in developing a strategic approach to academisation in dioceses: senior 
DfE officials thought that the MoU was a highly significant step which 
they would never have anticipated three years previously. How far this 
could be relied upon, only time would tell.

The Future of Partnership?

When in May 2015 the new Conservative majority government quickly 
targeted ‘coasting’ as well as ‘failing’ schools to be taken over as acad-
emies, the wholesale privatisation of school education seemed a step 
nearer. The Schools Minister, Nick Gibb, asserted that the government 
was ‘liberating teachers from the dead-hand of the local authorities’ 
(Times, 6th June 2015). It was however evident that the pool of pos-
sible sponsors to take over academies was dwindling and a number of 
academies were failing Ofsted inspections.39 Research published by the 
Sutton Trust in 2016 regretted

very slow growth in the number of those chains which are succeeding in 
the original aims of the sponsor academies programme. The Government, 
and its new infrastructure of Regional Schools Commissioners, needs to 
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act radically and rapidly to ensure that the promise of the policy pro-
gramme is realised in improving the educational experiences and out-
comes for disadvantaged children. (Chain Effects, by Merryn Hutchings, 
Becky Francis and Philip Kirby)

The school population was expected to increase by 900,000 over the 
following decade, yet in 2015 only 19% of free school secondary places 
were in areas that needed them.40 In 2018 the government even pro-
posed expanding the number of voluntary aided schools as well as gram-
mar schools. Despite the admirable motive to raise standards for all 
children, the government’s strategies were unlikely to provide a quick fix.

Political inconsistencies also did not make for an easy relationship 
with providers. There was an interesting dilemma for a government 
which wished to liberate schools to improve standards and devise their 
own curricula, yet simultaneously expected the inclusion of all EBacc 
subjects at Key Stage 4 and performance to Ofsted ‘floor targets’ regard-
less of pupils’ starting levels.41,42 Parental choice of school was a con-
sistent mantra as families sought to ensure their own values were not 
undermined, but parents, governors and schools had to comply with 
government mandates for teaching ‘British values’. The removal of the 
requirement in 2016 to have elected parent governors reinforced the 
sense that accountability to parents was less important than the power 
of the head. Highly qualified classroom teachers were needed, but gov-
ernment prioritised more School Direct placements where the emphasis 
was primarily on classroom skills rather than a deeper understanding of 
teaching subjects offered through university courses. Greater freedom in 
academies to pay staff salaries as required by the ‘market’ was likely to 
increase the pressure on shrinking school budgets.43 Local authorities 
retained the responsibility for the provision of sufficient school places, 
yet were not permitted to open a new community school to meet local 
needs: only free schools were approved. Local democratic accountability 
was ostensibly valued but then superseded by DfE intervention and the 
higher, less accountable regional authority of the RSC. A serious short-
age of headteachers in 2016–2017 prompted The Times Leader to reflect

One unintended and unwelcome consequence of the demise of local edu-
cation authorities has been that Whitehall’s control has seemed closer and 



128        P. Chadwick

more frequent. While rigorous inspection is part of the regime that has 
seen schools improve, the endless diet of government guidelines could 
now stop. (31st December 2016)

One experienced head responded to the article, having resigned from 
her post, ‘The constant intervention and changes that the government 
heaped upon schools were overwhelming.’

The effective partnerships in the twentieth century were those which 
took the time to establish trust between the players to ensure that 
support was negotiated. Through the Thatcher era, New Labour and 
Cameron governments, the drive to free schools from the constraints of 
local authority control, although not infrequently party political, was 
primarily driven by concern that standards were not improving suffi-
ciently and that children were being let down by inadequate education 
provision. The reduction in local democratic accountability was deemed 
a necessary price to pay. However, the impact on the other partners in 
the enterprise such as the churches seemed to be of lesser consideration, 
leading to anxiety, confusion and sometimes confrontation. As Bishop 
Graham Leonard had noted back in 1985,

The concept of partnership in education is more than just a cliché or 
bureaucratic device…The Christian vision of education…sees human 
beings as partners with God in the work of creation…For the Church to 
be able to exercise its important responsibility in education, we may have 
to disturb and invigorate the present ecclesiastical and educational struc-
tures and expectations. (General Synod, 3rd July 1985)

The historic commitment of the churches to the education of this 
country, as explored in this chapter, offers a legacy of service to the 
community and the nation which is central to British culture and val-
ues and, crucially, is provided in response to the expectations of par-
ents who want the best for their children’s education. While Anglican 
and Roman Catholic education leaders may have sometimes differing 
views on the purpose of church schools, their long-standing commit-
ment to the nation’s education system and its children is unquestiona-
ble. Both central and local governments of all political persuasions need 
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to understand that distinctive contribution and appreciate that legacy. 
This understanding takes time, not always a ready commodity in polit-
ical life, but the rewards of engaging fully with such experienced part-
ners remain significant in enhancing the educational provision in this 
country.

We provide a Catholic curriculum, which is broad and balanced, recog-
nising that every pupil is unique…We incorporate democratic principles, 
value the rule of law, support individual liberty and foster a community 
in which different faiths and beliefs are respected. (Catholic Values and 
‘British Values, Catholic Education Service 2015)

Our vision for education offers a framework for education which pro-
motes wisdom, hope, community and dignity—it offers rigour and aca-
demic excellence whilst providing an environment where young people 
know that they are not valued for the results they get but for the people 
they become. It is a compelling vision for life in all its fullness and we 
believe it is the right vision for such a time as this and so will enable us to 
play a key role in shaping the culture in which our children will grow to 
maturity’. (Vision for Education, Church of England 2016)

Glossary

DES	 Department for Education and Science
DFEE	 Department for Education and Enterprise
DCSF	 Department for Children Schools and Families
DfE, DFE	 Department for Education
LEA, LA	 Local Education Authority
MAT	 Multi-Academy Trust
RSC	 Regional School Commissioner
SACRE	 Standing Advisory Committee for Religious Education

Notes

	 1.	 For example, Berkhamsted was founded by the Dean of St Paul’s 
Cathedral with £20 from Henry V111 in 1541; and Nathanial 
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Woodard’s schools were created for middle class boys in the 
nineteenth-century.

	 2.	 Archdeacon Denison of Taunton thought the clergy mistaken in trans-
ferring ‘the charge of the teaching of the children of the Church from 
themselves to a department of Government—a Government that has 
no creed.’ (Notes of My Life, 1878, 151f.)

	 3.	 R. A. Butler noted that Winston Churchill was ‘horrified to see that 
an educational dispute charged with religious issues could so split the 
nation that the Conservative Party lost the next election’ (The Art of 
Memory, 148).

	 4.	 Butler realised that such concessions would alienate the Protestant 
Non-conformists and risk Parliamentary defeat.

	 5.	 A New Settlement: Religion and Belief in Schools, 2015, Clarke, C., and 
Woodhead, L. Westminster Faith Debates.

	 6.	 Special agreement schools were those controlled by the LA but with 
agreed protection for RE and reserved teachers (1944 Education Act, 
Third Schedule, p. 93).

	 7.	 The right to recruit pupils across LA boundaries was reiterated in the 
1952 legislation. As a VA head in 1987, I was also able to ignore the 
LEAs diktat that all ice-cream vans should be removed from the school 
premises: as I could not prevent the van parking legally outside the 
school gate, it was easier to control it within the school grounds. The 
Head of Thatcher’s Policy Unit later complimented me: ‘That is the sort 
of freedom we want to give all schools’.

	 8.	 In selective LEAs such as Kent, free transport was offered for grammar 
school pupils but not those wanting church schools. Even in 2015, 
after the majority of LAs in England has ceased to offer the latter, the 
Roman Catholic diocese of Menevia in Wales successfully took Swansea 
LA to judicial review on this issue.

	 9.	 For aided schools, it was important to ascertain whether the football 
which broke the classroom window was kicked from the inside or the 
outside of the building: if the former, the LEA paid, if the latter the 
diocese had to pay.

	10.	 The national press was critical of the Church of England being allowed 
to take over a non-denominational county school in a multicul-
tural area of West London in 1980. Interestingly, the school quickly 
attracted Christian pupils from Afro-Caribbean families in neighbour-
ing Brent, thus making the school more fully multicultural than it had 
ever been as a county school.
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	11.	 The GLC was then led by Ken Livingstone, a left-wing Labour politi-
cian, who infuriated Margaret Thatcher by parading the unemployment 
figures on a banner across the front of County Hall directly opposite 
the Houses of Parliament.

	12.	 The 1988 Education Act created City Technology Colleges, newly built 
schools funded by government in deprived inner-city areas but inde-
pendent of LEA control.

	13.	 In Hillingdon, when the LEA was finally required in 1990 to publish 
the budget allocation to each school, the list revealed that the Anglican 
church secondary school (in spite of being on a split-site) had 50% less 
funding per pupil than its neighbouring county schools. A Catholic 
school in Lambeth discovered its pupil-teacher ratio was a third worse 
than its county school neighbours.

	14.	 Cf. The School Council publications.
	15.	 The author was headteacher in a split-site Anglican aided comprehen-

sive in wholly inadequate buildings (high alumina cement had caused 
the hall ceiling to collapse; asbestos contamination was serious; science 
equipment was wheeled on trolleys between normal classrooms): capi-
tal funding bids had been rejected by the DES for over 10 years until 
the Under Parliamentary Secretary of State, Michael Fallon, visited 
the school in 1991, after which it became a top category emergency 
rebuild.

	16.	 At the Bennett Memorial School, an Anglican secondary school in 
Kent, the governors decided to go GM in 1994, but found the DFEE 
required them to alter their admissions policy, at which point they tried 
unsuccessfully to retreat from opting out.

	17.	 To ensure they were ‘sound’ in relation to education policy, both the 
National Curriculum Council and the School Assessment Authority 
were chaired by Conservative part-time businessmen who happened to 
belong to the same Anglican church in London. The FAS was chaired 
by the chairman of the Sun Alliance Group. Sir Geoffrey Holland, who 
resigned as Permanent Secretary at the DFEE under John Patten, con-
sidered quangos led to ‘fudging and avoiding accountability’. (Alas Sir 
Humphrey, I knew him well, RSA lecture, 3rd May 1995). Similar con-
cern was reiterated in 2016 in relation to the power of academy chains.

	18.	 C.f. Hennessy, P. A Tigress Surrounded by Hamsters, Gresham Lecture, 
20th February 1996.

	19.	 The Path to Power, 1995, 11, 165–166.
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	20.	 This greatly annoyed the traditional independent sector whose distinc-
tive freedoms in financial independence and pupil admissions were 
definitely not part of Adonis’ agenda.

	21.	 When John Patten as Secretary of State moved the DES into new 
buildings in Westminster, the water feature in the atrium prompted 
ironic comments from teachers that at last he will understand what it is 
like to have water pouring down the inside of the walls.

	22.	 Although an enthusiast for new school buildings, Adonis noted that 
the Bexley Academy in Thamesmead designed by Norman Foster 
‘with doorless classrooms and malfunctioning designer Italian toilets 
began my disillusion with celebrity architects’ (2012, 96). The corre-
lation between academy sponsors and political honours was sufficient 
to require a police investigation which, although later dropped, ‘left a 
lingering impression of inappropriate collusion’ (Benn 2011, 80).

	23.	 A concern noted by the All Parliamentary Policy Group on RE, 19th 
January 2016. A national RE Commission was set up in 2016 to pres-
surise government into addressing this legal anomaly.

	24.	 The Head Andrew Chubb commented, ‘Through combining our 
expertise, I believe we have a winning combination that gives all our 
young people the chance to flourish.’

	25.	 A number of local authorities took the government to the High Court 
for failing to consult on the BSF cancellations. The Court found Gove’s 
actions ‘so unfair as to amount to an abuse of power’.

	26.	 The EBacc was defined by Gove as English, mathematics, science, a 
modern foreign language, history and geography.

	27.	 ‘The diocese, not simply the local authority as in the past, is now 
held accountable for the quality of education that takes place within 
the church school in a way that was not apparent before 2010.’ The 
Diocesan Board of the Future, 2012.

	28.	 The Diocese of Oxford was the first to insert into its Articles of 
Association that community schools were welcome to join its mul-
ti-academy trust.

	29.	 Ofsted criticised one ARK academy because the children were too 
tightly governed and given implausible targets.

	30.	 In 2011 E-ACT aimed to have 250 primary and secondary schools 
(larger than any LA) but by 2012 had lost half of its DFE approved 
sponsorship because standards had not improved sufficiently. In 
January 2016, Ofsted criticised Academies Enterprise Trust, the largest 
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academy sponsor hitherto, for academies where pupil attendance and 
school leadership were deemed poor, while 31% of primary and 41% 
of its secondary schools remained less than good.

	31.	 C.f. Robert Hill’s 2012 report to RSA: ‘The missing middle: the case for 
school commissioners’.

	32.	 The Sunday Times (21st February 2017) reported that in 30 Church 
of England schools Muslim families outnumbered Christian families, 
including one in Oldham with no Christian pupils. ‘They choose our 
schools precisely because we take faith seriously’, commented Nigel 
Genders.

	33.	 Schools that work for everyone, DES, 2016, 30–34.
	34.	 A Matt cartoon showed fully veiled girls lining up for their school pho-

tographs (Telegraph, 17th September 2013).
	35.	 The government-commissioned Report (Clarke 2014) was highly 

critical both of Birmingham City Council for not intervening after 
headteachers were hounded out of their jobs and of Ofsted for not 
monitoring seriously discriminatory practices. The Department of 
Education was also warned to scrutinise academy sponsors more 
carefully.

	36.	 A small independent Christian school in Reading was downgraded 
from good to inadequate in 2014 because it did not invite speakers from 
other faiths to lead assemblies: this was later overturned on appeal.

	37.	 E.g. Fair Admissions Campaign, backed by the British Humanist 
Association.

	38.	 Church of England National Education Office (2014) Working 
Together: The Future of Rural Church of England Schools, October 2014. 
Meetings with the government Department for Environment, Farming 
and Rural Affairs (Defra) in 2016 could only suggest local solutions 
through federations, but partnerships between villages on opposite 
sides in the Civil War could be fraught with difficulty! The Schools 
Commissioner, Sir David Carter, looked to the church to take a lead on 
this problem.

	39.	 During the academic year 2014–2015, 62 schools had had to change 
sponsor. In London 6 out of 21 failing schools were academies. In 2016 
the main three successful sponsors were centred in or around London, 
exacerbating the problem of finding sponsors elsewhere. In March 
2017 the DfE confirmed that the Education Fellowship Trust which 
ran 12 academies with 6500 pupils would be dissolved because of poor 
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performance and financial vulnerability. Anglican dioceses varied in 
their capacity to improve standards: Sutton Trust Research published 
in 2016 revealed that London was above average, Oxford had improved 
its position and Salisbury lagged behind (Chain Effects, by Merryn 
Hutchings, Becky Francis and Philip Kirby).

	40.	 Mary Bousted, letter to the Times, 30th April 2015.
	41.	 Peter Mortimore (2014) worried that ‘pupils are tested rather than edu-

cated, teachers are bullied rather than trusted, and parents are cast as 
winners and losers in a gamble for school places.’

	42.	 Similar findings were reported in Christy Kulz’s 2017 research, Factories 
for Learning (Manchester University Press).

	43.	 Publicity in November 2017 over excessive pay awards for academy 
heads led the DfE to defend that ‘it is essential that we have the best 
people to lead our schools if we are to raise standards’. However the 
Education Select Committee chair Robert Halfon called on the DfE to 
‘strengthen its financial oversight of academy schools and MATs, which 
in the past has not been proactive enough’ (TES, 17th November 2017).
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The Chapter’s Scope

The chapter seeks to treat primarily, with what happened to the edu-
cation service in Wales following devolution.1 Hitherto, its trajectory 
had followed that of England. The text is by the author of Chapters 1 
and 2 who now lives in Swansea, having also done so shortly after the 
enactment of the 1944 legislation, having previously been evacuated 
to Monmouthshire. In terms of the overall historical narrative of this 
book, it accordingly focuses mainly on the third phase although spe-
cial attention is given to the church’s stake in Higher Education and 
the field of community development, principal, and on-going interests 
of the author, which necessarily also relates to the two earlier defined 
phases, and, as it transpires, are crucial themes of the publication and its 
quest for reform.
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Unlike other chapters based upon direct experience in local employ-
ment, this account is tempered by gratefully received reviews by local 
experts relating to post-devolution events to whom no blame must 
attach for error in fact or interpretation. That company, each comment-
ing in a private capacity, includes, Chris Sivers, Director of People, 
and Susan Rees, Community Development Manager, with the City of 
Swansea, Canon Edwin Counsell, formerly Director of Education with 
the Diocese of Llandaff, David Egan, formerly Education Advisor to 
the Welsh Assembly Government, Steffan Ap-Dafydd, NUT official, 
and Jeff Griffiths, formerly of the NFER. Special indebtedness is owed 
to Jane Davidson, the first Education Minister under devolution and 
now Pro Vice-Chancellor of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. 
Of particular importance is Jane Davidson’s reference to the Wellbeing 
of Future Generations Act2 which addresses some of the underlying con-
cerns of this chapter. Unable to cite employment in local government in 
Wales, the writer, nevertheless, draws on experience, of being a pupil in 
three schools, an LEA primary school in Abertysswg in Monmouthshire 
as an evacuee, a private school and LEA grammar school in Swansea; 
of serving on Swansea Youth Council; attending Saint David’s College, 
Lampeter [the oldest degree-awarding institution in England and Wales 
after Oxford and Cambridge]; serving for many years on the governing 
bodies of that institution and of Trinity College, Carmarthen [which 
institutions are now part of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David]; 
and playing a part in their merger; of undertaking a Ph.D at Swansea 
University; and contributing proposals for the current organization of 
local government in Wales.

Distinguishing Characteristics

Notwithstanding the increasing acceleration of divergence from 
England that was to take place following devolution, differences ante-
ceded this change. There had hitherto existed the Welsh Joint Education 
Committee, responsible for the schools’ public examinations, duly a 
Secretary of State with a capacity to temper legislation to accommodate 
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Welsh interests,3 a population, probably, broadly less socially stratified 
and at ease with an increasingly ubiquitous comprehensive school sys-
tem, and, relatively, fewer church and independent schools.4

There was also a difference in political chemistry. Here was a coun-
try with a preponderance of Labour councillors participating in the 
day-to-day management and fully committed to the welfare state in the 
populous former industrial urban areas. This was initially witnessed at 
close quarters whilst serving on Swansea’s youth council. There I was 
given to understand that such was the county borough council’s antip-
athy towards the church and Saint David’s College there could be no 
question of obtaining a county grant for attendance. As it turned out, 
this was a blessing: making do with other sources for a first degree, 
the author was able subsequently to obtain a full grant from the LCC 
[administered by officers, unlike the Swansea arrangements that would 
have involved councillor interrogation and scope for anti-church judge-
ment], since parents had moved to London, for the more expensive 
costs associated with Oxford.

Illustrative of a Welsh authority’s enthusiasm for the comprehensive 
cause, as well as demonstrating the active engagement of its members, 
is the occasion when the whole of Swansea’s education committee met 
the Secretary of State for Education in pressing the case for its compre-
hensive school scheme, on the contested grounds that it would recast 
culture as well as education.5 Hitherto, Swansea had enthusiastically 
supported the 1944 Act’s tripartite system which, unlike the generality 
of Welsh authorities, included a technical school.

Central Advisory Councils

Scotland, which was to prove to be an inspiration for much post-devo-
lution reform in Wales, had an assured self-belief in its distinctive 
pre-devolution educational inheritance. In Wales there was greater 
ambiguity: for some it could have focused upon the grammar schools, 
accommodating proportionately a higher percentage of pupils than 
in England, and which had done so much to promote social mobility, 
had it not been for the comprehensive school’s appeal as an integral 
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part of the welfare state. The trajectory followed in Scotland, as out-
lined by Humes,6 anticipated much that was to unfold in Wales. As it 
was, distinctiveness was to be found in the nurturing of the Welsh lan-
guage. The 1944 Act had specifically provided for a Central Advisory 
Council (CAC) for Wales, which was to demonstrate a commitment to 
the teaching of Welsh. In response to parental pressure, the first Welsh-
speaking maintained schools duly opened.7 It is claimed that support 
for these schools also drew strength from those fearing the effects of 
modernism borne along by Anglicisation.8 The first state-funded Welsh-
medium primary school opened in 1947.9

The Plowden Report, named after the CAC’s chairman in England, 
had offered a penetrating and positive prescription and endorsed aims 
for education which did not derive primarily from economic concerns, 
a phenomenon of later years.10 Both Plowden and Gittins, its Welsh 
counterpart, can now be seen in retrospect, as the last confident affir-
mations of a liberal progressive education prior to the ascendancy of a 
more consumer-sympathetic approach. Nevertheless, their liberalism 
now seems muted in some respects. Both offered a limited world view. 
There was little about the transformative consequences of mass migra-
tion and the general loss of community caused by mobility and their 
consequences on culture. The CACs seemed to be addressing popula-
tions overwhelmingly more insular and circumscribed in their needs.

Initial Harmony

The chief initial characteristic informing the new arrangements under 
devolution was an attitude of harmony between the principal actors: 
Assembly Government, local government, parents, and teachers. The 
cooperative principles were spelt out by Jane Davidson, its first educa-
tion minister:

…it is right that we put local authorities, local communities and local-
ly-determined needs and priorities at the centre of the agenda for schools, 
for example. Our communities want excellent comprehensive schools for 
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all their children. Partnership on that front is at the heart of the way we 
do things in Wales…11

Further, the government intended to put all schools into good physical 
shape by 2010, provide nursery education for all from the age of three, 
reduce to 30 or fewer all primary classes, develop a policy for rural 
and small schools, an all age basic skills plan, a Welsh Baccalaureate 
for breadth of experience linked to Learning Pathways. In all this ‘the 
judgement of teachers, lecturers, trainers must be celebrated without 
prejudice to public accountability.’12 Jane Davidson confirmed to the 
author that her overarching vision in ‘The Learning Country’ was led by 
Finland and Scotland and she wanted to see an education system that 
educated the whole child, hence, the introduction of the Foundation 
Phase with its emphasis on building curious learners:

As a teacher myself, I wanted to build the opportunities for building 
teachers’ professionalism, to place schools in the heart of their commu-
nities and to enable further and higher education to deliver in as many 
places as possible. I am a strong supporter of Adult Continuing Learning 
and actively maintained budgets for lifelong learning that were cut in 
England.

An early creative initiative had been the appointment in 2001 of a 
Children’s Commissioner, responsible for protecting children’s rights 
as set out in the Convention of the Rights of the Child.13 Davidson 
observed:

I think the new Assembly was rightly ambitious and there was a lot to 
do when we came in, in 1999. Teacher morale was low, school build-
ings were in an awful state, there was huge parental concern about the 
Standard Attainment Tests (SATs), nursery provision was very patchy and 
class sizes were in some cases very large. There were increasing worries 
from schools and employers that the GCSE/A levels were not giving the 
pupils the skills they needed and the drop out rate was high. Hence the 
focus I put on the areas identified in our then manifesto and particularly 
on the Foundation Phase and the Baccalaureate.
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Public accountability is very important, and what we aimed for at the 
time was accountability that was proportionate and useful. We wanted 
data to be available at school level, capable of interrogation at local 
authority and national levels [but with a focus on formative rather than 
the then current summative assessment systems hence the work done by 
Professor Richard Daugherty on Assessment for Learning] and bench-
marked internationally—hence I took us into PISA.

The SATs system devised by the UK Government for England—where 
children do not go to their local secondary school, and often not even 
to a local primary school—had perverse outcomes in Wales’ catchment 
based system, particularly in deprived areas condemning whole neigh-
bourhoods. Schools must never be allowed to use deprivation as an 
excuse for poor performance, but also need to be supported in raising 
standards which is why we introduced new financial support mechanisms 
and sought to find better ways to assess schools’ success in a value-added 
way.

It is worth noting that

–	 decisions in the very early years of the Assembly were hindered by the 
lack of data and particularly disaggregated data related to Wales or at 
lower levels.

–	 The powers of intervention were very limited in the first two 
Assemblies till the Education Act of 2002 gave some additional pow-
ers to Wales and the Government of Wales Act 2006 consolidated 
powers to Wales.

–	 Teachers pay and conditions remain to be devolved.

The league tables of institutional performance and the highly com-
petitive regime and increasing institutional variety being developed 
in England, with their consequent friction between the participants, 
would have no place in Wales, or so it initially seemed. A study by the 
University of Bristol was to claim later that their abolition ‘markedly 
reduced school effectiveness.’14 The minister was confident that subse-
quent to the introduction of SATs there was now within schools suffi-
cient data and the skills to assess pupils’ performance.15 Davidson has 
clarified that the timetable for the abolition of the SATs over a period of 
years was to ensure that this was in place:
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There was an eighteen-month review to look at the impact of the testing 
regimes at the ages of 7, 11, and 14. There was unanimous agreement 
to remove SATs for 7-year-olds and the introduction of the Foundation 
Phase was explicitly designed to prepare children better for formal educa-
tion and to level the playing field. That is still in place.

For 11-year-olds, new transitional arrangements were put in place 
between primary and secondary schools to tackle the then lack of positive 
relationships between them to inform agreed assessments for the future. 
Cluster arrangements are still in force now.

Professor Richard Daugherty’s work was very important with the 
intention to move away from assessments ‘of ’ ‘learning, i.e. SATs that 
were used as a tool of blame towards assessments ‘for’ learning’ to assist in 
learning development.

In place of league tables and SATs, and with the sympathetic support 
of the teachers’ unions, reliance would be placed on assessment of the 
performance of pupils. It was evidence of trust in professional judgment 
but needed to be delivered in a considered, moderated way in order to 
ensure the raising of standards. Duly, in a subsequent review, it was real-
ized that the assessments were heavily dependent upon subjective judg-
ment, difficult to coordinate, and excessively time-consuming. In the 
interests of ensuring a measure of comparability across the system, mod-
eration of standards would be introduced at regional consortium and 
local authority levels. Davidson comments:

… a deliberate collaborative approach to develop the assessment arrange-
ments needed to be led by the Welsh Government. I saw this as the most 
important priority at that time, had I stayed in the Education portfolio. 
However, I moved into a new portfolio in 2007, shortly after which our 
very talented, internationally recognised Director of Education, Steve 
Marshall, who had turned the school education system round in South 
Australia prior to coming to Wales, also left to lead the education system 
in Ontario. In retrospect, this created a hiatus. Education systems aren’t 
built in a day and although we had tremendous support for ‘The Learning 
Country’ agenda, each new minister brings their own agenda and style. 
Post 2007, three different politicians held the Education Minister 
portfolio.



144        R. McCloy

Despite some substantial changes in policy direction, a review under-
taken by the Australian Council for Educational Assessment in 2013, 
highlighted a continuing lack of confidence in the reliability of the 
assessment arrangements introduced post-2007.16 Change had hur-
tled along in the early years of the Assembly: with commitment to a 
uniform comprehensive system, the School Effectiveness Framework, 
the Twenty-first-Century School Capital Programme, the Children 
and Young People’s Plan, the Foundation Phase, the 14–19 Learning 
Pathways and the Welsh Baccalaureate. Davidson comments:

Timing wise these were all part of The Learning Country agenda and 
laid out in the manifesto for 2003. The Baccalaureate had no parallels in 
England at the time we started. It grew out of work led by the Institute of 
Welsh Affairs for a unique Welsh qualification, supported by the Liberal 
Democrats in their manifesto [they were in coalition] and my separately 
looking to integrate the breadth of the International Baccalaureate into 
the Welsh education system to create a qualifications system to better pre-
pare students both for university and the world of work.

They had all been duly announced and broadly welcomed, albeit with a 
growing restlessness about the time and energy entailed in implementa-
tion. In the case of the Baccalaureate, whilst it was to have parallels in 
England, where a need for a more comprehensive curriculum for older 
pupils, owing something to the successful Duke of Edinburgh Scheme 
and in emulation of continental practice, was sometimes the spur. Here, 
there was the added appeal of patriotism, a qualification designed for 
the country and chiming well with a tradition of self-education.

The Prompt to Change

Thus initial harmony yielded, arguably, to a devolved government con-
siderably more interventionist than Westminster. Hanging in the air is 
the thought that increasingly there was not sufficient space in a relatively 
small country for there to be vibrant local authorities and an Assembly 
Government each determined on education’s detailed supervision.
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A powerful encouragement for change was the publication of inter-
national tables of comparison showing Wales’ underperformance rela-
tive to others. Davidson observes that the Welsh government ‘actively 
took Wales into PISA in 2006 for international comparisons in order 
to ensure Welsh schools understood their performance against others.’ 
Of 67 countries in the OECD listing in the PISA results of 2006, Wales 
was 38th in reading, 40th in mathematics, and 30th in science. Estyn’s 
[the Welsh HMI] report for the six-year period up to 2008/2009 since 
devolution, bleakly noted that improvement had been slow, one-third 
of schools underperformed, the performance gap between England and 
Wales had grown, the systems to monitor the progress of learners were 
not good enough, and literacy and numeracy were not being fully devel-
oped. Reacting to the poor PISA performance of 2006, the Government 
produced its School Effectiveness Framework involving schools, local 
authorities and the government.

At the next PISA examination [December 2010] the crucial scores of 
the key subjects were actually lower, provoking the current education 
minister, Leighton Andrews, to launch a twenty point, five-year plan 
which would include school grading, fewer initiatives, better implemen-
tation, an obligation on governing bodies to deliberate upon results and 
resolve on action, teacher training overhaul, an annual in-service train-
ing day, and the establishment of a schools standards unit. A particular 
feature of his approach was to focus upon administrative costs, calcu-
lated by PWC, to be approximately 32%. A 2% shift would produce 
£83 million. Notwithstanding this comprehensive response, the PISA 
results for December 2013 remained grim: Wales was 43rd in mathe-
matics, 36th in science, and 41st in reading.

Destabilizing Factors

The notion that a collapse in standards was essentially provoked by 
actions taken in the wake of devolution merits qualification. Prior to 
devolution there had been much to destabilize Wales’ institutional fab-
ric, all witnessed by the writer: major de-industrialization, the economic 
depression, the progressive decline of religion, especially nonconformity, 
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which had hitherto provided a vigorous community ethic, schools’ 
reorganization, the decline of the Liberal party, the reconstitution and 
de-constitution of the federal University of Wales, and two reorgani-
zations of local government. In the interwar years of depression, many 
able former grammar school students became teachers, one of few acces-
sible professions available, not only strengthening local schools but also 
aiding those in England where they were famed for their competence, 
as observed in Kent by the writer. The grammar schools of Wales were 
to achieve much by their academic energy and their capacity to pro-
pel upward mobility and social cohesion. That they were to yield, in a 
sincere belief, to the comprehensive school in the interests of a more 
egalitarian world, is not to detract from the vitality of the role they had 
played. Wales’ geography and history were also powerful determinants: 
the former’s mountains and isolated communities, the latter’s metropol-
itan and cultural pull of London.

How much each ultimately contributed in time to a faltering in a zeal 
for study or distracted key players is a matter for speculation, but their 
cumulative effect is hardly to be doubted. As for local government, the 
reorganization in 1972 created a two-tier system of counties and dis-
tricts. The upper tier counties, amalgamations and fractioning of juris-
dictions dating from the Norman and Plantagenet conquests and Tudor 
reforms, inherited the already shrinking ‘upper tier’ portfolios of educa-
tion, strategic planning, highways, and the expanding function of social 
services. The lower tier districts, largely based upon ancient charter 
towns and nineteenth-century creations, were to be responsible, essen-
tially, for the functions of housing, local planning, and environmental 
health. In this process, the significant county boroughs [vigorous county 
and borough combinations from the 1880s] of Cardiff, Merthyr Tydfil, 
Newport, and Swansea, lost their ‘upper tier’ roles to the new coun-
ties. Only two decades later, a further reorganization occurred, a uni-
tary system based upon the earlier counties and county boroughs.17 For 
Davidson, this reorganization occurring:

…in 1996, only three years before the National Assembly was established 
in 1999 was a huge destabilizing factor. Eight counties became 22 uni-
tary authorities which meant that every individual in first and second tier 
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posts in the old counties became the new directors and still there wer-
en’t enough. Whereas the previous county directors were experts, some of 
the new unitary directors had very little experience of the level of sen-
ior management into which they were catapulted. They also left manage-
ment structures in disarray underneath them. Since local authorities are 
the largest providers of school education in Wales, this was highly prob-
lematic and took years to work through. When you add to this a new 
Assembly and a lack of clarity of roles between the Assembly and the local 
authorities and a lack of clarity about where powers/authority should be 
exercised, you have a major structural problem.

I think the rapid change of local government teams from eight very 
stable LEAs to 22 new LEAs had an enormous effect which is inade-
quately documented not least in needing 22 new directors, deputy direc-
tors etc on day 1. Well established education teams were decimated; 
many experienced people took [attractive] early retirement packages and 
those who were left scrambled for sufficient staff, not just senior staff. 
Effectively, a three tier management system was reintroduced in each new 
unitary area requiring an additional 42 staff as the old system of 24 sen-
ior managers in Wales [8 times 3 Director/Deputy/Assistant] was broadly 
replicated by the new one with 66 managers [22 times 3]. I am not aware 
this has been fully evaluated.

Fortuitously, the writer played a small part in promoting the very struc-
ture that Davidson castigates. The chairman of the education committee 
for much of the period he was director of education in Kingston, duly 
became parliamentary private secretary to the Secretary of State for Wales. 
They spoke often of affairs in Wales, and when prompted, a paper was 
produced: local government should be reorganized on the basis of a uni-
tary system: a two-tier system was confusing, compromised accountabil-
ity, ignored sensitivities about loyalties to cherished jurisdictions, many 
reaching back to Plantagent and Tudor times, and, in particular, reorgani-
zation must address the outrage of Wales’ major towns having second-tier 
status. There would have been other submissions. Duly, reorganization 
occurred, and reflected in essence the above suggestions, albeit it was less 
generous in not assigning the title ‘city’ to each urban authority.

Other changes were afoot. Much of further education was divorced 
from local government18 and ‘sport and recreation’ ceased to be an 
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integral part of the education service.19 These latter changes were tearing 
apart the ‘seamless robe of education,’ a central feature of the 1944 Act. 
Herein the relatively familiar was yielding to a more ephemeral world.

Whilst some of these changes had parallels elsewhere in the UK, their 
concentration in Wales, a relatively small country, arguably had a more 
decisive effect than in areas of greater stability and prosperity, such as 
south-east England. It is hardly to be doubted, too, that a consequence 
of the depression was the migration of many from the country, amongst 
whom would have been high achievers thereby affecting the remaining 
population. In the aftermath of the Second World War and the relative 
security of the welfare state, again, it is arguable, that many might have 
recoiled from the mental strife of competitiveness to find contentment 
in a less aggressive world.

Education and the Community

A developing theme of this book has been a progressive marginalization 
of the ‘original’ purposes of education, the inculcation of civilization, 
however inadequately defined, and the positioning in its place, of a  
consumer-driven framework of focusing upon skills ostensibly intended 
to make the country more competitive and potentially capable of objec-
tive measurement. The thesis has been that this process was not cynical 
but rather mistaken. Attempts to anchor education in the summum 
bonum of the community had earlier found expression in the commu-
nity college, which had its genesis, so it is contended, in Saint David’s 
College, Lampeter, at the outbreak of the first war; and, separately, in 
the community centre, imaginatively promoted by Swansea County 
Borough, amongst other authorities, on the enactment of the 1944 leg-
islation. These phenomena merit closer attention.

Chapter 2, in making reference to the development of community cen-
tres in Swansea, noted that their purpose, as then defined, was ambitious 
as an essential adjunct to education. Not merely accommodation for rec-
reation, they were to be centres of democratic life and a means by which 
individuals and the community could develop. In this they anticipated 
the community development agenda.20 Whilst, as discussed in Chapter 2, 
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both the community centre and the more ambitious community college, 
often fell short of this wider purpose, the intrinsic superiority of the wider 
mission is not to be doubted. There is nevertheless, a sense in which ‘com-
munity development’ is not primarily rooted in education, being preoc-
cupied in a quest to liberate the community, however defined, to express 
its values and aspirations. As defined, this is at variance with the 1920s 
model of the village college which had at its heart the notion of a civi-
lizing institution, the village college, not simply the means by which the 
local community could find expression, but more importantly by which 
it could be inspired by education, by its localized philosopher king, the 
warden. Consonant with this concept is the promotion of the University 
of Wales Trinity Saint David as a ‘Community University’ which goes 
beyond the notion of an institution seeking to provide programmes on 
request, to one resolved to work within the values of the local commu-
nity. The university’s inclusion of two further education colleges, thereby 
restoring at least in part education’s ‘seamless  robe,’ is in this tradition.

In the context of Wales, the cause of community development has 
been vigorously promoted by Community Development Cymru and 
endorsed by the Welsh Assembly Government.21 Analysis of practice, 
prescription, and evaluation have been forthcoming which indicate that 
much still remains to be done to translate the dream into reality.22 In 
particular, the Framework for the Future recommends:

learning from good and bad practice, considering the application of com-
munity development principles and practices to all government policies, 
making community development more widely understood, local govern-
ment officers and members, in particular, understanding and supporting 
the concept, increasing funding [much short-term funding is actually 
harmful], promoting national occupation standards for community devel-
opment workers, developing a training strategy, and sharing best practice.

The cause of ‘community development,’ for the present, is seen gener-
ally as being inadequately championed notwithstanding renewed gov-
ernment determination. Encouragingly, nevertheless, it is in the nature 
of on-going business for an emergent city region,23 and is implicit in 
the Wellbeing of Future Generations legislation.
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The wider compass of community education, central to the 
Government’s quest for health and wellbeing, so it is contended, 
became more marginalized as the focus of attention turned to more nar-
rowly defined and measurable educational outcomes. The community 
centre, one such instrument in that wider quest, has received limited 
attention by government, whether centralized or devolved. Interestingly, 
the nurturing of Swansea’s contemporary thirty-one council-owned 
community centres is the responsibility of a directorate of place rather 
than people, within which is placed much that still remains of the educa-
tion service, their purposes now for the individual are no less ambitious 
than as originally conceived:

establishing new relationships, transforming the local community, facil-
itating family activities, exploring career possibilities, improving health, 
developing people skills, having fun, being challenged, developing com-
munication skills, providing evidence of experience, building self-esteem 
and self-confidence, facilitating team work and the sharing of skills and 
knowledge.24

Safeguarding, developing, and relating this vital sphere to the rest 
of education, would be consonant with the Assembly Government’s 
renewed commitment to ‘health and well-being.’ Notwithstanding 
the enthusiastic language, the task is immeasurably larger than can 
be imagined and whether other demanding priorities will permit, 
space and resources must be questionable. Hopefully, responses to the 
Wellbeing of Future Generations will offer creative structures that com-
bine not only a sensitivity to identify the community’s cultural values, 
[community development] but also the institutional resources to enrich 
the community [community education].

Higher Education

As in England, higher education institutions were being corralled, 
in this instance at the prompting of the Assembly Government, into 
fewer and larger units, to produce greater efficiency. This process was 
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essentially limited to the smaller establishments and those that had been 
within the local government sector. Saint David’s College, Lampeter, 
duly merged with Trinity College, Carmarthen, institutions of Anglican 
origin, albeit with distinctive constitutions, under the title of University 
of Wales Trinity Saint David.25 In the late 70s, coinciding with devolu-
tion, the writer resumed attendance at the Lampeter Society reunions. 
They were enjoyable occasions though there was evidence enough about 
Lampeter’s increasing secularization. Understandably, much turned on 
recounting the old days with nostalgic embellishment. In one sense 
however, the college was thriving, but its leadership seemed ill at ease 
with the entrepreneurial spirit of the times. As an Oxbridge college, in 
Oxbridge, this might not have mattered: physically isolated its posi-
tion seemed at greater risk. Asked to join the governing body the writer 
took the responsibility with due seriousness. Attendance would invar-
iably involve a long car journey at night from Kingston, often at the 
conclusion of a demanding council meeting, to a Lampeter yet to stir 
in the early hours. Nevertheless, the papers for the meeting would have 
been read, the writer eagerly looking for reports of action sometimes 
prompted by interventions at the previous meeting. For the most part, 
there was disappointment: little evidence of dynamic action. However 
the occasions were invariably congenial and friendly, fellow governors 
were engaged in conversations which touched upon the apparent lack 
of progress. For the most part, the concern was not shared. Senior 
churchmen present [and they were still well represented] were sanguine 
and expressed great tolerance at the passing scene. Moments after the 
appointed hour to commence proceedings, the current principal [later 
ennobled by Margaret Thatcher] arrived, greeted all in avuncular fash-
ion, gave a brisk and entertaining address, apologizing for the fact that 
he had to rush to London [he was a trustee of the National Portrait 
Gallery]. The Meeting would proceed: information about matters pre-
viously considered would be sought, any attempt to provoke decisive 
action skillfully avoided by the chair, the maintenance of peace being 
a priority. Proceedings would end amiably with a well-served lunch. 
For the writer, the contrast between an angst-full council chamber of 
Kingston, where the demand for instant action was ever present, and 
the gentle gatherings in Lampeter was disturbing and startling.
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So matters proceeded, as the years passed the property’s condition wors-
ened: the Old Hall, long a cherished feature with its fine portraits, became 
an unkempt common room. Attempts at reform were indeed made but 
they lacked energy. A meeting to explore possible marketing initiatives 
took place. The author submitted a paper outlining a programme ‘selling’ 
Lampeter to a particular target group. In his work as deputy chief educa-
tion officer of Ealing he had learned that much of the new population in 
Southall, who had migrated from the Indian subcontinent, had a strong 
commitment to formal and structured education systems, were often ill 
at ease with the prevailing liberal structures and might well find attractive 
a higher education institution for their aspiring children that had earlier 
existed at Lampeter. The college should play to its past strengths: emu-
lation of large secular campuses was palpably not working. It was antici-
pated that it would be possible to establish a friendly base in Southall to 
promote such an initiative. The suggestion came to nothing.

Somewhat later than becoming a Lampeter governor, the writer 
was asked by the Church of England’s Church House in Westminster, 
to become one of their nominated governors at Trinity College, 
Carmarthen. The Trinity College encountered was also facing pres-
sures to amalgamate and reorder its affairs. Apart from its constitu-
tional difference from that of Lampeter [it relied upon standard articles 
and instruments of government rather than a royal charter], its stake in 
research-driven higher education was more limited though some of its 
staff were making major advances, and proportionately more of its stu-
dents were locally based. This affected the character of the two campuses, 
the former more cosmopolitan than the latter, with a more vigorous cam-
pus student life, aided by the fact that once there, in a relatively isolated 
area there was impulse enough to make conditions work. In Carmarthen’s 
case, home was nearer to hand and the pressure to promote campus activ-
ity less. Not unrelated was the fact that the latter was more Welsh in its 
character and aspirations. Senior staff and governors, it seemed, reflected 
these differences: Lampeter, in its quest, to recruit drew its net widely and 
appointed as senior staff those with experience elsewhere in the UK and 
Ireland, and, as governors, business people with UK-wide experience, 
albeit with strong Welsh connections. Their Carmarthen counterparts, it 
seemed, were, for the most part, recruited more locally.
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Notwithstanding such differences, there were common characteristics. 
Neither exemplified a comfortable relationship with aggressive manage-
ment approaches, both sought progress by gradual reform and placed a 
premium upon consensus within their own communities. Nevertheless, 
as pressure to reform mounted, as with the bishop, as chairman, and 
principal, the author could testify when they met the chairman of the 
Higher Education Funding Council [Hefcu], attempts to reform would 
provoke resistance and disunity. The author duly prepared a discussion 
paper for the Carmarthen governors. In essence, it advocated merger 
with Lampeter, both institutions were at serious risk of take-overs by 
larger neighbouring institutions, the more so to safeguard a distinctive 
‘church –inspired’ but tolerant higher education programme, which was 
not on offer in Wales’ secular institutions. The united institution should 
embrace the title ‘Trinity Saint David.’ Reaction in Carmarthen was 
generally favourable: welcoming Trinity’s priority in the title, though 
one governor doubted its capacity to be translated into Welsh! Duly 
colleague governors indicated support for the proposals but would their 
Welsh culture and language programme commitment be embraced? We 
concurred that it should.

In Lampeter, where the same cause for amalgamation had been 
pressed over the years, there was greater hostility: some supposed dis-
loyalty. The then principal, a gifted academic who took a kindly and 
positive interest in the author’s own academic research, reminded him 
of the Gospel assertion that no one could serve two masters. However, 
the new institution needed a leadership with a managerial stamp with-
out which the merger would fail. Lampeter moved into a position of 
accepting merger, but, on the eve of a decisive vote by Carmarthen, sent 
by motorbike a message to Bishop’s House that Lampeter’s assent would 
be conditional upon Lampeter’s hegemony. This ultimatum was turned 
down and a further period of stand-off occurred.

The pressure on the two institutions did not abate though the dura-
tion of the procrastination seemed surprising. The absence of an imme-
diate accountable political body, as, for example, in Kingston, and 
the constitutional independence accorded Lampeter by its royal char-
ter, for the moment, facilitated survival. The Lampeter principal duly 
retired and the quest for a successor conformed to earlier practice, a pro 
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vice-chancellor of Buckingham University [the then successful expres-
sion of a private university] being appointed. The author had played 
no part in this development but was well pleased by the person shortly 
met. Here was fresh blood of proven expertise, who could surely effect 
the necessary change. It was not to be: the new principal’s tact was not 
sufficient to bring order and discipline to the enterprise. An increasingly 
impatient Hefcu instituted an examination of affairs and produced a 
damning report. An honourable principal fell on his sword. By consent, 
a caretaker principal was installed with the brief to take Lampeter into 
the earlier proposed union.

As for Carmarthen, there were concerns about its future leadership. 
There was broad agreement that the college had to focus upon its teach-
ing competence and not be deflected by the pursuit of academic research. 
Whilst rejecting Lampeter’s quest to lead, it could not look to any more 
immediate alternatives. Its own principal was also to retire. Duly, atten-
tion focused upon a former member of staff now on the staff of Cardiff 
University College. Fellow governors spoke well of him. When the author 
met him he too was impressed. There was a decisiveness rarely encoun-
tered. In due time, he became principal. Carmarthen was now fully com-
mitted to union with Lampeter. Quite smoothly this now took place, 
Carmarthen’s principal becoming for a time also principal of Lampeter. 
Under the new regime, which immediately effected radical change, the 
pace of reform was quick, compliance general, and accepted, though for 
some it was too much and resignations quickly followed. Extra funding 
was successfully negotiated and materially the new institution with sup-
port from the devolved government, showed signs of increasing prosperity.  
Its vice-chancellor [the new nomenclature had spread quickly] ensued that 
each decision made by the governing bodies was zealously executed, even 
in those few instances, where there were actually differences of view.

In due time, the writer resigned. The united institution prospered, 
property improvements were very impressive and Websites and litera-
ture conveyed confidence. The process of development seemed relent-
less: shortly, a merger was promoted with Swansea Metropolitan 
University. The writer wondered at its desirability, fearing that it would 
dilute the new institution’s character but was advised that there was 
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no option: it was a requirement of the Welsh government. This was 
accepted and the writer did what he could [which was little enough] 
to promote positive relationships and as part thereof opened discussions 
with the parish of Swansea to see what could be done to foster church 
links. He was heartened to learn in discussions with the vice-chancel-
lor, as late as December 2017, that the institution’s wider agenda, cited 
above, was very much of current concern, more relevant now than ever.

The federal University of Wales, however, as in London, in a con-
trary process, was fracturing as its principal members expanded and 
sought independence. There was an irony in the developing narrative: 
Lampeter which had been excluded from membership of the federal 
university, duly uniting, on the basis of its royal charter, with Trinity 
College, Carmarthen, Swansea Metropolitan University, and fostering 
links with the residual elements of the University of Wales, now found 
itself de jure one of its surviving members.

In parenthesis, it may be noted that the foundation of Saint David’s 
College and the University of Wales’ first college, both in Cardiganshire, 
had given the opportunity of reaching full-time university education for 
a middle-class boy living in that county which was ‘roughly 160 times 
as great as that for a working class girl living in West Ham.’26

The Quest for Accountability

The Cabinet Member arrangement for managing local authorities intro-
duced in England was also adopted in Wales in an attempt to establish 
greater accountability and efficiency. Indeed, in the education system at 
large both in Wales and England, there was increasingly a commitment 
to recognizing greater effectiveness in strong institutional leadership. 
Such a view possibly propelled the creation of larger institutions with the 
benefit of economy of scale. Thus all-age schools in an earlier age aban-
doned, for lack of specialist focus, were being reintroduced to capture the 
advantages of scale and to take advantage of a perceived scarcity of lead-
ership. Similarly in further and higher education, mergers were effected 
between institutions distantly apart with dissimilar original purposes. 
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Complementing this emphasis upon individual accountability was an 
emphasis on a duty of scrutiny upon councillors and governors at large.

Devolved Budgets

Devolving budgets and much decision-making to individual educational 
institutions, common practice in England, was implemented in Wales, 
though there were instances when attempts were made by local councils 
to curb this in the interests of economy and equity. Most significantly, 
the further steps taken in England of enabling schools to become inde-
pendent of local government or to promote free schools were not taken. 
The local education authority yet remained, but it was a shadow of its 
former self by the time Leighton Andrews, despairing of current arrange-
ments in 2013, contemplated another re-ordering of local government.27

Compulsory Curriculum

A Compulsory Curriculum had been introduced and no attempt was 
made to pull back from the invasion of this once ‘secret garden,’ pro-
voking comparable concern, as in Scotland and England by the teaching 
profession, relating to definition, ultimate relevance, and distraction.28 
The Assembly Government had accepted the status quo then existing 
in England and Wales and maintained its role in fixing the curriculum’s 
content. School curriculum and assessment were now to be determined 
by Welsh government ministers with advice from a Qualifications, 
Curriculum, and Assessment Authority for Wales (ACCAC) whose 
members were appointed by the minister.

Davidson notes that curriculum reform constituted the primary 
opportunity from 2000–2007 with Assembly Committees making 
recommendations for reform in early years and post 16 in particu-
lar, hence, the focus on Foundation Phase [bridging nursery and Key 
Stage 1] and the Baccalaureate [KS4/5]. ‘Initially ACCAC was a NDPB 
(non-departmental public body), until the decision by Rhodri Morgan 
to take it in house as the new QCAA.’
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The Teaching of Welsh

In one important respect, Welsh practice departed materially from 
England’s. It made compulsory in Key Stages 3 and 4 the teaching of 
Welsh in all schools. English was not compulsory at Key Stage 1 in 
Welsh-speaking schools. History, geography, music, and art had separate 
content in England and Wales.29 The crucial instrument in prompting 
these reforms was the Gittins Report which had argued, in the case of 
primary school pupils, that their experience should be of a particular 
community with distinctive traditions, language, history, institutions, 
literature, and music.30

Historic Weakness

Neglect of the majority of pupils had been striking in the 1970s, 
according to K. Jones.31 Sixth forms in the comprehensive schools in 
the 1960s had remained open only to those academically successful. 
By 1996 only 17% of seventeen-year-old pupils were in school though 
this had risen to 21.7% by 1977.32 In 1980, there were very high lev-
els of failure: ‘Over a quarter of its pupils with no tangible benefit of 
five years of secondary schooling.’33 As observed, there seemed to have 
been a preoccupation with a restricted though patriotic agenda in the 
Gittins Report. Nevertheless, by the late 1980s, it was claimed there 
was a broader appreciation of future needs. The Curriculum Council for 
Wales noted that the curriculum will need to reflect the varied nature of 
Welsh identity.34

‘Globalization’

Common to the other parts of the United Kingdom, there was a gen-
eral commitment to the ‘globalization’ agenda at the dawn of devolu-
tion. Much discussion focused upon the need to improve education to 
the end that Wales could compete successfully internationally. ‘Wales 
must be at the forefront of new ideas and new technologies if it is to 
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transform into a prosperous economy for the future.’35 The emphasis 
did not seem to be concerned with sharing cultures, promoting com-
mon values, widening perspectives or helping peoples less fortunate. 
Davidson comments:

I think in the early years of the Assembly the sharing cultures/ promot-
ing common values agenda was virtually taken as read with the establish-
ment of the Assembly as guardian of those values. However, there was a 
new emphasis on widening perspectives—the role that Wales plays in the 
world/ opening up to international best practice which was an explicit 
part of the new agenda as was helping people who are less fortunate that 
remains probably the strongest Labour party tenet in particular.

The Assembly Government’s Response

Though Wales’ relatively poor performance had been increasingly rec-
ognized, the Assembly Government did not attribute this to teachers, as 
would occur in England.36

Subsequent to the poor PISA results of 2009, Andrews uncompro-
misingly attributed it to a failure of leadership throughout the system, 
too much learner choice, complacency, a search for alibis rather than 
learning from best practice, a lack of focus and weak policy implemen-
tation, the fragmentation of local authorities, a lack of robust teacher 
assessment, and a lack of accountability on the part of governing 
bodies.37

In identifying ‘a failure of leadership,’ it most certainly included local 
government and itself. The indictment for the former was their general 
failure in managing school improvement though they were responsible 
for ‘outcomes’ in the schools. How far this was an entirely fair position 
to adopt is questionable. The reality is that institutional autonomy had 
become well established and had been reinforced by measures taken 
both by Whitehall, and the devolved administration. The latter would 
sometimes support the institution when the local authority attempted 
to exercise control. An issue of contention was the extent to which local 
authorities delegated expenditure to institutions. Local authorities in 
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seeking to discharge their responsibilities, could allocate resources to 
reflect priorities and were at liberty to spend the block grant unless it 
was statutorily assigned. In 2010, approximately 75% was delegated by 
local authorities to schools. The minister sought to increase it by 5% 
within two years and by 10% within four years.38

Local government had been obliged to reduce expenditure by the 
central government which was now critical of the former’s capacity to 
carry out its duties. In any case, striking the right balance between ‘chal-
lenge’ and ‘support,’ palpably desirable, is often easier said than done. 
Nevertheless, there was a view that local government lacked the capac-
ity to discharge its responsibilities, exemplified in the case of Merthyr 
Tydfil, one of the worst performing local authorities.39 Though the 
shaping of local government had been within the competence of the 
Welsh Secretary of State, dissatisfaction with the current arrangements 
has remained a constant cause of friction and local government was to 
fight fiercely the Assembly Government’s intention to reduce still fur-
ther the number of units.

Public and Commercial Sector Collaboration

There was no predilection initially to enlist, as in England, the private 
sector in the search for a remedy.40 Latterly, however, in the context of 
further and higher education and the development of city regions [for 
Cardiff and Swansea Bay], there has been a wholehearted endorse-
ment of partnership with private enterprise. Here in the latter, there is 
in effect, a recasting of local government with an emphasis upon col-
laborating local councils working with the business and university sec-
tors. In the instance of Swansea Bay the emphasis is very much upon 
an urgent need for improving productivity and wealth.41 The Swansea 
City Region’s bid seeks to address significant weaknesses in training and 
education:

…we have too few businesses that are not growing our business base 
quickly enough; there are not enough people with high level qualifica-
tions and too many with none at all…
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The ‘deal’ with the government, accepted on March 20, 2017, by Prime 
Minister May, identifies Internet initiatives relating to energy, health 
and wellbeing, and economic acceleration, and the creation of an 
‘Internet Coast,’ in emulation of Silicon Valley.

Significantly, initiatives to stimulate entrepreneurial attitudes were 
recognized when the Swansea Bay Region was awarded the status of 
UNESCO Learning City at the Mexico City conference in October, 
2015, the only city within the UK. Special features were a programme 
of school competitions and the development of an academy to support 
young people in starting their own businesses.

Consortia and Renewed Focus

To effect general improvement in the school sector the response had 
focused upon the creation of ‘consortia,’ the linking of adjacent author-
ities, to share resources coordinated by officials appointed by the 
Assembly Government. Though the policy stresses the importance of 
partnership between the Assembly Government, local government, 
the institutions and others, and emphasizes the need for clear lines of 
accountability, and reiterates that the responsibilities of local government 
remain unaffected, the detailed mechanisms seem to presage otherwise. 
The intention was that the new arrangements would offer schools chal-
lenge and support. Criticism remains that the latter has been lacking.42

Evans, commentating, notes:

Regional consortia had been developed tentatively prior to Andrew’s 
assumption of office but by then were not seen as the answer. Council 
leaders had been given ample time to separate wheat from chaff and 
desperate times called for desperate measures. That said, establishing a 
national framework for regional working would have at least established 
consistency across the piece and allowing local authorities to develop their 
own bespoke consortia was something the minister would later regret.43

Andrews had commissioned a review which offered a comprehensive 
overhaul including the removal of some education functions, including 
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responsibility for school improvement, from local authorities, and trans-
ferring them to Wales’ four regional consortia, that for the South-East 
being generally commended for the progress having already been made. 
The region embracing Swansea would now include six local authorities 
in south-west and mid-Wales, and came into being in April 2014 fol-
lowing the release of the National Model for School Improvement by 
the Welsh Government in February 2014. The consortium’s purpose 
was to deliver a single consistent and integrated professional school 
improvement service for children and young people in a range of set-
tings within the six local authorities. The minister, nevertheless, consid-
ered that the number of local authorities should be reduced by a third.44 
Estyn, too, shared the view but that, in the absence of a major reor-
ganization, faith should be placed in the consortia: ‘…there was more 
power in the engine room [the new regional consortia] have an energy 
and focus.’45 Others, including a former government education advisor, 
were less sanguine about the consortia.46

Beyond such structural mechanisms, the Assembly Government has 
insisted that there be a focus upon literacy and numeracy on the part 
of the taught and teachers, including teachers in training, and pupil 
attendance. Governing bodies would be required to discuss performance 
and all schools would be set targets and be awarded annual grades. 
[Criticism of governing bodies has included inadequate training and, 
and in some instances, appointment of individual governors by head 
teachers.]47 Overall, however, as merciful relief for many, there would 
now be fewer initiatives.

The Role of Head Teachers

As in England, the task of being a head teacher had surely became 
more onerous. Whilst general delegation of budget responsibility from 
the local authority occurred, independence from the local authority, 
with academy status, and the creation of free schools was not to take 
place. In another very important respect, the burden in Wales was pos-
sibly even greater. In the new supervisory structure, much of the very 
detailed monitoring of performance, with its attendant paperwork and 
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meetings fell to the head teacher. In England, with academy status and 
free schools, a greater sense of the head’s independence was in evidence, 
at least for some, albeit by 2001 in a single year it was claimed rather 
startlingly that, 3840 instructions had been sent to a single maintained 
school, one head teacher reporting 525 separate school targets.48 In 
Wales, the head was more obviously a participant in a collective, possi-
bly making it an even less attractive occupation. Notwithstanding, criti-
cism of primary school head teachers, declining to return to a classroom 
on a timetable as staffing cuts have necessitated larger classes, has been 
voiced.49

Intervention and Indictment

The Assembly Government’s education policies had convincingly 
demonstrated that it would be highly interventionist, for whilst it 
sought to cooperate with teachers, local government, and others, there 
can be no mistaking its determination to take the lead. In a series of 
policy statements it had offered not only detailed analysis but a highly 
prescriptive recipe to correct perceived deficiencies. In the instance of 
Early Years and Childcare, its analysis of its crucial role is comprehen-
sive and incontrovertible. However, the plan, apart from the merger of 
agencies, placed a heavy burden on all who had any part in the actual 
caring to share understandings to cooperate. The texts are largely silent 
as to the content of the cultural values communicated to the very young 
and how these may be best articulated, encouraged or indeed qualified.

Less there be doubt as to the Assembly Government’s approach, the 
Learning and Skills [Wales] Measure, 2009, made the position clear, 
offering a confident message notwithstanding continuing worries about 
performance. Its summary stated:

The 14–19 Learning Pathways policy has transformed curricula provision 
and support for learners, helping to raise achievement and attainment, 
prepare young people for high skilled employment or higher education 
and enable Wales to compete in Europe in the twenty-first century…The 
Measure places a duty on local authorities in Wales to form local curricula 
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for learners in Key Stage 4, also provides Welsh ministers with regulation 
making powers to stipulate the minimum number of courses of study…

Illustrative of a zeal to effect change without an understanding of its 
impact was the promotion of the Child Development Assessment 
Profile, introduced in September 2011, which required teachers to 
record up to 114 types of behaviour within the first six weeks of a 
pupil attending school. Here was an exercise described as ‘endlessly 
draining’ by a reviewer commissioned by the government prior to its 
abandonment.50

Occasioning greater success, was an initiative taken in 2014 emulat-
ing projects in England. In this instance, the focus was on a provision 
in an area of deprivation with an injection of £20 million, the assign-
ment of independent ‘Challenge Advisors’ to identify need and broker 
support.

Offering a general indictment, but at the government’s invitation, 
following the example of Scotland, in seeking the organization’s advice, 
OECD observed:

Wales has started a reform journey and the profession and the public 
share the sense of urgency to take action and the reform directions set out 
by the Government. However, it appears that the many reform initiatives 
pursued in the last few years have left the profession with a growing sense 
of feeling overwhelmed by a continuous flow of changes and a lack of 
clear direction beyond 2015.

Concern was also expressed about the inadequate support given to 
schools and the inconsistencies in services provided by local authorities 
and consortia.

The Anglican Church

The Anglican Church’s stake in education provision in Wales was pro-
portionately smaller than in England.51 Nevertheless, twenty-five thou-
sand pupils attended the Church in Wales’ 172 primary and secondary 
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schools with over five thousand teachers and support staff. It was thus 
larger than some local authority systems. Its schools were often the most 
popular amongst parents. Of course, in some rural communities, they 
were the only schools, some existing from a period prior to the creation 
of board schools and local authority provision. In the secondary sector, 
there were but three Anglican schools, the Bishop of Llandaff School 
in Cardiff being a very popular institution with exemplary academic 
results. Illustrative of effectiveness in providing a large secondary school 
serving an area with much social deprivation whilst offering a distinctive 
religious character is Cardiff’s second Anglican secondary school, Saint 
Teilo’s. In an imaginative scheme, a rota of clergy provides a daily hour’s 
pastoral visit offering students the opportunity to discuss moral issues 
and obtain private counsel.52

A major interest of the writer had been the fate of Saint David’s 
College, Lampeter and Trinity College Carmarthen. This had first for-
merly registered in 1956, when as President of the JCR [Students 
Union], he had argued that the two colleges should unite: both were vul-
nerable to absorption by much larger secular neighbours, Aberystwyth 
University College and Swansea University College. Even then was rec-
ognized Trinity’s role in teacher training, the colleges’ distinctive consti-
tutions and the general disdain Lampeter had for Trinity’s inferior status 
in teacher training. In the context of contemporary Wales, teacher train-
ing was regarded as being inferior to attendance at a University of Wales 
College, a status denied Lampeter, which was facing a serious financial 
crisis in that it was not then recognized for state funding. This coincided 
with a crucial visit of the University Grants Committee. Not unsurpris-
ingly, the president of the JCR was not invited to meet the committee. 
Duly, a successful formula was devised: Lampeter would ‘shelter’ under 
a special status belonging to the University College of Cardiff. As part 
of the new arrangements, which  now crucially enabled a flow of pub-
lic money to Lampeter, certain constitutional arrangements were made, 
for example, the Lampeter degrees would be temporarily suspended in 
favour of those of the University of Wales, its principal would no longer 
have to be an Anglican cleric, and the bishop of Saint Davids would 
cease to be the chairman of the governing body. Some considered the 
price as being too high and feared for the change in character that would 
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take place. As the years passed, the collegiate character, described with 
approbation in Chapter 2, did indeed fundamentally change: the chapel 
ceased to be so obviously the institution’s hub, informality in dress and 
dining took on a new orthodoxy. Lampeter ceased to be an Oxbridge 
‘colony’. It did however, blossom, in a new age of prosperity and staff 
enthusiastically embraced secular academe. In emulation of the secu-
lar universities, a premium was placed upon recruiting research-active 
staff, little concern now focusing upon those with special pastoral gifts. 
The writer ceased for a period to have an immediate relationship with 
the college albeit remaining a member of the Lampeter Society but not 
attending its reunions.

Whilst, accordingly, in the higher education sector Saint David’s 
College, Lampeter and Trinity College, Carmarthen, were notable evi-
dence of the Anglican Church’s historic role, the Roman Catholic 
Church was also represented in overall education provision, though on a 
smaller scale but with a greater presence, proportionately, in the second-
ary sector than the Anglicans, with three schools. In Wrexham, there 
was a joint Anglican and Roman Catholic secondary school.

Just as the focus of education administration was to move from the 
local authority to a Wales-wide setting, a similar process, though at a 
later stage, has occurred in the Church in Wales. An ambitious review, 
completed in 2009, offered a thoughtful analysis of what the Church 
in Wales should now do to reflect current needs. In addressing three 
audiences, education, the church and the politicians, it sought to review 
the Church in Wales’ contribution to the nation and make proposals.53 
It would go beyond school provision and include structures of pasto-
ral care, support, and nurture of further and higher education. Evidence 
from the community to inform deliberation was requested though the 
response from teachers in church schools was negligible.

The review embraced an account of the historical role of the 
church in the provision of education, in particular, noting the hostil-
ity of the community at large to the Balfour reforms which were seen 
to support the then established church’s dominance. As for prescrip-
tion, the review argued for a concentration of resources for supervi-
sion and guidance at the provincial level, with the formation of a 
Provincial Strategy Group, a more effective coordination of resources 
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in each diocese, the sharing of information on a more liberal basis, a 
fulsome articulation in documentation for parents of both admis-
sion policies and of the distinctive character that they should find in 
church schools, and the fostering of links by schools with the Anglican 
church overseas. It urged the use of the generic title ‘schools with a 
religious character’ rather than ‘faith schools’ and state recognition, 
as in England, of the role of diocesan boards of education [and their 
officers]. Significantly, the Review, in supporting spiritual and moral 
development in church schools, pointedly noted that it ‘should not be 
left to custom and practice.’ As for further and higher education, it 
warmly commended best practice, including that found in England, 
with its emphasis upon ecumenism, experimentation, informality, and 
pragmatism.

Overall, a reading of the text of the Review gives the impression that 
its principal concerns are not the rise of consumerism, global warming, 
migration and mobility, social inequality, and the decline of religion; and 
what, if anything, should be taught or even discussed in schools, colleges 
and universities, about these matters. Generally, the impression gained is 
that the focus is more highly restricted though concern for these issues 
is possibly implicit. Duly, the Assembly Government presented an over-
view in its report Faith in Education incorporating insights from the 
Church in Wales and the Roman Catholic Church.54 Its tone is all-em-
bracing and sympathetic to the maintenance of the relationships, struc-
tures, and arrangements confirmed in the 1944 legislation.

Conclusion and Assessment

Even before devolution there was much that was distinctive about the 
education service in Wales. Most notably, political participation in the 
management of provision provided by local education authorities was 
generally more pronounced than in England. In the immediate wake of 
the 1944 Act’s implementation, the fulsome and energetic involvement 
of councillors in the detailed management of the service was recogniz-
ably more intense than in much of England, though even there, there 
were instances where practice followed the Wales model. In the years 
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following devolution, the involvement by politicians in the daily man-
agement of education has intensified. This has occurred both locally and 
nationally. In the former case, this drew its warrant in part from the 
institution of cabinet member legislation inherited from Westminster; 
in the latter, by the disposition of ministers, drawing critical com-
ment, as noted, by both Donaldson, see below, and the OECD, in 
their reviews. In this regard, Wales and Scotland, also criticized by the 
OECD, share a common characteristic.

A second determining characteristic has been the cooperation sought 
and initially reciprocated between ministers and unions with the latter’s 
officials enjoying easy access to ministers. Shared political commitments 
would possibly be a factor. As experienced by the writer in England, 
common political outlooks shared by politicians and unions can com-
promise the service’s management, as it did in Ealing.

The dominant characteristic of the impulses driving the 1944 Act 
was about partnership and trust. This might sometimes have been mis-
judged but it placed a premium upon each partner to act in good faith 
and to be allowed to discharge responsibility without excessive interfer-
ence. As noted in the 1960s this was initially compromised by a Labour 
government intent upon abolishing grammar schools, and subsequently, 
more comprehensively, in the 1980s, by a Conservative government 
determined to take total charge of the curriculum. Whilst there was 
then good intent, there is surely now a case for a restoration of a higher 
level of trust, allowing partners in the enterprise to act more freely and 
without interference. That this will produce from time to time, serious 
error need not be doubted. But, by the same token, it is likely to be the 
spur to more exemplary performance at lower cost.

What will possibly turn out to be a decisive contribution to the devel-
oping situation, at one with the above assessment, are the Assembly 
Government’s commissioned reports on the training of teachers, and 
curriculum and assessment arrangements.55 ‘Teaching Tomorrow’s 
Teachers’ has offered a critical analysis of current provision, which it 
claims, compares unfavorably internationally and elsewhere in the UK, 
is scattered in too many places, is poorly rooted in academic research, 
fails to provide career-long support, recruits poorly, offers outdated qual-
ifications, and ill equips for the demands placed upon teachers by the 
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new curriculum. That report, endorsed the critical analysis of the curric-
ulum and assessment arrangements by Donaldson who had argued:

The high degree of prescription in detail in the national curriculum, 
allied to the increasingly powerful accountability mechanisms, has 
tended to create a culture within which the creative role of the school has 
become diminished and the professional contribution of the workforce 
undeveloped.56

This is in marked contrast to the ambition of ‘The Learning Country’ 
years, led by Jane Davidson, where the focus had been on actively 
expanding the role of the school in educating the whole pupil, and build-
ing the professional contribution of the workforce. Donaldson’s prescrip-
tion provided for radical change to address overload, redundancy, and 
complexity resulting from excessive modifications. Accepting the curricu-
lum’s four aims for pupils [to be lifelong learners, enterprising in life and 
work, ethical citizens and confident members of society], it argued that it 
should be focused on six areas, continuing the areas of learning started in 
Jane Davidson’s Foundation Phase across the length of the pupil’s experi-
ence: the expressive arts; health and wellbeing; the humanities; languages, 
literacy and communications; mathematics and numeracy; and science 
and technology. Teachers should be freer to select suitable material. A 
lighter touch on assessment was essential, and ministers whilst giving 
strategic direction should not become involved in the detail. The princi-
ple of maximum subsidiarity was endorsed.57 Davidson comments:

Donaldson explicitly builds on the approach of the Areas of Learning 
that we identified in the development of the Foundation Phase to create a 
coherent curriculum in Wales that would be different to other parts of the 
UK and build on Welsh values. He also suggests lighter touch assessment 
and strategic direction from ministers - both of which we aimed to deliver 
in the early years. However, in a small country, the balance between stra-
tegic direction and intervention is a hard one!

Offering a critical analysis of failure since devolution, Philip Dixon, 
abandoning any notion that effective reform is possible under current 
structures, advocates the creation of a Recovery Board, overwhelmingly 
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recruited from other parts of the UK, each member possessing a proven 
record of success, with overarching powers capable of supplanting exist-
ing national and local authorities, focusing upon strategy, implemen-
tation and, only exceptionally, policy, appointed by and answerable to 
the Assembly.58 That such a solution, a throwback to empire, should be 
promoted by a former champion of devolution is startling, evidence for 
him, of the situation’s seriousness. Nevertheless, Dixon’s frame of refer-
ence is failure, since devolution and tacit acceptance of the validity of 
the PISA basis of comparison. However, there are grounds for believing 
there to be wider issues to be examined.

Whilst Donaldson’s prescription has won general support in 
February 2017, there were now concerns that insufficient action had 
been taken to ensure implementation. A Welsh Assembly commit-
tee consisting of Labour party members, having taken evidence from 
the NAHT and the NUT, voiced the criticism that more had to be 
done by the government to define the way forward, and focused their 
attack upon the Liberal Democrat minister. Herein is a special irony. 
Donaldson, in sympathy with union criticism, that centralization had 
to be curbed and greater professional autonomy returned to the class-
room, had significantly made such an endorsement. Now however, 
there yet remained a belief that central direction was needed: a depend-
ency culture was still in place. This was reminiscent of conditions expe-
rienced in Bulgaria by the writer, in monitoring elections following 
the fall of the Berlin wall: a very intelligent population had become 
dependent upon state direction over minute detail and now found dif-
ficulty in operating in conditions of greater freedom. This response in 
Wales nevertheless owed much to the government’s earlier determina-
tion to be the instrument of action and the progressive weakening of 
local government. Donaldson’s prescription and its subsequent govern-
ment endorsement, could have been seized by a liberated profession 
taking the initiative in collaboration with local government and institu-
tions of higher education.

Whilst Donaldson’s remedy seems to offer much, there remain wor-
rying doubts. If we go back to the foundations of the welfare state and 
the inception of the 1944 legislation, there was a general belief that the 
endeavour was about the creation of a better world, of social harmony 
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and good health, eloquently captured at the time by William Temple.59 
In the quest to translate these civilizing and generous purposes into 
reality, prescription has increasingly focused upon a consumer-driven 
education, concentrating upon instruction of techniques including 
a capacity to satisfy examinations. That this approach is even a partial 
proxy for the wider purpose is increasingly the subject of doubt. The 
unreliability of the current examinations’ regime is highlighted by the 
fact that schools, according to Seldon,

…have come under unbearable pressure to teach not the academic sub-
ject, but the exam techniques that markers look for…Glenys Stacey, the 
outgoing chief executive of the exams regulator Ofqual is right to identify 
this problem…60

A fundamental challenge to the Global Education Reform Movement, 
of which Wales has been a participant, though falteringly, is compre-
hensively captured in an open letter to Andreas Schleicher, the Director 
of the OECD programme, by a group of international academics. The 
letter included its concerns about PISA claiming it:

Shifts attention to short-term fixes designed to help a country quickly 
climb the rankings, despite the research demonstrating that enduring 
changes in education practice take decades to come to fruition;

Takes attention away from the less measurable or immeasurable edu-
cational objectives like physical, moral, civic, and artistic development, 
thereby dangerously narrowing our collective view regarding the purpose 
of education;

Is naturally biased in favor of the economic role of public schools61 
versus how to prepare students for participation in democratic self- 
government, moral action, and a life of personal development, growth 
and well-being;

With its continuous cycle of global testing, harms children and 
adversely impacts classrooms, as it inevitably involves more and longer 
batteries of multiple-choice testing, more scripted ‘vendor’-made lessons, 
and less professional autonomy for teachers. In this way, PISA has fur-
ther increased the stress level in schools, which endangers the well-being 
of students and teachers.62
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Notwithstanding, faith in PISA seemed to be retained when the results 
for 2016 were announced. They offered further grief: the scores of 
Welsh students in science, reading, and mathematics were below the 
average of 72 countries—worse than counterparts in England, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland. This was the fourth occasion on which Wales had 
done worse than the rest of the UK, prompting the Education minister, 
now the Liberal Democrat Kirsty Williams, in a coalition government, 
to observe ‘Wales could do better.’

In the quest to raise standards and in the assessment of error, there 
has remained a commitment to the belief that there is a relationship 
between examination performance and economic prosperity, even 
though that relationship has been increasingly called into question 
internationally. Whilst, there has been a growing awareness that in mak-
ing demands upon the system there comes a point when weariness, low 
morale and resistance occur. Thus, even if it is presumed that the quest 
was justified, the means by which it was pursued was mistaken.

In a renewed quest for reform, more attention must surely be paid to 
the stuff of community building, how individuals relate to one another 
and how various and changing communities relate to one another. That 
this, in part, must find expression in the curriculum dedicated to the 
four aims, alluded to above, is surely correct. However, more of an overt 
sociological character must surely also be attempted. It is in this latter 
context that consideration should be given to the contribution to be 
made by the community itself. With advances in information technol-
ogy and robotics, questions will increasingly be asked about the utility 
of learning certain bodies of knowledge. According to the Institute of 
Labour Economics in Germany, nearly a third of jobs in Britain could 
be lost by the early 2030s because of automation from robotics and 
artificial intelligence. Middle-skilled and routine jobs, such as those in 
accountancy and medical diagnostics, are most at risk.63

Overarching questions concerning the curriculum’s substance is the 
worrying realization that much learning is irrelevant and its teaching 
ineffective. Sustained improvement in learning and teaching requires a 
genuine sharing of values and skills and cooperative teamwork across 
institutional networks and face-to-face relationships between staff, as 
contended by Elmore, in his New York research.64
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The wider context, however, as Davidson has pointed out, is the 
focus of a crucial piece of 2015 legislation: The Wellbeing of Future 
Generations Act. Its ambitious goals embrace the creation of a pros-
perous Wales with a resilient and healthier population, wherein 
there will be greater equality, a vibrant culture, cohesive commu-
nities, which are globally responsive, with a sustainable economy. 
Translation into tangible targets, in the first place, is a task placed 
upon Wales’ public bodies who are charged with the creation of a 
society that promotes and protects culture, heritage, and the Welsh 
language and which encourages people to participate in the arts, 
sport and recreation—a Wales of cohesive communities—attractive, 
viable, safe and well-connected communities. Public bodies, specifi-
cally including local authorities, are required to publish assessments 
by April 2017, and by 2018 are expected to deliver on the goals, 
descriptions, and ways of working identified in the Act. The pub-
lished descriptions of the goals make it clear that what is envisaged 
goes beyond the purely mundane and utilitarian and embraces the 
quality of life and surely includes much of the terrain which, so it is 
contended, has been marginalized by the Global Education Reform 
Movement. In this respect, the purposes of the initiative are totally 
positive. Here is much that chimes with the imaginative programme 
informing the pioneering Cambridgeshire Village College described 
in Chapter 2. Not to cavil over the broad justification of the Act, two 
notes of caution are offered: whilst the earlier village college holis-
tic analysis placed educationists at the centre of the movement, no 
such automatic role features in this current structure, and second, the 
introduction of further management structures affecting education 
in addition to consortia for school improvement, city regions, local 
authorities, governing bodies, as well as the Welsh government itself, 
runs the risk of generating further confusion and overload. Wales 
needs to learn its own lessons about what is important if it wants 
to succeed in improving the economic, social, environmental, and 
cultural wellbeing of the people of Wales.
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Preface

The author of this chapter, though of Northern Irish birth and upbring-
ing, spent almost 30 years of the twentieth century outside the prov-
ince. Over 80% of those years were spent in England and the remainder 
in the Republic of Ireland. Having been a consumer and provider of 
education until the 1970s, she became an observer from outside of 
changes in the Northern Ireland system and context during a very 
significant period. What follows, therefore, results from combining 
personal recollections and paper research. Opinions expressed and con-
clusions reached, while inevitably influenced by those of others, are sin-
cerely held by the author. Assistance given by McStravick, Ms L and  
Mr V is gratefully acknowledged. Special expression of appreciation 
is due to the seminal research done and published by (i) Farren and 
(ii) Birrell and Hayes from the University of Ulster. Warm thanks are 
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offered to a couple of patient friends who read and commented on this 
piece of work in draft form.

The chapter is structured on a slightly different pattern to that 
announced by McCloy in Chapter 1. Since the story of education in 
Northern Ireland is so different from those in the three other parts 
of the UK, this chapter has four sections. The addition, one trusts, is 
excused on the grounds that the Belfast Agreement was the most pro-
found event to take place on the island of Ireland since Partition and 
introduced a form of devolved government untried and unknown in the 
other countries of the UK. An experiment on which judgment must be 
reserved for commentators in the future.

Introduction

It is generally accepted in Great Britain, even by those who do not 
know much about Northern Ireland, that this small region about the 
size of Greater Manchester with a population of approximately 1.86 
million people is ‘different’. Its education system differs from England, 
Scotland and Wales in a number of ways. Not surprising, given the 
fraught historical three-cornered relationship between them and the 
Stormont government, the Catholic and Protestant Churches continue 
to exercise considerable influence on the management of schools in the 
province. There are currently two parallel systems: (i) controlled schools 
which are owned and run by the state, but are, in fact, Protestant in that 
school populations are drawn almost predominantly from Protestant 
families and taught by Protestant teachers; (ii) a sizeable voluntary 
maintained sector (including selective grammar schools) owned and 
governed mainly by Catholic Church trustees or their representatives, 
though there are some separate voluntary selective grammar schools run 
by Protestant trustees. Both categories cater for children until the stat-
utory school leaving age of 16 years and grammar schools (controlled 
and voluntary) provide education until pupils have completed ‘A’ level 
examinations.

In the primary sector, the figures for year 2017/20181 are 365 con-
trolled and 367 maintained Catholic schools, but only 45 integrated 
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(attended by pupils from Catholic and Protestant homes and from 
other faiths and none). At secondary level, there were 86 controlled 
(grammar and non-selective); 91 Catholic maintained (grammar and 
non-selective) and 21 other (Protestant) voluntary grammar schools. 
There are 20 second level integrated schools.

In order to begin to understand the unusual features of our education 
system, we must briefly seek the assistance of history.

Historical Background

The Partition of Ireland came about by the Government of Ireland Act 
(1921) following a Rising in 1916 against British rule, execution of the 
leaders and a brief Anglo-Irish War. The Irish Free State was established 
in 1922 inside the British Commonwealth, consisting of 26 counties 
with a predominantly Roman Catholic population and the remaining 
6 counties came to be known as Northern Ireland (often referred to 
erroneously as ‘Ulster’, which in earlier times consisted of 9 counties) 
with a predominantly Protestant population, mainly of ‘Ulster-Scots’ 
Presbyterian origin. A devolved parliament was established at Stormont, 
east side of Belfast.

In Ireland, in 1831, a Board of Commissioners of National 
Education was established by the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland through 
which public finance was supplied to schools whose managers applied 
for assistance. Arrangements ensured that the National Commissioners 
in Dublin controlled finance of education as well as the curriculum. 
The main Churches were represented on the Board. These so-called 
National Schools, established immediately after Catholic Emancipation 
(1829) were intended to be integrated in pursuit of mutual understand-
ing of the main Christian traditions and they received equal finance for 
building and management costs, as well as teachers’ salaries. A denom-
inational system developed, however, due to clerical rivalry expressed 
in competing values and attitudes from the early years after the system 
was set up. The Church of Ireland, for example, in its capacity as the 
country’s Established Church until 1869, ‘claimed as such to be the 
only legitimate body through which education for all denominations 
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should be organised’. Presbyterians, historically suspicious of ‘popery’ 
objected to the integrationist ethos. Although the Catholic bishops were 
initially supportive of the National Schools, ‘as being the first ostensi-
bly integrated, non-proselytising form of schooling in Ireland’, they 
changed their stance in the 1840s when Bishop Whately—the Church 
of Ireland’s representative on the National Board—though a supporter 
of Catholic Emancipation, published textbooks in which he alluded to 
Catholic worship having ‘pagan origins’.2

Whately’s publications only strengthened Catholic opposition which 
was growing in principle, particularly under the influence of the man 
who was to become Catholic Archbishop of Armagh and later of 
Dublin, Paul Cullen. Catholic parents were strongly dissuaded from 
sending their children to non-Catholic managed schools. Furthermore, 
as religious orders became more closely involved in providing schools 
for Catholics, the system quickly lost its inter-denominational character.

After the partition of Ireland in 1921, control of education in 
Northern Ireland was in the hands of the dominant political party, the 
Unionists, as the few Nationalist politicians returned tended to disen-
gage and to see Catholic education as being a matter for the Catholic 
bishops.

The liberal minded Minister for Education Lord Londonderry, expe-
rienced ongoing conflict in his dealings with the mainstream conserva-
tive Unionists and the Churches. In spite of the Prime Minister Craig’s 
intention, famously encapsulated in the phrase: ‘A Protestant parliament 
for a Protestant people ’,3 the Minister and his more liberal colleagues (of 
which there were few) wanted, in principle, to follow the English model 
in forming a progressive, democratically controlled non-denomina-
tional system to cater for both Protestant and Roman Catholic children. 
Neither history nor the socio-political context augured well for the reali-
sation of such an optimistic aspiration.

Lack of foresight at government level was matched by uncompro-
mising determination on the part of both Catholic and Protestant 
Churches to maintain a controlling grip on their respective flocks, 
through education policy and curriculum control. Indeed, the polit-
ical and social control exercised by the Churches demonstrated the 
widespread unquestioning trust which the laity placed in their clerical 
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shepherds and which continued for several decades. The laity tended to 
allow their Church leaders to fight their battles for them in the belief 
that denominational interests of leaders and followers coincided. On 
occasions, though, the Catholic Church authorities found ready, vocal 
support from Nationalist politicians, while the Orange Order as well as 
Unionist politicians supported the Protestant Churches.

Two months after becoming the first Minister of Education, Lord 
Londonderry announced the establishment of a committee of enquiry 
to make proposals as to the future structures of education in Northern 
Ireland. As Chairman, Robert Lynn, Unionist MP for West Belfast and 
editor of the strongly Unionist daily newspaper, The Northern Whig, 
gave his name to the committee. The Minister’s first disappointment 
came when Cardinal Michael Logue turned down an invitation to nom-
inate four members to sit on the committee. His response conveys a 
clear lack of trust in Unionist politicians to provide for Catholic educa-
tion. In it he states:

I should be glad to cooperate in any effort for the improvement of edu-
cation, but judging from the public utterances of some members of the 
Belfast Parliament and their sympathisers, I have little doubt that an 
attack is being organised against our Catholic schools.4

One might judge the cardinal’s utterance as indicating good judgment, 
though it could be argued that he showed poor judgement, was impetu-
ous and should have shown willingness by accepting the invitation.

Although the remit of the Churches covered the whole of the island, 
after Partition in the separate jurisdictions separate patterns of educa-
tion developed with different aims, structures and curriculum content. 
The government in the North set out to educate its population broadly 
according to the British model, while in the South the aim was to fol-
low a pattern which would seek to translate a post-colonial vision of 
re-Gaelicisation into reality, placing strong emphasis on the Irish lan-
guage, history and culture including sports. One-third of the popu-
lation in Northern Ireland for some years after Partition denied the 
legitimacy of the new statelet (a pejorative term, though it was as many 
Nationalists regarded it) and believed that their minority status would 
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likely bring economic, social, religious and cultural discrimination. 
Perhaps for that reason, or regretting their imposed severance from the 
remainder of the island, Catholic schools tended to resemble those in 
the south in terms of curriculum content.

From the outset, the Protestant clergy were known as ‘transferors’ 
because they transferred their schools into state control in the firm 
belief that Unionist governments would look after their interests and 
that they would be relieved of an unbearable burden of funding them. 
As early as 1931, the Education Act of that year contained concessions 
which provided for (i) ‘transferred’ schools to be represented on educa-
tion committees and school management boards and (ii) the inclusion 
of religious education along sectarian lines in ‘state’ schools.

This legislation ensured that the province would continue to have 
a dual education system on denominational grounds and in terms of 
financial support. ‘Transferred’ schools had become state schools which 
would henceforth become in effect Protestant schools, attended by 
Protestant children, taught by Protestant teachers, retaining a distinctly 
Protestant ethos. Full grants for capital projects given to ‘transferred’ 
schools and partial grants to Catholic schools reduced from two-thirds 
available before 1922 to one-half. The Catholic voluntary sector—by 
their own choice indeed—had no representation on local education 
committees or on management committees of state schools and was 
totally dependent on the generosity of the Catholic community for 
large sums to provide financial support.

Cardinal William Conway succinctly, expressed the rationale of 
Catholic education thus many years later:

Religion is not something which is just learned like a multiplication table. 
It is a way-of-life which affects all one’s other attitudes. While they are 
growing up, children have to learn to live their faith and they will do this 
with much greater security and confidence if they spend their school day 
in a place where this way of life is seen as something shared between par-
ents, pupils and teachers alike.5

The Catholic Church authorities, therefore, decided to retain their own 
school system while seeking to be subsidised from public funds to a 
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level granted to Catholic schools in Great Britain and justified by their 
community’s contribution to public expenditure by taxes and rates.

The attitudes of the Protestant Churches suggested lack of unity 
among their clerical representatives who negotiated with politicians 
(whose views ranged from liberal to conservative to fundamentalist) 
but there was also marked dissonance between clergy and some laity. 
Among the latter were some Protestant teachers; the vociferous Ulster 
Teachers’ Union struggled against clerical management of ‘transferred 
schools’, insisting that freedom of conscience be recognised and that 
denominational loyalties should not determine appointments.

According to McKelvey,6 while concessions made to those Churches’ 
demands tended to establish common ground between them, there were 
subtle differences between them as to their reasons for involvement in 
education. He (an insider in the Church of Ireland) chides them thus:

neither the Church of Ireland nor the other Protestant Churches ever 
actually produced a rationale of its educational policy. There was no criti-
cal assessment of the purpose or content of education.

Against this backdrop of ongoing wrangling, finger pointing and dis-
satisfaction for a quarter of a century a new ‘threat’ arrived from 
Westminster just before World War II came to an end.

1944–1972

The Butler Act (1944) and Its Impact on the Northern 
Ireland Education System

The passing of the Butler Act in England increased the level of tension, 
already longstanding, between education decision-makers in Stormont 
and outside. The Hadow (1926) and Spens (1939) Reports indicated 
that Westminster envisaged educational reform which would provide 
equality of opportunity for all children to benefit from secondary edu-
cation. It was obvious that while following a policy of social and edu-
cational parity with England, the Northern Ireland government would 
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be constrained by the Churches’ attitudes to the far-reaching changes to 
come.

Both Protestant and Catholic Churches raised strong objections to 
the Westminster model of sweeping educational change, but on differ-
ent grounds. The Protestant Churches feared that what they had won in 
the form of influence over state public elementary schools by the 1930 
Act would be lost in relation to the proposed new secondary interme-
diate schools. A conscience clause would allow teachers to withdraw 
from worship and/or teaching Religion. Another difficulty arose, not 
highlighted previously, in that the Government of Ireland Act (1920) 
forbade endowment of denominational education and it was pointed 
out in the interim by the Attorney General that the provision of Bible 
instruction paid for by public funds contravened the Act. A third rea-
son for opposition arose in the form of increased funding of capital 
costs from 50 to 65% for Catholic schools not transferred into the state 
system, but which had accepted two local authority members to sit on 
their management committees. This became known as the four-and-two 
arrangement—the ‘four’ representing trustees. The increase to 65% was 
later extended to all voluntary schools.

The Catholic Church reiterated its claim to responsibility with par-
ents for the education of Catholic children attending Catholic schools, 
without the degree of state control intended. It argued that acknowl-
edged freedom of religious conscience and worship placed a duty on 
the state to provide financial support for schools with Catholic ethos. 
Furthermore, the cost of building new schools for a secondary popu-
lation without access to already established grammar schools was seen 
as placing an enormous financial burden on a largely poor laity. The 
truth of this point is demonstrated by the fact that by 1955–1956 only 
7 Catholic intermediate schools had been built, as compared with 43 in 
the public authority sector.7 Difficulty in finding suitable sites was an 
aggravating factor.

Despite a difficult birth, the 1947 Act marked a watershed in edu-
cation structure and enhanced opportunities for at least four years and 
longer, if appropriate, of free secondary education in either grammar or 
secondary intermediate and technical schools. Two aspects of the 1947 
Act showed it to differ from the Butler Act:
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1.	A majority of voluntary grammar schools agreed to allocate 80% of 
places to pupils who had passed the 11+ test, allowing the remaining 
20% to be allocated to children whose parents could afford to pay 
the fees. From 1989 the latter was disallowed.

2.	Scholarships were awarded to the 80% of pupils attending by the 
Department of Education (DENI) directly bypassing local education 
committees.

A small group of the richer, most prestigious grammar schools ignored 
an offer of 65% for capital costs and 100% recurrent funding in order 
to remain free to choose pupils as they wished. This freedom may have 
prompted the dramatist Samuel Beckett, while a teacher at Campbell 
College, Belfast, called to account by his headmaster who referred to the 
pupils as the ‘cream’ of Ulster, to remark scathingly: ‘like double cream, 
rich and thick ’.8 Of those grammar schools that accepted funding, the 
20% of places were often taken up by pupils who had attended their 
partially subsidised preparatory departments, and after one year could 
obtain a scholarship via a ‘review’ procedure, on the recommendation of 
the head teacher.

The extension of grammar school education to all who were deemed 
capable of benefitting from it had huge social impact, particularly in 
relation to children from poorer households. This resulted as time went 
on in greater numbers of graduates entering the professions, more accu-
rately reflecting the whole society and later challenging the status quo in 
relation to civil rights and equal opportunities. Criticism arose over the 
years that followed 1947 in relation to selection at the age of 11 in prin-
ciple, the validity of the tests, but also to the testing procedure. Huge 
progress was also shown by the scale of provision of secondary interme-
diate schools. Total enrolment had increased from 27,000 in 1947 to 
almost 95,000 in 1963.9

One positive reform which soon followed the 1947 Act was the 
Ministry’s decision to set up Advisory Councils to advise in the light 
of criticisms levelled by teachers and parents at the distortion of the 
curriculum and alleged pressures put on children by the selection 
tests. Cognisance was taken of research and experience emerging from 
England, particularly the questioning of intelligence testing as the best 
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indicator of future performance and the publication of Circulars 10/65 
and 10/66 which suggested supplanting the tripartite system of primary, 
secondary and further education supposedly ‘suited to the aptitudes and 
abilities of pupils ’. A choice of systems was offered: 11–18 years; 11–14 
and 14–18 years; 11–16 and a sixth form college 16–18 years; 9–13 
with variants of 13–18 years. In traditionally conservative Northern 
Ireland, an experiment using the 11–14 and 14–18 models was 
attempted.

Ora et Labora: Personal Reflections

A product of this segregated education system, the author will share 
briefly her experience of growing up in a pre-Troubles, pre-Direct Rule 
era.

The practice of families attending different Churches on Sunday 
being reflected in attendance of children at our village Roman Catholic 
and Protestant schools was accepted. Pupils formed and maintained 
friendships outside school hours, playing games, gathering wild fruits, 
dressing up for an annual fancy dress parade and attending birthday 
parties. Choice of school was, of course, dictated by parents’ religious 
affiliation but no hostility or rivalry at adult level was apparent and one 
would doubt that any existed. Annual parades through the four streets 
and square by sashed Orangemen playing Lambeg drums were watched 
and apparently enjoyed by everyone on the 12th of July, the anniversary 
of the Battle of the Boyne when William the Third, Prince of Orange, 
defeated James the Second in 1690. My parents tended to ignore the 
division in Ulster society as far as possible and socialised freely across 
the divide where this was possible and welcome. My father, for exam-
ple, each year provided a huge array of his prize dahlias for the harvest 
thanksgiving in our neighbouring Presbyterian Church.

Facilities and equipment were restricted in both of the two-teacher 
public elementary schools in our village—particularly playing space—
and the 3 Rs dominated the curriculum. Subjects such as Art and Craft, 
Storytelling, Music and PE were considered ‘treats’ when our teacher 
was pleased by our progress in Number, Reading or Writing. The only 
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knowledge of the Irish language we learned was during the daily half 
hour RE lesson when we were taught to make the sign of the cross 
accompanied by ‘In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Ghost. Amen’ and to recite the ‘Our Father’ in translation. The 
parish priest called about once a month to examine our knowledge of 
the catechism, particularly as we approached First Holy Communion 
and Confirmation. Our Christian formation was of great importance to 
our parents and we never missed 11o’clock Mass each Sunday, except on 
rare occasions such as periods in hospital for tonsil or appendix removal. 
Our parish priest was overheard having conversations with the male 
teacher about matters pertaining to the school building such as replace-
ment of tiles, water leaks and painting over the summer holiday period. 
Such were of concern to him at this time when Catholic schools were 
only partially funded by the government.

When we transferred from the female teacher’s room at the age 
of 7–8 to ‘the Master’ the curriculum was extended to include more 
English grammar, history and geography. Rhyming off multiplication 
tables continued; history consisted of life during Celtic times and sto-
ries of Hannibal, Wilberforce, Marie Curie, Abraham Lincoln, Scott, 
Florence Nightingale and similar figures; geography lessons were con-
ducted around a map of Ireland or of the British Isles following a similar 
pattern—mountains, rivers, lakes and chief towns. Radio programmes 
for schools were considered ‘treats’ during these senior years in the pub-
lic elementary school. In the final year, the European countries were 
introduced into the curriculum when a very few pupils were selected to 
sit the 11+ examination. For us, homework consisted partly of practice 
tests for this feared experience in a large school some miles away.

A voluntary grammar school of 240 pupils owned by the Sisters of 
Mercy which catered for boarders and day pupils was my next desti-
nation. The school motto which was ‘Ora et Labora’ (Pray and Work) 
left the pupils in no doubt as to their priorities—spiritual development, 
character formation and academic success in accordance with one’s abil-
ities. We were streamed throughout our time there from the first year 
and the B stream girls tended to be older and from families in the 20% 
who did not sit the transfer tests, or failed to satisfy the examiners.  
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Our RE programme consisted of detailed study of the Four Gospels, 
the Acts of the Apostles, Church History, Liturgy and Christian 
Apologetics. Our knowledge was tested each June by the ‘Bishop’s 
Exam’.

The girls studied all the subjects on offer in the first two years and on 
the basis of results were allowed to drop a subject in which they showed 
limited ability and/or interest. The exception was Latin, for which we 
had to take an internally set test on entry before being accepted by 
Sister A into her select club. In some cases, Irish was jettisoned by girls 
after first or second year, pleading that it would not be essential for 
entry to any career and would be of no practical use. While regretting 
their failure to recognise the Irish language as part of their cultural her-
itage, the headmistress put no pressure on to continue studying it. We 
covered mainly prescribed periods of British and European History, as 
well as the nineteenth century Irish history option. It was usual practice 
for Protestant grammar schools then and later to exclude Irish history 
from the curriculum until cross-community themes were introduced 
during the Troubles.

Our headmistress, a nun, a gifted mathematician and musician with 
an engaging sense of humour, came down heavily on any pupil who 
attempted to bring politics into school. A girl from a republican family 
had her pencil confiscated because the rubber on the end was coloured 
to imitate the Irish tricolour. There were no senior school debates on 
issues directly related to Irish politics; rather safer topics such as ‘Single 
sex schools are best for girls’, ‘Religion is the opium of the people’,  
‘A nation’s wealth is in its people’, ‘Money is the root of all evil’ being 
preferred.

One aspect of grammar school which I regret was the absence of a 
good science department, which inevitably restricted our choice of 
career. Our science graduate teacher spent most of her time teaching 
mathematics as there was only one poorly equipped chemistry labora-
tory. Hindsight suggests that, expense aside, there was still a lingering 
attitude that girls should emerge as caring and socially skilled, artic-
ulate and ‘cultured’ but not expected to excel in ‘boys’ subjects’. Our 
curriculum seemed to be borrowed from English Examination Boards, 
particularly our set texts for English literature which were by English 
writers. There was no mention of Joyce, Shaw, O’Casey, Wilde or 
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Swift—though the poetry of Yeats found a place. (Indeed, this tendency 
continued at university.) There were no youth clubs, but extra-curricular 
interests included reading, private piano and speech and drama lessons, 
staging musicals and plays and watching films usually related directly to 
our school work or conveying a moral message.

We were not conscious of living in a divided society, much less 
that this should be considered odd or unacceptable. If some people’s 
thoughts were consumed by the constitutional question, precious little 
evidence of it appeared in everyday life. There certainly were no sugges-
tions made by teachers during discussions that our generation should 
seek political or social change. There appeared to be general acceptance 
of the status quo, including division along lines of religious affiliation, 
which was respected. This attitude was in stark contrast to the situation 
which developed during the Troubles, when many people found it pru-
dent to divide into separate camps and unelected ‘protectors’ arose in 
the form of paramilitaries who wrought murder and mayhem, until all 
were exhausted and there was no winner. There was no offensive banter 
on train journeys to school. Perhaps it would have been more normal 
if there had been. After pushing and crushing to board the train, the 
girls sat with their friends from class, while the boys scrapped with peers 
from their own or another school, but with pupils of their own religion. 
So, I expect it is true to say that there was a kind of voluntary, subtle 
apartheid between equal tribes. There was no crossing the divide, nei-
ther was there overt hostility, just mutual tolerance—either natural or 
unconsciously learned.

University came as a great, surprising, liberating intellectual experi-
ence. A majority of our RP sounding professors and tutors were from 
the south of England, though there was one Scot from St Andrew’s, 
and a considerable number of Ulster unionists. Irish Catholic staff 
were comparatively rare and almost exclusively in the departments 
of scholastic philosophy and Celtic studies where they worked with a 
Welshman and a Manxman—so that the two branches of the Celtic 
languages were catered for. Academic life was based very loosely around 
the Oxbridge model with sherry on offer during meetings with a small 
number of the tutors after 5 p.m. This practice was not entirely appreci-
ated by Catholic students who had been members of the Pioneer Total 
Abstinence Association since the age of 14, nor by the many Protestant 
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student members of the Christian Union. In my experience overindul-
gence in alcohol by the student body was virtually unknown, a reflec-
tion of their families’ values.

Faith nurturing was catered for by chaplains and the vast majority of 
students spent a lot of their free time socialising at their denominational 
chaplaincies, particularly in the evening after the library had closed. 
Many Catholic students attended Mass there at lunchtime. In our first 
year, Catholic girls stayed in Aquinas Hall run by Dominican nuns, 
while Protestant girls stayed in Riddell Hall run by lay staff.

We never met for inter-hall social events, nor did we ever have an 
opportunity to attend broadly Christian services. Although student 
‘hops’ were popular, except among fundamentalists, romantic relation-
ships tended almost completely to observe the religious divide. From 
the arts faculty, we graduated in black gowns with ermine trimming, 
followed by strawberries and cream on the lawn accompanied by music 
from the Royal Ulster Constabulary band.

I found a hugely inspiring contrast when later I studied for a master’s 
degree in Bristol University. There were people who openly admitted 
that they had no religion and our very progressive Jesuit chaplain and 
his opposite numbers organised inter-faith events, where the common 
Christian heritage was emphasised. What a contrast to what I had left 
behind in Ulster society and what a relief to find an alternative way of 
life—which included playing croquet on a vicarage lawn and quaffing 
rose wine made by the vicar! Having enjoyed this journey down mem-
ory lane, I must return to the general narrative.

The Dickson Plan—Variation on Selection

Innovative Director of Education in Armagh W. J. Dickson was seen to 
be of similar ilk to Stuart Mason and Sir Alec Clegg, progressive English 
educationalists. The new city of Craigavon was judged to be a suitable 
area to experiment with non-selective education, it being the fashion-
able gospel across the water in the ‘sixties’.

Aware of difficulties facing him which included the dichotomy that 
existed between the social images of grammar and secondary (inter-
mediate) schools in the Craigavon area and of the tension between 
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second level schools of both types and the technical colleges concern-
ing bright pupils, Dickson bravely set out to convince his Education 
Committee and to consult with parents, teachers, management com-
mittees and staffs, as he strove to reform education in Craigavon which 
encompassed the established towns, Lurgan and Portadown as well as 
the planned large new housing and industrial development located in 
between. He realised, too, that he would have to cope with the strong, 
influential grammar school lobby containing parents as intransigent as 
trustees, governors and staff.

Dickson decided that a break at 14 was the preferred option since 
a good social mix was necessary in schools in the new area and that a 
two-tier system was less expensive than a tripartite one, as there could 
be less duplication of equipment. By initiating a consultation process 
and copying Mason, he was breaking new ground in Northern Ireland 
where people tended to accept decisions made for them from above. In 
an interview carried out by McStravick, the Director voiced his only 
partial awareness at the outset of the strength of the grammar school 
tradition, stating that ‘the equal opportunity for all concept had not per-
colated or penetrated from England and Wales to these shores ’.10 After 
holding 18 consultative meetings with stakeholders in both controlled 
and voluntary sectors, the entire voting pattern showed 479 in favour 
and 207 against. Primary, secondary intermediate and technical col-
lege, parents, staff and management were in favour. Predictably the 
grammar schools were against as they would lose their 11–14-year-old 
pupils. The Director had, however, to modify his plans as the consul-
tation and negotiation process progressed, so that, in McStravick’s 
opinion, the implemented Dickson Plan resembled a pale imitation of 
the Leicestershire scheme and a very modest experiment in non-selec-
tive education favoured by the Ministry of Education. Even those in 
favour of the scheme had reservations: they wanted all pupils to trans-
fer at 14+ without a selection examination, but by a procedure based on 
teacher assessment with parental choice; parents should not be able to 
opt out of the new scheme at 11+ , to prevent creaming off by the gram-
mar schools outside the area (though within easy travelling distance).

By February 1967, Ministry approval had been obtained. Among the 
provisions were: only thirty-three and a third percent could transfer to 
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senior high school at 14+ by parental choice, teacher assessment and exter-
nal examination; fee-paying places must still be provided in grammar 
schools; the concept of technical high school should be developed for those 
pupils not selected for senior high schools. Teacher and parent pressure, 
however, forced Dickson to drop the idea of ‘The Craigavon Common 
Entrance’ from the selection criteria for entry to grammar schools.

The Catholic managers in giving approval to the Dickson Plan in 
principle indicated that ‘as far as possible, the voluntary system would 
develop along parallel lines ’. The approach taken as follow-up appears 
ambivalent but pragmatic. In the voluntary maintained sector in 
Lurgan and Portadown, a much larger proportion of parents have 
continued to use the 11+ selection tests to send their children to sin-
gle-sex Grammar Schools outside the area—which had been the tradi-
tion since the schools were founded in the nineteenth century mostly 
by religious trustees. This has, obviously, had a ‘creaming off’ effect on 
the 11+ intake of the voluntary maintained Junior High School. A sur-
prise came in 2014, when after public consultation, the Catholic bishop 
announced the amalgamation of two single sex junior high schools with 
the 14–18 grammar school to form a non-selective co-educational col-
lege with new build by 2019 on the site of the former grammar school. 
In the opinion of the Catholic authorities, this arrangement meets 
social justice demands for equality of opportunity and parity of esteem 
(between social classes), while affording choice to send their children 
outside the area at 11+ stage to 11–18 selective schools and to pay trav-
elling expenses, free travel having been withdrawn.

No such far-reaching change is envisaged at this point in the con-
trolled sector where, from the early 1970s, most pupils transferred at 
14+ from feeder junior high schools to Lurgan College and Portadown 
College, further education colleges being alternative destinations.

The saga of selective versus comprehensive education still continues 
with a lobby of confident, middle-class folk, supported by the formida-
ble Governing Bodies Association representing grammar schools from 
across the sectarian divide robustly withstanding any likely threat from 
any source, including the British Government.

McEwan11 makes interesting comment on increasing ‘crossover’, 
largely by Catholic pupils attending Protestant grammar schools. One 
reason is obvious and has been in practice for several decades: in areas 
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where attending a Catholic school would involve long travelling each 
day, pupils have opted to attend the local Protestant school. A more 
recent practice—since fair employment legislation was passed and 
implemented in the 1970s, creating greater opportunities for Catholics 
to enter certain occupations and to be promoted on merit—some 
parents have chosen the more prestigious of the Protestant grammar 
schools e.g. the Royal School, Armagh, Methodist College or the Royal 
Belfast Academical Institution in Belfast, seeing them as ladders towards 
enhanced opportunities in business and the professions. An increased 
‘crossover’ of teachers is also noticeable.

Local Government Downgraded?

Services introduced by the establishment of the Welfare State after 
WWII were not in Northern Ireland entrusted to local government 
to administer. One innovation which indicated lack of central gov-
ernment trust in local councils was the Northern Ireland Housing 
Executive, established after the civil rights demonstrations, which took 
over responsibility for providing much needed public sector hous-
ing for people on low incomes. Most local councils were dominated 
by Unionist councillors because proportional representation had been 
abolished in 1922 and the franchise was restricted to owners of prop-
erty (including domestic dwellings) which in practice excluded approx-
imately one-quarter of those entitled to vote in Stormont elections. 
Catholics, being generally poorer, were therefore disadvantaged. Birrell 
and Hayes12 quote an example of how this worked out in practice: 
‘Londonderry County Borough was 60% Catholic, but they were repre-
sented by only 40% of councillors, due to the distortion or gerrymandering 
of ward boundaries ’.

Central government, by failing to investigate allegations of discrim-
ination, indirectly promoted in part a growing demand for civil rights 
as the 1960s rolled forward. It was, however, the Matthew Report 
(1963)13 which made a strong case for reforming local government in 
order to help meet demands for planning and development, finding the 
general infrastructure inadequate to meet the task. The rise to promi-
nence of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association and the People’s 
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Democracy and the infiltration of these peaceful organisations by para-
militaries prompted the Westminster government to lend support to the 
idea of tasking Lord Cameron and his team to investigate the causes of 
major civil disturbance and street riots.

The Cameron Report (1969),14 in analysing the cause of the vio-
lence, identified local government as being significantly guilty in respect 
of public housing allocation, discrimination in making appointments, 
deliberate manipulation of electoral boundaries—all intended to per-
petuate unionist control. In addition, the Stormont government was 
faulted for failing to investigate accusations against local councils’ 
behaviour and to seek remedies in the face of burgeoning resentment 
among the large minority population.

As the Westminster government realised more and more that Northern 
Ireland was in a seriously unstable political condition, Direct Rule was 
imposed in March 1972. Public housing reform was quickly followed 
by attention to other services, in the wake of killing by members of the 
Parachute Regiment of 14 men taking part in an illegal civil rights protest in 
Derry/Londonderry on ‘Bloody Sunday’, 30 January 1972. The Stormont 
parliament was prorogued indefinitely. The Local Government Act (NI) 
1972 and the Local Government (Transfer of Functions) (Northern Ireland) 
1973 Order brought sweeping changes in all major services: housing, per-
sonal social services, local health, libraries, planning, roads, water and 
sewerage, as well as education, were removed from local government admin-
istration and transferred to statutory boards or to government departments. 
Relatively minor functions were given to the twenty-six new district councils 
whose areas had been altered by boundary reform.

Direct Rule 1972–1998 and Its Impact 
on Education

Education and Library Boards

So, education was a beneficiary of the 1973 legislation and the out-
working of it gradually brought agencies staffed by professionals to 
form an intermediate layer between the Department of Education and 
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the individual institutions. Five Education and Library Boards (ELBs) 
were created for the local administration of ‘controlled’ schools and 
40% membership was nominated by the Secretary of State, rather 
than elected by local government councillors. The remaining mem-
bers consisted of transferors’ representatives, trustees of maintained 
schools, serving teachers and members of the general public interested 
in the services provided by the Board. The amount of influence which 
councillors wielded on various bodies is debatable and probably varied 
according to the quality of their contributions. Hayes (1997)15 suggests 
that many of them complained that there was general reluctance by gov-
ernment departments to take seriously the advice councillors offered or 
to act on it consistently. After the Belfast Agreement, the new arrange-
ments for education meant that these Boards had two masters at cen-
tral level, namely the Department of Education and the Department of 
Employment and Learning—the latter in the case of higher and further 
education—as well as the general public to whom they were responsible 
for stewardship of public funds.

The Boards’ responsibilities in relation to schools were: securing ade-
quate provision for pre-school, primary and secondary schools, special 
educational needs, school meals and transport, school attendance and 
school uniform schemes. They were bound by strict rules regarding 
submission of estimates annually for approval, use of resources in exact 
accordance with an approved spending plan and they had a statutory 
duty to achieve best value for expenditure and to submit annual state-
ments of accounts.

Data from an interview with Ms L, a lady who ‘fancied a change’ to 
Education Officer from Head of Department in a voluntary gram-
mar school, cast light on relations between an Education and Library 
Board, the schools it served and the Department over a period of 25 
years’ service. During an interview, she said that the arrival of Local 
Management of Schools (LMS) and its implementation brought signif-
icant change for both ELBs and Boards of Governors, in that both had 
to use their newly acquired extension of autonomy and responsibility in 
efficient and effective ways. Much time, she said, was spent meeting rep-
resentatives from the Boards and from DENI to clarify interpretation 
of legislation (Orders in Council) and to learn to work more closely. 
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Large secondary schools generally welcomed LMS as they were already 
used to buying small items and a very important new departure was 
freedom to allocate resources for teaching and non-teaching staff.

Training in management of finances had to be provided by ELB staff, 
but the Boards had no power to compel schools to participate. Large-
scale curriculum reform required appropriate growth in the Advisory 
Service. Ms L was of the view that local councillors on Boards of 
Governors and on ELBs were selected for having given good service to 
their political parties, describing them as ‘recycled’ and ‘parish pump 
types’.

She found DENI staff ‘great to deal with’ and the DENI 
Inspectorate ‘super’. She identified a number of areas where tensions 
arose. These included:

(i)	� proposed school closures which required consultation with Boards 
of Governors, the community, including parents and where the 
Principal (i.e. Head) of a small rural school who, having reached 
early retirement age, ‘wanted out’, but felt obliged to act as a 
strong supporter of the local ‘Save our School’ campaign;

(ii)	� distribution of money to satisfy those who disagreed with dif-
ferences in per capita funding between primary and secondary 
schools, or simply the ‘my budget’s not big enough’ brigade;

(iii)	� interpersonal relationships were extremely important and had to 
be nurtured, in particular with Principals who were important 
gatekeepers in her opinion;

(iv)	� complaints about appointments, often from Vice-Principals who 
applied unsuccessfully for promotion within their own school. 
The Governors were required to interview (ideally) eight candi-
dates and reduce the list to three for recommendation to the ELB. 
Frequently, they did not recommend the top three, but instead the 
best candidate and two ‘lame ducks’, thereby attempting to influ-
ence the outcome heavily.

It seems appropriate at this point to consider the thoughts of Mr V, 
retired Principal of a controlled secondary school and a ‘client’ of the 
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same ELB. In his day-to-day work, he had little contact with DENI 
and found the ELB staff in his area to be very supportive in helping 
schools deal with change, in providing suitable training to enable vari-
ous groups of stakeholders to carry out their duties and to enjoy a sense 
of achievement. He felt that while he had no power as Secretary to the 
Appointments Panel in his school, he wielded considered influence on 
selection of candidates whose names were put forward for appoint-
ment by the ELB. He preferred lay governors nominated by ‘transferors’ 
rather than clergy, being strongly of the opinion that the latter consid-
ered their membership to be a duty without commitment, while the 
laity showed much greater personal loyalty to the school.

Both Ms L and Mr V welcomed encouragement from DENI to ELBs 
and schools to meet regularly with a view to working cooperatively 
and collaboratively to share both experience and resources, where pos-
sible. The 26 district councils and 2 city councils (Belfast and Derry/
Londonderry) set up by the 1973 Order may be seen as having been 
divested of the range of services traditionally associated with local gov-
ernment in the remainder of the UK. Progress was made, however, 
in the sense that through practice and necessity, they gradually learnt 
to work together for the common good, eased by the introduction of 
the single transferable vote (STV) system under the Electoral Law 
(Northern Ireland) Order 1972, which increased voter turnout and only 
5 out of the 26 councils elected one party to be in overall control a year 
later.

Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS)

While the ELBs brought about desirable change in the way controlled 
schools were managed and run, parallel changes for Catholic schools 
arrived with the establishment of the CCMS by way of the 1989 
Education Reform (Northern Ireland) Order. A Committee, chaired by 
Professor Alan Astin of Queen’s University was asked by the government 
to ‘take a completely new look at the way schools should be managed in 
Northern Ireland ’. After two years of discussions involving trustees of 
the Catholic schools and the Department of Education there emerged a 
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recommendation for a statutory body funded by DENI representing an 
upper tier of management with ‘authority and responsibility ’.

In effect CCMS became employers of teachers in Catholic 
Maintained Schools (not selective Catholic grammar schools for which 
the Council had no brief ) and ‘would exercise certain other functions 
in policy formulation and negotiation for that sector ’.16 This new body, 
therefore, had two distinct roles: (1) to support Trustees and Boards 
of Governors in the effective management and control of their schools 
and (2) to contribute with education partners to policy formulation 
on a wide range of issues including curriculum review, selection, pas-
toral care and leadership. Membership of the council broadly mirrored 
those of the ELBs—representatives of Trustees, parents, teachers and 
the Department of Education who selected their representatives from 
applicants who responded to press advertisement; politicians were not 
included.

Successful lobbying by CCMS and the Northern Bishops brought 
100% capital funding for Catholic schools, bringing it into line with 
that given to state schools. It seemed that in contrast to those earlier 
decades of the twentieth century when the Catholic authorities did not 
feel they could trust the Stormont government to treat the minority 
population fairly, the attitude had changed completely, perhaps partly 
due to Direct Rule and to Minister Brian Mawhinney of Northern Irish 
birth and education, serving in the Northern Ireland Office at the time 
and playing a significant part in the preliminary negotiations and devel-
opments of this body.

Distant Ministers and Local Civil Servants

Northern Ireland experienced sweeping change for almost three dec-
ades following the suspension of the Stormont Parliament in 1972 by 
Prime Minister Edward Heath. Suddenly, no local MPs held posts as 
ministers in any departments of government, which were run by min-
isters based in Westminster, many of whom routinely spent only one 
day per week in Belfast. Ultimate power resided with the Secretary of 
State. Enactment of legislation came through a route different from 
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that applying in other parts of the UK. It was dealt with by Orders in 
Council on the authority of the Privy Council, deprived of full debate 
normally applicable to Parliamentary Bills. Dissatisfaction with this 
process was partially rectified by the creation of the Northern Ireland 
Affairs Committee in the Commons which was given a limited remit to 
check implementation of Orders in Council for the purpose of holding 
Northern Ireland Office politicians and civil servants to account.

If Westminster politicians holding roles in the Northern Ireland 
Office were also representing English constituencies and considered by 
many to be ‘at arm’s length’ from their local duties, it would appear log-
ical that they depended heavily on local support in framing and imple-
menting legislation. The peripheral role occupied by local government 
in this period resulted in civil servants in Stormont occupying relatively 
important positions of influence. DENI occupied:

a unique position vis-à-vis its equivalent in the Welsh and Scottish Offices 
in the extent to which it [acted] as a regional authority unaccountable 
to local democratic bodies, whilst responsible for aspects of education 
including the payment of teachers’ salaries, the Education and Library 
Boards’ funds, the curriculum, and the framing of educational policy.17

Ministers were clearly dependent on local civil servants and agencies to 
judge the attitudes and responses to proposed developments from the 
various social groups.

Education Becomes an Agent of Social Change

Although a longstanding system of segregated education still remained 
in Northern Ireland during the period of Direct Rule, significant 
change occurred, partly explained by the violent context in which 
education operated. Initially, schools were depicted as ‘oases of peace’, 
where, for 5–6 hours during five days of the week, children were able to 
continue with their education, despite the distractions and temptations 
outside of school hours to engage in street rioting, or to join the jun-
ior ranks of paramilitary organisations—a matter of priority recognised 
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by teachers, particularly in relation to school leavers.18 Credit is due 
to educationalists and parents for initiating change in the areas of 
structural differentiation and curriculum development. Government 
ministers tended to lend support by providing some funds to bring 
schools into the frame as instruments for the promotion of peace and 
reconciliation.

Following serious escalation of violence including incidents such 
as Bloody Sunday (1971), John Malone, Principal of Orangefield 
Boys School in Belfast was first to come forward with ideas for a cur-
riculum development project to promote better community relations 
and he succeeded in obtaining modest funding from the Ministry 
for Education. A number of other projects followed, most nota-
bly Education for Mutual Understanding (EMU) first mooted in  
1983 by the Northern Ireland Council for Educational Development 
(NICED). The Education Reform (NI) Order (1989) placed a statu-
tory requirement on schools to include EMU and Cultural Heritage in 
cross-curricular themes from 1992. The Northern Ireland Curriculum 
Council produced materials for pupils and teachers and so, schools 
became agents of social change. Enthusiasm in implementing this inno-
vation varied between teachers and within schools and local areas.

Teachers were given considerable support in delivering the curric-
ular demands and there developed an encouraging change in rela-
tions between ‘controlled’ and ‘maintained’ schools, as a result of the 
in-school programme followed, but also through joint extracurricular 
activities such as sports, the arts and historical site visits, sometimes 
organised and/or financially supported by business organisations or the 
police.

Integrated Education

In addition to curriculum change, there was stimulus for organisa-
tional change, providing more parental choice in the form of integrated 
schools, which came from a group of determined, mainly middle-class 
parents from both major communities. They argued that structural 
reform was needed going beyond mere curricular reform in a segregated 
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system. They were fortunate in that it was strongly supported in prin-
ciple by the Conservative government in Westminster, where it was 
perceived to be a means of potentially promoting social cohesion in a 
seriously divided society. Progress from moral support to financial sup-
port was slow and uncertain.

Enthusiasts for integrated education, i.e. those who oppose a segre-
gated system, claim either that there is a causal relationship between 
segregation in education and community divisions or that it sustains 
religious, political, social divisions historically embedded in our society. 
Robust negotiating and lobbying by the pioneering parents, with strong 
support from Lord Dunleath19 of the Alliance Party, brought only 
a consolation prize in the form of an enabling Order in 1978 which 
made it possible for existing schools to be given controlled integrated 
status, whereas the All Children Together (ACT) members wanted leg-
islation which would enable integrated schools to be established where a 
demand existed.

The enabling Order, however, opened a door to further possibili-
ties. Negative responses from the Churches towards the idea of shared 
management of schools provoked brave enthusiasts to establish the first 
Independent Integrated School, Lagan College in 1981. The founder 
members of ACT led the successful charge, Tony Spencer and Maeve 
Mulholland—the former ‘an impassioned English Catholic who taught 
sociology in Queen’s University … [the latter] a Protestant from County 
Down, a nursery teacher, a veteran of several peace movements, and an 
Alliance Party supporter ’.20

Starting without buildings or money, Lagan College was rescued by 
the Rowntree Trust, a Quaker foundation which has generously pro-
vided funding to support peace-making in the province over several 
decades. The Trust paid the salaries of the first small group of teachers. 
Relief followed in 1984 when grant aid and maintained status were 
won and this marked a watershed in the modern history of educa-
tion in Northern Ireland. (It is all the more extraordinary that Lagan 
College opened during one of the worst periods of ‘the Troubles’, when 
ten republican prisoners died on hunger strike in the Maze prison in 
response to PM Margaret Thatcher’s refusal to award them political sta-
tus, effectively the right to be treated as prisoners of war.)
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By 1987 there were seven newly established integrated schools and 
the Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education (NICIE) was 
formed as a charitable organisation to:

•	 co-ordinate efforts to develop Integrated Education; and
•	 support parent groups through the process of opening new schools.

Under Article 64 of the 1989 Education Reform Order (ERO) (NI) 
the Department of Education was given a duty to ‘encourage and facil-
itate the development of integrated education, that is to say the education 
together at school of Protestant and Roman Catholic pupils ’. At last, grant 
aid was made available to integrated schools provided they met pre-
scribed criteria. The expansion in numbers (23 by 1996) proved too 
expensive for the Department, though parental demand was not yet 
being met. Criteria for funding were tightened and the quality of build-
ings downgraded. In order to overcome this grave funding crisis, NICIE 
struck a novel deal with the business sector which lasted until the credit 
crunch in 2008, when the scheme ended, leaving NICIE in substantial 
debt.

The quango still survives, however, and it is official Assembly policy 
to encourage the facilitation of schools wishing to transform. The total 
number reached is currently 65 of which 45 are primaries and 20 are 
colleges, attended by approximately 7% of the school population.

The Belfast Agreement and Beyond—Conflict 
and Cooperation

The period of Direct Rule, as demonstrated earlier, brought signifi-
cant change in the provision and management of education. Inevitably, 
British ministers and their officials tried to reflect developments at 
Westminster. Assisted, however, by local civil servants, they realised that 
local historical, cultural and social factors had to be taken into account, 
requiring modifications or backing down—for example, in trying to 
have Northern Irish schools go comprehensive. After 26 years of Direct 
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Rule major political change arrived. Tortuous and protracted negotia-
tions involving five political parties, the Prime Minister, Tony Blair and 
his advisors with substantial, patient input from the Irish, British and 
American Governments brought the reward of a Belfast Agreement in 
the early hours of Good Friday 1998. The main purpose was to return 
Northern Ireland to devolved government, but with a very different 
mission, powers and structures from those enjoyed by the Stormont 
parliament which preceded the Direct Rule period.

‘Power sharing’ became the dominant phrase in political circles; polit-
ical scientists describe it as ‘consociational’ government. Critics might 
say with justification that the Agreement attempted to ‘share out’ power 
between Unionist and Nationalist members of the Local Assembly 
(MLAs), little attention being paid to the squeezed middle, including 
those belonging to the non-sectarian Alliance Party. Not wishing to be 
labelled according to Protestant Unionist Loyalist (PUL) or Catholic 
Nationalist Republican (CNR) when the Assembly was formed, mem-
bers of the latter party had no choice but to be designated ‘Other’.

In fairness, it must be said that the Belfast Agreement was an enor-
mous leap forward, even though Direct Rule was re-imposed between 
2002 and 2007, because the two dominant partners (and furthest sep-
arated ideologically) could not work together cooperatively, reflecting 
long embedded political and sectarian divisions. When one reflects on 
the circumstances in which the Belfast Agreement was achieved, one 
might agree with the political analyst who commented thus on the pub-
lic’s verdict of a 71% ‘Yes’ vote in the referendum which followed: ‘It 
was only acceptable because the moral imperative towards ending violence is 
so overwhelming ’.21

Yet, after nearly 20 years, progress has been made in that fundamental 
reforms were made in policing and the judicial system; both mainstream 
republican and loyalist paramilitaries have publicly decommissioned 
their weapons (though small groups with minimal public support 
remain); north–south bodies have been established to bring political 
and economic benefits. Welcome progress was promised in the ‘Fresh 
Start’ agreement reached in November 2015 after ten weeks of negotia-
tions involving the usual interests from inside the province and outside.
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In an article, Whysall22 argues that only short-term stability has 
been reached in the ‘Fresh Start’ document, but that underlying prob-
lems still remain. He draws attention to Bills to be introduced to reduce 
membership of the Assembly from 108 to 90 and to reduce the num-
ber of ministries from 12 to 9 (the latter already implemented). There 
are further hints of saving money, though not receiving much public-
ity, in commitment to a process of greater control and transparency in 
relation to members’ salaries and expenses. The controversial Petition 
of Concern procedure which, in effect, gives the DUP (the largest 
party) a veto on any Assembly proposal, is likely to be curbed. So far, 
the DUP have shown they tend to use this mechanism to defeat pro-
posals on moral issues such as gay marriage and legal abortion, even 
though a slight numerical majority voted in favour of gay marriage on 
the last occasion that it was debated at Stormont. After protracted dis-
cussions they tend to produce encouraging documents with declarations 
of intent to bring about progress by initiating research projects, put-
ting documents out for consultation, setting up advisory committees or 
replacing one or more which are already in existence, but whose mem-
bers are not providing recommendations which they favour.

The presence of Senators Richard Haass and Gary Hart in successive 
years at moments of acute crisis in 2013 and 2014 failed to make pro-
gress on intractable problems related to the past (especially definition 
of a victim of the ‘Troubles’ and identification of those who ought to 
receive compensation, or to have police investigations reopened around 
the deaths of loved ones who died, perhaps as long as 40 years ago). 
The legacy of the past continues to be a powerful stumbling block to 
progress, as does lack of consensus on identity-related issues such as 
display of flags and emblems, permission to parade along public routes 
and standards of behaviour to be observed by marchers including loy-
alist band members. These unresolved issues, which may sound trivial 
or juvenile to outsiders, tend to constitute a powerful and time-con-
suming distraction, absorbing parliamentary resources which in other 
parts of the UK might be devoted to apparently heavier matters. To the 
loyalists of Northern Ireland, however, such concerns are at the very 
heart of the cultural expression of their Britishness and of their politi-
cal identity.



6  Education in Northern Ireland: A House Divided        207

If the story of the devolved Assembly has been a mixed one, what of 
local government? Earlier in this paper abuses of power by local coun-
cils were alluded to and it was noted that under Direct Rule council-
lors were not favoured when local government was reorganised on two 
memorable occasions in the seventies and the nineties. The Belfast 
Agreement makes no specific reference to local government since, as a 
transferred matter, it would fall within the remit of the Assembly.

Education at Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Level

From their earliest days, the children in Northern Irish schools are 
encouraged in varying degrees to mix with peers from the two major 
traditions as well as with growing numbers from ethnic minorities. 
Parents are given at least in principle a wide choice, but shortage of 
funding often prevents translation of principle into practice. Being a 
nationalist and moderate socialist, the strong Minister for Education, 
John O’Dowd of Sinn Fein in the years before the 2016 general elec-
tion clearly favoured shared education, comprehensive schools and Irish 
medium schools for social and cultural reasons.

Although several had been in existence before, provision for Irish 
medium schools was notably enhanced by the Education (NI) Order 
1998 which placed a duty on the Department ‘to encourage and facili-
tate’ their development. ‘Immersion education’, by which children learn 
most subjects through Irish, enables pupils to become bilingual. These 
schools enjoy similar status to integrated schools and can apply for vol-
untary maintained status. If freestanding schools are not viable, then 
they can be established as units in existing schools. There are currently 
approximately forty such schools, about two-thirds of which are stand 
alone.

At the other end of the spectrum there is a small number of inde-
pendent fundamentalist Christian schools under the control of the 
Free Presbyterian Church, founded by the late First Minister and DUP 
leader, Reverend Ian Paisley. In recent days there have been murmurings 
of inter-faith primary schools being formed in rural areas where num-
bers have dropped below acceptable viability level and in order to retain 
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one local school, the Protestant and Roman Catholic clergy and com-
munity see amalgamation as a solution. This form of voluntary amal-
gamation would be preferable to ‘forced marriages’ and suggest healthy 
community relations of which the Department would approve.

Progress in having children educated together, whether part-time or 
full-time and with appropriate forms of school governance, may result 
in virtue born out of financial necessity, but one would hope that there 
is a hint of more parents favouring shared or integrated education as 
time passes and that the public increasingly see the merits of contribut-
ing to the emergence of a truly shared society.

Tensions remain within education structures and outcomes. The 
maintained and controlled sectors still eye each other closely in case 
one is favoured by government more than the other. One current bone 
of contention is the existence of the Catholic Council for Maintained 
Schools, whereas the controlled sector has a weaker champion in the 
Transferors Representative Council whose members closely monitor 
proposed new legislation, respond in writing and challenge its content 
in meeting with the Minister or his officials, but have failed so far to 
achieve a parallel organisation to CCMS.

While we can be justly proud of our excellent grammar schools, 
including the top academic scores which their pupils achieve, we must 
admit that teenagers, particularly Protestant boys from working-class 
homes are failed by the system and form ‘a long tail of underachieve-
ment’, leaving school at 16 years old without any qualifications. A large 
number live in East Belfast where their forbears could have realistically 
expected to find employment in the shipyard, aircraft factory or engi-
neering firm, irrespective of paper qualifications. Such expectations 
cannot be fulfilled today in a city where high technology companies are 
large employers, consultancies require their workforce to have third level 
qualifications and employment legislation demands selection on merit.

Higher and Further Education

Post-school formal education in Northern Ireland has, in line with the 
rest of the UK, become more closely aligned with economic demands 
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for highly qualified manpower. The prevalence and popularity of gram-
mar schools has historically led to relatively high numbers, almost 50%, 
choosing to pursue university courses. The highest percentage of ‘A’ level 
grades achieved at A-C standard in the UK is achieved consistently, par-
ticularly by grammar schools for Roman Catholic girls.

Unfortunately, approximately one-third of university entrants are 
obliged to go elsewhere—mainly to Scotland and England to take up 
places. In the two local universities, fees have been frozen at approxi-
mately £3800 per year, modest in comparison with a figure of £9000 
in English universities. The fear in some quarters is that these graduates 
will not return to support the local economy, that some of our brightest 
young people are being educated for export. One might argue persua-
sively, however, that a period of work outside Northern Ireland might 
prove to be a significant stage in their general education. It must be 
remembered that Northern Ireland cannot provide all the opportunities 
sought by her graduates.

Educationalists, economists and local businesses are making good 
progress by working together in planning to have graduates appropri-
ately qualified to fill the posts created by local employers and demanded 
by inward investors. Thirteen hundred additional undergraduate places 
are being created in STEM subjects (Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics) with additional support for Ph.D. students in these 
areas. The growing trend, as universities have had their funding cut 
drastically, seems to place greater emphasis on vocationally-orientated 
courses and less emphasis on the traditional role of university education 
for its own sake, as a civilising influence.

Further education is also receiving attention at the centre of the 
skills infrastructure to ensure that needs are met now and in the 
future. A strategic advisory forum is being set up by the Department 
of Education and Learning to advise on provision of apprenticeships 
through a range of sectoral partnerships involving colleges, employers, 
government and trade unions. Further education is seen to be of pivotal 
importance in driving the economy forward.

There appears to be an imbalance between groups of profession-
als coming out of our education system, where currently a shortage of 
undergraduate engineers exists, but this is not true of teachers. Schools 
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have an estimated 50,000 empty pupil places. It is not surprising 
that there are qualified teachers qualitatively underemployed in cater-
ing, retail and other sectors, because they cannot find teaching posts. 
This problem was spotted decades ago by the Chilvers enquiry, whose 
report (1982) recommended the amalgamation of Stranmillis University 
College and St Mary’s, the Catholic college which pre-dates Partition 
by more than a decade. The Catholic authorities, however, refused to 
accept this recommendation, wishing to retain a Catholic college with 
an ethos which would prepare teachers for schools with a similar ethos.

Dr Stephen Farry, while DEL Minister, raised the matter again but 
was overridden by successful lobbying, in spite of pointing out that 
Northern Ireland has five establishments producing teachers, namely 
Queen’s University, the University of Ulster, Stranmillis (which has now 
merged with Queen’s School of Education), St Mary’s and the Open 
University in a province with a population of 1.86 million. One strong 
argument put forward for the continued existence of St Mary’s was 
that it contributes as much to the economy of predominantly national-
ist West Belfast as Bombardier, the Canadian manufacturer of aircraft, 
does in loyalist East Belfast. Stranmillis and St Mary’s, both financially 
supported by the Department of Education and Learning are open to 
students from all backgrounds, provided they meet entry requirements. 
Applicants have tended overwhelmingly to come from the two distinct 
communities in the population; staff have been appointed on merit. 
Universities are publicly funded and multicultural, as one would expect.

Community Education—Or Education of Adults?

Outside the boundaries of formal education provision, non-governmen-
tal and voluntary organisations have been contributing enormously to 
the Peace Process, which is, in many ways an education project. Some 
have been Church or inter-Church based; others have been driven by 
members of the general public, some of whom strove first to end vio-
lent confrontation and, when an appropriate stage arrived, to embark 
on ambitious, long term journeys to achieve tolerance, mutual respect 
for all traditions, peaceful co-existence, reconciliation, even forgiveness.
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Progress has been painstakingly slow and frequently inhibited by iconic 
events such as Bloody Sunday, the Omagh bombing, murders of secu-
rity forces and civilians, deaths of Hunger Strikers. In the case of some 
organisations, single identity workshops educating groups about their his-
tory, culture, symbols, celebrations have had to precede cross-community 
encounters by newly empowered individuals and groups. There are still 
many instances where specially trained facilitators are working particu-
larly with former loyalist activists at single identity stage.

The work of some of the best-known organisations is considered 
worthy of comment in a document from a leading US university.23 A 
partnership between the Redemptorist Clonard Monastery and Fitzroy 
Presbyterian Church—both in Belfast—have for decades encouraged 
their parishioners to gather at joint Church services and to discuss ways 
forward in peace-making. Clonard Monastery is well known as the site 
where Gerry Adams, IRA leader agreed to meet clergy and John Hume, 
Nobel peace prize winner in order to persuade the paramilitary organi-
sation to lay down their arms and to tread an exclusively peaceful polit-
ical path. The Corrymeela Community, a Christian group based on the 
County Antrim coast for more than 50 years, has hosted peace building 
residential retreats involving an annual figure of 6000 individuals and 
has attained international recognition.

The Irish School of Economics (ISE), Trinity College, Dublin, with 
an outreach campus in Belfast has been a major theological research 
centre with an emphasis on conflict resolution, promoting reconcil-
iation after cessation of hostilities. ISE staff have facilitated work-
shops, based on their research around trouble spots of the world, 
in Northern Ireland and the Republic, especially in the border coun-
ties. Unfortunately, its northern satellite has had to close due to lack 
of funds. On a very practical level, the Society of St Vincent de Paul, 
one of the largest voluntary social service organisations in the prov-
ince, works in conjunction with Protestant organisations such as the 
Salvation Army. Food, clothing, coupons for heating oil and other 
forms of practical support in addition to training in budgeting and 
money management are available to needy groups, including immi-
grant communities in segregated social housing. Peace funding from 
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the European Union, Atlantic Philanthropies and private trusts gave a 
powerful fillip towards educating adults in new ways towards new out-
comes, far removed from traditional evening classes focused on obtain-
ing vocational qualifications and leisure activities in regional colleges. 
So, age groups too old to experience projects such as EMU in schools 
were included in the surge of peace building effort.

Community Outreach Group—A Case Study

(Here again, I draw upon my experience over more than eight years to 
illustrate a personal attempt in one area of Northern Ireland to begin 
solving a widespread problem, perceived by many to be insoluble.)

Working as Chairperson of the Community Outreach Group I 
have found parishioners from one Church of Ireland and two Roman 
Catholic parishes in a very divided town to have a keen appetite for 
Irish history, especially the period covering the ‘Decade of Anniversaries’ 
(1911–1921) which includes the centenary of the Ulster Covenant, 
World War I (WWI), the Rising in 1916, the execution of its leaders 
ordered by the British army chief in Dublin, the Anglo-Irish War which 
followed and the Treaty which brought Partition in 1921. These are 
all potentially contentious events if viewed exclusively through either 
unionist or nationalist prisms. Presentations by academic specialist his-
torians followed by discussion have been most potent weapons for chal-
lenging ‘certainty’ and encouraging a questioning approach to bias and 
previously held ‘facts’.

A second popular theme is Comparative Religion delivered at a level 
below university standard. One recent residential 24-hour seminar 
focused on the basic beliefs of the four main Churches in the province: 
Presbyterian, Roman Catholic, Church of Ireland and Methodist and 
the ways their adherents live out their Christianity. Curiosity about the 
differences and similarities provoked keen discussion, following pres-
entations by clergy representing the Churches. Visits to all the churches, 
large and small in the town form another part of the programme—at 
first, when there are no services going on and later, it is hoped, when 
there are. One has to make haste slowly in these sensitive areas.
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Brave and sustained efforts to achieve societal transformation have 
been made for a long period from grass roots and organisations unre-
lated to political parties. Indeed, some of the most robust efforts are 
being made by reformed ‘Troubles’ activists, including ex-prisoners 
who try to dissuade youth from becoming involved, whereby they may 
throw away their chances of receiving a good education and of equip-
ping themselves for employment. The problem arises when the public 
cast their votes in Westminster and Assembly elections. A substantial 
majority of those who turn out continue to elect representatives along 
traditional tribal lines for the confessional parties, though in 2016 local 
elections the cross-community Alliance Party found their vote increased 
from 7 to 10.1%.

Central and Local Government Balance in Education?

The Department of Education and its related agencies that con-
trol standards in teaching and examining have been and continue to 
be powerful decision-makers, even if their titles have altered slightly 
through the years. It is probably to be expected that the system is highly 
centralised in a region of such small area and population.

One might immediately think that an absence of strong local gov-
ernment input to decisions made in relation to the education provided 
in their council areas must be deemed inadvisable. It can be argued 
that before the breakdown of the Unionist regime and intervention by 
Westminster since 1969, democracy was seriously flawed in that the 
minority population could not play a proper part. Dominance from the 
centre and establishment of quangos such as the Equality Commission 
clearly contributed strongly to redressing the balance.

Those in authority in the Northern Ireland Office quickly reduced 
the power of local councils by reducing their representation on deci-
sion-making bodies such as the ELBs. The local knowledge of coun-
cillors was, however, useful in making suitable provision within the 
various Board areas. Two tranches of legislation left councillors out in 
the cold in one sense, but during that protracted period they learned 
that it was in their interest to work together, not least with their imme-
diate colleagues but with their counterparts across the Border.
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Review of local government, begun in 2002 and published in the 
Programme for Government 2012 brought in new ‘super’ local coun-
cils created by redrawing boundaries. The functions delegated by the 
Assembly and still in the process of learning to work together have 
been local planning and regeneration, urban regeneration, community 
development, local economic and tourism development and off street 
parking. Though the word does not appear anywhere in these new areas 
of responsibility, education must of necessity, be a significant factor in 
decision-making, especially since shared education and ‘mixed’ housing 
(occupied by people from different religious backgrounds) have been 
established as Executive priorities. The potential contribution which 
the ‘super’ councils will make towards improving the economy and the 
more subtle aim to improve community relations, it would be prema-
ture and foolhardy to attempt to predict, though they all have Good 
Relations personnel in place.

A New Millennium with Old Problems?

This chapter has attempted to show that for almost two centuries in 
Ireland, and later in Northern Ireland, education has been largely a 
tale of two systems running in parallel and based on different religious 
affiliations. Structures have been and still are different from the remain-
der of the UK, not least the substantially unequal balance of power 
between the Stormont Minister and inspectorate compared with local 
agencies delivering services. Quangos have been a prominent feature of 
the landscape for almost 50 years to ensure that government policy is 
implemented locally but also fairly. Periods of Direct Rule have brought 
attempts to change aspects of the education system to bring it into line 
with England and Wales. The most glaring failure was an attempt by the 
Labour Government in the person of Lord Melchett to abolish selection 
of pupils for second level education and to replace it with a comprehen-
sive system.

Power sharing by the DUP and Sinn Fein has revealed clearly their 
conflicting visions. Martin McGuinness, Caitriona Ruane and John 
O’Dowd, consecutive Sinn Fein Ministers of Education between 2007 
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and 2016 forbade selection, but many schools still continue to ignore 
the directive. The May 2016 election brought a new Minister in the 
person of Peter Weir (DUP). His policy was early made clear: ‘I sup-
port the continued right of schools to use academic selection as a means 
of entry criteria. The guidance that I am issuing today sets out the  
department’s support of academic selection, this is not about compel-
ling any school to take a particular course of action, rather the reverse’.24  
In an attempt to rationalise current practice, he set up a review panel to 
make recommendations on a common assessment tool, which he hoped 
would receive schools’ approval. The selective grammar schools currently 
accept results from either or both of the two tests being used. Selection 
is highly competitive with numbers of applications far outweighing the 
number of places available.

Although the education model in the province might correctly be 
described as ‘top down’, since the Troubles there have been clear ini-
tiatives taken by parents and schools who identified the potential of 
education as a possible route to social change in the form of improved 
community relations. The push towards establishing integrated schools 
brought its first victory in 1981 when Lagan College without state 
funding was opened. Another example, mentioned earlier was the nec-
essary invasion of the ‘secret garden’ by enlightened teachers such as 
John Malone, Principal of Orangefield Boys, whose initiative was taken 
up and developed by the Government beginning with EMU in schools 
and in teacher education colleges.

In more recent years, evidence of agreement between the First and 
Deputy First Ministers (OFMDFM) came in the form of an announce-
ment that a Delivering Social Change Signature Project would be set 
up to improve literacy and numeracy standards in areas of high dep-
rivation. This programme was to be funded from a Social Investment 
Fund set up by the Executive with a budget of £80 million over four 
years to reduce poverty and unemployment in needy areas. The scheme 
operated in primary schools at Key Stage 2 and in secondary schools at 
GCSE level to benefit pupils and recently graduated teachers unable to 
find permanent employment. Of the latter 80 were placed in primary 
schools and 150 in non-grammar secondary schools, providing one-to-
one tuition. The success which the scheme achieved was described by a 



216        M. Gethins

teachers’ union representative as ‘a rare example of OFMDFM working 
together in a manner which is making a real and practical difference’.25 
The benefits of this commendable scheme must, however, be balanced 
against casualties of budget pressures. Programmes which had to be 
dropped were the Primary Modern Languages Programme, a building 
and maintenance scheme, as well as provision of books for pre-school 
children issued free to parents to read to their young children. Likely 
redundancies of 500 teachers and 1000 support staff were predicted to 
happen in the years to follow.

A thrust towards Shared Education has continued. By March 2015, 
31 partnerships involving 66 schools had received funding to further 
the process, using various collaborative projects intended to have two 
positive outcomes: (i) improving educational standards and (ii) promot-
ing peace and reconciliation by educating children together.

Minister O’Dowd also announced ‘a new era in education delivery’ 
in the form of a new Education Authority to replace five ELBs with a 
budget of £1.5 billion in order to ‘provide efficient and effective admin-
istrative arrangements in the years ahead’.26 Burgeoning pressure on 
financial resource is inevitably forcing undesirable change, but perhaps 
also indicating, as in the example above, increasing central control.

More Trouble at Stormont

The early months of 2017 brought collapse of the Executive and 
another election is to be held on 2 March, a mere ten months since the 
previous one. Poor relations between the DUP and Sinn Fein deterio-
rated rapidly during 2016, to the extent that a budget was not agreed 
for 2017/2018. Mutual distrust and hostility and several accusations 
of corrupt practice mainly, but not exclusively, around property deals 
involving DUP politicians, provoked the collapse of the Assembly. The 
catalyst was alleged maladministration, incompetence and insider deal-
ing by the DUP of a scheme introduced in 2012 to reduce the level of 
carbon emissions. The Renewable Heating Incentive (RHI), nicknamed 
‘Ash for cash’ and ‘Burn to earn’ by its critics was intended to subsi-
dise the cost which businesses had to pay to run economically friendly 
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boilers, but the subsidy levels were set too high and without caps, giving 
a return of £1.60 for every £1 spent on fuel. A broadly similar scheme 
with caps was already in operation in England, but this appears not 
have been copied even in modified form. Two warnings from a whis-
tle-blower in 2012 and 2014, who pointed out that the scheme was 
unviable, were disregarded. The scheme was presided over by Arlene 
Foster when she was Economy Minister, who on the resignation of Peter 
Robinson in early 2016, became First Minister and DUP leader.

As the fiasco, fired by huge local media coverage, gripped public 
attention, Deputy First Minister Martin McGuinness advised her to 
step down for a short period with his public support, while an investi-
gation was held to establish the truth, but she steadfastly refused, insist-
ing repeatedly that she had nothing to hide and was ‘going nowhere’. 
McGuinness resigned on 9 January 2017 in obvious serious ill health 
and died a short time later. The institutions collapsed one week after his 
resignation, when his party refused to name a successor. An independ-
ent public enquiry was triggered by the Sinn Fein Minister of Finance. 
A year later, Northern Ireland still has no functioning government, in 
spite of unsuccessful attempts by successive Secretaries of State to bring 
the DUP and Sinn Fein parties together to negotiate conditions on 
which they could return to Stormont. The dire political vacuum shows 
no signs of being filled and public services are accordingly suffering 
severely. No budget has been agreed for 2018/2019, so departments do 
not know how much funding they will receive. Civil servants resist tak-
ing decisions which are within the remit of ministers who cannot be 
appointed until the parties return to the Assembly.

The future of the land border between Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland after Brexit is worrying and uncertain for those who 
cross it daily to carry on business, find employment, go to college or 
pursue recreational activities. The mutual dependence, especially in eco-
nomic terms, between the north and the south of the island is a matter 
of great concern. Huge unresolved issues remain, which relate to deal-
ing with the past and national security, flags and emblems, marches by 
loyal orders, in addition to the budgetary dilemma. In short, Northern 
Ireland retains its unresolved historic sectarian-related problems, while 
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experiencing an unstable present and contemplating a threatening 
future.

Viewed in context, education in Northern Ireland is unlikely to be 
considered an issue of high priority for an uncertain period, either by 
Westminster or a devolved administration (if and when it returns).
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The Chapter’s Purpose

The principal focus of the chapter is Scotland’s public education service, 
not simply since devolution but prior to that act, the more necessary 
since there was much in the earlier arrangements that bore a distinctive 
stamp. This, in essence, had its genesis in the Act of Union which rec-
ognised a separate legal system and the Presbyterian established church. 
Scotland’s culture and its education character constituted powerful 
impulses informing subsequent developments.

Unlike most of the other contributions to this book, anchored in personal 
experience, this chapter has been written from afar both in time and space. 
Nevertheless, it has been examined by Richard Evans, a senior education adviser 
who served in two authorities in Scotland, in the lengthy and critical central 
period of this study from 1970 to 1994, and thereafter, as a member of Ofsted 
in England. Such a vantage point offers a valid perspective and has served to 

7
Scotland: A Reputation Challenged

Robert McCloy

© The Author(s) 2018 
R. McCloy (ed.), Education Across the United Kingdom 1944–2017, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-89917-6_7

R. McCloy (*) 
London, UK
e-mail: robert.mccloy36@sky.com

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-89917-6_7&domain=pdf


222        R. McCloy

qualify the narrative, in particular with reference to the distinctive contribu-
tion made by the advisory services of local authorities. Such a professional par-
ticipation, made on an individual basis, has been invaluable and is gratefully 
acknowledged. Notwithstanding, error in fact and judgement remaining in the 
text must be attributable to the writer, a partial Scot by distant lineage.

Scotland’s Distinctiveness

Relative to England, there was greater social cohesion and homogeneity 
resulting in less, proportionately, private education. A significant excep-
tion was Edinburgh where approximately a quarter of secondary school 
pupils attended private schools. The distribution of population outside 
the four cities of Edinburgh, Glasgow, Aberdeen, and Dundee, was such 
that there was little opportunity for segregating older pupils according 
to ability. The cities offered greater scope for specialist provision. The 
Protestant Reformation and the Enlightenment gave spur to both egal-
itarianism and literacy whilst an Edinburgh-based national education 
department and inspectorate and the existence of a statutory teaching 
professional body all helped to emphasise a distinctive and assertive focus.

Characteristics Common to the UK

Nevertheless, there were features shared with the rest of the UK. The 
pattern of national school certificates was similar as was the low level of 
participation in further education, not unrelated to a common public 
antipathy towards technical education. The role of local government in 
the superintendence of the education was comparable, as was the educa-
tion service’s general indebtedness to the church in its formative years.

Common Historical Phases

As in the case of the United Kingdom as a whole, the narrative in Scotland 
falls into three phases punctuated by the war’s end, the election of the 
Thatcher government, and that of Blair: 1945–1979, 1979–1997, and 
1997 to the present.
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Phase 1: 1945–1979

The local education authority, in this initial phase, focussed upon the sup-
ply of resources, as in England and Wales, and saw its principal task to 
be that of supporting institutions. There was a broad consensus, shared 
by politicians, professional administrators, the public at large, and 
Scotland’s teaching establishment, as to the general competence of the sys-
tem. Notwithstanding, that relative stability was to be challenged by two 
commissioned national reports which crystallized concerns about the cur-
riculum and the structure of qualifications, and a re-organization of local 
government.

The 1945 Education Act [Scotland]

A separate act for Scotland was a constitutional necessity to reflect the 
distinctive educational terrain, but did not of course, reflect a funda-
mental cleavage between Scotland on the one hand, and England and 
Wales on the other. Indeed, Scotland and Wales had been prime mov-
ers in the promotion of the Welfare State, of which the 1944 and 1945  
acts were seen at the time as essential elements. The principal features 
of the former were faithfully mirrored in the latter: the same commit-
ment to the development of primary, secondary and further education 
and free provision, although Scotland had already made major progress 
on these fronts. There was also the prospect of a rise in the school leav-
ing age, a reassertion and development of the role of the local education 
authority, commitment to the partnership with the teaching profession, 
and a place for Christian worship in all schools. So too, were included 
the health and welfare support functions. There was in Scotland an 
emphasis upon the development of nursery schools, the raising of the 
school leaving age facilitating an obligatory three year course from 12 
plus, the establishment of junior colleges for compulsory part-time 
further education, local technical colleges and added provision for vol-
untary adult education ‘essential if the fullest harvest is to be reaped in 
culture, in good citizenship and in technical efficiency.’ The caveat was 
added ‘…in making these advances, we must be careful to do nothing 
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that would destroy any facilities our young people already enjoy.’ The 
reference was to the Cadets, Scouts, and Guides etc.1

In introducing the second reading, Thomas Johnson, the Secretary 
of State for Scotland, spoke of the strongly opposed views about the 
appropriate administrative structure. Whilst there had been general 
unanimity about the rest of the bill, here was a subject of much con-
tention. Amongst the views held were those favouring a Scotland-wide 
entity, others separately elected boards, yet others, a standard local gov-
ernment arrangement like any other. The bill offered a compromise: an 
entity within local government with up to two-fifths directly-elected 
education members, with church representatives.2 The solution duly 
determined, after discussion in the Scottish Grand Committee, was the 
establishment of a specialist committee within local government with 
extensive delegated powers and additional places for the churches [and 
teaching profession], as provided by schemes proposed by the LEA and 
approved by the Secretary of State.3

Progress in Its Implementation

The immediate post war period was one of austerity. As in England 
and Wales, the local education authorities set about their redefined and 
enlarged tasks with commitment and energy. The focus was essentially 
upon the task of supply: organising school places, recruiting staff, and 
planning new provision. So much had to be done, and hopes were high 
that a better world would shortly be created. Improvisation and high 
levels of trust were essential. Consultation, by the standards of a later 
age, was muted. Necessarily, whilst initially there could be but limited 
development of a material character, for want of finance, much energy 
and effort were successfully expended upon future plans. From a con-
temporary perspective, what possibly provokes most surprise is the gen-
eral absence of any collective concern about the curriculum on the part 
of local authorities. In the spirit of the age this was left largely to the 
classroom teacher, tempered by a knowledge of the requirements of the 
national examination system and guidance from the national education 
department. The period witnessed also, the building up as part of the 



7  Scotland: A Reputation Challenged        225

local authority, of advisory services. In many instances, they constituted 
the principal contact between the local education department and the 
institution. Their modus vivendi was to counsel and to offer encourage-
ment, to play an active part in the selection and appointment of teach-
ing staff, to help channel teaching materials, to play a crucial part in 
preparing design briefs for specialist accommodation, guide inexperi-
enced teachers, and to provide up-to-date in-service training. Foremost, 
they were enablers and a source of inspiration and encouragement: 
they were not inquisitional, checking up on a school’s compliance 
with any targets set elsewhere. In much, the focus would be the indi-
vidual teacher rather than the whole school, most advisers having been 
appointed with responsibility for particular subjects. Notwithstanding, 
the team would be led often by a chief inspector with a more general 
remit, with a more questioning authority. At its best, this broadly- 
supportive agency was a force for good and helped to justify the local 
authority’s high reputation. Characteristic of that initial period was the 
relative insularity of the education service. The local education authority 
was still recognisably the same as it had been from 1929. Some of the 
jurisdictions were relatively small.

As austerity yielded in the late 50s, to prosperity of sorts, a start was 
possible to translate development plans into reality. School and college 
building projects, complemented by vast supplies of equipment and 
books, invariably arranged by the advisory services, now became com-
monplace. However, careful planning by authorities remained essential. 
Loan sanction for capital projects from ministers was not easily forth-
coming: convincing cases had to be made showing that without some 
building easement, there would be gross under provision. The claims 
sometimes currently advanced about over-crowded institutions would 
have been dismissed by many authorities as hyperbole. A perennial 
problem was that there was often a disjunction between the location 
of population and an obvious and economical way in which its edu-
cational needs might be served. A scattered rural area would contain 
a population of varying needs and ages, ideally needing disparate spe-
cialist provision. Densely populated urban areas, whilst possessing their 
own demands, offered the opportunity of varied specialist provision 
within the compass of manageable travelling distances.
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Circular 600

The Labour government now intent, in the 60s, upon the abolition of 
selection at the beginning of secondary education, resolved to effect the 
change, not by an act of parliament, but by the publication of admin-
istrative circulars, 10/65 in respect of England and Wales and 600 for 
Scotland. In two important respects the latter differed from the former: 
it offered but a single possible arrangement and prescribed a uniform 
transfer age of 12. A general supposition is that the response in Scotland 
was, for the most part, sympathetic. Here was an initiative by a Labour 
government simply announcing a development of the welfare state, 
owing much to the Labour party in Scotland, which was still politically 
dominant in Scotland. It was at one with the egalitarian spirit of the 
population, and, in any case, Scotland’s omnibus schools, commonplace 
in much of the rural area, surely anticipated the proposed new order. 
The Advisory Council, set up by Thomas Johnston, the Labour Scottish 
Secretary of State in the wartime coalition government, in its 1947 
report on secondary education, had recommended:

…undifferentiated secondary schools based on what it presented as the 
traditional model of the rural omnibus school and proposed also that the 
external examinations be ended and replaced by assessment by teach-
ers moderated by inspectors…and had advocated using schools to over-
come social divisions and to foster individual creativity and the voluntary 
acceptance of the value of social cohesion….

Though the advisory council’s report had not been endorsed by govern-
ment it remained a point of reference.4

A detailed examination of reactions in the populous west, embrac-
ing Glasgow, Dunbartonshire, Lanarkshire, and Renfrewshire, counters 
that judgement. What is revealed is widespread hostility, on the part  
of a range of interviewees, believing it to have been imposed without 
consultation from England, ill-conceived, and at variance with local 
sympathies.5 The study nevertheless rehearsed the wide-spread con-
cerns then attaching to the status quo. There was much wastage in the 
senior high schools, whither those judged to have academic potential 
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were sent. Too many failed to proceed to higher education and the pro-
fessions. The junior high schools failed to provide adequately for the 
greater number thither sent. Notwithstanding these serious reservations, 
those consulted overwhelmingly doubted the capacity of the ill-defined 
and untested comprehensive school to effect remedy. Commitment to 
current arrangements, by many who had played a part in their devel-
opment since the war, was possibly also an element. Independent of 
the case for comprehensive schools, it is clear that circular 600 was rec-
ognised as a decisive challenge to the local education authority, which 
since 1945 had been left alone largely to manage local matters. Viewed 
retrospectively, the period 1945–1965 witnessed the local authority’s 
zenith albeit one marked initially by austerity.

Changes in Society

Whilst Circular 600 marked a changing point, other major factors  
were to destabilise further a relatively-ordered world of education: 
de-industrialisation, the rise of consumerism, and, shortly, local govern-
ment’s reorganisation. Each made its demands on education provoking 
differing curriculum demands, greater articulation from a less passive 
public, and a greater ascendancy of politics in the daily management of 
the education service.

Further, significant developments were to occur in 1965, the pass-
ing of the Teaching Council [Scotland] Act which set up a General 
Teaching Council for Scotland to deal with the training, registra-
tion, and professional conduct of teachers. A decade later, in 1975,  
the Alexander Report advocated the union of adult education and the 
youth and community service at local level. Two years later in 1977, 
the Munn Report, critical of the curriculum on offer in many of the 
comprehensive schools following the raising of the school leaving age, 
advocated a core of compulsory subjects and a choice of elective sub-
jects in the third and fourth years whilst advocating first year diagnos-
tic unselected provision. In parallel, the contemporary Dunning Report 
recommended a complementary national certification system for all 
pupils and provoked, according to Evans, the greater controversy as to 
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how the new broadly-based curriculum was to be assessed. The Munn 
Report was a significant stimulus to local authority advisory services 
which played an important part in seeking to address the concerns of 
the report.

Phase 2: 1979–1997

In the second phase of this narrative commencing with the election of the 
Thatcher government and lasting to the eve of devolution, there was less 
turbulence in Scotland than south of the border. The relative insularity of 
Scotland’s education service with a high level of public support for a system 
generally well regarded, and the reality that the Labour party remained dom-
inant, meant that many of the reforms promoted in England, characterised 
by a market economy, were resisted in Scotland. Nevertheless, some common 
features were promoted, for example, parental choice of school, and giving 
parents places on school boards.

The Conservative Government’s 1980 Education [Scotland] Act 
was largely a consolidation measure embracing all types of school 
[maintained, grant-aided, and independent schools]. It empowered 
the Secretary of State to issue regulations to local authorities, defined 
the responsibilities and rights of parents, established the Scottish 
Examination Board to conduct Scottish Certificates of Education  
examinations, set up committees for negotiating teachers’ pay and 
made provision for children with special educational needs. The follow-
ing year, 1981, the Education [Scotland] Act gave parents the right to 
choose schools.

Significantly, the Education Reform Act 1986, which fundamentally 
recast education in England and Wales, was not applied to Scotland. Its 
focus was especially upon the curriculum and the role of government in 
its formulation. It was an initiative breaking new ground in the former 
two countries. The government had hitherto kept out of ‘the secret gar-
den,’ the preserve of teachers and institutions, notwithstanding the spe-
cial exception of religious education and the implicit invasion effected 
by Circular 10/65. The role of the Scottish Education Department had 
already established a substantial interventionist role in respect of the 
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curriculum. The legislation profoundly affected the role of local educa-
tion authority in England and Wales.

As for Scotland, whilst structural changes were avoided, similar nos-
trums about the curriculum, relating for example, to its purposes in 
serving a consumer-aware society, informed the guidance of the educa-
tion department. In 1986 the School Boards [Scotland] Act was passed, 
establishing boards with strong parental and community representation, 
granting extensive rights to be consulted concerning education provi-
sion, discipline and finance and participation in the appointment of sen-
ior staff. The following year, 1989, the Self-government etc. [Scotland] 
Act, providing procedures for schools to opt out of local authority 
supervision was enacted. By 1998 only two schools had applied. In 
1992 the Further and Higher Education [Scotland] Act severed the 
relationship between Further Education Colleges and local authorities, 
each college becoming a corporate body. Funding arrangements for the 
universities and higher education institutions were unified under the 
Higher and Further Education Funding Council. The 1996 Education 
[Scotland] Act established the Scottish Qualifications Authority [SQA] 
[combining academic and vocational bodies], provided a statutory 
voucher scheme for nursery education [withdrawn by the subsequent 
Labour government], set out regulations concerning membership and 
elections to school boards, and facilitated assessment arrangements in 
the first two years of secondary education [under SQA].

School Boards

Unlike governing and managing bodies in England and Wales, school 
boards in Scotland had followed their own trajectory. Here they were 
essentially representative of those served by the institution, speaking 
on behalf of the consumers of education and being entitled to be con-
sulted. In England and Wales, managing and governing bodies were 
foremost responsible for the institution’s superintendence to whom the 
head teacher was responsible. The Scottish model more assuredly recog-
nised the head teacher’s distinctive and separate role existing prior to the 
creation of school boards.
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Phase 3: 1997–The Present Time

The period subsequent to the act of devolution has witnessed a general sym-
pathy by the Scottish Government with the Global Education Reform 
Movement, albeit rejecting some of its excesses. It has also recognised a concern 
for the significant minority for whom the education system is seriously fail-
ing. Nevertheless, in its quest to make greater progress in its promotion of the 
national Curriculum for Excellence, by its many and detailed interventions, 
it has drawn criticism not simply from the teaching profession but from an 
independent review and by the OECD. The latter has seriously questioned its 
relationship with local government, advocating that the Government should 
resist excessive interference and encourage local government to be the vital 
and effective ‘middle’ level between itself and institutions.

Devolution

Quite palpably, Scotland already exercised decisive autonomy over edu-
cation prior to devolution under the Scotland Act, 1998, in spite of the 
contention that comprehensive education was foisted upon the country 
by England, and the fact that much legislation echoed that already intro-
duced in England and Wales. Its distinctiveness subsisted in a relatively 
strong and cohesive education establishment of professional education-
ists, in the Edinburgh-based education department, the Scottish HMI, 
the Scottish Association of Directors of Education, and the General 
Teaching Council. Whilst this possessed no absolute unanimity of out-
look, it nevertheless conveyed a powerful sense of authority and assur-
ance. It was proud of the country’s educational achievements which, for 
the most part, seemed to be shared by the community. Legislation origi-
nating in England and Wales could be tempered and even resisted.

Consensus and the Curriculum for Excellence

Late in 2000 priorities had been approved under the titles: Framework for 
Learning, Inclusion and Equality, Values and Citizenship, and learning for 
Life. A national debate was launched in 2002. Meanwhile, in 2002/2003, 



7  Scotland: A Reputation Challenged        231

Parliament inquired into the purposes of education. The Scottish Executive 
gave its response to the national debate and set up the Curriculum for 
Excellence review in 2003 which reported the following year.

The National Debate showed that people, whilst supporting much in 
current provision, wanted a curriculum that would fully prepare today’s 
children for adult life in the twenty-first century, be less crowded, better 
connected and offer more choice and enjoyment.6 The purposes of the cur-
riculum from 3 to 18 henceforth would be that every young person would 
be successful learners, confident individuals, responsible individuals, and 
effective contributors.7 The curriculum’s design would be based upon offer-
ing challenges and enjoyment, breadth, progression, depth, personalisation 
and choice, coherence and relevance.8 Overall, it was claimed, this would 
benefit young people, parents, teachers, schools, early years’ centres and col-
leges, employers and higher education, the education system, and society.9

An Initial Test

A tranquillity of sorts that had hitherto existed had been rudely inter-
rupted. A crisis erupted in 2000: public examinations were late in 
publication. With public uproar, new parliament and government felt 
obliged to intervene. Officials of the Scottish Qualifications Authority 
and members of the inspectorate were summoned to parliament. Duly 
both, in a sense, were indicted: their management, processes and styles 
were at fault. The authority’s chief executive departed, the authority was 
reconstituted, and the inspectorate’s role redefined. From a perspec-
tive, distant in both space and time, this seems to have been an over- 
reaction. Possibly, as an initial test of virility, the new parliament and 
government could not do otherwise. The event marked an end, possibly 
temporarily, to the dominance of a self-confident professional establish-
ment: politicians and their public had triumphed.

Education [Scotland] Act, 2009

Care for the educationally most vulnerable prompted special measures: 
The Education [Scotland] [Additional Support for Learning] Act, 2009 
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gave education authorities a duty to identify needs, and, if necessary, 
to collaborate with others in its provision, and thereafter to review pro-
gress. An act of 2004 had provided an initial basis.

Reviewing Curriculum for Excellence

Curriculum for Excellence had promised much, but progress was cause 
for concern. Two policy think tanks collaborated in 2011 and estab-
lished a Commission on School Reform. Its report concluded that 
Scotland’s system no longer ranked amongst the world’s best, that it 
failed to tackle successfully the educational consequences of social and 
economic disadvantage, the system was too uniform, greater variety 
was essential, which would be best achieved by greater school auton-
omy. The current system’s culture was disempowering with too little 
communication and with an unwelcoming attitude to constructive crit-
icism. The tiers of management were ill-defined and government had 
a strong tendency to become involved in detail. Head teachers should 
be seen as chief executives of largely autonomous bodies. Curriculum 
for Excellence should not be seen as a ‘one-off’ change but a long-term 
process.10

Its recommendations reflected this analysis: Curriculum for 
Excellence should be modified over time [recommendation 1], 
greater emphasis placed upon skills for employability [3], disadvan-
taged pupils given targeted help [7], talented staff encouraged to 
remain in the most disadvantaged schools [8], an integrated service 
for disadvantaged children quickly established [9], greater attention 
placed on social development of the young [11], learning linked 
with community [12], specified preconditions set for changing pro-
cesses [13], greater diversity and school autonomy promoted [14], 
statutory backing given to promoting Curriculum for Excellence’s 
four purposes [16], schools free to select suppliers [19], local author-
ities’ role in championing interests of families and individuals and 
promoting school collaboration strengthened [24], wider skills 
represented on school boards [25], education committees include 
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representatives of parents, business, and community but retain 
elected member majorities [26], the concept of hub training schools 
linked to universities and other schools implemented to increase 
leadership and models for change [29], and, school leaders have 
responsibility for professional development focussing upon teach-
ing and learning [35]. Significantly, reflected in this last cited rec-
ommendation, amongst evidence considered was material relating to 
Elmore’s researches concerning successful professional development 
in New York.11 However, in effect the move to institutional auton-
omy was resisted whilst many of the other recommendations were to 
be echoed by the OECD and the Wood Report [see below].

The Organization for Economic and Cultural 
Development [OECD]

At the Government’s request, the OECD also undertook a review of 
progress. Its report, whilst sharing some of the above insights, departed 
fundamentally in one important respect: it advocated strongly the 
strengthening of the role of local government and challenged the notion 
of institutional independence. Overall, its judgement was that there 
was academic achievement above international averages in Science and 
Reading, achievement levels were spread relatively equally, students were 
‘resilient,’ and schools inclusive [comparable with Finland, Norway, and 
Sweden], nearly two thirds of the school population continued in further 
and higher education, and at least three quarters of pupils had a positive 
attitude to school. Moreover, behaviour was improving, smoking and 
alcohol consumption declining, whilst teachers were reporting less disrup-
tive behaviour. Nevertheless, there were problems: a minority of schools 
and a small number of early learning centres remained only ‘satisfactory’ 
or below, mathematics performance was declining relatively [2012 PISA 
results were only average, hitherto amongst leaders], there were fewer top 
performers in primary and secondary school reading and lower perfor-
mances in numeracy in secondary schools, there had been a drop in the 
number of pupils liking school, and low achievement had risen.
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As for implementation of the Curriculum for Excellence, there was 
now a need for boldness: the approach had to go beyond manage-
ment. The review called for a strengthened ‘Middle’ operating through  
networks and collaborations amongst schools in and across local 
authorities. As local authorities were an integral complement, action 
was needed to address gaps between high and low performing local 
authorities. International practice was cited and the example of Ontario 
[visited by the writer] was warmly commended.12 In the Ontario exam-
ple the focus of the programme, ‘Essential for Some, Good for All’ 
[ESGA] was specifically on special needs:

…driven by school district officers in a context where there is cross-pollination 
and communication of key ideas… making the argument for collective rather 
than individual professional autonomy as a force for change. What makes it 
especially powerful is that it engaged all 72 boards in horizontal network-
ing thereby making for system-wide change but driven from the middle not 
the top… Ontario’s school board leaders and superintendents have been the 
dynamo behind the province’s special education strategy, generating the forces 
that have given it momentum and energy. This influential group of highly 
respected middle level school system administrators did not just deliver but 
also delivered much of the reform strategy that included processes of coaching, 
mentoring, cross-pollination and communication of key ideas. The capacity 
and energy of this group was made possible, in large part, by a resourcing 
strategy of equal funding that incentivised all 72 boards, especially the smaller 
ones. This built a critical mass of political and professional capital among 
directors and superintendents of education, acting as a well net worked  
province-wide community. Their impact and success point to the power of  
collective rather than individual autonomy as a force for positive educational 
change.13

The recommendations presented at the conclusion of the Ontario 
programme, prepared by researchers at Boston College, University 
of Massachusetts, in full collaboration with the boards, urged general 
endorsement of the approach, as a better way forward than that offered 
by the Global Education Reform Movement [GERM].
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The review had presented a summary of GERM and ESGA:
GERM
Centralized
Practice changes before beliefs
Imposed standardization
Individual autonomy
Data-driven improvement
Pressure to reach thresholds
Technology as separate solution
Rigid standardization
S.E. is low status and marginalized
Short-term gains

ESGA
Leading from the middle
Beliefs also inspire and drive practice
Responsiveness to diversity
Collective responsibility
Evidence-informed improvement
Progress measured by growth
Technology as integrated practice
Flexible customization
S.E. is integrated and integral
Short-term actions; lasting results

[S.E. Special Education ]

Specifically, the Ontario report contended that this new legacy 
be continued, embracing the understanding that beliefs by individ-
ual teachers be respected as a vital impulse, technology, as an aid, be 
employed with discrimination, rising rates of identification of pupils 
needing special education, which was still taking place, be critically 
scrutinised, and attention be focussed away from meeting targets to 
growth. Further, as for senior administrative staff, it was necessary to 
improve their capability in interpreting evidence and offering informed 
assessments, and increase their longevity in office. In the case of school 
boards, their authority should be reaffirmed to the end that they pro-
vided leadership from the middle, rather than central government or 
individual schools; and they should collaborate with other boards, pos-
sibly through the agency of the directors of education council. Lastly, 
efforts should be intensified to identify the educational needs of individ-
ual pupils, going beyond literacy and numeracy and into social studies, 
technology, and the arts.14

Beyond the above critique, the OECD review, in respect of Scotland, 
also concluded that current assessment and evaluation arrangements did 
not provide sufficiently robust information for local authorities, schools 
and policy makers, but noted that the proposed National Information 
Framework [see below] could address that problem. Research and evalu-
ation for Curriculum for Excellence was also lacking which the universi-
ties could be enlisted to supply. The terms employed in Curriculum for 
Excellence merited clarification.
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The National Improvement Framework

The National Improvement Network [NIF], duly announced in 
January, 2016, was to be a new national standardised assessment system 
for pupils at various stages, concentrating on progress in literacy and 
numeracy. It was also intended to bring a greater focus to health and 
well-being, provide consistency, transparency, and robustness, informing 
teachers of the progress being made with the Curriculum for Excellence, 
whilst avoiding the disadvantages of rigid testing. Further it would be 
put on a statutory basis and had drawn on international experience.15

This initiative, however, was subjected to severe censure by Stephen Ball, 
seeing it as a move away from inputs to outputs: a further example of the 
castigated Global Education Reform Movement [GERM]. This latter, for 
Ball, concentrated on core subjects, uniformity, riskless goals, and account-
ability by tests, and whilst initially claiming to be teacher-supportive, pro-
gressively marginalised them as more and more interventions took place. 
Further, it could stimulate a belief that economic effectiveness was related to 
test ranking. The focus on schools was mistaken: only 11–15% of the fac-
tors causing poor performance were attributable to schools. When GERM 
reforms fail, more reforms follow, as in England, with marketisation, free 
schools, and academies. Much derives from USA and Sweden where relative 
performances are declining based upon a false logic of linking teacher perfor-
mance and general economic performance. Conflict with teachers results.16 
The movement and processes that concerned Bell most importantly, were, 
in effect, creating an alternative to a democratically accountable state system 
which he had described in ‘Networks, New Governance and Education.’17

Events continue to unfold. It should be noted that the Ontario exam-
ple, commended by OECD, operated within a province-wide regime of 
assessments and that OECD had presumed that NIF would make good 
that alleged lacuna in Scotland’s arrangements.

Overall Supplementary Themes

Complementing the foregoing historical analysis focussing upon three phases, 
a number of themes are identified of relevance to the whole period from 
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the war’s end to the current time: local government, the General Teaching 
Council, Reshaping the teaching profession, The role of the churches, Adult 
education, Further and higher education, Careers advice, Gaelic, and The 
commercial world and City Deals.

Local Government

Reference has been made to local government and it is pertinent to 
review its development. In the period 1929–1973 there had been a two-
tier system: counties and various lower level units, with the four cities 
possessing the powers of both tiers. Between 1973 and 1996, this had 
been replaced, again a two tier system, but with large regional councils 
and smaller districts, and three Island Councils. Thereafter from 1996, 
this yielded to a unitary system of 32 local authorities.18

Exemplifying the character of the efficiency offered by the larger 
regional authorities, is the experience of Richard Evans, a general 
adviser, who testifies to his own experience in Fife in being the prin-
cipal interlocutor ‘in a quasi-inspectorial role liaising between the 
authority’s directorate and six secondary schools,’ effected largely by 
weekly meetings with a member of the directorate. In particular his role 
focussed upon ‘matters of governance, staffing, curriculum develop-
ment, assessment and the holistic work and effectiveness of the school.’ 
This brief contrasted with general practice, cited above, where advis-
ers were subject-related, dealt with more schools, but had a less holis-
tic responsibility for particular schools. In the latter model, the adviser, 
by focus, concentration, and the breadth of professional concern, 
could offer advice which was both better informed and authoritative. 
Evans believed that here was a service of inestimable value to schools: 
knowledgeable and helpful advice, easily accessible.19 It was a formula 
superior to previous practice, and to what was to follow, when, after a 
further reorganisation, and the creation of unitary [and generally smaller 
authorities] local authority, advisory services were progressively reduced, 
their role in part, subsumed in the function of a more remote Scotland-
wide inspectorate, outside the local authority, not part of the same cor-
porate entity with common responsibilities, commitments and loyalties, 
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but with an inquisitional role and very much part of a performance-re-
lated culture, quite removed from any notion of friendly counsellor.

Essentially, the two local government reorganisations reflected 
changes elsewhere in the UK. Their effect was destabilising. Structures 
had a more ephemeral character than those existing prior to the seven-
ties. New ways of working subordinated the education service to the 
wider concerns of councils as a whole, and the Education [Scotland] Act 
1980 reinforced the capacity of government to give directions to local 
government. Nevertheless, some of the cultural vigour of local govern-
ment’s education service remained intact: the Convention of Scotland 
Local Authorities [COSLA], possibly a partially-detached mem-
ber of Scotland’s distinctive education establishment, centred on the 
Edinburgh-based government education department, and the General 
Teaching Council. As such there was little prospect, a Scottish version 
of the Education Reform Act or sympathy for schools opting out of  
local government control.

As revealed by the independent review of progress by the Commission 
on School Reform, cited above, there was nevertheless criticism of local 
authority supervision of education. The concern focussed upon a suffocat-
ing culture inhibiting initiative and resistance to greater school autonomy. 
The detachment of further education from local authorities, mirroring 
developments in England and Wales was also evidence of reservations 
concerning local government’s capacity. Latterly, the Scottish Government 
has excited the ire of COSLA by contemplating the establishment of 
regional boards to take over the powers of local councils for education.

General Teaching Council

Viewed from England and Wales, the General Teaching Council for 
Scotland [GTCS] was an entity to be copied. It gave the teachers a pro-
fessional status, to be compared with lawyers and doctors. Duly such a 
body was created in England but it did not last. The GTCS, however, 
established in 1965, has indeed survived. Its status as an independent 
self-governing body for teachers was reinforced by statute in 2012 and it 
is manifestly still part of the education establishment: consulted and its 
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representations respected. Earlier, the Educational Institute of Education, 
the teachers’ principal professional body, had collaborated in national 
research. That body, too, enjoyed a superior status so it seemed, to other 
UK teachers’ associations, claiming to be the world’s oldest teachers’ 
union and having been granted a charter by Queen Victoria.

Reshaping the Teaching Profession

A preoccupation, not only in Scotland but in other countries intent 
upon the search for a relevant curriculum, has been a remoulding of the 
teacher. The spur has often been the expression of dissatisfaction on the 
part of teachers facing frequent changes in regulation and loss of pro-
fessional status. In Scotland’s case, these changes were not technically 
mandatory: they were merely guidelines. Notwithstanding, teachers 
regarded them as otherwise and believed that they were judged by the 
extent to which they complied. The government’s response was to seek 
to raise the status of teachers by a programme of higher remuneration, 
revision of career structures, and more flexible conditions of service.20 
Duly this culminated in the McCrone Agreement, notably providing 
job sizing and a category of chartered teachers. Contemporaneously, 
debate embraced the initial training and career-long development and 
in-service training. In 2009, Donaldson’s extensive report offered fifty 
recommendations covering entry qualifications, the professional stand-
ards to be laid down by GTCS, partnerships between teacher training 
institutions, ‘hub’ schools and local authorities, practice placement 
arrangements, and the valuation and development of leadership paths. 
The then current B.Ed. pedagogy-laden course was criticised: it needed 
to be replaced by a more demanding academic programme of in-depth 
study of subjects alongside professional studies.21

The Role of the Churches

The Church, as in other parts of the United Kingdom, had been the 
dominant provider of education. From the Reformation this had pri-
marily meant the Presbyterian established church. With time there had 
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occurred various mutations effected by divisions of opinion both reli-
gious and secular. Whilst literacy to facilitate reading Calvin’s catechism 
would have been an important impulse, it is a caricature to suppose that 
this was an overriding consideration. Overwhelmingly, more compre-
hensive purposes were in the frame: the inculcation of vital values for a 
civilised community which the church saw as emanating from its inter-
pretation of texts, both classical and later. Nor was its concern in estab-
lishing a school in every parish, limited to the literary: numeracy and 
the practical were not ignored.

Public funding and issues of equity posed serious problems 
duly resolved in part by legislation in 1872. A nationwide struc-
ture, administered by elected parish boards assumed responsibility 
for publicly funded schools. Denominational instruction could be 
provided at the beginning or closure of the day, parents being per-
mitted to determine their children’s attendance. Whilst such a for-
mula accommodated the established church and many others, it was 
unacceptable to the Roman Catholics and Anglicans. The Act did 
not ban denominational schools which managed as best they could 
without public funding until 1918 when new arrangements pro-
vided relief. Thereafter, public funding was extended and assurances 
by the state offered, concerning religious instruction and observance 
and the right of the denomination to appoint staff, subject to state 
inspection and admission of any pupil to vacant places. The denom-
inational schools thus became part of the state system locally admin-
istered by newly reconstituted boards replacing the old boards. 
Unlike the establishment of either voluntary aided or voluntary con-
trolled schools in England and Wales, that formula was not availa-
ble in Scotland. The fact that it was possible for Roman Catholics 
and Anglicans, whilst having their own denominational schools, to 
serve amicably on the boards, contributed, it has been contended, 
to the eventual settlement of 1918. The act replaced school boards 
with 38 specialist education authorities elected by a form of pro-
portional representation in order to safeguard the interests of the 
Roman Catholics. Duly, but eleven years later, in 1929, these were 
subsumed into general local government.
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Adult Education

Adult Education as a category of provision, lacks precise definition. It 
includes full and part-time classes; formal and informal structures; free, 
paid, and subsidised sessions; provision by the state, voluntary organisa-
tions and commercial enterprise, and that undertaken by the individual 
alone. Its scope is as varied: elementary basic education compensat-
ing for inadequacies or absence in childhood, specialist skills for adult 
employment, learning to levels beyond that available at school, prepara-
tion for higher education, education for its own sake, leisure and social 
recreation, and the means by which individuals and groups may change 
society. Physical accommodation is similarly varied: schools, colleges, 
community centres, village halls, churches, universities, huts, private 
houses, factories, and sometimes, but rarely, bespoke.

Scotland’s experience of adult education prior to the Second World 
War post war settlement had many characteristics common to other 
parts of the UK: the phenomenon of self-help; philosophical, lit-
erary and scientific societies, libraries, mechanics institutions; and 
social reform movements, such as the Chartists, Owenites, and the 
Co-operative movement. The tradition of Scottish universities allow-
ing liberal attendance at lectures, and the unwillingness, for many years, 
of the Scottish Education Department to grant aid to the Workers 
Educational Association, on the grounds that such help was unneces-
sary, helps to mark off differences.22

The importance of adult education had been emphasised when the 
Secretary of State introduced the second reading of the 1945 Act:

…Clearly, too, at the other end of school life changes are imperative…
Junior colleges for compulsory part-time further education, local techni-
cal colleges and added provision for voluntary adult education are essen-
tial if the fullest harvest is to be reaped in culture, in good citizenship 
and in technical efficiency…23 ‘…The main features of the educational 
changes we propose are: [1]Nursery classes…[2] From 5 to about 12…
[3] Secondary schools…[4] Between the upper age limits…and 18 fur-
ther education…at Junior Colleges…and [5] …voluntary further educa-
tion, either full time or part time, for persons of any age over school age. 
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This education includes all kinds of adult and technical instruction. All 
the various types of education may be provided at day schools, colleges 
or boarding schools. It will be the statutory duty of education authori-
ties to prepare schemes for their areas covering all this extensive field of 
instruction…24

This clarion call echoed Butler’s observation in the draft circular, pre-
sented to the War Cabinet introducing the 1944 Act, highlighting adult 
education’s role in helping to make a civilised country.

Reinforcing this newly affirmed importance for adult education, 
was the creation of the Scottish Institute of Adult Education in 1949. 
This largely liberal and open approach was to prevail for the next two 
decades, culminating in the publication of the Alexander Report in 
1975. The report accepted that society no longer was to be categorised 
as being deferential or possessing common values. The task to be tack-
led was one of community development wherein those engaged had to 
focus upon listening, understanding, and facilitating, necessitating the 
combining of adult education and youth work into a community edu-
cation service. Such, for a brief moment, so it seemed, was the accepted 
orthodoxy.

However, with a rise in consumerism in the 80s, the second phase 
of this book’s narrative, the focus now turned to a quest for perfor-
mance targets. Adult education was not immune from these pressures. 
Duly, provision fractured: a mainstream remaining in the public sector 
increasingly subject to delivering sharply-aimed programmes, such as 
enabling particular groups to find employment or raising standards in 
numeracy and literacy. For the rest, it was increasingly a matter for the 
commercial market and the voluntary sector. Notwithstanding, a resi-
due of professional workers committed to an earlier ethic, continued to 
practice.

In due time, subsequent to devolution in the third phase of this 
narrative, a stabilising occurs marked by the publication of the Osler 
Report.25 It would not be enough to concentrate solely upon the indi-
vidual. In addition to action to improve the qualities of individual 
lives, there had to be a focus upon aiding them to contribute to their 
own communities, and to participate in local and national democracy.  
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This repositioning would require close working partnerships between 
community workers and other agencies. Further guidance was issued in 
2003, under the title Working and Learning Together to Build Stronger 
Communities, emphasising the complementary and all-embracing role. 
The object’s purpose was foremost the creation of community. Eight 
years later the government and COSLA were able to sign a concordat 
signalling unanimity as to agreed purposes.

A crucial agency in communicating ideas in this critical field is the 
Scottish Community Development Centre which supports best prac-
tice, and is recognised by the Government as the national lead body 
for community development. Essentially its mission is to influence pol-
icy makers, work with others with related interests, and build ‘strong, 
healthy, sustainable, and equitable communities.’ It works at four levels: 
with policy makers, public bodies, dedicated community agencies, and 
community groups. Examples of its work have been a detailed commen-
tary upon the Government’s draft guidance and regulations consequent 
upon the enactment of the Community Empowerment [Scotland] Act, 
2015, and promotion of a conference on the Third Sector dealing with 
its relationship with academia.26

Further and Higher Education

As noted above, Further Education colleges were withdrawn from the 
superintendence of local government in a move paralleling that in 
England and Wales. This major initiative rent asunder ‘the seamless 
robe’ of local government’s education service. Each institution became 
a corporate body and was directly funded by the Scottish Government. 
Whilst some would have welcomed such a constitutional change, it 
was not long before an intimate, possibly, sometimes, a cramping local 
control was recognised to have yielded to what was perceived to be a 
more insensitive command structure, the more so as the colleges were 
grouped into regional units as a precursor to merger. Though their work 
was ostensibly cast as being vital to the nation’s economic well-being, 
each often saw itself as the Cinderella of the education world as the 
university and even the school went to the ball. As for the universities, 
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as in the case of England and Wales, the binary system of universities 
and institutions of higher education, fulfilling separate and comple-
mentary roles, was abandoned. Both were brought under a common 
funding regime, and, in due course subject to meeting certain criteria, 
the so-called central institutions became universities. As elsewhere in 
the UK, the sector had vastly expanded following the Robbins Report. 
However, they continued to project a distinctive image, attributable at 
least in part, in latter years, to the Scottish Government’s policy of free 
provision for students.

Careers Advice

The Scottish Government identified as a priority the development 
of career services. The commitment was to an all-age universal ser-
vice which would give independent advice of high quality. The strat-
egy, published in March 2011, was to modernise provision with the 
object in mind of raising aspirations and realising everyone’s potential. 
What was thought to be needed was a wider range of services, includ-
ing ‘on-line, telephone, face-to-face and partnership working.’ The best 
use of resources was essential, albeit these were necessarily limited. More 
people had to be encouraged and helped to make full use of new tech-
nologies. There had to be more face-to-face support, especially for those 
needing additional aid. In consequence, the improved service would 
be characterised by the extensive use of the Web, involve user and self- 
managed provision, have a life-long perspective on skills development, 
be properly related to the curriculum, be delivered through a range of 
partners in addition to career professionals, be enabling rather than 
directive, and make use of many channels and resources. Overall strate-
gic direction would be handled by Skills Development Scotland working 
collaboratively with schools, colleges, local authorities, and others.27

Further progress was registered with the publication of the Wood 
Report in 2014. Here was a determined attempt to translate hope  
into a tangible programme to address the growing problem of unem-
ployment amongst the young: prepare the young more competently for 
the world of work whilst still in school, ensure that colleges focussed 
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upon employment and progress, promote modern apprenticeships 
based on higher level skills and the needs of industry, and ensure that 
more employers engaged with education and the recruitment of work-
ers directly from school and college. There would be firm targets and 
crafted programmes. By way of illustration, each of Scotland’s 363 sec-
ondary schools should be in a long-term partnership arrangement with 
employers within three years.28

Gaelic

A theme of increasing importance has been the place of Gaelic in the 
curriculum. At the time of the enactment of the 1945 legislation there 
was sympathy within the teaching profession and the education estab-
lishment generally for a child-centric focus. Thus in areas in the north-
west and islands, where the language of the home and street was Gaelic, 
there was support for its use in primary schools.29 Shortly, this was 
followed by permission for Gaelic in the teaching of language and lit-
erature in similar areas in secondary schools.30 The Advisory Council, 
however, rejected the proposal that Gaelic should be on the curricu-
lum of all Scottish secondary schools, stressing the driving impulse to 
equip pupils for the wider world. In the bleak terms of the Advisory 
Committee, Gaelic ‘was difficult to learn…lacked utility value, did not 
have a literature of “sustained greatness” comparable with the immense 
range and volume of its European counterparts.’31 Given time, demand 
for the language’s support increased and in 1961 it was reported that 
some lowland towns with a strong Gaelic speaking population required 
provision.

What was now emerging was acceptance of a dual aspect: not only 
should the young, whose first language it was, be supported in the inter-
ests of effective education, but the language itself should be promoted in 
the interests of its survival. A Gaelic Education Scheme was launched in 
bilingual areas of Inverness-shire in 1956. Its focus was on oral immer-
sion in the early primary stage, introduction of reading for monolingual 
Gaelic speakers, teaching of Gaelic through the medium of Gaelic, and 
the use of Gaelic for the teaching of history, geography, nature study, 
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physical education, art and scripture. This initiative was prompted by 
reviewing practice in Wales. A bilingual programme was initiated by 
the Western Isles Council in 1975 with Scottish Education Department 
financial support and was successfully extended by 1981 to thirty-four of 
their sixty primary schools. Parental attitudes had changed over the years 
from initially having reservations that Gaelic could be an impediment to 
social mobility to encouragement of the use of the language.32 Secondary 
school provision of Gaelic is more limited: only fifteen of the thirty-three 
secondary schools to which Gaelic-medium primary schools transfer, 
provided any subjects through the medium of Gaelic.33 Whilst progress 
in sustaining the language has thus been made nationally, further devel-
opment is, however, faltering for want of Gaelic speaking teachers.

Commercial World and City Deals

Attracting commercial enterprise to the cause of school improvement in 
the maintained sector has been firmly resisted. Historically, nevertheless, 
the profits of business played a major part in establishing and building 
up the major private secondary schools in Edinburgh which, even to 
this day, make a significant contribution to overall provision. Likewise, 
commercial enterprise has facilitated growth in higher education.

More recently, in emulation of developments elsewhere in the 
United Kingdom, attention is turning to the concept of City Regions. 
Intrinsically, the notion is the promotion of economic well-being by 
harnessing public resources, including further and higher education and 
commercial backing with financial aid, and, the granting of powers by 
government [both UK and devolved]. In this scenario, local authorities 
in a region voluntarily agree to collaborate in the interests of a greater 
whole. The movement is in essence, a local government reorganisation 
from the bottom up, but one dependent upon support from on high. In 
the 2016 UK budget a ‘City Region Deal’ announcement was made in 
respect of Edinburgh, including the local authorities in the south east of 
Scotland [26% of Scotland’s population]. It was recognised:

…as a mechanism for accelerated growth by pulling in significant gov-
ernment investment in infrastructure, skills and innovation our economic 
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performance will be significantly improved, which will not only generate 
funds to pay back this initial investment but also draw in significantly 
additional funding from the private sector. It is also about greater auton-
omy and decision-making power for the region to help us deliver public 
services more effectively and to tackle inequality and deprivation…’ [£Ibn 
from government and an estimated £3.2bn from the private sector].34

Conclusions

Reflecting upon Scotland’s history of the administration of education 
since the Second World War, the overriding characteristic distinguish-
ing it from that of England and Wales, is the phenomenon of a central 
education establishment holding sway, exercising a broadly conservative 
set of attitudes towards reform, and upholding a national pride in the 
system’s achievements. That establishment, whilst lacking constitutional 
fixity, included the Edinburgh-based education department, the inspec-
torate, various agencies such as that controlling qualifications, assess-
ment, and the teaching profession in the shape of the General Teaching 
Council.

Local government in this assessment, stands slightly outside that 
establishment, its ambivalent status possibly attributable to a history 
different from that of English and Welsh local government. As noted, 
unlike the case of England and Wales, the local boards did not yield 
immediately to local government: there was a significant intermediary 
stage, from 1918 to 1929, when the education service was managed by 
ad hoc directly-elected regional boards. It is clear, too, that at the time 
of the parliamentary debate on the 1945 legislation, there were many, 
including the Secretary of State, who then entertained a preference for a 
specialist body for the local education service. As in England and Wales, 
there were further reorganisations, in the 1970s and 1990s, which con-
tributed to a destabilising of the institution of local government. In 
this process local democracy became a casualty. Both the 1944 Act for 
England and Wales and the 1945 Act for Scotland had as their leitmotif 
the very purpose of education as sustaining and promoting democracy. 
Whilst the larger regional authorities, created in the 70s, were able to 
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provide strong advisory services to beneficial effect, the subsequent local 
government reorganisation in the 90s, was to witness the passing away 
of this significant manifestation of the utility of the local authority edu-
cation service.

More recently, the vesting of responsibility for further education 
colleges in regional authorities, and, deliberation about the trans-
fer of general education provision from the contemporary local gov-
ernment entities to regional units is further evidence of the fragility 
of local government’s status. This may be contrasted with the assured 
position of the pre-1970s local government in England and Wales 
when Sir William Alexander, Secretary of the Association of Education 
Committees, could and did confer with Whitehall ministers from a 
position of equality. Significant, too, is the contrast between the cur-
rent perceived ambiguity in the condition of Scotland’s local govern-
ment’s position and that advocated for it by the OECD. The OECD is 
highly critical of the current ‘marginalising’ of local government, con-
sidering that it has a vital part in effecting necessary reform in the ‘mid-
dle’ between central government and individual institutions. [Needless 
to say, Alexander would not have countenanced such a lowly ‘middle’ 
status.]

The Calvinistic antecedents of the school boards had presumed pur-
poses in education that were very much more than the utilitarian. A 
more secular age has more readily embraced an agenda focussing upon 
competitiveness, especially in economic matters. Though good citizen-
ship and well-being feature in the litany of reform, enabling the state to 
outperform other developed and developing countries seems to feature 
more prominently in government rhetoric and processes. The incul-
cation of tolerance, be it in the fields of race, mobility of population, 
migration, community, or any other distinguishing characteristic, seems 
to be more muted.

In spite of the energetic zeal put into reform, it remains the case that 
many derive little from school. The Wood Report, as late as 2014, noted 
that much of the school population failed to continue in either further 
or higher education and that one in five school leavers was unemployed. 
In England, where comparable disappointing results for reform are 
witnessed, attention is turning to the creation of a new generation of 
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university technical colleges for the 14–19 age range, on a self-selecting 
basis, concentrating upon technical skills, modern apprenticeships, and 
many of the concerns featured in the Wood Report.35

Like the rest of the United Kingdom, Scotland, too, has sought to be 
in the vanguard of the Global Education Reform Movement [GERM] 
whilst its excesses have not characterised the Government’s programme. 
Though Scotland has resisted particular initiatives, such as free schools, 
academies, and opting out of local authority control, it has, neverthe-
less, fully embraced assessment, targets, and categorisation. It has reg-
ularly intervened in the detailed working out of programmes and 
has created a climate of control, recognised by teachers as a challenge 
to their professional status. In resisting some of the manifestations of 
GERM, it has also provided a more uniform structure which has the 
merit in the creation of a less divided society, albeit at the price of less 
innovation. In spite of spirited efforts to restore its reputation the 2016 
PISA scores were the worst ever performance for Scotland, now behind 
England and Northern Ireland in Reading and Science.

Historically, Scotland has pioneered much in Education, includ-
ing, monumentally, free primary, secondary and university education. 
In adult education it developed the mechanical institute which spread 
elsewhere. In more recent times, since devolution, it has been a pow-
erful influence in shaping developments in Wales relating in particular, 
as considered in Chapter 6, to the curriculum and to the training of 
teachers.
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Introduction

Predicting the end of one age and the beginning of another baffles the 
skills of most contemporary commentators. Few in France in 1788 
would really have expected the events of the following year: nor, in the 
early months of 1989, would the shrewdest of Berliners have expected 
that the Wall was about to come down. Both these events were the pre-
cursors to massive social changes whose rippling effects reached the edu-
cation system in their own and other societies.

It is therefore tempting to see the referendum decision to leave the 
European Union—so-called Brexit—as similar. There are of course haz-
ards in any historical comparisons. Among them in the case of Brexit is 
that, whereas the other two historical watersheds had a unifying effect 
on hitherto divided societies, Brexit, arguably, has laid bare a society 
starkly divided on attitudes, values and opinions on many issues within 
the ironically misnamed United Kingdom. After all, ‘Leavers’ and 
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‘Remainers’ appeared to have polar-opposite views on the importance 
of independence and interdependence, on nationalism and internation-
alism, on our obligations towards others, on diversity, on immigration 
and on a whole range of other issues including the health of the econ-
omy. There have even been some concerns at the escalation of ‘hate’ 
crimes and racist behaviours in the wake of Brexit. This represents a pic-
ture of a society not at peace with itself and fearful for the future.

This impression was confirmed by the General Election of 2017 where 
for the first time for many years the two major parties presented sharply 
contrasting manifesto promises with neither of the two major parties 
achieving an overall majority despite sharply increased votes for each.

In short Brexit, amid the inevitable and great uncertainty which 
accompanies its exact form, has bought into sharp relief what divides 
rather than unites us as a society.

Schools are the wishing-well for all society’s hopes and fears. Fall 
behind in Pisa international tests on the basics and it’s the schools’ fault. 
Terrorist attacks? Introduce the Prevent agenda and promote ‘British 
Values’—in the schools. From economic woes to sporting failures, 
from concerns about mental health, eating habits to a rise in drug and 
drink problems, it’s usually the schools which are simultaneously seen as 
instrumental in tackling the problem and one of the vital keys to find-
ing the right solution.

Brexit and the economic and social problems it poses will not be 
resolved unless the schools throughout the UK play their part. If there 
is a link between standards of educational outcome in the schools and 
economic performance, as politicians believe, schools will need to have 
yet greater success in terms of improvement than they have achieved 
over the last twenty-five years. And a country so obviously divided, will 
need to heal its wounds. Here too school is the main community space 
which a country trusts to bring up its future citizens with the highest 
common factor of shared values to ensure it remains prosperous, stable, 
secure and reasonably harmonious.

It is for this reason that this chapter focuses on schools and colleges 
rather than universities. Schools and colleges affect all youngsters until 
the age of 19. Universities, which have of course expanded their reach 
from a single figure percentage of any age group to almost half the 
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population. Moreover, a thriving university sector is vital to a country’s 
prosperity but the vitality of the existing UK university sector is such 
that it stands a good chance of withstanding the undoubted turbulence 
caused by Brexit and remaining world class while contributing vitally to 
the economic and other well-being of our country. But universities do 
not touch everyone and I shall therefore confine my attention mainly to 
the schooling system.

The Schooling System’s Inheritance

It will be necessary to harness the successes and tackle the weaknesses of 
the present schooling arrangements. Among the former is a collective 
greater understanding over the years of how to effect school improve-
ment and improve teaching quality within a school and therefore pupil 
outcomes as measured by test and exam results. Therein however lies a 
weakness, namely that tests and exams are narrowly drawn leading to an 
equally narrowly drawn curriculum. Brexit therefore could be a stimulus 
to address this issue and, without in any way distracting from essential 
basic skills and knowledge, to extending the collective ambition for all 
our schools so that all our future citizens know what it is to:

•	 Solve multi-dimensional problems which demand interdisciplinary 
knowledge skill and judgement.

•	 Work effectively and collaboratively in teams.
•	 Be digitally aware, skilled, and creative.

There is however another important aspect of schools’ and colleges’ 
work. They will have a key role to play in any post-Brexit plan to heal 
the divisions and uncertainties which the referendum campaign starkly 
revealed. It is not merely that any economically successful modern soci-
ety needs its citizens to have high level skills and education to prosper, 
but that as many commentators have remarked, education is an essen-
tial ingredient in any society’s claim to be civilised. Some agreement, 
therefore, on shared values and attitudes needs to be articulated by the 
state to provide overt support for the daily work of schools and colleges.
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I shall argue that it is urgent, at the highest level and in general 
terms, for the four countries of the United Kingdom, while exercis-
ing separately their devolved powers over detail, to agree what are the 
unifying and overarching values, aims, purposes, skills and knowledge 
we need in future UK citizens and on what principles the school-
ing systems—for they are individually very different in each of Wales, 
Scotland, Northern Ireland and England—might be organised to 
achieve this. Ideally, there would be ready agreement about a shared 
commitment to equal opportunities, even if differently organised, for a 
UK citizen to realise their talents whether they live in any of the four 
countries.

As other chapters in this book have revealed, irrespective of Brexit, we 
are probably at a watershed moment for these issues affecting our differ-
ent systems within the four countries. What Brexit does is to throw into 
sharp relief the urgency of addressing them—at least if we are anxious 
to preserve a United Kingdom.

Before turning to the issues of the schooling system’s aims and pur-
poses together with the knowledge, skills, attitudes and purposes it seeks 
to promote, I reflect briefly on matters covered in greater detail by other 
contributors to the book in order to be clear about our weaknesses and 
strengths. In doing so I shall argue that we have lived through two ages, 
the second of which, dubbed ‘Markets and Managerialism’ is naturally 
coming to its exhausted close and should give way, post-Brexit, to one 
of ‘Hope, Ambition and Partnership’.

The first, an age of ‘Optimism and Trust’, was gestated in the darkest 
days of the Second World War.

I have a slightly different view of the various educational ages since 
Butler’s 1944 Act1: but what all agree about is that Butler’s Act heralded 
a post-war age of ‘Trust and Optimism’.

The Act was based on three assumptions.
The first was that central government’s role was to set the general pol-

icy guidelines only; the detail and most power should be left to local 
government which was closer to the people and therefore better able 
to understand their needs. (After all, a war had been fought against 
Dictators in the Axis countries who had consolidated their power 
base in their respective countries by getting rid of local government.) 
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Moreover, there was a long tradition in England that the state should 
intervene in education only as a provider of last resort.

Legislation gave the secretary of state just three specific duties—
approving the removal of air-raid shelters; securing a sufficient supply 
of suitably qualified teachers; and approving the opening and closure 
of schools and the rationing of scarce capital resource for new schools. 
Power over the curriculum, staffing and resources was left mainly to 
local education authorities, who in their turn handed over curricular 
power to the schools.

The second assumption related to the purpose of education and 
schooling. In that, Butler was influenced2 heavily by the writings of 
William Temple, a former Archbishop of Canterbury and particularly 
one passage he had written:

Until Education has done more work than it has had an opportunity of 
doing, you cannot have a society organised on the basis of justice, for this 
reason…. that there will always be a strain between what is due to a man, 
in view of his humanity with all his powers and capabilities and what is 
due to him at the moment of time as a member of society with all his fac-
ulties still undeveloped, with many of his tastes warped, with his powers 
largely crushed.

Are you going to treat a man as what he is or what he might be? Morality, 
I think, requires that you should treat him as what he might be, as what he 
might become…and business requires that you should treat him as he is.

You cannot get rid of that strain except by raising what he is to the 
level of what he might be. That is the whole work of education. Give him 
the full development of his powers and there will no longer be that con-
flict between the man as he is and the man as he might become.

And so you can have no justice as the basis of your social life until 
education has done its full work. And then again, you can have no real 
freedom, because until a man’s whole personality has developed, he can-
not be free in his own life…..And you cannot have political freedom any 
more than you can have moral freedom until people’s powers are devel-
oped, for the simple reason that over and over again we find men with a 
cause which is just… are unable to state it in a way which might enable 
it to prevail….there exists a form of mental slavery which is as real as any 
economic form….We are pledged to destroy it…if you want human lib-
erty, you must have educated people.
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In short ‘political freedom’, ‘moral freedom’ and ‘social justice’ were 
concepts which resonated with politicians from all parties and across 
the four countries of the UK. After all they had just fought a long and 
violent war and remembered only too well the years of the ‘depres-
sion’ which preceded it. It was easy to agree that Education was a ‘good 
thing’ and we needed more of it.

The third assumption was that it was not for governments to inter-
fere in matters best left to professionals. In education, this meant what 
should be taught and how it should be taught. Some politicians remem-
bered from their youth, the end—forty years earlier—of the disastrous 
period of central national prescription, known as ‘payment by results’ 
(I suppose today we would call it Performance Related Pay through 
Performance Management).

This age of ‘Trust and Optimism’ affected all four countries of 
the UK and was characterised by a general agreement that educa-
tion was at the heart of a better society. Schools were built; Colleges 
of Further Education, Teacher Training Colleges, Colleges of 
Advanced Technology—later turned into Polytechnics (and ultimately 
Universities)—were created and run by LEAs. As other chapters under-
line, Local Authorities also created a Youth Service, Adult Education 
Centres, Teachers Centres and Outdoor Pursuit Centres for residen-
tial trips as they also founded a network of public libraries and youth 
employment services (later called the Careers Service). During these 
years—in the early 1970s—children who, up to then had been regarded 
as ‘ineducable’, were brought within the remit of LEAs, as special 
schools were established and the world of Special Educational Needs 
expanded.

Gradually however the consensus which had welcomed the creation 
of the Welfare State after the end of the Second World War evaporated. 
And its disappearance affected the direction of education policies and 
practice.

Starting in 1980, a second age, which superseded the first of Optimism 
and Trust, emerged. Margaret Thatcher was the key figure in instigat-
ing the change as she introduced what some have called neo-liberal 
inspired reforms, first of a sluggish and lethargic economy and then of 
sclerotic public services including education. This second educational 
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age might be dubbed one of ‘Markets and Managerialism’, and was  
punctuated by ‘White Papers’—followed by Acts of Parliament—
with mantra words such as ‘choice’ (for parents) ‘diversity’ (of provi-
sion and types of school) ‘autonomy’ (for schools) and ‘accountability’. 
Taken together it was hoped that the realisation of the ideas behind 
such words in practice would foster competition within a ‘market’ of 
schooling. Such measures would begin to solve what was perceived as 
unsatisfactory standards of outcome from schools. The same educa-
tional ‘White Papers’ however, sometimes contained the words ‘Equity’ 
and ‘Equality’ and, if both were to be realised, they demanded regu-
lation by the state since market forces, though never publicly acknowl-
edged, couldn’t be relied upon to deliver those ideals. On the contrary 
markets and competition tend to produce losers as well as winners— 
sometimes more of the former than the latter. It was necessary there-
fore, to allow the state to be ‘managerial’ as it attempted to reduce fail-
ure and promote equity. From 1980, there have been more than 40 Acts 
of Parliament which have given the Secretary of State over 2000 pow-
ers but with the holder of that office not obviously accountable, even to 
Parliament in a regular way,3 for their exercise. The writer Alan Bennett 
has called it a ‘totalitarian tendency’.4 It extends to the Secretary of State 
defining in detail what shall be taught, how it should be taught and when 
it should be taught—something never attempted by Napoleon, Hitler 
and other continental dictators, and interestingly by no other west-
ern developed country—at least to the same extent as that enacted in 
England.

The three other countries within the UK found it increasingly diffi-
cult to live within the constraints imposed by Westminster’s departure 
from the Butler settlement. The approach was increasingly unpopu-
lar in Edinburgh, Cardiff and Belfast. Although in the post-war years 
the detailed flowering of Butler’s blueprint had influenced Northern 
Ireland and Scotland less directly than England and Wales, it had still 
powerfully affected their educational climates. (The Scottish Office and 
Stormont, until it collapsed during the troubles,5 had always contrived 
to take the best from Westminster initiatives but had adapted them to 
legitimately different local circumstances.) That changed however with 
the creation of the Welsh Assembly, the Scottish Parliament and the 
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Northern Ireland Assembly in 1998. Westminster’s writ in education 
no longer applied beyond England to the great relief of the other three 
countries: and, in the twenty years since, the four countries’ systems 
have diverged more widely.

For example, a large audience of Scottish teachers in 20156 had 
never heard of the requirement, imposed and policed by OFSTED to 
promote what are called ‘British Values’.7 Nor were they aware of the 
‘Prevent’8 strategy.

With Brexit that divergence becomes much more serious not least 
because if there is no agreement among the four countries on aims, val-
ues, purposes, skills and knowledge, there is more likelihood of the UK 
earning the soubriquet ‘the sick man of Europe’ torn by internal strife 
and self-reproach, than of it emerging from its post-Brexit confusion 
as an exemplar of a creative, compassionate, prosperous, harmonious 
and collaborative set of societies respecting and celebrating each other’s 
differences while united by an explicitly agreed shared educational and 
civic purpose.

What is needed is a UK summit of the first ministers from the four 
countries to agree, necessarily in the most general terms, some UK-wide 
Educational Aims and Principles. For such an event to be successful, it 
would need to be preceded by a set of conferences, some real and others 
digitally organised, with participants—teachers, headteachers, parents, 
community representatives and experts—of the four countries, who 
would have a chance to add their voices as background to the delibera-
tions of the four first ministers.

The outcomes would include a set of statements in general terms 
about aims and purposes with an acknowledgement that it was, is and 
will remain for each country separately to determine in detail its own 
policies and practices.

What, therefore, in general terms might a report from such a summit 
look like?

It might have five sections;
The first would outline the Context both of the UK in the wake of 

Brexit and of the wider world. It would include migration and immi-
gration statistics and make the reasonable assumption that, even if the 
respective figures were to balance, it is increasingly important to educate 
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a future set of citizens ready to take their place either within the UK or 
in other parts of an increasingly mobile world, where different cultures, 
faiths and languages sit side by side.

It would cover the transformative effects, irrespective of Brexit, of 
recent developments in technologies and their impact in particular on 
how young people grow up and on career opportunities and the world 
of work.

It will be necessary at least to ask the questions:

•	 ‘If curricular and exam arrangements which reflect some of the needs 
of a pre-informational technological age continue to be essential, are 
they sufficient for our future needs?’

•	 ‘If they are not sufficient how will they need to change?’
•	 ‘How will we value and develop skills other than those dependent on 

language and numeracy skills? And what skills will they be?’
•	 ‘How will we assess and report on a young person’s ability to work in 

teams and their skill in solving interdisciplinary problems?’9
•	 ‘Will we continue to be dominated by a view of intelligence which 

while valid in 1944 is increasingly questioned by research? In short 
do we still ask ‘how intelligent someone is’ when we might better be 
asking ‘how are they intelligent’?

•	 ‘And if that is the right question what implications are there for cur-
riculum, exams and accountability?’

The second section would cover Background information outlin-
ing both the economic and educational differences within the four 
countries in terms of structures and outcomes in schools, colleges 
and universities. This would be mainly descriptive and be illumi-
nated by a section on comparative performances in international tests 
such as PIRLS, TIMMS and PISA over time: it would acknowledge 
that, although there have been very different approaches to structural 
arrangements in the four countries over the last twenty years especially, 
there appears to be no significant difference in pupil outcomes, at least 
as measured by these international tests. The background would also 
need to illustrate the differences in approach to Further Education and 
to Universities.
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The third section would be focused on Aims, Purposes, Values and 
Principles. It isn’t necessary here to rehearse these in detail, but is fair to 
pose some questions which will need to be considered and which have 
foiled our attempts to answer satisfactorily in the past. For example, if 
our overall aim is expressed as seeking to educate all children and young 
people to become citizens ‘who can think for themselves and act for oth-
ers ’, how do we organise our pre-school, schooling system, colleges and 
universities to overcome the abnormal barriers facing children born in 
disadvantaged circumstances?

It could be argued that we have attempted to do just that through 
special schools and provision within mainstream schools for those with 
the most obvious cognitive and physical barriers to learning, but that 
we wrestle with doing so for those who, through no fault of their own, 
face considerable barriers, through an absence of aspirational role models  
and a surfeit of pessimism, resignation and simmering violence in their 
communities and where action relating to housing, poverty and employ-
ment needs to do hand in hand with high quality educational provision.

In short, it will need to be explicit about the need to aim high for all, 
not just some or even many of our children and young people. To do so 
has both an economic and moral imperative.

That will lead naturally to a section on how people have different tal-
ents and that the state and the individual will profit by releasing and 
making the best of that talent. The report might cover here our chang-
ing view of intelligence10 and the need for the four systems in the UK 
to adapt to that changed view of intelligence in both the means of 
assessment/exams, our different methods of reporting on them and our 
accountability arrangements through inspection.

It might in consequence at least ask whether there is any evidence to 
support the working assumption within recent changes in the English 
system that all children should make progress in their learning at the 
same pace at least in English and Maths.11

It should be clear that one of the purposes of schooling in particu-
lar is to make sure with parental support that children grow up honest 
and with the usual virtues outlined in the major religions, all of which 
are differently represented in the four countries. Whatever a school’s 
approach to religion it should be expected to promote pluralism, which 
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requires an emphasis on the need for any citizen to respect other peo-
ple’s legitimate views, even though she/he has argued fiercely to the con-
trary and consider them to be wrong.

Doubtless it will be necessary for the four first ministers to agree 
what values unite the four countries: these will presumably be called 
‘UK Values’ and would replace those inexplicably promoted as British 
Values by the Westminster government.

The subsequent sections of the report would underline the fact that 
in each of the four countries there are different arrangements and that 
it will properly remain for each country to take decisions on its own 
particular detailed direction and that the first ministers are rehearsing 
the need to compare notes and for UK educators to learn from each 
other as well as elsewhere in order to make our system constantly better. 
It might even go so far as to agree to take stock every five or ten years 
of the different countries progress and the different arrangements which 
have led to it.

The fourth section of the First Ministers’ report would affirm their 
support for Pre-school and Early Years provision. There is good evi-
dence that some of subsequent inequalities have their roots in infant 
experiences in the first 18 months of life.12 While not suggesting great 
change, there is surely a case, given the UK agreements on mater-
nity and paternity leave entitlements to ensure that more emphasis 
is placed by the four countries on parental support services based in 
health settings in order to ensure that parents are well informed and 
encouraged to immerse their youngsters in language, music and cre-
ative play as well as all those diet practices advocated by Health 
Visitors.

A fifth section on Schools will need to cover the differences which 
have grown up among the four countries. It will illustrate the different 
approaches to the following:

•	 Structures, Governance and Finance

It is arguable that England has the most concentration of power in the 
national government in what is a centralised system with, consequently, 
the least involvement of local government. Wales and Scotland still 
have local authorities with a strong role. Northern Ireland has recently 
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replaced the five Education and Library Boards with one organised 
on an area basis. {The population of Northern Ireland (c.1.5 million) 
means that communication and accessibility to those making deci-
sions is less an issue than it is in England (population c.47 million).} 
Governance doesn’t stop there. Schools themselves in England and 
Wales have always had and still have governing bodies drawn with rep-
resentation from various interest groups (e.g. staff, parents, churches, 
business and the community). There are also school governors in 
Northern Ireland, but Scotland has no such school governing bodies, 
although it does have more direct parental influence. It is fair to say that 
the Scottish local authority is more powerful vis-à-vis the school head 
and staff, than is the case elsewhere.

All four countries have ‘Faith’ state schools: Northern Ireland because 
of its history has the most though some of the cities in England and 
Scotland have a similar profile.

The recent move towards all schools in England becoming Academies 
or Free Schools and the encouragement of Multi-Academy Trusts13 is 
not replicated in any of the three other countries.

Northern Ireland has a selective secondary school system and 
there is much selection (some overt as in Kent, Buckinghamshire and 
Lincolnshire and some covert through admission practices) in England 
and may be more. Scotland and Wales can lay claim to having second-
ary schools organised along comprehensive lines.

So far as finance is concerned, England has gone furthest in delegat-
ing budgets to schools. Schools have control now of all their revenue 
budgets and can move money freely from one heading to another—
including staffing. English schools also control monies for repairs and 
capital. England is committed to introducing a national funding for-
mula having abandoned in 2006 a system still maintained in Scotland 
and Wales of being content with allowing local authorities to determine 
how much is spent on schools education. (Northern Ireland had left it 
to the five Education and Library Boards but is rationalising through 
the one board for the whole country.)

•	 Curriculum, Assessment and Examinations

There is great variation in curriculum arrangements. England uniquely 
allows the Secretary of State to determine within a legislative framework 



8  Post-Brexit Education in the UK: A Formidable …        267

what should be taught and recently how it should be taught and 
assessed. Over the years teacher and other professional influence over 
the curriculum has all but disappeared.

Each of the other three counties also have a national curriculum but, 
in the case of Scotland and Wales, with much more involvement of 
teachers in the design. England’s National Curriculum is more narrowly 
defined in terms of knowledge and skills.

In all four countries, teachers feel that whatever the national curric-
ulum declares—and the Welsh and Scottish versions are internationally 
admired for being exemplars of what might be described as a ‘Whole 
Education’—they are in effect constrained in what they teach by the 
testing and examination system. In England this is particularly so: 
national tests and exams are norm-referenced, externally set and mainly 
externally marked with the results published as part of the accountabil-
ity system. Tests are required at 7, 11, 16 and 18. In the three other 
countries there is less frequent testing although more frequent testing is 
being discussed.

It is fair to state that the same tests or exams have been used for mul-
tiple individual and collective purposes—diagnostic, formative, sum-
mative and comparative (both among and between schools and to trace 
standards over time). This has detracted from reliability so exams, which 
have been reasonably reliable for one purpose have been much less so 
for another.

There is a strong argument for random sample testing to establish not only 
comparisons of standards over time but comparisons of performance in the 
four countries. PIRLS, TIMMS and PISA and other new international 
tests could be used for such purposes. Would the four first ministers agree?

There might be a case for arguing that post 16 there is the need for 
a British BAC to replace existing Highers and Advanced Level. Such a 
development might pave the way for a more appropriate way of assess-
ing all the skills and qualities schools and colleges are trying to develop 
in their students.

In all countries, a running sore in danger of becoming a fatal wound for 
so many youngsters’ prospects is the absence of IAG (Independent Advice 
and Guidance) for youngsters at 14 and again at 16, 17, 18 and 19.
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•	 Accountability

Since the late 1980s, led by practice in England, schools have become 
more and more accountable. It has reached the point in England where 
one set of poor test/exam results can cause school headteachers to lose 
their jobs14 and where to teach in Year 6 in primary schools, or to be 
head of English or Maths in secondary schools is regarded as to be in a 
particularly vulnerable post.

The combination of published results and Inspection has made UK 
school accountability the fiercest, as well as the most narrowly focused 
in the developed world, with England leading the way. Because the pro-
cess is so narrow, schools are not held accountable for the contribution 
they make to the physical and mental health and well-being of their stu-
dents. It would be easy with existing instruments to repair that gap at 
least on a locality basis.15

Each country has national inspectorates, the development of which 
has reflected the move away from an age of ‘Trust and Optimism’ to 
one of ‘Markets and Managerialism’. So great is professional distrust 
that schools have been given less and less notice of inspection. Of the 
four inspectorates, OFSTED has gone furthest in this direction and 
commands the least respect in schools.

•	 Admissions Arrangements to Schools

There are stark variations for parents in the question of admissions. 
In Wales and Scotland, the local authority lays down the criteria for 
admissions of pupils. In Northern Ireland, although the five Library 
Boards have given way to one board with five offices, government’s role 
in admission arrangements is necessarily less. This is because 95% of 
schools are either ‘Controlled’ or ‘Maintained’ and secondary education 
despite the abolition of the eleven plus remains selective with grammar 
schools setting their own tests. Contrary to practice in the other three 
countries neither Catholic nor Protestant schools can stipulate religious 
affiliation within their admission requirements.

In England with the growth of the number of Free Schools and 
Academies, the plethora of different, and in urban areas, mutually inco-
herent admission criteria baffle most parents.
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It begs the question of the four first ministers ‘Should parents, wherever 
they live in the UK, have the right, if they want to exercise it, to attend the 
school closest to them?’

•	 Teachers: Their Initial Training, Development and Retention

The supply, development and retention of teachers is arguably the 
greatest challenge for Wales, Scotland and England. All are suffer-
ing from shortages with Northern Ireland, on the other hand, having 
a strong record for initial training development retention and develop-
ment. Without teachers, improving schools is a pipe-dream. England is 
stumbling into a serious shortfall with individual schools resorting to 
unqualified staff and, in urban areas especially London, seeking recruit-
ment abroad, despite the restrictions on immigration which makes that 
increasingly difficult.

The Continuous Professional Development of teachers once they 
are trained is even more important because if done well, it helps retain 
teachers in the profession as well as encouraging teachers to become 
ever better at what they do. This too is tackled differently in the four 
countries.

Indeed the differences among the four countries in this—argua-
bly the most important matter—are many. There are GTCs (General 
Teaching Councils) but not in England or Northern Ireland. Pay scales 
are different and, while there remains huge respect for the profession 
in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, the incessant denigration of 
schools and teachers is a serious issue in England.

•	 Services for Pupils with Special Needs and Services for the Individual 
Beyond the School

One of the great success stories of the last 45 years has been the pro-
gress made in identifying barriers to children’s learning and then mak-
ing provision either through separate special schools or units or through 
the mainstream to overcome some of those barriers and to develop such 
youngsters’ potential. This has been true of all four countries. Of course, 
we continue to discover how Special provision might improve further 
and there will remain a constant debate about how far it is possible 
to proceed along the inclusion spectrum from locational to social to 
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educational. Again a comparative study of practice across the UK would 
benefit policy and practice in each territory.

When it comes to the Youth and Careers Services there has developed 
wide divergence, with the English System having neglected the Youth 
Service in recent years and having abandoned attempts to have any 
coherent planned or reliable provision for Independent Careers Advice 
and Guidance. This has hit hardest those youngsters in mainstream 
schools achieving least from the system though it has also led to other 
youngsters making poor choices. It is arguably the most important 
‘unmet need issue’ facing the education services in the four countries. 
A recent Welsh report16 on Youth Provision and a report from Gatsby17 
on IAG point out better directions for both. To some extent, this area 
for too long has been the Cinderella of the system.

To complete a comprehensive picture of a post-Brexit UK, there 
would need to be a sixth section covering the much-neglected contri-
butions which Colleges of FE and Adult Education make to second, 
third and fourth chance education. Again, the provisions have grown 
apart among the four countries and very little attention has been given 
to making the best of what we have or in funding what we need in the 
future.

Conclusions

In the immediate post-war years, there was a discernible strategy for the 
creation of a renewed society. As I have argued, it was characterised by 
Trust and Optimism and there was a sense of a ‘plan’ of how the vision 
for a better society would be realised. Such ‘plans’ fell into disrepute in 
the subsequent age of ‘Markets and Managerialism’: after all those who 
espoused such neo-liberal economic policies believed that the market 
itself would find the solution. ‘Planning’ became a dirty word and was 
replaced by ‘choice’, ‘diversity’, ‘autonomy’ and ‘accountability’.

More recently in other areas of our public life, the Iraq adventure 
for example or Brexit itself, the lack of a plan has been exposed as a 
weakness. Perhaps we are reaching a point where having some sort of 
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strategic plan, albeit in the knowledge that it will need to be modified 
in the light of circumstances is sensible.

In support of the need for a plan when managing complex change 
Knoster has used the schema set out below:

In the wake of Brexit, UK citizens could be forgiven for doubting the 
existence of any of the five essential ingredients postulated by Knoster 
and used widely by those responsible for running complex organisations 
in the public and private sectors.

Nowhere is it more needed now at least in England where successive 
Secretaries of State for Education—and Health for that matter—have 
continually sought what is called ‘legacy’ by constant and sometimes 
incoherent change. In the process and since 1998 in particular, our four 
countries are marching to different drum-beats. We are out of tune with 
each other.

It is probably inappropriate to suggest that the Four Ministers’ 
Education Summit should produce or commission such a ‘plan’ since 



272        T. Brighouse

they will be agreeing broad aims and purposes but it might be sensible 
for them to commit that, just as each of them commend development 
plans to all their schools and colleges, so each country might have a five-
year plan which will be modified in the light of changing needs and 
events. The ministers, as suggested earlier might also commit to review-
ing and comparing notes on a regular if infrequent basis.

The prize after all would be a United Kingdom pulling roughly in 
the same direction and once more using their separate education sys-
tems in broad alignment signalling a new age of ‘Ambition Hope and 
Partnership’.
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‘That’s what we fought the last war about’ used to be a frequently used 
slogan in Sir William Alexander’s weekly column for ‘Education’ mag-
azine. What he was referring to was the essential message in the 1944 
Education Act, passed through Parliament by the wartime Minister 
R. A. Butler in the year of the Normandy landings, that the country 
should set up a new education system after the war was over. This would 
be quite different from those in Stalinist Russia or Nazi Germany, it 
would be ‘a national system locally administered’ and one that gave 
to all children the right to an education suited to their ‘age, ability 
and aptitude’. Above all, it would be subject to local democratic con-
trol through the new ‘local education authorities’ the Act envisaged 
as the creative agents for the new order of life in the era of post-war 
reconstruction.

For Sir William and his colleagues in the Association of Education 
Committees over the next 30 years the Butler Act was their Bible and 
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they lived, worked and were prepared to die by it.1 Alexander himself 
had worked right through the war trying to create, run and preserve a 
school system in Margate with German bombers and Spitfire fighters 
overhead and a permanent shortage of food, clothing, books and teach-
ers to contend with and manage.2 He saw the Butler Act as the creation 
of a new world where the next generation would not have to experience 
what their fathers, mothers and families had endured, suffered and died 
for. After the war, he moved up to Sheffield and created one of the best 
LEA systems in the country from nursery to university levels of learning.

I worked for Sir William on the editorial staff of the AEC maga-
zine ‘Education’. At first, I found this blunt old-fashioned Glaswegian 
a strange and rather harsh-tongued boss. But it was not long before  
I came to respect and admire his strong personal commitment to edu-
cation and to local democracy. His work ethic and talents were formi-
dable and he worked long, hard and fast every day. He could be critical 
of his staff and colleagues, but he was also a very good teacher and 
was prepared to spend time explaining and arguing with them. We all 
respected and shared his vision of education. My immediate boss was 
a Welshman, Tudor David, and he too had a powerful commitment to 
education, to local government—and to music, especially singing Welsh 
hymns. So I was in the hands of two top teachers, both from the outer 
reaches of the United Kingdom.

Another canny Scotsman on the scene was Stuart Maclure, the editor 
of the Times Educational Supplement at that time. Before, he had been 
the editor of ‘Education’ for many years and had devoted a lot of his 
time and skills to researching and writing the history of education in 
this country. He was a skilled journalist and editor who also knew how 
to establish contacts both in Westminster, Whitehall and in local gov-
ernment. He brought those skills and a small library of his own books 
on educational history with him to the TES, which he turned into 
one of the finest and strongest educational publications in the world.  
He also helped establish a strong professional body called the Education 
Correspondents Group. This used to meet regularly and lunch with the 
politicians and bureaucrats of the day and put them through a delight-
ful and delicious inquisition over coffee.3 He was also a key figure in 
establishing and developing another secret society called the All Souls 
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Group, which used to bring together all the top administrators and the 
Press in meetings that were ‘strictly off the record’ at Oxford weekends 
devoted to a Platonic study of the problems and best policies for the 
education system of this country—and the world.

The media were gaining an important influence on Westminster pol-
itics, but Alexander’s weekly column in ‘Education’ continued to be the 
best source of information and advice for educational administrators in 
local government.4 Unfortunately, times were changing in local politics: 
I joined the magazine just before the massive reorganization of counties 
and metropolitan councils in 1974 and the implementation of the Bains 
report,5 which brought in the corporate management philosophy and 
put the LEAs under the central control of chief executives, personnel 
managers and corporate policymakers. This undermined the financial 
and political base of the AEC and it folded up, leaving its Education 
Publishing Company to Longmans. Sir William was given a peerage but 
continued to put forth his regular warnings about the centralization of 
education in both speeches and writing. But the role of the LEAs was 
on the way out and a new generation had taken over public administra-
tion which had forgotten ‘what we fought the last war about’.6

Westminster politicians were beginning to wake up to the details of 
managing the education system and no longer shrugged off parliamen-
tary questions about schools and colleges as ‘not our responsibility’. 
They needed to know more about what teachers were doing and saying 
in the classrooms—and that is why the media grew increasingly impor-
tant. A new breed of political advisers moved into the Department 
for Education and Science (DES) and made strong media contacts. 
The teachers, too, found themselves increasingly the focus of media 
attention both nationally and locally, especially when the Burnham 
Committee negotiations on teachers’ pay turned into a slanging match 
and open warfare on the streets. The late 1970s and early 80s brought 
in a new brand of media-savvy union leaders like Fred Jarvis at the 
NUT and Peter Smith at the ATL (then called AMMA) to compete 
with Ministers like Shirley Williams or Keith Joseph on the national 
media stage.

A key figure in the dialogue between politicians, the Press and the 
teaching profession at that time (the 70s and 80s) was John Izbicki, 



278        G. Low

education correspondent of the Daily Telegraph for many years.7 
Although Ministers thought in that job he would be a typical right 
wing, ex-public schoolboy with elitist views about education, they 
found instead a highly sensitive and intelligent journalist with a deep 
knowledge of education both in this country and abroad. From a Jewish 
refugee family, who left Berlin at the outbreak of the Second World 
War, John was able to enjoy a fine post-1944 education in Manchester 
followed by National Service in the Army during the Suez crisis and 
then a brilliant degree course at Nottingham University. With that 
background he rose rapidly in journalism and became one of the first 
education correspondents at the Telegraph. He also had spent time in 
France and had very good knowledge of Europe with advanced lan-
guage skills in both French and German. So he was no typical Tory 
and could cover every aspect of education from special needs to sci-
entific research. One of his closest contacts and friends was Gerald 
Fowler, a Labour education Minister in the Wilson-Callaghan era, who 
later employed him in a key role as his Press Officer for North London 
Polytechnic, when the polys were prised out of LEA control in the late 
1980s. John Izbicki’s work there and in the wider polytechnic sector 
established a very good image for the new HE institutions which were 
struggling to compete with the universities for students and funding.

John Izbicki had other surprising qualities as well as writing. During 
his student days in Paris he had learned the Franco-Italian art of silent 
comedy by dancing and mimicry and used to use it to good effect at 
teachers’ and other education conferences. He used to get several of his 
colleagues together to create late-night comic sketches ridiculing the 
government of the day, especially in the Thatcher era, together with his 
own mimes and music. He used to share the stage with the late Bruce 
Kemble, who was an emblematic education journalist who worked 
on the Daily Express as well as many other Fleet Street publications in 
his long career.8 The two comedians, although rivals in their everyday 
life, did much to amuse and revive the spirits of the teachers and other 
education staff at conferences, especially in times of austerity, cuts and 
industrial unrest. Indeed they became legends in their own lunchtime, 
to use an old Fleet Street saying.
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The truth was that education was moving up both the political and 
media agendas in the last two decades of the millennium. Higher and 
further education were expanding, but there was growing discontent 
in the schools sector and in the local education authorities. Margaret 
Thatcher, who had served four years as Minister and gained a solid rep-
utation there, was inclined to blame the teachers and the socialist local 
authorities for the disaffection. She sent her old mentor Sir Keith Joseph 
into her old DES department to ‘sort things out’. The trouble was that 
Sir Keith, for all his academic expertise and political experience, knew 
very little about the ‘national education system locally administered’. 
He distrusted much of the information he was given by his civil serv-
ants and went out often to speak to education journalists (such as John 
Izbicki) and to teachers. He believed in creating a free market for edu-
cation, such as in school admissions, and in stimulating better per-
formance among the teachers by ‘payment by results’ rather than the 
Burnham Committee and its elaborate pay scales.

Sir Keith brought in a new special adviser to help him in the depart-
ment, a very bright young Harvard postgraduate named Oliver Letwin. 
Sir Keith sent him off to learn about the system by talking to educa-
tion journalists and also ‘teachers in the classroom’. One day Oliver 
was lunching with the education correspondents group in Soho and 
told them: ‘The trouble is all the teachers I’ve met are so dull and bor-
ing. They don’t seem to have any enthusiasm for the job or desire to 
improve their performance’. On his way back to work at the DES 
Letwin picked up a copy of the Evening Standard—only to find that his 
comments about teachers had leaked out into the gossip column. When 
other journalists followed up the story, they spoke to one of the teach-
ers involved and were told: ‘Yes, we had Letwin at our school. But he 
seemed unable to communicate with teachers or students. It was as if he 
lived in another country and spoke a different language.- part Harvard 
and part Tory politics, I suppose’. Oliver Letwin was a key figure in 
David Cameron’s government, who ran the back office and put together 
much of the Cabinet policy papers. But there is not much evidence that 
he is any closer to reality with his policies on education than he was 
30 years ago.9
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One education journalist, who had an important influence on educa-
tion policy over many years, was Andrew (now Lord) Adonis. As educa-
tion correspondent for the Financial Times, he used to attend the ECG 
lunches and chat with Ministers and their political advisers. He had 
an interesting background. From a poor Cypriot family in London he 
won a scholarship to a public school and then went on to a first-class 
degree in modern history at Oxford and then a postgraduate degree and 
fellowship there, entering politics first as a local Social Democrat (and 
later Liberal) councillor. He believed that State schools should be given 
the freedom and DNA of the private sector by being released from 
LEA control. That is how he invented the’academy’ programme, which 
became a key policy of the Blair Government. When he became Prime 
Minister Tony Blair appointed Adonis his policy adviser and then pro-
moted him head of the No. 10 Policy Unit in 2001. Four years later he 
was made a life peer and became Minister of State for Education and 
was able to put his ‘academy’ ideas into practice.

It was not just the Blairites that Adonis impressed, however. At 
the end of the Labour government only 30 new academies had been 
opened. When the Conservative Minister for Education Michael Gove 
took over a few weeks later he expressed his admiration for Adonis 
and his academies and was even said to have offered him a job in his 
department, Although Adonis declined it, his policy went ahead and 
was pushed through Parliament at breakneck speed by Gove in the 
first days of the Coalition Government. The Cameron government 
rushed through a new flagship Bill to force academisation on all schools 
together with a central funding formula for the whole system. While 
claiming that the new Bill would ‘transform the education system by 
giving power and responsibility to teachers on the front line’, David 
Cameron and Co. were in fact burying the last remains of the 1944 
Education Act and Butler’s ‘national system locally administered’. Lord 
Adonis, however, then became a national commissioner for the rail-
ways, realizing a childhood dream of building railway lines all round the 
country with new stations, bridges and tunnels.

Most education correspondents were not so keen on joining up with 
the Westminster politicians, however, except for ‘good stories’, and 
retained a deep sympathy for the staff and students in the educational 
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world. In those days journalists had mostly come up to the national 
Press through local newspapers and so retained respects and sympathy 
for local government and local sources of information, such as schools 
and colleges. One member of the group, Peter Scott, a long-serving edi-
tor of the Times Higher Education Supplement, left the Press to become 
vice-chancellor of Kingston University which he turned into quite a 
high-profile institution in five years or so before retiring. Many others 
went on to lecture or become academic chairs in the growing field of 
media studies. Several devoted their retirement time to writing books, 
often about education. Veteran correspondent Richard Garner, who 
served for 36 years for the TES, Daily Mirror and then The Independent, 
is now writing a novel based on his inside knowledge of life at the chalk 
face.

I personally was a long-standing believer in lifelong learning,  
and this enthusiasm I acquired through working as editor of the 
educational studies faculty at the Open University. So when I was 
not editing or writing for a living I used to spend time studying 
in colleges of adult and further education. I was also a school gov-
ernor locally in Richmond upon Thames LEA for many years at 
primary and secondary level and was later a college governor at 
Kingsway College near Euston in the ILEA. More importantly, I 
have been married to a primary teacher for nearly 50 years, who was 
also a student at the Open University, and so we were both quite 
closely involved with the education of our four children—and then 
grandchildren. Close involvement of this kind was useful as a back-
ground for my work as an education journalist but it also gave 
me a means of evaluating the political and legislative documents  
I had to write about for many years and now read about in the papers.

One of the benefits of being a member of the education correspond-
ents group was occasional foreign travel, enabling us to study devel-
opments overseas, not just in Europe but around the world, especially 
the USA but also in under-developed countries. We soon learned that 
in many countries teaching was seen as a more highly esteemed and 
important profession than in England. In Finland especially, teach-
ers enjoyed a particularly high regard both nationally and locally—but 
they were also expected to practise continual professional development 
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throughout their careers. The Finns regularly topped the international 
tables for student achievement at nearly every level. But such stories sel-
dom made the headlines in the English Press and when they did both 
public and politicians quickly turned the page. So news editors usually 
preferred stories of school failure to those of teaching success—which 
usually gave the same message to the politicians.

Now there is a continuing public debate about the UK in Europe, 
but the role of education is seldom mentioned. This is a great pity,  
I personally believe. My own children were able to benefit considerably 
from the cultural connexions our LEA had with similar local govern-
ment communities in France and West Germany (as it then was). My 
four sons spent days and weeks in schools there and one or two also 
spent terms and even longer during university. This was not just good 
for learning modern languages but also history and culture. One of the 
other skills was in social interaction and creating links which have been 
useful in their jobs and careers to this day. In my work as an educa-
tion correspondent, I often went to LEAs all round the country with 
strong connexions in Europe which were beneficial for education in 
many subjects of the curriculum besides modern languages. In West 
Sussex the teachers became pioneers and leaders in developing mod-
ern languages in all schools and with specialist centres for particular 
languages and learning support materials. Their chief education officer 
Dick Bunker also pioneered space science and astronomy in the county 
schools, greatly helped by the presence of the great TV astronomer 
Patrick Moore, who helped the county build their own observatory in 
Chichester. One of the local students was Tim Peake, who is the first 
British astronaut to live out in space for a year, and Dick Bunker’s own 
son is now Britain’s Astronomer Royal and professor at Oxford.

The LEAs also had important cultural links outside the EU, especially 
with Commonwealth countries. One of my close friends was Kabir 
Shaikh, formerly CEO of Bournemouth LEA, after it was taken away 
from Hampshire County Council.10 From a Moslem family in India he 
came to Britain as a research scientist in the early 1970s, only to find his 
overseer, a professor, had gone abroad on a sabbatical year. So he had to 
find a job—and went into teaching with the ILEA, which offered good 
on-the-job training in an East London comprehensive. He developed 
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his knowledge and classroom skills through the Association for Science 
Education, where his ability was soon recognized. He soon became head 
of science and then an adviser with the ILEA, and he also joined a team 
of science teachers under Professor Dick West, a very charismatic pro-
fessor from Bath University, who developed the Science for All curricu-
lum for the Schools Council.11 It was a success and Kabir was promoted 
to the role of science adviser in the ILEA.

When the ILEA was abolished, Kabir became a chief inspector in one 
of the new LEAs, the London Borough of Ealing, where his administra-
tive and leadership skills were soon recognized and he came to a chief 
education officer. After a few years there, Kabir was selected to form 
another new LEA at Bournemouth where he settled with his family. 
Within five years he had turned the seaside borough into one of the best 
LEAs in the country which was rated ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted. He was 
awarded a CBE by Her Majesty for his services to education nationally. 
Many chiefs might have eased into retirement at Bournemouth, but 
Kabir had another project. He joined UNWRA, the Palestine refugee 
agency, and went out to set up and head a new refugee education ser-
vice in Gaza and the West Bank. Despite the most difficult and danger-
ous of circumstances, he managed to create a successful service and left 
after seven years to international applause. When he reached the nor-
mal age of retirement, most of us thought Kabir would finally retire to 
Bournemouth. But Kabir had an even bigger project in mind and has 
begun work for the Indian government on setting up an international 
agency for education and the environment.

On his occasional visits to London I used to meet Kabir for lunch, 
when I used to ask him whether he wanted to write his memoirs and 
what lessons he had for the rest of us about education, both in policy 
and practice, throughout the world. His name means ‘Great Leader’ in 
Arabic and that is indeed what he was. He told me he owed so much to 
some of the leadership he had seen and received in the ILEA and other 
LEAs and there were certain politicians he admired, although not many. 
But he also believed in teaching as a science and an art and strongly 
supported the idea of continuing professional development (CPD) 
in teaching. He greatly valued the experiences and friendships he had 
made through the Association for Science Education.12 He also believed 
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the Open University was an ideal model for CPD which could easily be 
developed. I asked him, more than half seriously, if he would mind if I 
put his name forward to David Cameron as a special adviser on educa-
tion to help solve the problems of the current European refugee crisis....

Besides his ‘great leadership’ Kabir brought strong and exact skills of 
scientific analysis to his educational administration. For example, there 
was, and still is, always a difficult task of planning school places at LEA 
level, which is particularly hard in London and made more difficult by 
frequent local government and school reorganization. I remember hav-
ing it explained to me in Richmond by a very experienced education 
officer called Peter Waters. ‘Actually it is rather more a black art than 
a science’, he told me. For example, he had to guess the numbers of 
migrants, ethnic groups or religious families and other special needs, 
based on his local knowledge and experience. He also had to estimate 
the number of parents choosing private schools for their children. He 
aimed to achieve school places in a neighbourhood with a 5% sur-
plus to allow for sudden changes in demand. He also had to take care-
ful note of upcoming planning decisions in the borough. But he was 
always painfully aware of the steadily and fast-growing population in 
London’s child population, especially in Richmond. Ian has now long 
since gone, but the problem has not—and with the increasing reliance 
on academies and free schools it has turned into a crisis. Not surpris-
ingly the National Audit Office (NAO) has just sounded the alarm bells 
about the estimated cost of providing school places, produced by the 
Department of Education for the new Academies legislation, which 
would take this ‘black art’ almost totally out of LEA administration. 
The NAO has judged the department’s own accounts as ‘adverse’ and its 
cost estimates as ‘unclear’ and ‘risky’.13

When questioned in the House of Commons on the ‘affordability’ 
of his academisation programme and accused by Labour leader Jeremy 
Corbyn of ‘attempting an unnecessary and unpopular top-down reor-
ganization of the education system’, David Cameron insisted he would 
press ahead with the programme, because schools had ‘a huge amount 
to gain’. ‘The truth is academies and greater independence, letting head 
teachers run their schools, has been hugely effective’, the Prime Minister 
insisted. However, the NAO warned him: ‘The policy of autonomy for 
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academies brings with it significant risks if the financial capability of the 
department and academies are not strengthened; and the financial state-
ments do not present a true and fair view and meet the accountability 
requirements of parliament. This will become even more significant in 
the context of the planned expansion of the academy sector’.

Cameron’s confident announcement that greater autonomy for 
schools, and more freedom for head teachers, would make the good 
ones better and failing schools good, had already stirred some unease, 
and not just among financial auditors. Even experienced head teachers 
were concerned about the consequences, not just for schools but for 
local communities and for the economy. Even some of his own MPs 
were concerned about the long-term effect the loss of school services 
would have on local government, since the older ones may well have 
remembered that the Conservatives once called themselves ‘the party of 
local government’ and relied on it as their bedrock of support. As for 
education journalists, many of them started their careers in local news-
papers and attended council meetings, with education providing regu-
larly much of the news. So when David Cameron told Parliament that 
there was a six-year timescale for implementing the Act and that ‘there 
was time to discuss key issues’, he may well have realized that the politi-
cal debate and the divisions were probably only just beginning.

The quest for more ‘freedom for head teachers and autonomy for 
schools’ has been used many times before by Westminster politicians 
to justify taking education away from local authorities and dismantling 
the 1944 Education Act. It used to play well among leader writers and 
political correspondents in the national Press. But it has not generally 
impressed the education correspondents, who know that most head teach-
ers will want to see the small print. Principals of FE colleges were gener-
ally quite happy to be given their ‘freedom from local control’ some time 
ago, but many of them learned all too soon that the freedom was rather 
an illusion and was in reality a transfer of control and funding from local 
to central government and could bring dire consequences for them, their 
staff and students. They could in fact lose more freedom than they gained 
and, most importantly, the support of their local communities.

All head teachers, both primary and secondary, do need support 
during their careers. In their first year or two, they usually need help 
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from above them, usually from the LEA, or below them, from staff,  
governors and parents. This is especially true if their school is in diffi-
culty or underperforming with Ofsted inspections in the offing. Many 
of them find that the head teacher and management training they 
received is not very relevant or up-to-date. As a local governor in both 
primary and secondary schools locally I saw heads come and go. One 
or two were outstanding and went on to greater things, but others had 
problems in mid-career, sometimes personal and social, often financial, 
but they needed local help of all kinds. Then there are the head teach-
ers who, like the Vicars of Bray, have seen political and social changes  
come and go but kept on at the school regardless. In one college, at 
Kingston-upon-Thames, the principal was there for more than 20 years 
and came to be known as ‘King Arthur’ who held court with his man-
agement team regularly in the local pub. The governing body also dined 
out with him and spent weekends in the country devoted to ‘manage-
ment expertise’ and ‘performance enhancement’. However, when he 
retired, a new broom was brought in from elsewhere and all the mem-
bers of Arthur’s Court were swept aside and the college completely lost 
its local identity and soon merged.

It was the end of an era. However, the steady move towards central-
ization and marketization of education and other public services has 
now begun to create a growing political reaction. The arrival of Theresa 
May at No. 10 Downing Street came as a pleasant surprise to many 
people in local government who remembered her quite fondly as a lead-
ing councillor and committee chairman from Merton in South-West 
London. But it soon became clear that Theresa had turned her back 
on local government, just as she had on membership of the European 
Union. The vicar’s daughter with an elegant taste in shoes was now 
locked into the sordid battles of party politics and Brexit negotiations 
as well as the grim economic policy of ‘austerity’. When it came to her 
personal pledge to reinvent the grammar schools, even her friends began 
to wonder what era this Prime Minister was living in.

The general election of summer 2017 produced some surprising 
results, not just nationally but regionally and locally. Although the con-
test was designed to provide firm backing for Theresa May in her Brexit 
negotiations, the effects of austerity on schools, colleges and universities 
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stirred both teachers and students and even parents to see educa-
tion as a key local and national issue to talk about and influence their 
voting intentions. Maybe it is time to blow the dust off the old 1944 
Education Act and create a new version for the twenty-first century …?
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Pragmatism and Evolution

The intent of this chapter is to set out the rationale for a new dispensa-
tion and to outline its principal characteristics. Essentially, the approach 
is to capture from the past what worked and to lay aside our failures. 
Two features prevail: pragmatism and evolution. The former recognises 
the merit of basing proposals on what is perceived as likely to work, the 
latter on a continuing commitment to the efficacy of building upon 
extant structures, as opposed to a root and branch radicalism. As to 
the former, it is not simply a recognition that much in the spirit of the 
original 1944 legislation remains valid, but that some of the subsequent 
reforms have actually stood the test of time and fully merit retention in 
a new dispensation. Further, if a measure actually works or even were its 
usefulness to be judged questionable, there is much to be said for avoid-
ing the wasteful effort in seeking its removal.
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A second conviction informs the approach. There is a strong warrant 
for gradualism in constitutional reform. A process of modifying struc-
ture, rather than pressing for and achieving a radical upheaval, might 
be more effective. Evolution rather than revolution is accordingly 
commended.

Economic Prosperity and Cultural Change

The period since 1944 has witnessed much: most notably, greater eco-
nomic prosperity and cultural change. The former has provided newer 
buildings and teaching resources, the latter less deference and greater 
materialism. The internet and information technology generally are now 
transforming how we learn and teach. Possibly in the near future, chil-
dren will learn lessons at home, going to school to be taught how to be 
social beings. It is inevitable that the content of education will change 
as technologies advance. Whilst mastery of some content and skill will 
cease to be essential, the need for a focus upon ethical issues and how 
individuals and communities relate should remain a dominant preoccu-
pation. In constitutional terms the process of devolution is unfolding. 
Units of local government and educational institutions have become 
larger. There are ambiguities in this inheritance, some meriting grat-
itude, others caution. In one very important respect, what was taken 
for granted in 1944 was the comprehensive purpose of education: the 
safe-guarding and development of civilization, fulfilment of society and 
the individual’s, and a belief in education for itself.1 Whilst neither state 
nor its agencies have sought to contradict this broad understanding, 
their increasing emphasis upon measuring outcomes, and equipping 
students for success in a consumer-driven society, has had the effect of 
marginalising this wider purpose.

Two constitutional changes are consonant with a necessary refash-
ioning of arrangements: greater institutional independence and devo-
lution of government. Beyond the endorsement of these reforms there 
are other initiatives to be seized: the tempering of state interference, the 
reassertion of professional trust, a curb on corporate management, the 
realisation that communities are often now much less localised than 
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hitherto, and the necessity to pool resources and share talents. These 
phenomena merit examination. Their cumulative impact impels the 
new reordering.

Greater Institutional Independence

As observed in the historical narrative, some local education authori-
ties, prior to any central government initiative, had promoted greater 
institutional autonomy in the belief this would be more efficient. This 
was not done as a precursor to total independence and the dissolu-
tion of authorities. However, the narrative suggests that central gov-
ernment seized upon this initiative in a process deliberately aimed 
at undermining local government and asserting its own control. 
Notwithstanding the motives, it is accepted that greater institutional 
autonomy is now part of the accepted landscape and should be pur-
posefully encouraged with rational safeguards. As for this latter con-
sideration, many support functions, including being a catalyst for new 
ideas, should be provided collectively in the interests of economy and 
efficiency.

Devolution of Government

Whereas devolution of power to Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, 
each with distinctive impulses, has shaped current debate about con-
stitutional reform, a recognition that further steps had to be taken 
within England, to stimulate the economy and to ensure that growth 
was not corralled within the south-east, had also been a decisive fac-
tor. The principal initial focus in England had been on the ‘Northern 
Powerhouse’ and the conurbations, stimulated in part, by a realisation 
that improved transport was necessary. This latter development had 
its genesis in Barbara Castle’s reforms in the 1960s with the establish-
ment of Passenger Transport Authorities.2 The process, no longer lim-
ited to the English conurbations, also has its parallels elsewhere in the 
European Union. It is palpably one that enjoys a general warrant.
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Tempering of State Interference

The regularity with which new legislation and regulation is introduced 
has a two-fold effect: weariness and indifference. The former may even 
yield to demotivation on the part of those immediately affected, the lat-
ter gives rise to hostility. Neither condition is desirable in a law-abiding  
country. That it is resented and sometimes proves to be a wasteful dis-
traction, even prompting competent and gifted staff to abandon the 
service need not be doubted. Less could prove to be more, if beneficial 
effects were taken as the measure.

Reassertion of Professional Trust

Related to excessive regulatory direction and its effects is the perceived 
low estimation of teachers and the deleterious results this has upon  
staff retention and recruitment. High professional standards could be 
better achieved by a culture of encouragement and overt support, along-
side publically announced codes of professional conduct, rather than 
inquisitional testing. A culture of league tables and heavy reliance upon 
frequent student tests needs modification.

Curbing Corporate Management

A strong conviction arose in the 1970s and 1980s that departmental-
ism within local government was handicapping its ability to serve the 
wider public: many opportunities were being missed and competition 
between departments was wasteful. This analysis was shared by govern-
ment and a national report.3 The Institute of Local Government pow-
erfully promoted this cause and progressively corporate management 
assumed a position of orthodoxy.4 As the historical account indicates 
this profoundly affected the education service. In retrospect, it is clear 
that the public voice of education became increasingly confused and 
weakened, exemplified, in particular, by the marginalisation and subse-
quently the dissolution of the Association of Education Committees.5  
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Though clearly it is important that there should be engaged dialogue 
between the education service and those responsible for economic 
affairs, spatial planning, health and social services, its mechanics should 
not assume such dominance that the distinctive characters of the sepa-
rate major services are seriously compromised.6

Changing Character of Community

Though strong attachment remains towards ancient towns and juris-
dictions, the fact must be faced that increasing physical mobility, espe-
cially since the end of the First World War, has seriously compromised 
that earlier sense of community. No longer do most people live in the 
place of their work. Community is necessarily now much more diffused: 
transport has developed exponentially. In most parts of the country a 
central town increasingly becomes the focus of a wider region’s com-
munal and economic well-being and the town and surrounding area 
become interdependent. This reality, recognised in the Redcliffe Maud 
reforms,7 must be accepted for the re-shaping of the principal units of 
localised government. In another respect, mobility of a social character 
is possibly slowing down and merits greater attention.

Economic Necessity

Other priorities, be they defined by the state or the community at large, 
will necessarily limit the resources available to education. It is to be 
anticipated that though a re-focused education service will be able to 
articulate more effectively than at present the case for its proper share 
of national resources, it will not be in a position where it would be able 
to sustain a large number of units, each lacking viability. Arguments 
concerning viability, be they the number of forms of entry for a com-
prehensive school, the number of advisors an education authority 
should employ, or the number of ambulances that could be afforded 
by a local health service, often on subsequent reflection seem suspect. 
Nevertheless, the increasing complexity and costs involved in modern 
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administration cannot be easily avoided, and, though they must be sub-
ject to scrutiny, it should be accepted that a combining of resources, as 
exemplified in the voluntary combining of authorities in England, will 
be essential.8

The principal sources of finance for the education service would be 
from precepts from constituent local authorities including the product 
of the business rates, student fees, sponsored grants for research, and 
further and higher education allocations by government, the latter lim-
its set by government.

The Proposed Reform

The above considerations should inform proposals for a re-organisation 
which would be characterised by seven features arising from the narra-
tive’s perception of what has hitherto worked and what has not:

1.	separation of policymaking from management
2.	maximum subsidiarity
3.	pluralism in provision
4.	comprehensiveness in range from preschool to higher education and 

learning for life
5.	democratic control
6.	correspondence with city and county regions
7.	juxtaposing between the state and institution of a supporting entity

Separation Between Policy and Management

Wasted effort, confusion, demoralisation, and a neglect of strategic 
purpose can result from a failure to distinguish between overall direc-
tion and daily management. Those elected to represent the public will, 
should focus upon the formulation of policy, the broad allocation 
of resources and articulating as best they can the values and priorities 
of the public at large. Necessarily, they, representing the community 
will come from a wide variety of backgrounds. They will often be in 
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employment unrelated to the administration of education. Herein is 
their warrant to exercise their office which should not be compromised 
by becoming embroiled in management. This latter is the function of 
professional staff specialising in the work with appropriate training 
and largely undertaking it as a full-time responsibility. This division of 
labour is accepted as commonplace in the military, police and public 
transport.9

Maximum Subsidiarity

Subsidiarity, decision-making at the lowest level consistent with effi-
ciency, merits greater support and implementation. The temptation 
of each level of government to hold onto whatever authority it pos-
sesses and to resist further devolution is commonplace. Yet generally, 
this is an antidote to efficiency. Essentially, it is a matter of trust. In 
the context of education, in the first place, greater trust must be 
placed in the teacher: a zeal for inquisition and censure must be tem-
pered by a greater demonstration of encouragement and support. 
Decision-making at the point of implementation has the merit of being 
qualitatively superior because of immediate information about the cir-
cumstances and of being owned by those affected. It is also more eco-
nomical in that the cost of operating through administrative layers is 
minimised.

Where practicable, a focus upon units numbering no more than 150, 
if Dunbar’s analysis is accepted, might well produce, on average, greater 
well-being and overall competence.10 The crucial consideration is the 
nurturing of professional relationships, generating mutual aid, inspira-
tion and advice. This is the better achieved if the unit, albeit part of a 
larger whole, is not excessively large, wherein, for example, institutional 
heads and principal managers can know one another. Likewise, within 
institutions the need to craft the organisational structure to accommo-
date professional relationships should be honoured. Notwithstanding, it 
is conceded, for the purposes of the efficient superintendence of edu-
cation, recognising the need for specialisation, large units will often be 
necessary, in the first place, for individual institutions, and secondly, for 
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overall policymaking and supply. Within them, however, smaller units 
should be formed.

The involvement of local neighbourhoods in real participative con-
sultation is a sine qua non. Whilst the re-establishment of a robust 
organisation betwixt the state and the institution is judged essential, it 
is for the sovereign state and the devolved parliaments and assemblies 
of Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales to set the parameters of cit-
izenship, duties, and obligations, within which education must play 
a decisive part. Accordingly, it is for these bodies to define the overall 
objectives of character of education. Except in the broadest sense how-
ever, they should not become embroiled in the detail as to how these are 
executed.11

Pluralism in Provision

Uniformity is neither possible nor desirable. All attempts at imposing 
upon the country a single shape and order, be it in religion or in society, 
have failed. Any further such initiative will probably face the same fate. 
Further, there is merit in having a variety of arrangements, to reflect a 
range of convictions likely in a free society and to facilitate choice and 
competition. The 1944 settlement accommodated pluralism in facilitat-
ing the co-existence of state and church participation within a main-
tained system. A mark of that settlement was its intrinsic flexibility: 
not only providing two variants of ‘voluntary’ institutions, ‘aided’, and 
‘controlled,’ depending upon the extent of financial investment; but full 
membership by the church of the local education committee. In higher 
education the churches were major providers of teacher training. That 
partnership, very much evidence of a pluralist, tolerant and flexible soci-
ety, should be roundly confirmed in any reordered dispensation. Thus 
the churches [and indeed other state-recognised providers] should be 
represented on the proposed councils and executive bodies. The private 
sector was also allowed to survive and flourish subsequent to the 1944 
settlement. For the future the quest should be to remove gross inequal-
ity. Nevertheless, variety in provision should be maintained.
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Comprehensive in Range

In the provision of education, the imposition of any limitation in the 
age range to be served or the subject matter to be covered will prove to 
be contrived and largely impossible to enforce. The parameters should 
be widely cast: from preschool to higher education and lifelong learn-
ing. Implicit is the concept that education is not simply a process of 
acquiring skills for employment but the means by which civilisation 
survives and develops and the individual finds fulfilment. In this the 
1944 inheritance should be resolutely re-embraced. Whilst the curric-
ulum reforms, instigated by the state, as this narrative contends, were 
intrusive, unnecessarily prescriptive and undermining of professional 
integrity, their modification and more relaxed application should allow 
them to find a proper place in a reordered environment. Nevertheless, 
their interpretation must be consonant with the wider civilising pur-
poses of education implicit in the values of the 1944 Act, and not nar-
rowly defined as primarily equipping the young for employment in 
consumerism. The curriculum’s definition is primarily a responsibil-
ity of the education profession, the articulation of its broad purposes 
a matter for the state, the choice of materials to be taught a matter for 
the teacher, in the case of the young, for the learner, in the case of the 
mature. Choice of preschool and school should rest with the parent or 
guardian and variety of provision should be encouraged.

Democratic Accountability

Ultimately, the refashioned structures must be crafted to ensure that 
reasonable democratic control can be exercised. Whilst it is judged 
essential to differentiate between overall policy and management, 
as contended above, it is no less essential for there to be democratic 
accountability. Accordingly, those elected should remain accountable to 
the electorate for their overall supervision of the service, in particular, 
for the quantum of public expenditure, priorities, and the appointment 
of senior public officials. The presumption is that those elected would 
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run for office on the policies they would support and be judged by the 
electorate on their performance. Institutions in the private sector should 
be subject to inspection to ensure minimum standards and to minimise 
gross inequality.

Running counter to this concept of democratic accountability, as well 
as putting at risk the need for reasonable economy, was the recently pro-
posed establishment of all maintained schools in England as academies 
to be run by trusts independent of local authorities. This announce-
ment provoked many hostile responses, including, perhaps somewhat 
ironically, that of Shirley Williams, who had played a part in the first 
assault on local government with Circular 10/65.12 Conservative pol-
iticians and many representatives of local government joined this 
chorus, and, duly the measure, in its comprehensive intention was with-
drawn. Setting aside the hyperbole of advocates and detractors, there 
are some common themes that should find a place in a new order: the 
need respectively, for the grouping of institutions for mutual support, 
accountability and economy; and for a wide measure of institutional 
autonomy and professional trust. In essence, what materially divides 
them from the proposed new dispensation is the place education should 
enjoy in the emerging system of democratic devolution.

City Regions and an Emergent Re-Organisation 
of Local Government

We are possibly on the cusp of a new reordering of local government, 
partly prompted by devolution within the United Kingdom at large.13 
Unlike reforms of latter times what is now emerging in part is a bot-
tom-up movement, wherein existing units of local government vol-
untarily combine with central government support. Hitherto reform 
had been propelled by a top-down view by central government that 
perceived deficiencies in local government had to be removed by a 
national re-organisation. The current phenomenon is more organic 
than mechanical: the product of an understanding that greater effec-
tiveness might be better achieved by responding to local understandings 
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of identity and interests rather than by the imposition of constructs 
designed elsewhere.

The role of central government in this approach, is to provide 
encouragement, most notably, by promising to devolve to these emer-
gent authorities’ further powers currently exercised by central govern-
ment and its agencies, plus additional funds. Whilst an initial focus had 
been upon the English conurbations, attention is increasingly turning to 
rural and suburban areas. Nor is the process limited to proposed combi-
nations of authorities, as is evident in the instance of Cornwall, now a 
unitary authority, with a strong self-identity. This pragmatic approach, 
with an explicit rejection of the notion that ‘one size must fit all,’ and 
that validity has its genesis in local commitment and feelings of loyalty 
and attachment, is to be warmly endorsed. A significant development 
of this approach beyond the ‘Northern Powerhouse’ was announced 
in the budget address of March 2016, when it was claimed that half 
the country would be led by directly elected mayors within five years 
with directly elected mayors in greater Lincolnshire, East Anglia, the 
West Midlands, and the west of England. Further, deals would be avail-
able to counties nationwide, and cities in the southeast, if, they signed  
up to an elected mayor. Manchester, Liverpool, and London would be 
able to retain full business rates to fund local services from 2017. Deals 
with Edinburgh and Swansea and a ‘growth deal’ in north Wales were in 
the pipeline.14

In the wake of the vote to leave the European Union, the Local 
Government Association published what it called a green paper offer-
ing an analysis of the opportunity that was now presented for further 
devolution. It endorsed the principle of designing arrangements to 
accommodate local priorities and rejecting any quest for uniformity. 
The spatial jurisdictions should be in general, economic entities. Whilst 
reform thus far had focussed upon economic regeneration, skills devel-
opment, transport and housing, it was now appropriate to bring into 
the frame all public services. The focus was to put residents and not 
institutions first, ‘to move to place-based budgeting for all local pub-
lic services, across all public service agencies, as part of the next phase 
of devolution.’ This should include school and education provision. 
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The Government’s intention to make all schools academies independ-
ent of local authorities was gravely mistaken and ran counter to the 
Government’s devolution plans. The Association advocated local discus-
sion and welcomed responses over the coming months.15

A Sensitive and Supporting Entity Between the 
State and Institution

The need for an entity juxtaposed between the state and the individ-
ual institution arises from the need to provide a sense of belonging  
and community on a plausible scale, wherein relationships can be effi-
ciently organised, realistic accountability can be exercised, ideas can fer-
ment in successful professional development, plans can be developed, 
assessment of performances made, and, as necessary, supply functions 
economically ordered. The argument has been successfully advanced 
by R. Elmore that sustained improvement in learning and teaching, as 
opposed to temporary performance boosts by, say, a focus upon teaching 
for examinations, or concentrating upon particular groups, or depend-
ence on charismatic leadership, requires a genuine sharing of values and 
skills, and co-operative team-work across institutional networks and 
face-to-face relationships between professional staff.16 Effective profes-
sional development has been shown to be at the core of successful teach-
ing and learning and is dependent upon such collaborative structures. 
In this dispensation, institutions would exercise high levels of autonomy 
suggesting an analogy more apposite than that provided by any strictly 
controlled commercial enterprise, namely the Commonwealth with its 
emphasis upon shared values and willing co-operation.17

The Building Bricks for a New Structure

In framing proposals for the future organisation of the education ser-
vice, it is, accordingly, contended that it be firmly characterised by the 
following seven distinguishing features: the separation of policymaking 
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from management, maximum subsidiarity, pluralism in provision, 
comprehensive cover from preschool to higher education and lifelong 
learning, democratic supervision, dovetailing into the emergent re- 
organisation of local government, and possessing a collaborative entity 
juxtaposed between the state and the individual institution. Necessarily, 
each part of the United Kingdom with its distinctive history would 
need to adapt such features to accommodate its particular cultural ter-
rain. In elaboration of the foregoing it is emphasised that a clear distinc-
tion be made between overall superintendence and management. The 
overall supervising body [here referred to as the council] would have 
parallel bodies for other public functions, and, as necessary, co-ordina-
tion of functions. Notwithstanding, it is judged crucial that the legiti-
mate pretext of co-ordination should not be employed to compromise 
the role of the council for education or its executive body.

Separation of Authority and Management

Each unit of government, be it city region or other entity to which 
devolved powers are granted, would have a council consisting of elected 
members, either elected directly or representative of constituent coun-
cils. As contended above, the churches and other state-recognised pro-
viders, would have reserved places on the council and executive board. 
The function of the council would be to determine overall policies on 
the advice of an executive board [see below], hold that body to account, 
be the principal interlocutor with central government, set the financial 
parameters and render an account to the electorate. The requirement in 
the instance of the English conurbations to agree to the election of a 
directly elected mayor is significant, and is a valid initiative to overcome 
the inherent democratic deficit where the democratic mandate is wholly 
dependent upon representatives of councils. Noticeably, Cornwall, 
which is not a combination of councils, is not being required to agree 
to a directly elected mayor. It does nevertheless, offer an arrangement 
involving directly elected councillors.
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Executive Board

Subject to the council would be an executive board responsible for 
implementation, planning and advising the council. It would be the 
principal organ in relating to institutions, in making contracts with sup-
pliers of services, and would be a corporate body. It would consist of 
officers of stakeholders drawn from the community, industry and com-
merce, professional associations, unions and educational institutions. 
The basis of appointment would be specialist expertise. Each person 
would hold office under terms determined by the council, if consist-
ing of entirely elected persons, or the mayor. Following the successful 
and established model in London for police and transport, the principal 
officer who would be appointed and not elected would be the commis-
sioner for education.

Conclusion

The above outline seeks to address weaknesses that have developed since 
1944, build upon subsequent developments that have enjoyed a wide 
measure of support, provide an effective structure and approach which 
minimises costly upheaval consonant with the belief that the best con-
stitutional reform has a practical stamp.
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	 4.	 The writer attended a term’s course for senior local government officers 

at the Institute of Local Government and was left in no doubt as to the 
centrality of corporate management.

	 5.	 The Association was regularly consulted by education authorities and 
supported the weekly and very influential journal ‘Education.’

	 6.	 By Diverse means: Improving Scottish Education, The Commission on 
School Reform, March 2013, Recommendation 24, p. 77, presses the 
counter case for an integrated local government service in the interests 
of disadvantaged children, and is at one with the rationale that informs 
the existence of unified local government children’s services.

	 7.	 The Redcliffe-Maud Report: Royal Commission on Local Government in 
England 1966–1969.

	 8.	 Combined authorities were facilitated by the Local Democracy, 
Economic and Construction Act, 2009 and the first, Greater 
Manchester, was established on April 1, 2011.

	 9.	 Most notably, in the instance of London with an elected mayor to 
whom are responsible commissioners for transport and the police.

	10.	 S. Pinker, The Village Effect: Why Face-to-Face Contact Matters, Random 
House, London, 2015. This comprehensive sociological analysis con-
vincingly argues that human beings require constant contact and cites 
R. Dunbar positing that about 150 as the maximum number of rela-
tionships that the human brain can manage and that this number has 
remained fairly static over the past ten thousand years. pp. 268–270.

	11.	 Rowan Williams, former archbishop of Canterbury, warns of the dan-
gers of being indifferent to the basic question of what cannot be fran-
chised or delegated to non-state actors. New Statesman, May 5, 2016, 
pp. 21–25.

	12.	 Shirley Williams, ‘Perverse’ reform best left undone, Tablet Education, 
April, 2016. pp. s.1/2.
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	13.	 Cities and Local Government Devolution Act 2016. Whilst economic 
development, skills and further education and careers services feature, a 
significant lacuna is primary and secondary education.

	14.	 House of Commons, budget address, March 16, 2016.
	15.	 Local Government Association, What Next for Devolution, July 2016, 

www.local.gov.uk.
	16.	 R. Elmore, School Reform from the Inside Out: Policy, Practice, and 

Performance, Harvard Education Press, 2004. His testimony concern-
ing New York’s district number 2, including much deprivation, is 
convincing.

	17.	 The writer presented a paper ‘Education Needs Local Government’ to 
the Council of Local Education Authorities Conference, July 17–19, 
1991, citing this analogy.
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