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There is a lot to like in the Coalition 
government’s recent education white 
paper.  The austere style signals a 

new approach.  Gone are the glossy pho-
tographs and high-flown phrases.  In their 
place, in black and white, we have the pro-
posed changes along with an interpretation 
of the evidence.  But there is a hole in its 
heart which will render it ineffective.

First, the positives.  The white paper 
attaches considerable importance to teach-
ing; indeed it takes this as its title.  It is 
seeking to raise quality by not funding 
graduates who do not have at least a 2.2, 
by offering incentives to attract more into 
the shortage subjects, by expanding Teach 
First, and by ensuring that more of the 
training is on the job.  It will back teachers 
to the hilt as they address difficult behav-
iour. 

The white paper proposes to reduce the 
national curriculum to its raison d’être: 
setting out the essential knowledge and 
understanding that all children should 
experience.  It will toughen exams by 
asking Ofqual to measure them against 
the best in the world and by ensuring they 
are respected and valued by universities 
and employers.  It will give Ofsted’s school 
inspections a clearer focus by requiring it to 
report on just four things — pupil achieve-
ment, the quality of teaching, leadership 
and management, and the behaviour and 

safety of pupils — instead of the 
present 27 headings.

The watchwords are auton-
omy and accountability.  It is an 
appealing picture, though one 
might want to challenge some of the detail.  
The policy for curing the acute teacher 
shortages in maths, physics and modern 
languages is taken straight from Groucho 
Marx: if you make it difficult to enter, 
more will want to join.  But, fundamen-
tally, it is the failure to acknowledge the 
crucial importance of another ‘A’ — ability 
— that may prove its nemesis.

The lengths to which the government 
will go to avoid mentioning this inconven-
ient truth are striking.  It asserts, picking 
up on a typical piece of educational propa-
ganda from Michael Barber, that ‘the 
evidence from around the world shows that 
the most important factor in determining 
the effectiveness of a school system is the 
quality of its teachers’ (p19).  

Teachers are extremely important, but 
every study that I know of shows that the 
results of a school depend most on the 
abilities of the children who go there.  And 
PISA, beloved of Michael Gove because he 
believes — erroneously — that it puts the 
policies of the previous government in a 
bad light, is quite clear in its latest report 
that the success of an educational system 
depends mainly on how children are dis-
tributed across it.

That is where the government’s plan 
to improve the educational system by 
improving individual schools is likely to 

come unstuck.  Again, strong on debating 
rhetoric, the white paper boldly claims that 
‘across the world, the case for the benefits 
of school autonomy has been established 
beyond doubt’ (p. 51).  But the major 
piece of work in the field, Woessmann’s 
School Accountability, Autonomy and Choice 
Around the World, is based on comparisons 
between independent and government-run 
schools.  And as PISA has been at pains to 
point out a large part of the difference is 
down to the intakes.  It is true that PISA 
focuses on social composition, but this 
correlates so strongly with ability that it is 
almost a measure of ability in itself.

What the government ascribes to auton-
omy may well, therefore, be the movement 
of children within the system.  That cer-
tainly seems to be a major element in the 
success of the charter schools in the United 
States on which the extended academies 
scheme is modelled.  (Sweden is no longer 
the darling, now that some of the flaws 
have emerged.  According to our govern-
ment, they stem from having autonomy 
without the necessary accountability.) 

Much of the evidence for charter 
schools comes from just one source, a 
Harvard University economist, Caroline 
Hoxby.  Her findings have been fiercely 
contested in what have been dubbed ‘the 
data wars’.  Diane Ravitch, one of Ameri-
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ca’s leading education experts, in her 
splendid book, The Death and Life of 
the Great American School System, 
puts the counter argument this way 
(p 145): ‘As currently configured, 
charter schools are havens for the 
motivated.  As more charter schools 
open, the dilemma of educating all 
students will grow sharper.’

This suggests the academies story 
so far may be this.  A small number of schools 
have been advantaged in various ways and 
canny parents who care more than most about 
their children’s education have been seeking 
them out.  These schools do better than other 
schools and this is interpreted as being due to 
their special features.  But the underlying reason 
may be the parents and pupils who are attracted 
to them.  The government takes the view that 
the success of the academies will rub off on to 
surrounding schools.  But more likely is that 
those schools will be denuded of the more edu-
cable children.

Improving individual schools is a way of 
improving the overall system only if it can be 
scaled up.  But as we saw when the previous 
administration attempted to repeat the success 
of the first specialist schools across the system, it 
will not work if the good results are mainly due 
to the children who go there.  As a school type is 
expanded, there is ever decreasing scope to draw 
in talented pupils from elsewhere.

The government’s unwillingness to admit to 
pupil differences also emerges in its curiously 
ambivalent attitude to vocational education.  
One of the only two graphs in the white paper 
shows, on page 17, a dramatic growth in the take 
up of vocational qualifications at key stage four.  
The 15,000 entries in 2004 have apparently 
risen to 575,000 in 2010.  If this looks to be too 
extraordinary to be true — nearly 90 per cent 
of the age cohort appear to be taking a voca-
tional qualification — this is because it is.  Like 
is not being compared with like.  BTECs, for 
example, were not counted in the earlier years.  
And the figures relate to results, not participa-
tion as claimed, so they are about the multiple 
counting of passes, not people.

But even more extraordinary is the govern-
ment’s reaction to the graph.  Given employers’ 
constant complaints about the education system 
it might be thought to be something to be wel-
comed.  It is, however, treated as wholly bad 
news.  The growth is assumed to be due solely 
to schools entering pupils to clock up soft points 
towards league table positions.  As such, the 
government’s view is that it has to be combated.  
The chosen means is an English Baccalaureate 
to be awarded on a combination of five specified 
academic GCSE passes. This is also to be the 
basis of a new league table, so practical learning 
of various kinds will be squeezed out.

The government is fond of looking at 
other countries, but appears not to have 
noticed that nearly all of the thirty in the 
OECD have distinct academic, technical 
and vocational pathways in the last three 
or four years of secondary education.  We 
are almost alone in fudging the issue.  It 
was Karl Popper who said, ‘Intuition 
prevents some people from even imagin-
ing that anybody could possibly dislike 

chocolate’.  The government’s intuition seems to 
be: no one could possibly fail to benefit from stud-
ying five or more academic GCSEs to age 16.

But if education means anything at all then 
young people will come to know more about 
themselves as they progress from year to year.  
They will increasingly become aware of what 
they are good at, what they like and the direc-
tion in which they want to go.  Our education 
system should provide for this by having an array 
of equivalent and interconnected, but different, 
ways forward from the age of 14.  Lord Baker’s 
university technical colleges for 14-19 year-olds is 
a good pointer to what should be more generally 
available.

In saying that the white paper is likely to 
founder on the government’s unwillingness to 
address differences, I am not making a coded plea 
for a return to grammar schools.  But it is high 
time our politicians felt able to move on from the 
hurt caused by selection at age 11 and put aside 
the fear of being punished by the electorate for 
doing so.  No matter how much the quality of 
teaching is improved, the curriculum reformed 
and exams toughened, the education system will 
not serve all children unless it genuinely caters for 
different abilities, motivations and aspirations.

By all means require young people to engage 
with the main ways of making sense of the world, 
whether they want to or not, through a national 
curriculum to age 14.  But, thereafter, there should 
be different routes leading to different qualifica-
tions valued in their own terms.  With the raising 
of the participation age to 18, the GCSE becomes 
redundant as a leaving qualification at age 16.  
Why not replace it with a national examination 
at age 14?  The proposed English Baccalaureate 
would sit more easily here, marking the end of the 
common curriculum, and as an objective basis for 
future choices.

There is much to applaud in the white paper.  
But if it doesn’t achieve what the government 
hopes, it will be because it is too much about indi-
vidual schools and not enough about the system 
as a whole.  The education system should have a 
shape that provides the best possible education for 
all children — not just those who are able to get 
into advantaged schools. 
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