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PREFACE






I’m writing this in a rather peculiar era in which we’ve had three secretaries of state for education within the period of two weeks surrounding the resignation of Prime Minister Boris Johnson.


Such dramatic shifting of the political tectonic plates is, of course, unusual. Except that when you look at the list of people who have been the governmental responsibility to oversee England’s education system, you start to notice how short the average tenure is – certainly usually less than two years.


This reminds us how our political cycles drive a sense of short-termism – ministers expected to arrive with a raft of idea, make announcements, set officials to work, go through the motions of consultations, and then, in very many cases, get moved up or out of the role, leaving the whirligig to start again. 


There’s an increasing sense from people of all political persuasions – and certainly from people with no political affiliations – that this is a bad way to run an education system. It’s wasteful in terms of the energy put into new projects, many of them wacky wheezes. It’s a distraction from the bigger issues: a reliable curriculum, a commitment to high quality teacher development, a willingness to leave alone those parts of our education system that can be left alone and to focus instead on those parts that need evidence-based reform.


Many people are saying this, and it would be good to feel that a consensus is building around depoliticising education and recognising in our national political policy what every teacher in her classroom knows – that real learning, shaped by great teaching, isn’t a quick hit, a collection of gimmicks, or a madcap change of approach. Real learning and real change takes time. 


Which brings us to this book.


In mid-2021 when we were finally – we hoped – emerging from the pandemic, I asked school and college leaders from across the UK to give me their thoughts. “So what would you do if you were secretary of state for education …?”


I received responses from current school leaders in many roles, such as headteachers, business leaders, assistant heads, and from leaders in different sectors: special schools, further education, primary and secondary. There were responses from current and former leaders, from colleagues representing other leaders within ASCL, from people across the UK. These people work in the trust sector, in independent schools, in local authority schools and pupil referral units. In truth, their role doesn’t matter. They are each writing in a personal capacity, sometimes in fury, sometimes with eye-rolling wistfulness, sometimes through anecdotes, occasionally in poetry.


They remind us that in a splintered education system we have lots in common – children, young people, our staff, pedagogy, curriculum and, most of all, ambition.


I asked contributors to write from the heart, to say what they think, and not to obsess about style or the need for learned references. This isn’t an academic treatise. It’s something simpler and starker – a snapshot of our education system as it is now and how it might be improved. The run-up to the next general election might just crystallise all of this; just what is our collective ambition for how we see education in the future?


So here are the voices from the frontline – the people carrying the extraordinary responsibility and privilege of leading the UK’s schools and colleges. 


All I have done – very belatedly, I confess – is to collate their views. And it has been a great pleasure to do so. 


Geoff Barton
General Secretary, ASCL
July 2022






















THE EDUCATION FOOTPRINT



TOM ARRAND





Tom started teaching in 2000 and became head of religious studies and philosophy in 2004 whilst also enjoying various other pastoral and academic roles. After a ten-year stint as a deputy head, he took on the headship of Cardiff Sixth Form College in January 2020, which turned out to be an interesting time to begin as a head. 


Since the turn of the century there have been no fewer than 15 education secretaries and in the same timeframe, the role itself, along with its official title, has changed no fewer than four times. In the same 22-year period there have (at the time of writing) been five prime ministers. What does all that say about the role of education secretary? The high turnover of personnel is not just part of the problem, it embodies the problem itself. Education policy is never long-term; it does not seek to build the intellectual and skills-based infrastructure that a nation needs to thrive, now and in the future. Sadly, it appears that the role is a stepping stone upon which the incumbent can plant their footprint and leap to the next rock (or hard place) having left their mark, without worrying too much about what was on the sole of their shoe.


I started primary school around the time that the last education secretary who graduated to prime minister was sending a task force to the Falklands. 


Since then, I have never left education having gone from school to university and straight into teaching. I began secondary school the same year that Kenneth Baker’s Education Reform Act took hold: anyone reading this article will know just how many reforms and changes have been instigated since the turn of the last century which, incidentally, was when my career in teaching began. Curriculum 2000; the Free Schools movement; Academies and Mr Gove’s reforms of a few years ago are some of the main highlights – each reflecting the political biases of the time and each enabling the EdSec of the day to stamp their footprint, grabbing a few headlines along the way. 


Michael Gove’s reforms, which most current school leaders will have been wrestling with long before operating schools in a pandemic became a priority, were a fascinating example of change management. I occasionally joke that, for all his admiration of great British authors such as Dickens, Gove (an English literature graduate) seems to have failed to spot that Thomas Gradgrind was not supposed to be considered a hero in Hard Times. Even less occasionally, someone gets the joke and titters in supportive sympathy.


Teachers rarely enjoy the sympathetic support, understanding and strong defence of the education secretary. Feeding the electorate the rhetoric that we must raise standards simply implies that those standards aren’t there and, well, we all know why that is(!) Mr Williamson’s threats to take schools to court for closing when cases of Covid-19 were spiralling upwards; his invitation to parents to report sub-standard online lessons to Ofsted and his pronouncement on 13 August 2020 that, without an algorithm, some schools ‘will have literally put every child in as an A*, or an A, or B and that sadly is the truth’, are recent instances in a long history of teachers being disrespected, demoralised and unsupported by their political leaders. 


Notwithstanding the fact that the only clear qualification for the role is that you must have, at some point in your life, attended a school, it is very rare for the education secretary to have any experience of the profession. Estelle Morris is the clear exception to this rule, having taught PE and humanities and been a head of sixth form before moving into politics. Ed Balls and Ruth Kelly both had brief teaching stints in universities, overseas (Harvard and Navarra, respectively), if that counts. Otherwise, this century the role has been filled by people whose backgrounds include journalism, the legal profession, accountancy, the hotel/brewing industry and fireplace sales. Not that any of that is necessarily a problem, and no judgment is attached to any of those professions, but it is fair to suggest that a reasonable understanding of how education works and how schools operate ought to be at least a starting point. A privately-funded think tank is a less helpful starting point. And so, having worked in education in every year of this century, I willingly and humbly accept the role. 


Now, to work.


We begin with a question – let’s call it our ‘starter’ or ‘warm up activity’. It’s not so much a ‘thunk’ as a big question which Google (other search engines are available) won’t answer – much to the annoyance of the ‘get-rid-of-teachers-and-give-them-all-smartphones’ lobby.


‘What is education for?’ Crumbs, where do we begin? How about we pause on the starter activity (I am already failing, both in role and in my observed lesson) and look at who is in the room. Sorry, think tank, you’re in the wrong room. On your way to the ‘Brexit opportunities’ class would you please send me a selection of headteachers, academics, education researchers and distinguished teachers representing a diverse cross-section of the education community? While you’re at it, get me a few economists, political scientists, industrialists, entrepreneurs, and a whole host of other experts for us to listen to. Their payment? The joy of public service! I am sorry, but there is no remuneration attached to this project. I will also need representatives of all the main political parties, union leaders and my fellow education secretaries from the devolved nations. Finally, get me some leading educational thinkers from around the globe. I want to know how it is done, elsewhere. Good, bad or ugly.


Let’s get serious. Short-term, impulsive education reforms, designed to make the incumbent’s mark and appease the electorate have no lasting value. Pumping money into education may help but without proper vision, direction and leadership, even that is unlikely. Recognising that finally addressing the question half way through the essay is unlikely to get me much credit in an A Level exam, I boldly contend that if I were education secretary, I would start by asking a large, diverse team of experts what our purpose is – what is education for – and, from that, build a long-term strategy to develop an education system which serves that purpose.


Team assembled. Question asked. Let the thinking commence. Our long-term strategy for education must be cross-party and must include all devolved nations if it is to serve everyone. Its vision must be designed to extend into the future. When I am ousted, promoted or demoted to the back-benches, the work must continue. It is not about me. Our 50-year plan for education must reject all short-termism whilst embracing the need to be flexible, adaptable and to responsive to crises, changing circumstances and innovation. 


The astute reader will have noticed something distinctly Finnish about this project. Let me be clear, I am not advocating an adoption of the Finnish education system but merely that we look at how Finland achieved such a transformation in their school system. In the years after the Second World War, three successive reform commissions were set-up to re-design education in Finland to create a system that offered equal educational opportunities for all. It was not until 1968 that the Basic Education Act crystallised the reforms and even then, those reforms were not rolled-out until the 1970s. Fast-forward 40 years and we note that Finland has been at or near the top of the PISA rankings since the turn of the century. A recent slight decline notwithstanding, we have a clear example of where long-term thinking coupled with stakeholder engagement has yielded transformation.


I recognise that this piece probably needs some policies in order to have impact – fair enough, although I think the whole ‘50-Year Strategy for Education’ will, at the very least, have grabbed a headline or two. But policies should come last. What we need to clarify is purpose. I cannot walk into the first meeting furnished with the answer as that would completely undermine the purpose of the meeting and negate the need to have the diversity of experience and understanding we have assembled. I can, however, have an opinion. And I do. My firm belief is that education improves everything and everyone; it builds better societies, stronger economies, and more public-spirited communities. An educated population holds sound political discourse, makes good political decisions, and behaves responsibly. An educated society recognises its responsibility to future generations and to the whole world. My vision is just that – an educated nation.


An educated nation develops the skills, competencies and personal qualities required to fuel a diverse workforce within a changing economy. It enables individuals to seek self-fulfilment in their own lives through careers, which offer them autonomy, mastery and purpose. An educated nation’s universities invest in research that fuels the virtuous cycle, enabling the nation’s understanding and ability to thrive and continue. An educated nation holds the teaching profession in high esteem and encourages talented, intellectual, skilled individuals to join the profession, enjoying the intrinsic and extrinsic rewards they deservedly earn, throughout their careers. Anyway, as I keep reminding myself, this is not about me. My team is assembled, and I am all ears. Before we get started (if my experts haven’t already left), we need to set some ground rules.


Firstly, we seek political commitment. We are all doing this together and this is not about elections or egos. Our purpose is greater than that and we are going to do great things for the right reasons. We must all commit to what we agree upon, and all parties must accept that our commitment is to the future. Governments will come and go but a 50-year plan requires clear and unequivocal commitment. We need the public to believe in this and, therefore, political point-scoring and snarky headlines need to be robustly opposed, for the greater good.


Secondly, we need clear objectives upon which we all agree. And on that subject, I shall spare you my own thoughts. However, our objectives must not be superficial or easily manipulated by playing with data. They must be well thought-through, properly researched and clearly understood. Objectives are not the same as policies. Those come after and are designed to meet those agreed objectives.


Thirdly, we need leadership. Leadership evidenced in a commitment to our cause and through the lived values and behaviours of the leaders commissioned to take our project forward. Those leaders must engender the support of others by clearly demonstrating the wisdom and experience required to lead our education reforms.


The constantly changing education landscape with its myriad reforms is evidence of one thing – a lack of long-term thinking which, aside from being symptomatic of short-term, first-past-the-post scrambling for power, is evidence of the fact that we do not have a single, shared vision of what education is for. If we can answer that question and proceed, furnished with a shared vision, we can develop a robust education system which enables us to become an educated nation.


Failing that, I would pump tonnes of money into schools, drastically increase teachers’ salaries, invest heavily in professional development, target a significant reduction in teacher workload and reform the exams system in the hope that I have a decent shot in a leadership contest. Vote for me? 





















WHAT IS EDUCATION REALLY FOR?


GURPALL BADESHA





Gurpall has been a science teacher for 32 years, working in a wide range of 11-16 secondary schools. She started her teaching career in London and is currently deputy headteacher working in a school in Hampshire. Gurpall always seeks opportunities to collaborate with colleagues from other schools and believes the ability to work closely with like-minded colleagues across a broad spectrum of educational establishments is the bedrock of school improvement. She is an active member of ASCL council and has really enjoyed all the opportunities this has created in her leadership journey. 


Covid-19 has certainly left me considering the question, what are schools actually for? With lockdown clamping down hard, children were at home and educators were frozen out of many of their lives.


Consequently, schools were given the mantle of taking on roles well beyond their remit and beyond their funding capacities. Suddenly, schools took on the very things that society should have addressed many years ago: handing out laptops, distributing food vouchers, and providing specialised mental health support, to name a few. 


I think the real question to consider first is ‘What is education really for?’


‘The function of education is to teach one to think intensively and to think critically. Intelligence plus character – that is the goal of true education.’ This quote by Martin Luther King should run deep in the minds of all people involved in education.


If we want our children’s characters to blossom and for the students to think critically to change their lives for the better, we must equip them with the attributes to make positive changes. What some will take for granted such as visiting places of interest, having an opportunity to learn a musical instrument, going to the theatre, must be available for all our children. The world outside of school is a wonderful place and I know if I had experienced more of it when I was a child, my school experience would have been greatly enhanced. Life chances start with equality of provision for all children not just the privileged. 


Many reports have focused on the stark reality of inequity into all our conscientiousness, including the Sutton Trust and The National Literacy Trust.


The problem: I have been a teacher all my working life, during this time the teaching profession has become a political football. Teachers have had to make significant changes to meet the demands of the elected political party of the day, without the correct funding or additional support. The tidal changes education has been subjected to have, at times, left the teaching profession feeling despondent, neglected and drained. 


We should have a profession that feels energised and proud to equip children to make informed choices in the ever-changing world ahead. 


To bring about genuine changes for the sake of the children, I would focus on three key areas, if I were the secretary of education: the curriculum, equality and teachers as learners.
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