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Abstract 
 
This thesis is an evaluaHon of the secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies of the New 

Labour governments, from 1997 to 2010, and of the extent to which that improved 

educaHonal outcomes for white working-class boys in England. The study begins by mapping 

the intellectual development of the Labour Party’s secondary educaHon policy from 1941 to 

1994. The main body of the thesis appraises the performance of New Labour’s flagship 

policies during the premierships of both Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. Finally, a case study 

chapter seeks to set out the quanHtaHve data on the GCSE performances of white working-

class boys in some of the lowest performing local authoriHes in this period and broadly 

considers the influence of both cultural and social factors.  

 
This thesis contends that New Labour’s efforts to improve the educaHonal a*ainment of white 

working-class boys was successful to a limited and parHal extent. The success can be 

a*ributed to intervenHonist policies that raised the quality and standards in schools, albeit 

these iniHaHves were o[en narrow and geographically or insHtuHonally defined. Furthermore, 

New Labour’s concepHon of the state prevented it from considering wider cultural and social 

issues that can have an influencing effect on educaHonal a*ainment.   

 
 
The original contribuHon of this thesis is a major assessment of the flagship domesHc policy 

of the most recent period of Labour government filling a gap in the literature of contemporary 

BriHsh poliHcal history. A further claim to originality is the use of interview material to inform 

this thesis, drawing upon conversaHons with elite poliHcal actors from the period facilitates 

new insights and a deeper understanding.  
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Chapter 1 
 

IntroducHon 
 

This thesis seeks to invesHgate and evaluate the secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies 

of the New Labour governments, from 1997 to 2010, towards white working-class boys in 

England. A study into the subject of this thesis is germane for three disHnct reasons. Firstly, in 

1997 Tony Blair and New Labour’s headline commitment was to educaHon. It would conHnue 

to be a major policy priority throughout the 13 year period that the Labour Party was in 

government. Given the significant poliHcal a*enHon educaHon received from successive 

Labour governments, that were commi*ed to improving secondary educaHon by 

implemenHng policies to raise quality and standards, to what extent did these policies result 

in improved educaHonal a*ainment for white working-class boys in England? Secondly, New 

Labour’s record in educaHon and the consequent outcomes of its policies has been neglected 

in BriHsh poliHcal history. The limited exisHng research is o[en included as part of a broader 

theme in the literature.1 This is despite the Labour Party’s close interest in educaHon since its 

incepHon. As a result of this paucity of literature, other academic disciplines have supplanted 

BriHsh poliHcal history, primarily educaHon studies,2 subsequently dominaHng our 

understanding of the subject. Thirdly, the published studies considering New Labour’s 

educaHon policy are overly focused on the administraHve aspects of policy, such as the 

structure of the educaHon system, through which educaHon policy has been implemented. 

The governments of Blair and Brown need to be placed in a broader context that considers 

the extent to which they have achieved their objecHves, in addiHon to other contribuHng 

factors such as cultural and social norms.   

 

1.1 Research aims 

The main aim of this thesis is to assess the extent to which the New Labour governments’ 

secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies, between 1997 and 2010, improved the 

educaHonal outcomes of white working-class boys in England. The modified idiom in the Htle 

of this thesis, popularised by President John F. Kennedy but originaHng elsewhere,3 refers to 

the idea that economic growth benefits many cohorts of a given populaHon, including both 

the disadvantaged and their wealthier peers. Therefore, this modified idiom characterises the 

broad educaHon and a*ainment policies of New Labour in government as an a*empt to foster 
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a rising Hde but quesHons the extent to which it li[ed the educaHonal outcomes for all pupils. 

This necessitates an assessment of the Blair governments, which comprises the bulk of the 

thesis, found in chapters 3 and 4. This is followed by a similar appraisal of Gordon Brown’s 

government in chapter 5. However, prior to semng out an invesHgaHon into a key aspect of 

recent BriHsh poliHcal history, it is necessary to provide a firm foundaHon from which to build 

our understanding of the subject. Hence, an historical account of the intellectual development 

of the Labour Party’s post-war secondary educaHon policy, and the ideas and values that 

influenced it, is necessary. 

 

To understand how and why New Labour formed its secondary educaHon and a*ainment 

policies, it is first necessary to have an historical account of the intellectual development of 

the Party’s ideas on secondary educaHon. This consisted of compeHng visions of both the 

means, in terms of the structure of secondary educaHon within England, and its ends, that is 

to say the values and ideas that the Labour Party pursued. The content of chapter 2 of this 

thesis maps the internal discourse within the Labour Party from 1941 and the warHme 

coaliHon government, through the post-war period up to 1994. This thesis then goes on to 

consider Blair’s secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies between 1997 and 2007, in 

chapters 3 and 4, aiming to fill gaps in the literature of BriHsh poliHcal history’s account of 

educaHon policy and to demonstrate its impact on white working-class boys. In chapter 5, the 

record of Gordon Brown’s government is considered with a similar aim and a*empts to 

discern whether this was consolidaHon or innovaHon. Following this, chapter 6 aims to 

demonstrate, through five separate case studies of local authoriHes, the extent of 

improvement in the a*ainment of white working-class boys in some of the lowest performing 

areas in England, and to fulfil a gap in the literature by considering the role of cultural and 

social factors. 

 

1.2 Hypothesis 

The working hypothesis of this thesis is that New Labour had only parHal success in fostering 

a rising Hde of state educaHon, as the improvements in the a*ainment of white working-class 

boys in England were to a limited extent. TradiHonally, the centre le[ in BriHsh poliHcs have 

been more comfortable in reforming the structural components of England’s educaHon 

system. Similarly, those authors who have appraised this topic, regularly raise this issue and 
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other touchstones such as selecHon. In contrast, New Labour were both prepared to address 

poliHcal shibboleths and much more comfortable with individual agency in educaHon. 

However, New Labour had a blind spot for white working-class boys, as the resources devoted 

to improving secondary educaHon and a*ainment could not miHgate disadvantage outside 

the school gates, nor the influence of broader cultural and social factors. This then, leads to 

three disHnct research quesHons: 

 

1. To what extent were the New Labour governments successful in raising the 

attainment of white working-class boys in secondary schools in England between 1997 

and 2010? 

2. What factors were influential in the shaping of secondary education and attainment 

policy under the governments of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown? 

3. To what extent were cultural factors a material influence on attainment in secondary 

education in England in this same period?  

 

1.3 Thesis structure 

This thesis consists of seven chapters, including the introducHon. Chapter 2 reviews the 

literature concerning the intellectual development of the Labour Party’s secondary educaHon 

policy. It begins in 1941 with the warHme coaliHon government and provides an historical 

account of the key poliHcal actors, ideas and values that influenced and shaped the party’s 

educaHon policy up to 1994. From this point of the thesis, all chapters contain interview 

material with key poliHcal actors from the New Labour governments. Chapter 3 surveys the 

period between 1994 and 2001, from the elecHon of Tony Blair as leader and up to the eve of 

the 2001 general elecHon. It conHnues to chart the intellectual development of secondary 

educaHon policy in the Labour Party by marking the changes iniHated by the elecHon of Tony 

Blair and the incepHon of New Labour. This includes exploring the ideaHonal shi[, and changes 

to personnel and policy in opposiHon. Following electoral success in 1997, there is an account 

of the implementaHon of the policies developed in opposiHon and an assessment of the 

extent to which they were improved a*ainment for white working-class boys in England. 

Chapter 4 evaluates the remainder of Blair’s Hme as Prime Minister, from 2001 to 2007. This 

includes the development and implementaHon of major public service reform and flagship 

policies in secondary educaHon including the Academies programme amongst others. Chapter 
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5 provides an examines Gordon Brown’s government, and quesHons whether his 

administraHon consolidated New Labour’s policies or was an innovaHng period. This then 

appraises the impact of these policy choices on the educaHonal a*ainment of white working-

class boys. Chapter 6 departs from the chronological approach of this thesis, instead it adopts 

a case study approach that uHlises quanHtaHve data, collated by government, to assess the 

extent of the impact of New Labour government policy on the educaHonal a*ainment of white 

working-class boys. This is complemented by data considering social influences, such as male 

unemployment and single parent families with dependents. It also includes a discussion of 

the understanding amongst key poliHcal actors of the role of the state, culture, and other 

social factors. Chapter 7 provides a conclusion with a summary of findings, limitaHons to the 

study and suggesHons for further research.  

 

1.4 Methodology 

The methodological approach uHlised in this study is broadly termed hermeneuHcs. The 

methodology will be underpinned by a mixed methods approach to data collecHon. While 

relying mainly on qualitaHve techniques, including semi-structured interviews with elite 

actors and archival material, this will be supplemented by quanHtaHve sources such as 

government staHsHcs. In providing for a firm methodological basis of the thesis, it is first 

necessary to establish why a qualitaHve invesHgaHon is preferable, before establishing a 

common understanding of the qualitaHve nature of the study and the hermeneuHcal 

approach, followed by the data collecHon methods and techniques.  

 

1.5 Why qualita>ve? 

In analysing the secondary educaHon policies formulated by the Labour Party in opposiHon 

and subsequently implemented in government between 1994 and 2010, and evaluaHng their 

impact on the educaHonal outcomes of white working-class boys, there is a posiHve case that 

demonstrates the value and relaHve strengths of conducHng a qualitaHve study on this 

subject, in comparison to other methodological approaches.  

 

Firstly, a study of the educaHon policies of New Labour between 1994 and 2010 is a subject 

which lends itself to the interpreHvist tradiHon of qualitaHve methodology and the historical 

method. Although there is no single authoritaHve definiHon of qualitaHve research, there is 
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broad agreement that this approach is o[en adopted to answer quesHons related to the 

understanding and interpretaHon of meaning, human experience and behaviour.4 As concisely 

summarised by Kavanagh, poliHcal history places the emphasis on “explanaHon and 

understanding, not on formulaHng laws.”5 The central role of poliHcal actors in this study 

provides significant material for a qualitaHve approach. As a complex and layered issue of 

increasing poliHcal salience throughout the 20th Century, educaHon and schools slowly 

became a more prominent policy issue in the post-war period to which many gi[ed and 

leading poliHcal actors turned their a*enHon. The greater involvement of these poliHcal actors 

in educaHon policy, not only presents an opportunity to study the acHons and decision-making 

of these individuals but also necessitates the consideraHon of the underlying assumpHons 

that informed their acHons such as their values, beliefs and understanding of their own 

behaviour. These are significant contribuHng factors that shape the course of historical events, 

and which a qualitaHve and historical approach is more able to account for and explain 

through the use of a hermeneuHcal method and appropriate data collecHon techniques. In 

comparison, other methodologies including quanHtaHve approaches preferred by poliHcal 

scienHsts, would a*empt to provide generalisaHons regarding poliHcal decision-making, and 

may overlook individual experience, the meaning that this brings to the data and would not 

be able to codify these personal moHvaHons as effecHvely. Nor could the personal account be 

accurately captured by other analyHcal approaches such as structuralism or insHtuHonalism, 

which would diminish the relaHve agency of poliHcal actors, and instead seek to explain their 

decision-making with reference to the broader framework of governance, their place within 

it and its impact on behaviour and social norms.6 

 

Secondly, a significant strength of the qualitaHve approach over quanHtaHve, in this instance, 

is its ability to locate historical events in their context. Firstly, by building a more 

comprehensive picture of the social, economic, poliHcal and cultural condiHons of the 

historical period under invesHgaHon, it provides important contextual informaHon to 

understand the world that poliHcal actors were operaHng in and is a necessary pre-requisite 

for the analysis of the actor’s role. Secondly, the construcHon of a broader and deeper 

understanding of the condiHons, anchored in an awareness of the perHnent socio-economic 

and poliHcal factors of the Hme, is significant as this facilitates a fuller analysis of an actor’s 

acHons, their interpretaHon of the world around them and of their own behaviour. As these 
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factors o[en occupy an important role in contribuHng to condiHons, having an enabling or 

limiHng effect, which in turn, influences the acHons of poliHcal actors and their decision-

making process. For instance, the need for a broader understanding of the historical context 

may also include taking into account the place of educaHon in the Labour Party’s ethos and 

history, most notably demonstrated by the Workers EducaHonal AssociaHon,a and recognising  

that it holds an important place in social and economic domesHc policy in its own right, as a 

long term objecHve of furthering secondary educaHon and as a means for achieving greater 

equality, all of which must be considered. By immersing research in the world of the poliHcal 

actors, their understanding of the world, meaning and their behaviour, in conjuncHon with 

recognising key influenHal factors, this approach lays a firm foundaHon for analysis through 

the understanding of each disHnct aspect, thereby creaHng a greater interpretaHon of the 

whole. Together, these provide for a strong analyHcal narraHve to be formed. 

 

Thirdly, other researchers may adopt a quanHtaHve methodology to approach the issue of 

educaHonal outcomes for a specific demographic, arguing that there is greater merit in both 

its design and data collecHon methods, uHlising techniques such as staHsHcal analysis and 

representaHve sampling to determine the impact of New Labour’s secondary educaHon 

policies on the educaHonal outcomes of white-working class boys. The design of a quanHtaHve 

study would adopt a scienHfic approach through the tesHng of a hypothesis in an a*empt to 

provide broadly applicable generalisaHons and idenHfy correlaHve relaHonships. 

Furthermore, this would include controlling for variables, the manipulaHon of an independent 

variable and therefore a claim of superior objecHvity. This would bring value to the subject by 

offering a coherent analysis perHnent to secondary educaHon outcomes and results in relaHon 

to factors such as gender, ethnicity and social grade. Despite the obvious rigour of such a 

methodological approach in providing an answer to quesHons in relaHon to the a*ainment 

and outcomes of the secondary educaHon of white working-class boys, its design and data 

 
a The Workers Educational Association (WEA) is emblematic of a relationship between education and social and 
political change. The WEA sought to provide free adult education to the working class, thereby providing an 
opportunity for self-improvement, where there was previously an absence of such provision. Furthermore, many 
of the Labour Party’s early thinkers volunteered with the WEA, introducing an intimate link with the 
development of the party’s political and moral philosophy. For more on this, see; Beech, M. & Hickson, K. 
Labour’s Thinkers: The Intellectual Roots of Labour from Tawney to Gordon Brown, (London: Tauris Academic 
Studies, 2007); and, Nuttall, J. ‘The Labour Party and the Improvement of Minds: The Case of Tony Crosland’, 
The Historical Journal, Vol. 46 (1), (2003). 
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gathering techniques would be of limited value in a*empHng to explain the decision-making 

of poliHcal actors. For instance, contacHng former leading poliHcal actors to have them 

respond to a quesHonnaire with a choice of set responses would facilitate a quanHtaHve 

analysis of amtudes towards the educaHonal outcomes of white working-class boys, however 

those who have held high office usually display a preference for longer form interviews with 

open ended quesHons in which they can explain their thoughts and consideraHons during 

decision-making. A quanHtaHve approach in this instance would fail to provide a more 

complete evaluaHon of the available data, caused by an insufficient understanding of 

individuals behaviour, and the deeper historical analysis that is required to for a saHsfactory 

account.  

 

The study will adopt a qualitaHve approach to understand the beliefs and values of poliHcal 

actors, the understanding and interpretaHon of their own behaviour and the context in which 

they were operaHng, in order to offer a fuller evaluaHon of their acHons and the influence of 

their circumstances on their decision-making, policy formulaHon and prioriHsaHon. Together 

these factors will compose a fuller account of whether during this process, leading poliHcal 

actors were cognisant of the educaHonal posiHon of white working-class boys and their 

relaHve level was acHvely considered by those who held senior and influenHal posiHons in the 

New Labour project, and whether they sought to ameliorate the educaHonal outcomes of this 

demographic group.  

 

1.6 Hermeneu>cs 

The methods and techniques I intend to uHlise in this study and the subsequent analysis I will 

present have a disHnct theoreHcal underpinning and will broadly follow the method of 

hermeneuHcs. The literature concerning hermeneuHcs has a long history with many notable 

contribuHons that have developed the discipline further. However, a concise summary is set 

out by Zimmerman. HermeneuHcs is primarily concerned with interpretaHon, understanding 

and meaning, in both theory and pracHce.7 HermeneuHcs is an essenHal framework through 

which to interrogate poliHcal history, because an understanding of the values and beliefs 

which inform both the behaviour and world-view of an individual actor, is a pre-requisite for 

a more comprehensive explanaHon of their acHons and decision-making.  
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A significant contribuHon to the methodology of hermeneuHcs is Alasdair MacIntyre’s chapter 

‘A mistake about causality in social science’8 in which he idenHfies three features that must be 

taken into account to facilitate a more substanHal understanding of history. Briefly these are; 

an a*empt to address the relaHonship between acHons and beliefs, context and how these 

categories influence the decision-making of an agent in their given context. From the outset, 

MacIntyre rejects the work of other social theorists whom he believed sought to diminish the 

relaHonship between belief and acHon, granHng the former too greater independence. In 

response, MacIntyre argues that beliefs and acHons should be seen as disHnct from one 

another and that the relaHonship between the two is “internal” and “conceptual”.9 MacIntyre 

illustrates this disHncHon by semng out two parHcular examples. Firstly, how an individual can 

achieve different outcomes via the same means, that is to say that although the physical 

movements may be the same, the outcome and context is disHnct such as an individual wriHng 

their name may be either paying a bill, doodling or agreeing to a document.10 In his second 

example, MacIntyre portrays how the same outcome may be achieved by different means. For 

instance the acHon of paying a bill could be achieved through the passing of coins, paper or 

by speaking.11 MacIntyre demonstrates two significant points in these example; in regard to 

the former, MacIntyre’s explicit intenHon is to establish the perHnent role that context has in 

informing an individual’s choice of acHon. Secondly, as an individual may choose to act 

differently in any given circumstance even though they are seeking the same outcome. This 

illustrates how one or more individuals may perform the same physical movements, although 

they are driven by different moHvaHons and seek to achieve alternaHve outcomes. A separate 

but related issue is recognised by Hickson, when he makes the disHncHon that an individual’s 

beliefs are inclined to change over Hme, and it is therefore necessary to record the agent’s 

own understanding and interpretaHon of their beliefs and acHons at the point in Hme in which 

the events occurred.12  

 

Once MacIntyre has established a more saHsfactory relaHonship between acHon and belief, 

he turns to the context in which actors are operaHng. While it is necessary to have an 

understanding of the values and beliefs of an actor, the context in which actors operate 

provides an addiHonal layer to this interpretaHon. He summarises his thesis cogently when he 

notes that “the limits of what I can do are set by the limits of the descripHons available to 

me”13 and co-opts a quote from Stuart Hampshire to demonstrate his point further. 
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Hampshire outlines how language and descripHons uHlised by contemporary authors to assign 

intent to actors would not have been available to the agents at the Hme in which they acted.14 

Hickson offers a succinct and effecHve demonstraHon of MacIntyre’s argument, noHng that 

MarHn Luther could not have described his acHons as insHgaHng the ReformaHon, as such 

terminology was not available. A saHsfactory descripHon in this case would refer to Luther’s 

beliefs which moHvated his criHque of Catholicism. This descripHon would have been available 

and intelligible to Luther and refers both his values and beliefs which informs a personal 

interpretaHon of his own behaviour.15 

 

MacIntyre’s final point is parHcularly perHnent to this thesis, as he outlines the significance of 

an agent’s beliefs and values in relaHon to decision-making and the context that they are 

operaHng. He notes, decisions and choices are related to the agency of actors, their internal 

reasoning and hold significance as the expression of beliefs. MacIntyre reinforces this point 

by outlining that in order to fully understand an actor’s decision-making, it is necessary to 

clarify the internal criteria applied by the actor to the choice, why this criteria was applied 

instead of an alternaHve and the raHonality behind such an approach.16 Here, Stolz makes an 

important contribuHon, highlighHng that human agency is connected to the internal 

relaHonship between beliefs and acHons, and that any evaluaHon of an agent’s behaviour is 

condiHonal on the explanaHon of the internal raHonality of their acHons and whether this 

conforms to social context.17 This essenHally draws together the three strands of the 

hermeneuHcal approach that MacIntyre sets out. To fully understand the acHons of actors, 

three traits are required: an understanding of their values and beliefs is necessary as they 

influence behaviour; in corroboraHon, the descripHons available to actors in the context they 

operated are required for accurate interpretaHons of beliefs; and lastly, an interpretaHon of 

beliefs is central to uncovering the raHonality behind decision-making by actors.  

 

1.7 Data collec>on: Methods and techniques 

In composing an historical account of this subject, uHlising a hermeneuHc approach, there will 

be both original primary data and secondary sources used. Beginning with the primary 

sources, these will include: archival material, such as the Johnson Papers; semi-structured 

interviews with elite actors; and autobiographies, memoirs and diaries. For the la*er, 

secondary sources will include: academic publicaHons including books and journal arHcles, as 
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well as the use of government staHsHcal publicaHons as a quanHtaHve source of data. Given 

the key place of both semi-structured elite interviews and archival research in this study, these 

will be discussed briefly below, before moving on to other primary and secondary sources.  

 

The place of archival research as one of two primary sources for this project confers disHnct 

benefits. Firstly, uHlising available archival sources offers an account of events and can provide 

crucial informaHon such as conclusions, summaries, poliHcal actors in a*endance and key 

contribuHons to discussion. However, an important and similar caveat that applies to voHng 

intenHon polling is also applicable to archival documents, and that is that although they are 

an important source of informaHon, they are effecHvely a snapshot of a point in Hme, that 

provides contemporary insight of events at a parHcular point in Hme, and is not able to tell a 

broader story. Furthermore, although day-to-day contemporary pracHce in poliHcal 

administraHon is to include the date on documents, this does not necessarily mean that the 

document and its contents was created at the Hme events took place. 

 

Secondly, a considerable advantage of uHlising archival research and document analysis is to 

be able to idenHfy the significant developments that contributed towards decision-making. In 

the case of archival research, this can be used to demonstrate the discourse that poliHcal 

actors have engaged in and the consideraHons they take into account during strategic 

decision-making as part of the policy process. Such interacHons between actors would be 

recorded in archival documents including minutes, correspondence, diaries, and personal 

papers. In the case of the la*er, document analysis can provide significant insight into the 

development of policy through the iteraHon of a dra[ document’s contents, specifically the 

inclusion, absence, revision, or removal of content can indicate a material change of intenHon 

when compared to the definiHve version. Document analysis is parHcularly perHnent to 

government papers such as consultaHon documents (Green and White Papers), speeches by 

key poliHcal actors, elecHon manifestos, amongst many others.  

 

Thirdly, the use of archive material is an alternaHve source of informaHon that can be uHlised 

to form a broader historical account of events and minimise the disadvantages associated with 

semi-structured elite interviews. Interviews with former poliHcal actors and individuals are 

not without their issues,18 as parHcipants may focus on their interpretaHon of their own 
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behaviour, a parHcular grievance, or have a prepared narraHve of events. Similarly, as most 

events occurred more than decade ago, an interview parHcipant’s recall of events may 

inadvertently include inaccuracies and inconsistencies. The use of archive material has disHnct 

strengths in being uHlised in conjuncHon with semi-structured elite interviews. As an 

alternaHve record, archive material is an important source that can be used to cross-reference 

against a parHcipant’s recollecHon or to resolve a potenHal conflict. This strategy would 

minimise the possibility of errors that go unchecked due to parHcipant’s recall as the only 

source, thereby creaHng a more coherent and complete version of events, and strengthening 

the subsequent analysis. 

 

The second key primary source that will form part of this study is semi-structured elite 

interviews. These are important, since the role of individual poliHcal actors in the Labour Party, 

in both opposiHon and government between 1994 and 2010, are directly related to the semng 

of policy and consequently are Hed to the educaHonal outcomes of white working-class boys. 

The conducHng of interviews with poliHcal actors can be considered to be hermeneuHcs in 

acHon, as this is a technique used to acquire the perspecHve of a parHcular individual. The 

design of the data collecHon method, in this instance semi-structured interviews uHlising 

subject related open-ended quesHon format followed by alternaHve supplementary 

quesHons, is primarily focused on giving the parHcipant Hme and space to respond with open 

and lengthy answers. Such an interview style is primarily concerned with depth through the 

uncovering of meaning, understanding of the parHcipant’s values and beliefs, and their 

understanding of the context in which they operated.  

 

Interviews with elite actors further confer several advantages on the research, with regards to 

building an insigh`ul account of events and the validity of the case. In his arHcle on elite 

interviewing, Richards briefly sets out the relaHve advantages.19 In the first instance, it bolsters 

the studies claim to originality as interview parHcipants may reveal informaHon which has not 

been previously recorded. Secondly, parHcipants can assist in the interpretaHon of 

documents. This is especially the case when conducHng document analysis of papers which 

the interviewee has authored or of archival material, as this would facilitate a more effecHve 

use of the papers and archive collecHon, as well as offering insight into other primary and 

secondary wri*en sources. A further advantage of elite interviews as one important source in 
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the methodological strategy of triangulaHon is set out by Davies.20 Davies outlines arguments 

produced by other authors concerning the limitaHons of primary sources such as the 

incompleteness of archive material and bias in poliHcal memoirs. This leads Davies to argue 

that elite interviews are necessary to supplement the informaHon of official accounts. In turn, 

the strategy of triangulaHon offers greater validity through a specific focus on a single subject, 

and as a corroboraHve technique whilst simultaneously being addiHve.   

 

As this study in primarily concerned with the strategic deliberaHons of poliHcal actors in the 

development of the Labour Party’s secondary educaHon policy, the poliHcal actors selected to 

be interviewed will have to meet a defined criterion. Prior to and during the New Labour era, 

a broad range of poliHcal actors were involved and acHvely contributed to the modernisaHon 

process undertaken by the party. However, a smaller cohort of poliHcal actors would have 

been involved and had input into the groups that were tasked with developing the Labour 

Party’s secondary educaHon policy. The criteria are specifically predicated on idenHfying the 

individuals who were inHmately involved in the party’s policy development process, in either 

opposiHon or government, by the strategic shaping of and advising on policy, or were key to 

decision-making. In turn, this will lead to a narrow and defined range of individuals, the 

majority of whom would be considered to be operaHng at the highest levels of the Labour 

Party and government, from ministerial office holders in the Department for EducaHon and 

those who shadowed the brief, to special and poliHcal advisers, and outsiders from 

organisaHons such as think tanks and insHtuHons including higher educaHon who contributed 

or were co-opted by the party.  

 

In terms of the pracHcal aspect of idenHfying and separaHng poliHcal actors who meaningfully 

contributed to policy discussions from those whose focus was employed on other sensiHve 

poliHcal subjects such as media relaHons or economic analysis, literature is a fundamental 

component. Most notably, the annual Dods Parliamentary Companion offers a compendium 

of office holders and their advisors. However, this does not account for those who acted in a 

more informal capacity. To fully uncover those who were involved during the sixteen years 

that defined the New Labour period, academic literature provides an important source to 

idenHfy individuals in accounts of policy development and implementaHon, such as Chi*y,21 

whose book addresses the changing direcHon of the party during the early period of New 
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Labour, and Abbo*’s paper which takes a longer view.22 Lastly, a benefit of conducHng 

interviews is the parHcipants themselves are an important source in establishing the networks 

in which these poliHcal actors moved and thereby idenHfying other actors.  

 

In conjuncHon with the two main primary sources, a range of other primary sources will be 

uHlised, including autobiographies, diaries and memoirs. As with elite interviews, these 

sources have an important contribuHon to make as the role of individuals is central to the 

strategic deliberaHons that take place during the formaHon of educaHon policy and 

subsequently have a direct impact on the educaHonal outcomes of white working-class boys. 

Similarly, the hermeneuHc approach facilitates an in-depth study of the individual poliHcal 

actors involved through an agent-centred approach, which focuses on the understanding of 

their interpretaHon and meaning. Given that a decade has elapsed since the New Labour 

project was jemsoned from public office by the electorate, there has been sufficient Hme for 

a number of key poliHcal actors to make personal contribuHons to the literature. As with the 

use of other sources, a methodological strategy of triangulaHon will be adopted to ensure the 

available material is effecHvely uHlised. This will be conducted by evaluaHng the sources, 

through comparing and contrasHng separate individual accounts and alternaHve primary 

sources. This approach facilitates a more rigorous interpretaHon of sources, as it seeks to 

corroborate individual accounts and to a limited degree miHgates the risk of bias within such 

publicaHons. Turning to each of the sources Gamble argues that there are disHnct types of 

poliHcal memoir, including diaries and autobiographies under this broader heading.23 The 

value of poliHcal diaries as evidence, Gamble contends, comes from the fact they are 

contemporary with events and that the material is an interpretaHon of events from the 

author’s perspecHve at the Hme of wriHng.24 In contrast, memoirs are most o[en produced 

subsequent to events, and are retrospecHve, presenHng the reflecHons of an author. However, 

they impose a narraHve and are selecHve in events and facts which jusHfies the author’s 

acHons and presents them as coherent and consistent.25 A number of these benefits and 

pi`alls are similarly applicable to autobiographies. In terms of advantages, they provide an 

insight into an individual’s a*ributes, such as their beliefs and values, and the moHvaHons that 

drive them. In contrast, the same author may focus on their assessment of colleagues’ 

performance, exaggerate their own role in events, or adopt a posiHon which seeks to explicitly 

defend or criHque individuals or events. UlHmately, Gamble contends the best approach is to 
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compare and contrast accounts of key decisions and events with contemporary works, and 

that these accounts o[en differ greatly as they rely on fundamentally different interpretaHons 

of poliHcal reality.26  

 

A significant contribuHon to this thesis will be made by secondary sources, most notably from 

academic publicaHons, books and journal arHcles. There now exists a considerable amount of 

literature analysing and evaluaHng the New Labour era, its poliHcal actors and policies. Firstly, 

there are numerous publicaHons covering the general history of New Labour, charHng the 

modernisaHon of the party in opposiHon, its electoral triumph and public policy agenda. 

Secondly, there is extensive literature that charts the personal relaHonships between key 

players in the New Labour project, that can provide a more detailed account of poliHcal actor’s 

moHvaHons and how their acHons influenced policy decision-making and outcomes. Thirdly, 

although the domesHc policy agenda of New Labour has been of considerable interest to 

authors, there is a more limited collecHon of literature specifically considering educaHon 

policy during this period.     

 

While the methodological approach of this thesis is firmly qualitaHve and will broadly adopt 

a hermeneuHcal framework, there is an important place for the use of quanHtaHve data. At 

the outset of designing a study, a[er having arHculated a research problem, it is a ma*er of 

selecHng the most appropriate and pracHcable methods that will facilitate the best results, 

and not simply applying a researcher’s preferred methods.27 The use of a mixed methods 

approach has become more acceptable in academic research with researchers conducHng 

studies using a combinaHon of techniques from both methodological tradiHons.28 Authors 

have previously set out the noHon that such methodological techniques are incompaHble 

given their posiHvist and interpreHvist underpinnings. However, in this instance, quanHtaHve 

sources are complimentary to the subject under invesHgaHon, the qualitaHve sources and will 

enhance the interpretaHon of poliHcal history with disHnct benefits. Significantly, the inclusion 

of a quanHtaHve source will enable a comparison with the qualitaHve data that is collected. 

This will be parHcularly useful in contrasHng the acHons of poliHcal actors and their policies 

against educaHonal outcomes. The main source of quanHtaHve data will be the Department 

for EducaHon’s (DfE) publicaHon of an annual staHsHcal release of educaHonal data, including 

GCSE a*ainment. In uHlising government staHsHcs, published by the DfE and its successors, 
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this presents a valuable secondary source to evaluate the performance of the secondary 

educaHon policy of the New Labour governments against their stated aims and the hypothesis 

of this thesis. There are several advantages to uHlising quanHtaHve data in this way. First, this 

is an annual and ongoing series of staHsHcal publicaHons concerning a specific collecHon of 

data. Second, the data provides a measurable and quanHfiable data set against which to judge 

the impact of secondary educaHon policy by tracking a*ainment. Third, the data collected by 

the DfE is staHsHcally robust. This is due to the fact that the staHsHcs are based on external 

examinaHons and are verified independently. In conjuncHon with this is the fact that the data 

is highly representaHve, as informaHon is provided on nearly all pupils regardless of 

a*ainment. Fourth, the published data is broken down into appropriate categories including 

by gender, ethnicity and free school meal eligibility, facilitaHng comparisons between different 

salient demographics. 

 

The thesis offers an historical account through the adopHon of methodological framework of 

hermeneuHcs and a composite approach to data. As demonstrated above, a necessary pre-

condiHon of providing a reliable account of a poliHcal actor’s acHons is an understanding of 

their beliefs and values. These two a*ributes directly shape an actor’s behaviour, their 

interpretaHon of their own conduct and their decision-making. Together with a data collecHon 

strategy based on the triangulaHon of primary and secondary sources to corroborate 

interpretaHons and minimise inaccuracies. This composite approach to data collecHon will 

offer a historically substanHve account and a greater degree of validity, achieved through a 

criHcal appraisal and comparison of primary and secondary sources.
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Chapter 2 

 

The development of the Labour Party’s secondary educaHon policy: 1941 – 1994 

 

The Labour Party’s relaHonship with secondary educaHon in the post-war period has been 

complex. At Hmes, the issue has caused considerable intra-party ri[s, within and between the 

parliamentary party, the leadership, and its thinkers. However, this did not prevent it from a 

single-minded pursuit of its se*led policy when in government. In contrast, for the most part, 

its Hme in opposiHon was spent fundamentally reformulaHng its secondary educaHon policy. 

This manifested itself with the conHnuaHon of the triparHte system by the governments of 

Clement A*lee, followed by a re-evaluaHon of policy, and the onset of comprehensivisaHon 

as the dominaHng force, in both principle and pracHce, of Labour’s secondary educaHon 

policy. This overarching aim remained in place unHl the mid-1970s, when a Labour 

government pre-empted the end of the post-war consensus in other areas of policy, by 

insHtuHng a new agenda for secondary educaHon policy that would set the agenda for the 

remainder of the 20th Century. 

 

The chapter adopts a chronological approach to the issue of secondary educaHon policy, as 

this allows for a detailed inspecHon of the most salient factors at any given point, from the 

party’s involvement in the warHme coaliHon to the mid-1990s, as opposed to a more limited 

view of a single themaHc subject. The chronology of Labour’s policy is therefore established 

through aligning periods in government and opposiHon with appropriate factors that denote 

a change, either in policy, leadership or electoral fortunes. However, this is not a rigid criterion 

to be fulfilled, but a flexible frame of reference that aides in the understanding of relevant 

eras in the development of Labour’s secondary educaHon policy. 

 

2.1 The Butler Act and AHlee Governments: 1941 – 1951 

Amongst the literature that assesses the period during the Labour Party’s parHcipaHon in the 

warHme coaliHon government and the A*lee administraHons in the immediate post-war era, 

there is a broad agreement on specific issues of secondary educaHon policy, such as the views 

of A*lee’s Ministers of EducaHon on the organisaHon of secondary educaHon. However, other 
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aspects including the EducaHon Act (1944), also known as the Butler Act, generate more 

divergent opinions between authors.  

 

Currently, the literature that addresses the Labour Party’s secondary educaHon policy during 

the Second World War and the A*lee governments adopts two approaches to evaluaHng the 

period. The first, such as Lawton, creates a simple dichotomy separaHng the Hme period into 

two disHnct eras: during the war and post-war up to 1951.1 Other authors, for example Chi*y, 

uHlise the Butler Act’s status as a landmark piece of legislaHon to serve as an introducHon to 

the whole post-war period.2 However, there is a case to be made that both of these 

approaches are unsaHsfactory to demarcate the disHnct periods in the development of 

Labour’s secondary educaHon policy. As Labour’s policy prioriHes for secondary educaHon 

were the subject of internal party discussions from 1941 unHl the 1945 elecHon, and with 

A*lee’s government facing criHcism from its own backbenchers on mulHlateral and common 

schools,a it is important to account for the source of their policies during and immediately 

a[er the war, as well as for the divisions in opinion between party backbenchers and the 

Government frontbench. Lawton is mistaken to split this short period of Hme into two as the 

A*lee governments pursued secondary educaHon policies that had been formulated during 

Labour’s parHcipaHon in Churchill’s warHme administraHon. Similarly, in the case of the Chi*y, 

although the Butler Act is a historically convenient place to begin to trace the post-war 

development of Labour’s secondary educaHon policy, it is a fundamental mistake to not 

account for the party’s consideraHons during the war years and contribuHon to the Butler Act, 

as the A*lee governments’ secondary educaHon policy prioriHes cannot be understood 

without reference to these earlier deliberaHons. 

 

There is general agreement across the literature that, by mid-1941, the Labour Party had 

turned its a*enHon to post-war reconstrucHon. Significantly, by August of that year the 

Advisory Commi*ee on EducaHon (ACE) had formally become a sub-commi*ee of the Party’s 

 
a Within the literature, there is a degree of ambiguity regarding terminology of school types and would benefit 
from definition. The multilateral school would see the tripartite system (grammar, secondary modern and 
technical schools) accommodated on a single site. Proponents of the multilateral school accepted differentiation 
in children’s intelligence and ability but argued the multilateral school would be more socially acceptable than 
separating children and would facilitate an easier transfer of children between the streams. The common school 
is a precursor of the comprehensive school, which would have seen all children regardless of ability be admitted. 



 19 
 
 

ReconstrucHon Commi*ee and focused specifically on reform of secondary educaHon. 

However, it quickly became apparent that there were differing ideas within the Party as to 

which policy should be pursued, a theme that would endure throughout A*lee’s remaining 

tenure at the helm of the Labour Party. This is where the consensus between the authors 

ends. Parkinson offers a concise summary of the issue when tracing the development of 

mulHlateralism in the party, noHng that as early as April 1942 an ACE memo outlined divisions 

between members of the commi*ee on the mulHlateral school and its interpretaHon of 

secondary educaHon for all.3 While Lawton recognises that there were contrasHng posiHons 

as early as 1942, he oversimplifies the views within the Party into two neat groups: supporters 

of a comprehensive educaHon for all and those who saw post-war reforms as based on 

selecHon within a triparHte system. In comparison to the previous two authors, the most 

comprehensive account is offered by Barker, who concurs with Parkinson and contrasts with 

Lawton. Barker reaffirms Parkinson’s summary of the divisions on the ACE. While both authors 

uHlise primary source material in the form of the minutes of commi*ee meeHngs, Barker sets 

out a fuller analysis with reference to the composiHon of the views of commi*ee members.4 

Barker goes on to expand on this, in contrast with Lawton, by idenHfying three disHnct 

posiHons: opposiHon to common schools in any form; support for their introducHon as an 

addiHon to the exisHng system; and support for common schools as the only kind of secondary 

school. Barker outlines the moHves for these posiHons, as some supporters believed that 

mulHlateral schools were a device to make equality of opportunity a reality and others as a 

method to improve selecHon techniques for a variety of forms of educaHon, without the 

finality of selecHon at age 11.5 Although the place of the mulHlateral school was contested 

within the Labour Party, it can be argued that the party adopted a pragmaHc approach to 

secondary educaHon policy during warHme deliberaHons in order to saHsfy and hold the party 

together. This was illustrated by the a*empts to accommodate the various views in 

resoluHons at conference, notably in 1942, when a resoluHon proposed by the NaHonal 

ExecuHve Commi*ee (NEC) called for all secondary schools to be placed under the same 

regulaHons and to encourage the development of mulHlateral schools.6  

 

The next step in Labour’s journey to develop a secondary educaHon policy for the post-war 

period was the party’s reacHon to the White Paper. EnHtled Educa7onal Reconstruc7on and 

published in 1943, it contained long held Labour ambiHons such as the raising of the school 
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leaving age (ROSLA) to fi[een and the aboliHon of secondary school fees.7 It also included a 

descripHon of a triparHte organisaHon of secondary educaHon into three categories: grammar, 

technical and secondary modern schools. This was quickly followed by the publicaHon of the 

Norwood Report8 which reinforced this noHon and was the most recent contribuHon in a 

series of official commissions following the Hadow Report9 and Spens Report10 which 

advocated a biparHte and triparHte system respecHvely.  

 

Lawton notes that Labour were generally supporHve of the White Paper and rightly idenHfies 

the above provisions as victories for the Labour Party. However, he also asserts that, as there 

were divisions over the triparHte organisaHon of secondary educaHon, the party failed to 

criHque this issue in the White Paper. As for the EducaHon Act itself, Lawton makes a disHnct 

point of noHng that the Act did not set out a triparHte system of organisaHon for secondary 

educaHon. In contrast, Barker is more specific, noHng that the warHme government’s 

acceptance of the Norwood Report split Labour Party opinion; on the one hand the supporters 

of mulHlateral schools as a device for efficient selecHon and equality of opportunity had no 

issue in principle with the Act itself, whereas on the other hand those who supported common 

schools as the only form of secondary educaHon found government policy unacceptable. 

Barker then proceeds to dismantle Lawton’s argument by detailing how the Party’s ACE 

worked to prevent the three prescribed forms of secondary educaHon organisaHon contained 

within the White Paper from being reproduced in the EducaHon Act when it was introduced 

in the House of Commons. This is of parHcular significance for two key reasons: firstly, the 

removal of the triparHte system made the Act palatable to some Labour MPs who supported 

mulHlateral schools, as this meant all secondary schools would come under the same 

regulaHons; and secondly, supporters of the mulHlateral school had uHlised every avenue 

available to them to ensure the survival of their idea and to prevent the creaHon of any further 

barriers to its realisaHon. These warHme deliberaHons between the supporters and detractors 

of selecHon, the triparHte system and mulHlateral schools, played a significant role in clarifying 

the policies of secondary educaHon that would saHsfy much of the Party. They culminated in 

the leadership of the Labour Party adopHng a secondary educaHon policy in its manifesto for 

the 1945 general elecHon, Let Us Face the Future, which stated that: “Labour will put that Act 

not merely into legal force but into pracHcal effect, including raising the school leaving age to 

16”, and, “free secondary educaHon for all”.11 However, while the mulHlateral school had lost 
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out to the imposiHon of the Butler Act, the idea retained supporters within the Labour Party. 

For instance, the 1945 annual conference called for all new schools to be built on mulHlateral 

lines, and with members of the NEC such as Alice Bacon noHng that the execuHve favoured 

mulHlateral schools.12 Throughout the warHme deliberaHons on secondary educaHon policy 

what becomes evident is a consistent undercurrent of support for mulHlateral schools, and 

the supporters of them exploiHng opportuniHes to further their policy preferences in an 

a*empt to convince their colleagues and move the direcHon of party policy. Arguably it was 

the moment that the leadership commi*ed to the full implementaHon of the Butler Act, 

without as much as a menHon of mulHlateral schools in the manifesto, that the supporters of 

mulHlateral schools within the Labour Party became disillusioned and would diverge.  

 

The place of the 1944 EducaHon Act merits inclusion in two respects. First, it represents a 

watershed in educaHon legislaHon and for decades following provided the framework for the 

governance of schools in England and Wales. Although the Act was greatly amended, 

subsequent governments pursued reform agendas within the structures set out by it, unHl it 

was replaced by the EducaHon Act 1996 on the 1st November that year. Second, it can be 

considered a milestone in the development of the Labour Party’s post-war secondary 

educaHon policy, as it was both the manifestaHon of pre-war objecHves and significantly 

influenced the subsequent intra-Party discourse in the post-war period. In the Hme since the 

passing of the Butler Act, it has become a contested piece of legislaHon and has provoked 

substanHal discourse.  

 

Beginning with Simon’s assessment of the Act, he presents a strong and substanHated 

argument that considers many significant aspects in the Bill’s formaHon and passage, as well 

as the poliHcal and social contexts. In short, he maintains that it was essenHally a conservaHve 

measure, facilitated by a capable poliHcian and civil servants commi*ed to the same 

objecHves who were aware of the direcHon of on-going social and poliHcal change.13 Simon 

outlines how the Board of EducaHon’s (BoE) most senior civil servants had the foresight to 

account for the direcHon of on-going poliHcal and social change, noHng that if they did not 

consider this, any subsequent Labour government would seek advice to overhaul educaHon 

from alternaHve sources. Simon’s case is then prosecuted on the basis that, a “broad popular 

movement for social and educaHonal change”14 had emerged during the Second World War, 
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which included a radical programme for the overhaul of the educaHon system. This radical 

programme is then used as a measure to evaluate the resulHng legislaHon. Through this 

framework, Simon reaches the conclusion that Butler’s skilful poliHcal management and the 

uHlisaHon of Whitehall, the ConservaHve Party was able to manage and saHsfy the demands 

of the Labour Party, by making only minimal and necessary concessions. Simon’s inclusion of 

the poliHcal context is notable, as this demonstrates the sources of pressure which created an 

environment conducive to social reform, such as a group of progressive Tories in the 

ConservaHve dominated House of Commons, the publicaHon of the Beveridge Report, and 

polling data showing a Labour lead and Government by-elecHon losses. UlHmately, Simon 

argues the legislaHon resulted in the maintaining and strengthening of selecHon and the eliHst 

structure of secondary educaHon, through the perpetuaHon and protecHon of the 

independent, direct grant and grammar schools. 

 

Several authors share Simon’s main thesis regarding the Act as an essenHally conservaHve 

product and the theme of social and poliHcal change. A similar conclusion is shared by Jefferys, 

albeit he arrives via a different route, as he seeks to understand the relaHonship between war 

and social reform with regard to the Act.15 Jefferys determines the Act was an a*empt to move 

with the warHme poliHcal trends and was a means to ConservaHve ends. Although, he makes 

a significant point when he suggests that Labour’s inability to propose more fundamental 

changes can be a*ributed to the Party’s readiness during the warHme government to accept 

Butler’s proposed legislaHon, as it amounted to the implementaHon of the previous two 

decades of Labour’s demands. Wallace, in his doctoral thesis, takes a more causHc view 

towards the Labour Party’s role in the resulHng Act, portraying the legislaHon as a defeat for 

the party.16 He a*ributes this to the fact that it did not set out any obligaHon for the 

organisaHon of secondary schools, and that quesHons around issues such as raising the school 

leaving age to sixteen, abolishing fees for direct grant schools and parity of condiHons in 

secondary educaHon were absent.17 Wallace supports Simon’s view on poliHcal and social 

change in his arHcle, which focuses on a narrow subject of the authorship on the Act,18 and 

reiterates the role of the BoE’s role in composing the legislaHon. In contrast, Parkinson 

advances the argument that the Butler Act was the “final vindicaHon” of the party’s pre-war 

objecHves, outlining how almost all of its major demands for reform were codified in the Act.19 

Parkinson explicitly states that it was the culminaHon of a “generaHon’s work and ambiHon”, 
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and goes on to recognise that it shi[ed the debate to the structure of secondary educaHon.20 

Bailey adopts a conciliatory view, arguing that the gains achieved by the Labour Party were 

“general but not inconsiderable” and were likely the limit of the possible advances given the 

necessity to compromise in a warHme coaliHon government.21  

 

Simon’s claim that a radical programme for educaHon was gathering support is contested by 

authors who highlight evidence which undermines this idea. Jefferys refutes Simon’s 

argument when he notes that a majority of the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) did not share 

the view that equality of opportunity could only be achieved by mulHlateral schooling, and 

that while the PLP were content with the Bill, their overarching aim was to ensure parity of 

quality in a varied system of secondary educaHon. This view is further supported by Wallace, 

as he details the disharmony between Chuter Ede, Labour’s Parliamentary Secretary to the 

Board of EducaHon, and his party colleagues, including members of the ACE, noted party 

intellectuals such as R. H. Tawney and Harold Laski, and proponents of the mulHlateral 

school.22 Furthermore, Wallace casts doubt on Simon’s claim surrounding the school leaving 

age, noHng that senior Labour Party figures, including A*lee, Herbert Morrison, Ede and G. D. 

H. Cole did not ulHmately use their influenHal posiHons to ensure the legislaHon would raise 

the school leaving age to sixteen, instead accepHng fi[een.23 Bailey also undermines Simon’s 

claim and reaffirms Wallace’s view, when he notes that Labour Ministers were put in a difficult 

posiHon whereby they had to compromise, as there was not an internal party consensus on 

more fundamental reforms to educaHon including equality of opportunity and the 

independent and mulHlateral schools.24  

 

The literature concerning the 1944 EducaHon Act largely engages in a discourse surrounding 

two issues, the authorship of the Act and the social reform brought about by war. Every facet, 

from its incepHon, authorship, to content and legacy, has been uncovered by academics who 

have sought to comprehensively advance their perspecHve on these issues and many others.25 

While all of these features are significant in their own way, the quesHon of whether the Act 

represented any kind of success for the Labour Party is the sole focus of few authors and is 

only addressed in short by others.26 This is to the detriment of the literature, as there is li*le 

coherent dialogue between authors whereby they directly address another’s argument and 

challenge their asserHons. Few authors dispute Simon’s statement that the Butler Act 
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essenHally sustained the status quo, with minor modificaHons. This is despite the fact that, as 

previously set out, Simon overesHmates the weight of the opinion within the Labour Party for 

more fundamental change to the educaHon system during the warHme period. Nor does any 

author raise the fact that the Party had not reached a definiHve view on independent, direct 

grant and grammar schools at this point in Hme, and would conHnue to struggle with the issue 

for several decades to come. Arguably one of the most important achievements of the Labour 

Party’s role in the 1944 EducaHon Act was the removal of a clause which prescribed the 

organisaHon of secondary educaHon. However, it is not given the significance it merits. 

Although Wallace and Barker detail its removal, with the former crediHng Ede and the la*er 

the Party’s ACE, other authors do not account for the impact if the original legislaHon had set 

out the structure of secondary educaHon.27 If this provision had passed into law, there would 

have been no opHon to experiment with mulHlateral schools and it would have delayed Harold 

Wilson’s comprehensive reforms unHl a[er the 1966 general elecHon. The passing of the Bill 

can be interpreted as realpoliHk in acHon: the dominant poliHcal party in a coaliHon 

government, holding over 200 seats more than their junior partner despite losing over 20 by-

elecHons during the ten-year parliament, and enacHng the reforms they deemed appropriate.  

 

Within the literature there is a discernible shi[ in interpretaHon of the Bill, as argued by S. J. 

D. Green in the introducHon to his arHcle.28 A majority of material published during the post-

war period iniHally hailed the Act as a progressive step forward. However, this has since given 

way to a more stringent criHque. Green then offers a broader analysis, a*ribuHng this shi[ to 

an eisegeHcal reading of history, in which hindsight and the concerns of the present cast an 

unfavourable light on the acHons of the past. This line of argument carries some credibility, as 

those authors publishing in the short term, such as Parkinson, offer a more balanced 

assessment of the legislaHon and Labour’s role. In contrast, the fullest criHques of the 1944 

EducaHon Act, which are published shortly a[er the 1979 general elecHon and the Labour 

leadership of Michael Foot, a possible impact of a more parHsan poliHcal atmosphere. On 

reflecHon, the 1944 EducaHon Act resulted in an undeniable improvement to secondary 

educaHon and should therefore be considered an achievement by a Labour Party within the 

confines of a coaliHon government. As outlined by authors, the Act represented a milestone 

in the Labour Party’s mission to re-build the country in a fairer way, but it also fell short of the 

aspiraHons of those more radical elements.  
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From the outset of A*lee’s Hme as Prime Minister, several authors idenHfy a divide within the 

Labour Party between the Government frontbench and a small group of Labour MPs, mostly 

former teachers, who supported mulHlateral schools as the main form of secondary educaHon 

and consistently pressured, debated and openly criHqued government policy.29 The group 

uHlised all avenues available to them, and from as early as March 1946 were a*acking 

government policy in debates from the floor of the House of Commons,30 criHcising the 

endorsement of the triparHte system in The Na7on’s Schools.31 Similarly, at the annual party 

conference in June that year, a moHon criHcal of government policy was passed, despite 

protests from Minister of EducaHon Ellen Wilkinson. By July, Wilkinson had conceded that a 

restatement of government policy was required, and this was published by her successor 

George Tomlinson in June 1947.32  

 

As Lawton and Chi*y argue, successive Ministers of EducaHon and the Prime Minister himself, 

were commi*ed to the full implementaHon of the Butler Act and were not interested in a re-

organisaHon of secondary educaHon. They a*ribute this to two key causes: that those 

individuals were a successful product of the triparHte system, and they had a sincerely held 

belief that different levels of ability should be catered for via different models of school. In the 

first instance, the personal biographies of A*lee and Wilkinson demonstrate the 

administraHon’s commitment to the educaHon system. A*lee’s fondness for his former school, 

Haileybury is well known and Wilkinson noted of her own educaHonal journey that, “I had to 

fight my own way through to the University”,33 although her successor, George Tomlinson, 

who only received an elementary educaHon also supported the status quo, summarised his 

view as one of wanHng to provide opportuniHes to children from a similar background to 

himself that he did not have.34 This is a rare instance of consensus among authors across the 

literature, with Barker, Fenwick35 and Rubinstein36 raising a similar point regarding the 

educaHonal biographies of the administraHon’s leadership in regard to their educaHon policy, 

which embraced the Butler Act and rejected mulHlateral schools. In the la*er case, authors 

including Chi*y and Barker reach a similar conclusion that A*lee’s Government and his 

ministers were earnest believers in the triparHte system, who were arguing for ‘equality with 

diversity’,37 in the belief that offering variaHon in the formal organisaHon of educaHon would 

achieve a form of greater equality. However, it is arguable that the Labour Party’s concepHon 
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of equality at this point in Hme simply could not account for the disparity in educaHon, as 

demonstrated by Wilkinson at Labour Party Conference in 1946 when she said: “Free milk will 

be provided in Horton and Shoreditch, in Eton and Harrow. What more social equality can you 

have than that?”38 and “EducaHon must be varied, but if equality of faciliHes were achieved, 

everything else would follow.”39 Similarly, Wilkinson’s successor Tomlinson is noted by his 

biographer, Fred Blackburn, to have said in commenHng on the place of independent schools 

in the educaHon system, “I am all for variety, especially in the field of educaHon.”40 Rubinstein 

and Parkinson note this issue, the former in passing when semng out Wilkinson’s educaHonal 

biography, staHng that the Minister’s interpretaHon of equality was related to compeHHon 

instead of access,41 and the la*er in semng out the Minister’s belief in parity of condiHons.42 

This conveys the idea that there was a fundamentally different understanding of the kind of 

equality and social progress that the Labour Party was pursuing, namely a narrower 

interpretaHon of the concept that did not yet extend to the formulaHon and delivery of 

educaHon and was only enhancing the façade of educaHon and not its substanHve elements. 

 

Lastly, a line of argument advanced by Lawton and to a lesser degree Chi*y is that as EducaHon 

Minister, Wilkinson was simply following the status quo and was influenced by the 

conservaHve culture of the Ministry of EducaHon towards policy. Lawton specifically notes 

that, “The Minister was clearly led in the direcHon of triparHte policy by her officials.”43, while 

Chi*y adds that she followed the orthodoxy of the ministry to commit to the triparHte system 

and reject the alternaHves.44 There is limited evidence to support the view of the former two 

authors, who are essenHally adopHng a structuralist view and seek to undermine Wilkinson’s 

agency and autonomy. In comparison, Rubinstein offers a more nuanced view, outlining three 

reasons for the failure to implement comprehensive educaHon, including: the backgrounds of 

Labour Ministers, the Labour Movement and the Ministry of EducaHon’s civil servants. In 

explaining Wilkinson’s role, he notes that poliHcal leadership inhibited Local EducaHon 

AuthoriHes (LEAs) who had planned a degree of mulHlateral schools, and Wilkinson’s views 

were consistent across speeches, ministry publicaHons and circulars. However, there are two 

significant weaknesses in Lawton and Chi*y’s argument. Firstly, there is a strong case for the 

noHon that Wilkinson and the leadership of the then recently established ministry both had 

an interest in maintaining the triparHte policy. Wilkinson’s overarching priority was Labour’s 

manifesto commitment of full implementaHon of the Butler Act, and the ministry did not have 
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the capacity to work up a wholesale reorganisaHon of secondary educaHon, whilst 

simultaneously delivering a huge programme in educaHon including increasing the school 

leaving age to 15 (168,000 extra pupils on school rolls), rebuilding of schools (7000 

classrooms), and the emergency teacher training programme (35,000 new teachers) amongst 

others.45 Secondly, a notable oversight is the respecHve Hme spent in office by each minister. 

Wilkinson was in office for the iniHal 18 months of the first A*lee administraHon, while her 

successor Tomlinson occupied the same role for close to five years unHl Labour’s defeat in 

October 1951. However, his Hme is not evaluated as having been an opportunity for the 

reorganisaHon of secondary educaHon on comprehensive lines. 

 

An alternaHve view is presented by Simon, who alleges that A*lee’s ministers failed to 

reorganise the system of secondary educaHon due to a lack of poliHcal will, ciHng the failure 

to implement the 1942 party conference resoluHon calling for all secondary schools to be 

placed under the same regulaHons and to encourage the development of mulHlateral 

schools.46 Firstly, Simon mistakes the ministers focus on other policy prioriHes, such as ROSLA, 

as a lack of poliHcal will instead of understanding it as a choice and expression of agency. Billy 

Hughes, Wilkinson’s Parliamentary Private Secretary, notes that his first act in this role was to 

fulfil a civil service request for a briefing on Labour’s educaHon policy. The response from 

Labour Headquarters and the Trade Union Congress is summarised as: “Get on with 

implemenHng the Act.”47 This is exactly what Wilkinson and Tomlinson did, by arguing for the 

ROSLA and ensuring a large-scale rebuilding programme. Simon also fails to appreciate the 

disparity between a resoluHon being passed by Labour Party conference, during its 

parHcipaHon in a coaliHon government, and statute. While the legislaHon was already in place, 

the resoluHon passed at party conference was not as certain a statement of the direcHon of 

policy as Simon believes it to be, and while party conference may be an important 

consideraHon for a Labour leader in opposiHon, a Labour Prime Minister’s first consideraHon 

is the BriHsh naHonal interest. As set out above, in order to saHsfy and hold the party together, 

the leadership pursued a pragmaHc approach to party management, including policy 

discussions. One example of this is the carefully worded resoluHon which sought to 

accommodate the various views on secondary educaHon policy within the party at that Hme.  
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2.2 From Tripar>te to Comprehensivisa>on: 1951 – 1964 

Following Labour’s return to opposiHon a[er the 1951 general elecHon, the debate on the 

party’s secondary educaHon policy was pursued with new interest and would, over the course 

of thirteen years, lead to the implementaHon of a policy of reorganising secondary educaHon 

on comprehensive lines. Within the literature there are two periods in which policy 

developed: the remainder of A*lee’s leadership, and Hugh Gaitskell’s Hme as leader. During 

the la*er period, three clearly defined factors shaped the direcHon of the party’s secondary 

educaHon policy: the dominant place of revisionism, the leadership of Gaitskell and the policy 

review he oversaw. The influence of these three is pivotal to understanding the party’s 

approach to reforms of the educaHon system, in opposiHon and as a prelude to Wilson’s 

governments.  

 

During A*lee’s short spell as opposiHon leader, there is a broad consensus amongst authors 

that Labour’s internal thinking on the subject of secondary educaHon policy was largely led by 

the NEC, parHcularly Alice Bacon, and was greatly influenced by several sources including MPs 

and the trade union movement. Fenwick explores the stages of Labour’s internal thinking on 

the subject, arguing the Labour leadership offered no commitment on secondary 

reorganisaHon in the 1950 or 1951 general elecHons. Instead, the NEC published A Policy for 

Secondary Educa7on in June 1951, expressing a belief in comprehensive educaHon.48 Fenwick 

argues that by 1953, the party’s policy sHll lacked clarity, and while its commitment became 

stronger, it sHll needed to turn this into a tangible policy. This arrived in 1953 in the document 

Challenge to Britain.49 Fenwick highlights the significant criHcism the document received from 

MPs including Michael Stewart, and the trade union movement, specifically the NaHonal 

AssociaHon of Labour Teachers (NALT). Fenwick details a significant development at party 

conference 1953, where NALT proposed two amendments to the educaHon secHon of the 

document, insisHng on retaining the commitment to comprehensive educaHon with an 

immediate reorganisaHon uHlising exisHng buildings; and, an immediate aboliHon of 

independent schools.50 In response, the NEC agreed to revise the educaHon secHon on the 

basis of the NALT amendments.  

 

This is an account of events and policy development that is recognised by other authors 

including Parkinson and Rao. Parkinson corroborates Fenwick’s account on all significant 
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points including Bacon and NALT’s role, and offers further detail, noHng that party policy of 

comprehensive educaHon was confirmed by Alice Bacon, on behalf of the NEC, at Party 

conference in 1952. Parkinson also ascribes mulHple moHvaHons to Bacon and the NEC to 

undertake further work on comprehensive educaHon, being chiefly that Bacon believed the 

passage of Hme diminished the chances of comprehensive educaHon and the entrenched 

triparHte system, and to maintain momentum in policy development.51 Similarly, Rao 

recognises the NEC’s leading role in policy development from 1951 onwards, and the 

influenHal role occupied by NALT in clarifying the Party’s stated policy in 1953.52 Whilst there 

is a clear consensus across the literature on the development of policy and perHnent 

documents from these few years, the importance of the involvement of the NEC and NALT 

take on parHcular significance when Donnelly highlights that Labour’s policy programme at 

the 1955 elecHon was essenHally that set out by the 1953 party conference, a detail that goes 

unrecognised by other authors.53 Although there is agreement that Labour’s commitment to 

comprehensivisaHon was led by the NEC, trade unions and MPs, few have considered that this 

vacuum in policymaking could only be exploited due to A*lee’s lack of leadership in educaHon 

policy and domesHc affairs more widely, allowing stakeholders within and without the Labour 

Party to influence the shape of policy. This reflected A*lee’s priority of foreign affairs, his style 

and view of leadership, and faHgue a[er ten years in government and approaching twenty 

years as party leader. 

 

Within the literature, there is a consensus among authors that during the early 1950s 

revisionism was gaining tracHon and from the outset of Gaitskell’s leadership was the raHonale 

for the Labour Party’s policies. As set out by Donnelly, whose meHculous account of Labour’s 

Hme in opposiHon details the serious work undertaken by the party to reassess and idenHfy 

prioriHes for a future administraHon, the publicaHon of several revisionists works provided an 

intellectual underpinning for the party’s new direcHon. Donnelly highlights publicaHons 

throughout this period of opposiHon, including the Fabian Society’s New Fabian Essays54 in 

1952, followed by Rodgers’ About Equality55 in 1954, in 1956 Strachey’s Contemporary 

Capitalism56 and Crosland’s The Future of Socialism57, and in 1962 The Conserva7ve Enemy.58 

As set out above, there are numerous revisionist publicaHons addressing the direcHon of the 

Labour Party. However, given the broader importance of Crosland’s work to Labour Party 
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thinking, its wide-ranging nature and that its author would later implement reforms to 

educaHon, it merits further study.  

 

There is a broad consensus amongst the literature, with the majority of authors agreeing that 

Crosland’s thesis on capitalism, social inequality and the pursuit of a comprehensive educaHon 

system was highly influenHal to Labour Party thought and policy. Donnelly illustrates the 

strength of Crosland’s influence on party policy by highlighHng seven of nine major policy 

statements published by the NEC over two years, which were heavily influenced by his work.59 

Francis reaffirms Donnelly’s assessment, arguing that Crosland’s thesis was perceived as the 

ideological underpinning of Gaitskell’s revisionism.60 Jeffreys concurs with both Donnelly and 

Francis, noHng that by 1956 Crosland’s influence in party commi*ee reports was evident.61 

 

However, a recurrent theme amongst authors is criHcism of his assumpHons regarding 

grammar and independent schools. In evaluaHng Anthony Crosland’s The Future of Socialism, 

Lawton’s strongest claims are laid out clearly: that Crosland’s work on educaHon was his 

weakest, as he criHcised the status quo without having set out a clear alternaHve, and that 

this would later effect Labour’s record in government.62 This is an allegaHon Lawton repeats 

in another publicaHon, similarly claiming that Crosland’s thinking on educaHon was superficial 

and inconsistent, contrasHng his wriHng on grammar schools with his later infamous expleHve 

laden outburst.63 He also recognises Crosland’s acknowledgement that it would be impossible 

to have grammar and comprehensive schools in the same locaHon, but develops this as a 

further point of criHque as Crosland fails to grasp the greater danger of abolishing grammars 

whilst independent schools remained untouched. Whilst Lawton offers a strong argument on 

the inconsistencies of Crosland’s poliHcal thought, the remainder of his criHque of Crosland is 

much weaker, complaining that Crosland’s work does not conform to what, in Lawton’s view, 

is expected of a socialist view and theory of educaHon; and that Crosland lacked a general 

knowledge about the subject of educaHon.64 However, the former simply reveals the 

judgement and commitments of the author, while the la*er is a criHcism that could be made 

of most poliHcians, as very few are specialists in their department’s field on arrival in 

ministerial office.  
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Rao broadly agrees with Lawton, who portrays Crosland and the revisionists as a force for 

moderaHon in the party’s debate on educaHon policy, highlighHng a passage in his work that 

proposes grammar schools of academic quality remain and links their fate to that of secondary 

moderns.65 A criHque made of Crosland at the Hme is highlighted by Nu*all, who quotes Bryan 

Magee, who commented that although The Future of Socialism places great emphasis on 

educaHon, it composes only 20 of 529 pages, and that this is repeated in The Conserva7ve 

Enemy.66 Nu*all validates this analysis, arguing that the focus of Crosland’s work was primarily 

on economics, as was the Labour Party’s throughout the 1950s and 1960s.67 In his arHcle, 

Kogan advances a criHcal evaluaHon of Crosland’s wriHngs. Although iniHally praising 

Crosland’s socio-economic analysis, he concludes that Crosland’s deducHons on grammar 

schools’ divisive power were based on a priori findings and crucially lacked empirical insight 

and failed to recognise the opportuniHes for a minority from working class backgrounds.68 

Although the relevant strengths of these criHques can be quesHoned, there are few authors 

who have a*empted to criHcally evaluate Crosland’s thinking on the role of grammar schools 

in a reformed educaHon system.69 

 

The second educaHonal issue that receives criHcal evaluaHon by several authors is Crosland’s 

thinking on independent schools, which he principally arHculated in The Future of Socialism 

and The Conserva7ve Enemy,70 and which many authors interpret as a clash of principles. 

Hillman briefly highlights the shi[ing basis behind Crosland’s proposals for reform, from a 

meritocraHc standpoint in 1956 to an egalitarian standpoint in 1962, with the former 

determining that all places should be based on selecHon while the la*er decides place should 

be occupied by choice.71 However, Hillman is mistaken as in Crosland’s concluding remarks in 

1956 he ulHmately decides that places at the reformed independent schools should go to a 

wide selecHon of society and not be allocated only to the most intelligent.72 This shi[ to a 

social impetus for reform of the independent schools led from one conflict of principles to 

another.  

 

In comparison to Hillman, Collins provides a stronger criHque, idenHfying a clash between 

equality and freedom as the primary cause of difficulHes in reforming the independent 

schools, and considers Crosland’s a*empts to balance the two values in his proposals. Firstly, 

Collins notes that Crosland’s argument that independent schools should permit entrance 
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based on free choice alone, specifically to those who desire or are suitable for such an 

educaHon, and not merit, would only a*ract the social classes which already a*end those 

schools. Collins draws a*enHon to Crosland’s a*empt to pre-empt this line of criHque by 

suggesHng that independent schools could serve a wider educaHonal purpose, which he 

disputes as such an arrangement would infringe on the private liberty of individuals to spend 

their income however they choose and that this policy is no different to aboliHon. On equality 

of opportunity in educaHon, Collins challenges how Crosland would achieve his strong 

interpretaHon of equality whilst refusing to uHlise means which are necessarily illiberal, such 

as aboliHon which he deliberately rejected.73 This tension within revisionist thought is 

similarly idenHfied by Lawton, who notes that Crosland’s values were in conflict over 

independent schools, but offers no further substanHated analysis other than noHng that 

Crosland had not thought through a plan for regulaHng the educaHon market,74 and that the 

choice between social jusHce or a narrow definiHon of individual liberty is a quesHon of 

prioriHes.75  

 

In the development of Labour’s secondary educaHon policy while in opposiHon, there is a 

consensus that Crosland made a significant contribuHon to the case for comprehensive 

educaHon by offering an intellectual case to underpin the idea.76 In comparison, there is an 

inadequate a*empt in the literature to evaluate Crosland’s thinking on grammar and 

independent schools, and also suffers from a lack of serious analysis. Specifically, few authors 

a*empt to dismantle Crosland’s arguments on grammar schools, and those that offer an 

analysis do not develop it further, lack examples or simply quote Crosland’s most well-known 

remarks.77 A more substanHve criHcism would be, for instance, that Crosland acknowledges 

that the middle class are overrepresented in grammars but proposes to retain the schools 

unHl such a Hme that condiHons allow secondary moderns to be converted into 

comprehensives. This proposal fails to detail a Hme frame for conversion of secondary modern 

and grammar schools; how these condiHons would be met; and whether measures to miHgate 

social straHficaHon will be implemented in the intervening period. In contrast, the material 

covering Crosland’s proposals on independent schools is slightly stronger, parHcularly a 

notable contribuHon made by Collins, but is overall sHll weak given the lack of discourse on 

the subject and discussion between writers. The majority of the literature focuses on the 

proposals made by Crosland and the impact of these in both pracHcal terms and on the values 
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of individual liberty and equality. Lawton offers a different perspecHve, arguing that Crosland 

offers an interpretaHon of liberty that is narrow and restricHve, but fails to set out an 

alternaHve.    

 

The second major contribuHng factor which influenced the shape of the party’s secondary 

educaHon policy during this period of opposiHon was Gaitskell’s leadership and the domesHc 

policy review he oversaw. Gaitskell conducted the policy review with the aim of building a 

policy programme that would reflect his revisionist approach. This encompassed Labour’s 

ideas on the reorganisaHon of secondary educaHon and sought to resolve the conflict in order 

to unite the party behind an agreed policy.  Authors broadly agree that tensions were 

manifested within the party’s secondary educaHon policy discourse with regard to 

comprehensivisaHon and the place of grammar and independent schools within the educaHon 

system.78 Although the party had produced other concrete ideas on educaHonal ma*ers, for 

instance, there was a se*led policy on the aboliHon of the eleven plus, the party’s policy on 

secondary educaHon sHll lacked clarity. 

 

Across the literature, there are detailed, and authoritaHve accounts offered by mulHple 

authors as to the development of policy within the framework of the policy review. An outline 

of Gaitskell’s role in the Labour Party’s policy review, conducted from 1956 to 1958, and the 

formal policy making framework is set out by Donnelly in his doctoral thesis.79 UHlising 

primary source material and interviews with senior party figures, Donnelly establishes the 

centralised nature of the policy review, with the leadership controlling the process to ensure 

the eventual policy programme reflected their revisionist views. This was further reinforced 

by Gaitskell taking a pro-acHve role, chairing the Home Policy Commi*ee and parHcipaHng in 

study groups. Significantly, Donnelly outlines Gaitskell’s role in Towards Equality,80 the first 

NEC policy statement to be produced, which set out the socio-economic causes of inequality 

and recognised the educaHon system as the most significant source, and which he spoke on 

behalf of the NEC at the annual conference where it was adopted.81 Despite the compelling 

evidence of Gaitskell’s leadership role in the party’s domesHc policy review, Williams’ 

definiHve biography makes few menHons of educaHon policy82 or the policy review.83 

However, this could be due to more pressing issues throughout this period which took priority, 

such as foreign and defence policy.  
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It is clear within the literature, that the Labour Party’s stated policy under Gaitskell’s 

leadership would reflect his long-held views on the structure of secondary organisaHon and 

the place of grammar and independent schools. Ellison traces the change in Gaitskell’s 

thinking on grammar and independent schools in relaHon to the leader’s values. In respect of 

the former, Ellison argues that Gaitskell’s view was a liberal meritocraHc interpretaHon of 

equality of opportunity which is reflected by comments throughout the decade regarding 

preservaHon of the grammar tradiHon whilst supporHng comprehensivisaHon.84 On 

independent schools, Ellison argues that Gaitskell’s thinking further demonstrates his belief in 

a more limited equality of opportunity.85 IniHally Gaitskell believed strengthening the state 

sector would lead to the erosion of independent schools, before modifying his view that 

independent schools should be required to provide a percentage of free places that should 

then be allocated on merit.86 As demonstrated by Williams87 and Reeves88 who both comment 

that his commitment to equality was demonstrated through the choice of subject for his 

speech as Shadow Chancellor, on taxaHon and independent schools to the 1953 party 

conference. Parkinson89 and Collins90 highlight Gaitskell’s comment in the same speech, where 

in response to an amendment which called for all independent schools to be closed, he argued 

the party should avoid fostering a reputaHon for aboliHon and set out his view of meritocraHc 

reforms outlined above. Reisman demonstrates that independent schools would be an issue 

that conHnued to cause Gaitskell’s personal values of liberty and equality to come into 

conflict.91 

 

There is broad consensus between authors regarding the significance of Learning to Live as 

the culminaHon of Labour’s policy discourse on comprehensive educaHon. However, few 

authors have directly addressed the educaHon policy group’s a*empt to resolve the tensions 

over the issue of grammar and independent schools, albeit they do highlight the range of 

views present within the party. McCulloch details how a number of his colleagues have failed 

to address the work of the educaHon study group at all, including Lawton, Rao and Fenwick. 

However, he does not explore the study groups’ a*empt to address the grammar and 

independent schools issue that had eluded the Labour Party in the post-war period.92 Instead, 

McCulloch’s insights reveal both the breadth of the debate within the PLP over the structure 

of secondary educaHon and that these issues did not always fit neatly to facHonal lines. This 



 35 
 
 

is an important disHncHon, as a broad range of views have been present from the beginning 

of Labour’s post-war consideraHons of secondary educaHon and cross narrow facHonal lines, 

a view that is supported by Barker who outlines that there were at least three different views 

during the A*lee administraHons.93 This extended to Michael Stewart, who McCulloch notes 

believed Labour’s educaHon policy “should emphasise opportunity for able children rather 

than a purely egalitarian approach.”94 Chi*y highlights the comments of two influenHal Labour 

MPs: a diary entry from Richard Crossman in 1953, who reflects on his belief that there was a 

palpable a*achment to grammar schools amongst party conference delegates,95 while five 

years later Emanuel Shinwell argued in The Times that the grammar schools offered working 

class boys a route to higher educaHon and a be*er job.96 Chi*y also points to evidence that 

Labour understood the amtudes within working-class and middle-class communiHes towards 

grammar schools which were held in high esteem due to them offering a more substanHal 

secondary educaHon. Parkinson97 and Rao98 both concur with Chi*y, uHlising the same 

reference to Shinwell as a representaHve of wider party concerns with educaHon, and poinHng 

to Roy Jenkins’, The Labour Case,99 published just before the 1959 general elecHon and 

advocated that grammar schools should be preserved as a link between the private and state 

sectors. 

 

 On the specific issue of grammar and independent schools within the composiHon of 

Learning to Live, several authors offer their insights within the literature and there is a shared 

view amongst them. Firstly, Parkinson highlights that the educaHon study group has 

specifically considered whether the Party could conHnue to hold an ambiguous policy in 

relaHon to grammar schools, and if this was not possible, to understand how a statement 

regarding the possible reform of grammar schools could impact upon party members and the 

electorate.100 On its publicaHon, Parkinson argues that the policy statement tried to reconcile 

the two points of view present by offering a compromise, namely that comprehensive 

educaHon would mean an end to grammar schools, but that the most important aspects 

would be retained and transformed.101 

 

McCulloch concurs with Parkinson and presents a strong case, proposing that it was the 

combinaHon of the 1955 elecHon defeat, the subsequent elecHon of Gaitskell as leader and 

his revisionism that addressed the tensions within Labour’s policy.102 McCulloch sets out how 
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Gaitskell achieved this, by first commissioning an educaHon policy review which produced 

Learning to Live; adopHng the Party’s posiHon of opportunity for all in educaHon; and that the 

comprehensive schools would spread the grammar school tradiHon, rather than undermine 

it.103 To further emphasise the la*er point McCulloch uHlises a speech given by Gaitskell as his 

primary source material, where he summarised his posiHon succinctly in the phrase “a 

grammar school educaHon for all”.104 This is supported by Chi*y’s conclusions, as Gaitskell’s 

approach to educaHon policy resolved the tension, as although comprehensivisaHon would 

lead to the downfall of grammars, their essenHal feature and ethos would be spread to all 

schools.105 It is also notable that Chi*y, who usually takes a more criHcal view of the 

educaHonal efforts of Labour during this period, acknowledges the difficult work undertaken 

by Labour to produce a fundamental change in its secondary educaHon policy through its 

policy publicaHons, but notes that although Labour edged closer to an agreed posiHon, the 

party was sHll disunited throughout the majority of its Hme in opposiHon.106 In comparison to 

colleagues, Rao’s assessment is more criHcal, outlining the ambiguity in the party’s policy. 

First, that comprehensives were preferred but legislaHon to implement the reform was 

rejected. Second, that many in the party were unsure of comprehensives and wanted to retain 

grammars. Third, that Gaitskell’s phrase merely papered over the cracks.107 In contrast, 

Lawton’s analysis of Labour’s Hme in opposiHon during this period is based primarily on 

dissaHsfacHon, arguing that the Party did li*le to develop its ideas on educaHon.108 Lawton 

fails to criHcally engage with other authors and the primary source material that a*ests to the 

seriousness of the internal discourse within the Labour Party and the resulHng changes to its 

secondary educaHon policy, as illustrated by the 1959 and 1964 general elecHon manifestoes. 

 

Similarly, Fenwick explores the stages of Labour’s internal thinking on the subject, tracing it 

from their immediate return to opposiHon up to 1958’s Learning to Live. However, juxtaposed 

to Parkinson, McCulloch and Chi*y, Fenwick takes a much broader view, poinHng to a number 

of factors that were contribuHng to the changing nature of the educaHonal landscape, from 

the efforts of commi*ed supporters of comprehensives such as the NALT, the favourable 

publicity achieved by comprehensive experimentaHon in several local authoriHes around 

England, the developments in ideas on educaHon, both poliHcally and non-poliHcal, as well as 

the alteraHon of Labour Party policy.109 Although Fenwick recognises both Gaitskell’s 

revisionism as uniHng the party on a naHonal level behind its educaHon policy and as being 
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empatheHc with advocates of comprehensivisaHon, he concludes that ulHmately the impetus 

for Labour’s shi[ in secondary educaHon policy, which was iniHally rejected by the party 

leadership, came from below and successfully pressured the leadership into adopHng the 

policy.110  

 

While Fenwick’s analysis on the broader influences of Labour’s secondary educaHon policy 

does carry some merit, there is insufficient weight given to Gaitskell’s role as leader. Given 

that his revisionist approach shaped the Labour Party, its future and how it responded to 

public policy challenges, the elecHon of any other candidate during the Labour leadership 

elecHons of 1955, 1960 and 1961 could have potenHally derailed the Party’s movement 

towards accepHng comprehensivisaHon. Perhaps Gaitskell’s most important achievement as 

leader was his lasHng impact on both policy and the electoral fortunes of the Labour Party, as 

opinion polls throughout 1963 showed a Labour victory within sight, and educaHon policy of 

comprehensive reorganisaHon was retained in the 1964 general elecHon manifesto and was 

adopted by Wilson’s government as part of a wider agenda of naHonal renewal, as 

demonstrated by his ‘white heat’ speech in Scarborough,111 that would later influence Circular 

10/65. 

 

Throughout the literature authors have intently focused on aspects of Labour’s efforts to 

develop a coherent policy that would be palatable to the party and the public, such as policy 

documents, internal party discourse and local authority plans. However, it is notable that 

there are few references to the three general elecHon manifestos produced in this Hme frame, 

which succinctly arHculated the Party’s posiHon on a range of educaHonal issues. This included 

the organisaHon of secondary educaHon, semng out in 1955 that: “we shall encourage 

comprehensive secondary schooling”,112 followed in 1959 by: “Local authoriHes will have the 

right to decide how best to apply the comprehensive principle”,113 before reaffirming this 

commitment in 1964 to reorganise secondary educaHon on comprehensive lines.114 These 

documents illustrate that, despite the internal conversaHons Labour was engaged in 

throughout the 1950s, the party’s public policy offering at two consecuHve general elecHons 

essenHally remained unchanged, and only a[er two consecuHve defeats, did Labour set about 

substanHvely changing its secondary educaHon policy. Furthermore, while there is a 

significant amount of prominent literature dedicated to the deliberaHons within Labour over 
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the re-organisaHon of secondary educaHon, there is li*le a*enHon devoted to evaluaHng 

other issues within secondary educaHon itself, albeit authors do explore topics including local 

authority plans and the curriculum. For instance, while Labour’s posiHon in relaHon to 

grammar schools was sHll unclear at this point, the party had commi*ed in both of its previous 

manifestoes during the mid and late 1950s to abolishing the eleven plus examinaHon. This 

demonstrates that, while Labour set about seriously reformulaHng policy, the party chose to 

address the issues where agreement could be reached, in contrast to the more difficult issues 

of the grammar and independent schools which had not been given full consideraHon. This 

lack of adequate preparaHon in policy formulaHon in opposiHon, would be borne out by their 

acHons in government.  

 

The literature assessing the development of Labour’s secondary educaHon policy during the 

la*er stages of A*lee’s leadership offers a strong evaluaHon, portraying the chaoHc and 

direcHonless development of policy, and analysing the acHons of the NEC and trade unions 

who played a large role in policymaking given the leader’s absence. PotenHally, A*lee’s 

greatest contribuHon to the Labour Party’s secondary educaHon policy in opposiHon was the 

establishment of the contemporary Shadow cabinet system, which provided subsequent 

leaders with an effecHve tool for leading and influencing internal party discourse and 

criHquing government policy. In comparison, the literature assessing the remainder of the 

period from 1955 to 1964 presents a strong case for the influence of Gaitskell, Crosland and 

their revisionism as the major forces in developing secondary educaHon policy. However, on 

grammar schools, the literature struggles to adequately evaluate the party’s thinking, offering 

only general analysis with few specific or detailed criHcisms. In contrast, the criHque of 

independent schools is more robust, challenging assumpHons and a*empHng to reconcile 

principles with pracHcaliHes.  

 

The most ferHle area for criHque is the conflict between personal freedom and equality, and 

the formulaHon of a secondary educaHon policy that would reduce social inequality. As noted 

by both McCulloch115 and Favre*o,116 the precedence given to individual liberty by 

revisionists, alongside or even ahead of equality, made the Labour Party’s task of developing 

a coherent secondary educaHon policy which reflected its values and embodied its aims, 

conflicted from the outset. This period of policy development takes on greater significance 
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when reviewed with Wilson’s electoral success, which ensured these policies were pursued 

up to 1979 a[er being developed between 1956 and 1958, and his government’s policies, 

specifically the implementaHon of Circular 10/65 and the decision to take no acHon following 

the publicaHon of the first Newsome Report by the Public Schools Commission117 as recorded 

by the Cabinet’s diarists.118 

 

2.3 Circular 10/65 to Ruskin College Speech: 1965 to 1979 

A[er Labour’s elecHon victory in October 1964, there were significant decisions taken on the 

reorganisaHon of secondary educaHon within the first six months of Wilson’s government, the 

most notable being the phrasing of Circular 10/65.119 There is a considerable discourse on 

both the decision to issue Circular 10/65 and its content, through which Labour intended to 

implement their secondary educaHon policy.  

 

McCulloch highlights that within Michael Stewart’s autobiography,120 he notes how in 

preparaHon for submission of his first cabinet paper on the comprehensive principle and 

opHons for its implementaHon, he relied on the Learning to Live report for which he had been 

principal author and prepared under Gaitskell’s leadership.121 McCulloch conveys how this 

impacted the decision-making process of Circular 10/65 by quoHng correspondence between 

Norman Morris, a member of the 1958 group that produced Learning to Live, and Brian Simon, 

in which Morris sets out that, firstly, Michael Stewart uHlised the report as a plan upon being 

appointed as Secretary of State for EducaHon and Science.122 Morris notes that the decision 

to ‘request’ rather than ‘require’ LEAs to submit plans for the reorganisaHon of secondary 

educaHon was aligned with the strategy envisaged in the 1958 document, and that the final 

decision on wording was merely tacHcal.123 MarHn offers a contrasHng view based on the 

autobiography of Edward Short. A contemporary of Stewart, who a*ended the Cabinet 

meeHng where the paper on the issue of comprehensivisaHon was presented, he 

subsequently wrote that the Cabinet made the decision that a circular, which set out the case 

for comprehensive schools, should be sent to local authoriHes and ask for their co-

operaHon.124 

 

In terms of Crosland’s decision-making during his role as EducaHon Secretary, MarHn argues 

that he wanted this systemic change to be voluntary and through agreement, rather than 
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compulsion, hence his decision to opt to ‘request’ rather than ‘require’ plans from local 

authoriHes.125 Fenwick supports and corroborates this view with two pieces of evidence: first, 

Crosland’s replies during a session of EducaHon and Science quesHons in the Commons where 

he sets out his opposiHon to compulsion; and second, an arHcle in The Times in April which 

detailed the Cabinet’s reluctance to force comprehensivisaHon, and would prefer cooperaHon 

with all those concerned.126 Susan Crosland’s biography of her husband offers further support 

to this line of thought, when she writes that; “it was fundamental to his view of democracy 

that reform would ‘sHck’ be*er if it could be achieved voluntarily.”127 This offers a direct insight 

into Crosland’s thinking in private and a more personal explanaHon for his decision on the 

wording of the circular. Sumner similarly a*ributes Crosland’s own belief in co-operaHon, 

rather than coercion, as being in part responsible for the choice of wording, alongside a 

cabinet who were unsure of comprehensivisaHon, especially at the cost of grammars.128 In 

contrast, Marsden adopts a cynical criHque, arguing that Labour lacked a policy and sought 

support from the Department of EducaHon and Science (DES) on the wording of the circular, 

and that Crosland hoped gradual implementaHon would prevent a hosHle reacHon.129 

However, this is a peripheral view that is not shared by any other author.  

 

Lastly, Chi*y a*empts to uncover Crosland’s decision-making by analysing an interview 

conducted by Maurice Kogan with the former minister in 1971.130 Chi*y idenHfies three 

contribuHng factors to his decision: first, Crosland highlights his meeHngs with the AssociaHon 

of EducaHon Commi*ees and his own sense of the feeling amongst local authoriHes had both 

been strong influences on his decision over the choice of wording.131 Second, during the 

interview Crosland notes that a majority of local authoriHes were both controlled by Labour 

and sympatheHc to the policy, as were some ConservaHve councils.132 Lastly, Chi*y argues 

that this was also a decision based on the fact that LEAs held superior knowledge of their own 

locality and the experHse to tailor to their needs, as well as Crosland’s own department being 

over stretched.133 These arguments are complemented by McCulloch and Lawton, who 

a*empt to assess the decision not to legislate for secondary reorganisaHon. The former notes 

that Secretary of State for EducaHon and Science, Michael Stewart, opened a speech in the 

House of Commons by quoHng from Learning to Live that the Government would not amend 

the 1944 EducaHon Act.134 Similarly, Lawton highlights a number of factors which influenced 

the decision not to legislate: firstly, Stewart had set out that the Government’s policy was of 
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willing cooperaHon between partners; secondly, that reasonable progress amongst local 

authoriHes in planning for comprehensive schools as having been made on a voluntary basis; 

and lastly, that Crosland agreed with Stewart’s earlier decision not to legislate.135 As 

demonstrated, there is li*le consensus between authors outside of the established facts, with 

each providing their own narrow analysis, focusing overwhelmingly on a few elite actors, in 

an a*empt to determine the crucial influence on the decision regarding the precise wording 

that was issued to LEAs in the summer of 1965. 

 

There are a number of authors who have idenHfied parliamentary arithmeHc as a significant 

contribuHng factor that undoubtedly played a considerable role in the decision-making 

process of naHonal policy and the means by which to achieve it.136 Sumner offers a concise 

summary,137 whilst Dean provides a more in-depth account of the decision not to legislate138 

and Reisman comments on the electoral consideraHons given to educaHonal measures.139 

Both the decision not to legislate to implement their manifesto commitment of reorganising 

secondary educaHon on comprehensive lines and the composiHon of Circular 10/65 would 

have been influenced by the precarious posiHon of the Labour government, elected with an 

overall majority of four, following the 1964 general elecHon. Although several authors recount 

the decision whether to legislate, they do not evaluate the potenHal risks if Wilson had opted 

for legislaHon, for instance, although Labour had narrowly won the general elecHon, their 

policy of comprehensivisaHon remained, to a degree, controversial. OpposiHon emanated 

from a diverse range of sources from the ConservaHve parliamentary party to local 

authoriHes, and from educaHonal groups to parents who protested against 

comprehensivisaHon. This created a dangerous environment in which the first Labour 

Government for 13 years could have potenHally been defeated on a landmark educaHon 

reform. There is also the risk of the legislaHve process itself, as there are several opportuniHes 

for a Bill to be defeated by its opponents and would require Wilson’s government to win every 

Commons vote on the issue. A further considerable challenge for Wilson was party 

management, in ensuring every Labour MP would vote consistently with the Government, as 

it would have required only two MPs to abstain or vote against to wipe out the slender 

government majority. A precedent for such a situaHon already existed by January 1965, as set 

out by Pimlo*, an a*empt to fulfil a manifesto commitment to renaHonalise the steel industry 

had been derailed due to a by-elecHon defeat and the rebellion of two Labour MPs.140  
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The literature devotes significant space to the tenure of Michael Stewart and Tony Crosland 

as Secretary of State for EducaHon and Science during Wilson’s second administraHon. 

However, the developments that occurred under their successor Patrick Gordon Walker 

(PGW) had a significant impact on the Labour Party’s secondary educaHon policy. In January 

1968, the Cabinet took the decision to postpone the ROSLA to sixteen from 1970 to 1972. This 

was at the behest of Roy Jenkins, the then Chancellor, who insisted on expenditure cuts. 

Although several authors set out the unfolding of events, James brings together the full 

accounts of the episode as told by the Cabinet’s diarists: Barbara Castle, Richard Crossman 

and Tony Benn, as well as an excerpt from PGW’s diary.141 Simon argues that with this decision, 

comprehensive reform was immediately set back as this directly impacted the building of 

schools which could have progressed reorganisaHon.142 This line of thought is reiterated by 

Cowan, McCulloch and Woodin, who jointly present the delay as undermining both 

government policy and uHlised by LEAs as a pretence to delay reorganisaHon.143 In 

comparison, Dorey uHlises the ROSLA decision as a case study of the interacHon between 

public policy and administraHon, summarising it as a victory for short term economic needs 

over long-term social aims and middle-class cabinet ministers over their working-class 

colleagues.144 It also demonstrates the impact of ‘Departmentalism’ in cabinet government, 

and the relaHve vulnerability of new policies compared to modifying or abolishing exisHng 

ones.145  

 

Although the literature assesses the impact of the deferment of the ROSLA, few authors have 

recognised the separate strands brought together in this policy decision; the significance of 

the individual level of analysis and the agency of elite actors, economic circumstances and the 

place of educaHon in Labour’s thinking. Firstly, the ROSLA has been an historically significant 

pursuit of the Labour Party and wider movement. It also had historical precedent with A*lee’s 

cabinet considering a similar potenHal delay due to strained post-war finances. However, in 

that incidence, the crucial difference was that ROSLA had a staunch advocate in Minister of 

EducaHon, Ellen Wilkinson, who ulHmately convinced her colleagues to approve the measure. 

In contrast, PGW made no a*empt to advocate on behalf of ROSLA, having taken a posiHon 

the previous year and subsequently maintained this view on becoming Secretary of State, and 

according to Crosland’s first-hand account had the deciding vote on the issue.146 Wilson 
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outlines his role as weighing and summarising the Cabinet’s view,147 and Castle recorded 

Wilson’s departure from his usual style by taking a note of views. Arguably, PGW held a more 

scepHcal view of comprehensivisaHon, being viewed by other government ministers as more 

conservaHve148 and, having previously had a close relaHonship with Gaitskell, voiced views on 

secondary educaHon closer to the former Leader’s.149 Although authors correctly idenHfy 

other contribuHng factors, the accounts of those around the cabinet table demonstrate the 

significance of the agency of the individual occupying the post of EducaHon Secretary in this 

instance. Secondly, this demonstrates in two separate instances that the ROSLA, despite being 

a long-held ambiHon and a manifesto commitment in 1966,150 was vulnerable to the economic 

concerns of the day. Perhaps this was especially acute in the a[ermath of devaluaHon which 

made Wilson’s need for Labour to be seen as economically literate an overriding concern. 

Third, while authors have idenHfied the pracHcal impacts of this decision in their analysis, 

there is no consideraHon of Labour’s commitment to educaHon, and the values of equality of 

opportunity and social mobility which underpin it. Under Wilson, the volaHlity and pressures 

of governance demonstrate that the Labour Party were prepared to compromise on the stated 

principles that were central to their democraHc socialism and the aims of their policies. 

 

In New Labour, Old Labour, Lowe proposes that the period overseen by Wilson from his first 

general elecHon victory to his defeat in 1970 and the early years of the Heath government, 

saw the parHes opposing posiHons on secondary educaHon as merely a façade and that in 

actuality a consensus had developed between the parHes in the poliHcs of educaHon and that 

this began to gradually break down under Heath.151 In support of this, Lowe points to the 

transformaHon of secondary educaHon, with the central issue of comprehensivisaHon and 

selecHon as the major fault line.152 He notes that comments on educaHon policy from senior 

figures, such as Jenkins, then Home Secretary, and Sir Edward Boyle, then Shadow EducaHon 

Secretary, were very much in tune with one another, and that the driver of this harmonisaHon 

was gradualism and the Heath Government’s readiness to accept compromise in 

comprehensive schooling experiments.153 In evaluaHng this noHon of a consensus on 

secondary educaHon, there is evidence to support the idea that, while naHonally there may 

have been some degree of convergence, there was at the Hme tension between the 

ConservaHve Party’s grassroots, local authoriHes and their naHonal policy. Fenwick outlines 

the developments in both government and opposiHon during this period, clarifying that the 
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1964 ConservaHve manifesto was ambiguous, and that commitments to raising the school 

leaving age and expanding educaHon did not differenHate their policies from the other parHes, 

thereby offering a degree of support to Lowe’s theory.154 

 

However, Fenwick also offers evidence to rebuff Lowe’s claims, going on to demonstrate the 

growing tension within the ConservaHve Party.155 At several party conferences, the internal 

conflicts over the party’s educaHon policy were laid bare, as some members recognised the 

place of comprehensive schools and the need to move away from selecHon, while others 

rejected this.156 Chi*y shares Fenwick’s assessment, claiming that there had been a successful 

campaign within the ConservaHve Party to reject Boyle’s non-parHsan approach and points to 

both the mobilizaHon of right-wing backbenchers, local party acHvists and others within the 

Party.157 Chi*y goes as far to argue that the ConservaHve Party was “hopelessly divided on 

such important issues as comprehensive reform and the future of the grammar schools” at 

ConservaHve Party conference in 1968, ciHng the defeat of a moHon in Boyle’s name which 

called for moderaHon in secondary educaHon policy.158 Therefore, although there is some 

evidence to support Lowe’s idea that there was a consensus between the parHes, it was 

limited to the Government and OpposiHon frontbench.  

 

While the prevailing senHment within the literature is to term this period a consensus, a 

detailed exploraHon reveals a complex picture that indicates a more accurate label would be 

a se*lement. Although Boyle accepted a more progressive approach towards secondary 

educaHon policy and was convinced of the case for comprehensive schools,159 there was a 

concerted campaign amongst the right-wing grassroots members and Parliamentary 

ConservaHve Party which pressured the leadership into a change of view.160 For one, during 

Boyle’s tenure, there was significant internal tension over ConservaHve policy on the 

reorganisaHon of secondary educaHon, which led to specific stand-alone policies and 

ambiguity. This was reflected in both Boyle’s amicable departure from the Shadow educaHon 

por`olio in October 1969 and the selecHon of his replacement in Margaret Thatcher.  

 

The three elecHon manifestoes (1970,161 February162 and October 1974163), which commi*ed 

the party to deferring to the knowledge of LEAs and set them against compulsion of 

reorganisaHon, and the acHons of Thatcher as Secretary of State for EducaHon and Science 
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from 1970 onwards, demonstrate that, although the ConservaHve Party had yielded in the 

debate over secondary educaHon reorganisaHon, the Heath administraHon had not 

capitulated enHrely. Instead, the Government pursued specific policies to ameliorate 

comprehensivisaHon and, as argued by Woods, sought to maintain a mixed educaHon 

system.164 The se*lement was influenced by, as mulHple authors have noted, the fact that 

when the Heath government took office, 70% of LEAs, of both Labour and ConservaHve 

controlled councils,165 had already made plans for reorganisaHon of secondary educaHon. This 

overwhelming uptake by LEAs made comprehensivisaHon difficult to contest.166 In response, 

Thatcher pursued policies to preserve selecHon in educaHon, grammar schools, and 

a*empted to sHfle comprehensivisaHon by uHlising any tool at her disposal as Secretary of 

State. For instance, Thatcher’s first acHon as EducaHon Secretary, the withdrawal of Circular 

10/65 and publicaHon of its replacement Circular 10/70167, removed the compulsion of the 

Labour Party’s policy and instead conferred the decision-making power on LEAs. Although this 

may appear a significant change in policy, as highlighted by Aitken this was not a change in 

legislaHon, nor did this prevent LEAs from pursuing comprehensivisaHon if they wished.168  

 

Similarly, Thatcher exercised a power contained within the 1944 EducaHon Act, which her 

predecessors considered to be a reserve power, to examine comprehensive schemes 

submi*ed by local authoriHes.169 Although Thatcher personally reviewed over 3600 plans,170 

she was only able to reject around 9% of these, and some of those grammar schools which 

gained a reprieve would shortly become comprehensives.171 As Secretary of State, Thatcher 

uHlised her power over the Department for EducaHon and Science’s policy prioriHes and 

budget to the detriment of comprehensive reorganisaHon. One notable shi[ in prioriHes was 

in school building, as set out in the 1970 manifesto and implemented by Thatcher, this placed 

the emphasis on the construcHon of faciliHes for primary educaHon and moved away from 

building secondary schools. This policy had the benefit of achieving two of Thatcher’s aims 

simultaneously in fulfilling a manifesto commitment at the expense of comprehensives. As 

noted by Lawton,172 this shi[ specifically disadvantaged comprehensivisaHon as LEAs who had 

planned to reorganise secondary educaHon provision would require a degree of new 

building.173 While numerous authors are keen to emphasise Thatcher’s role as the EducaHon 

Secretary who would approve more comprehensive plans, and therefore the closure of more 

grammar schools, than any of her predecessors or successors,174 these a*empts to slow 
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comprehensivisaHon and preserve selecHon significantly undermine the noHon that there was 

a consensus between the parHes.  

 

Therefore, the diversity of and tension between views present within the ConservaHve Party 

would support the noHon of a se*lement. During their period in OpposiHon, there was 

disquiet between backbenchers, party members and Boyle as Shadow educaHon por`olio 

holder. In contrast, while in government, Thatcher found that the adopHon of comprehensive 

planning by local authoriHes, specifically ConservaHve controlled LEAs, had made it effecHvely 

impossible to pursue any other form of secondary organisaHon as a meaningful naHonal 

policy, thereby leaving her few policy opHons but to a*empt to preserve selecHon in 

secondary educaHon. 

 

The literature that addresses the first two Wilson administraHons from 1964 to 1970, narrowly 

covers the central issue of the expansion of comprehensivisaHon and its manifestaHon in 

Circular 10/65, with authors poinHng to select evidence to support their view on this issue. As 

a landmark reform in the journey of comprehensivisaHon and the reorganisaHon of secondary 

schools, it is to the detriment of other issues related to secondary educaHon. The material 

that a*empts to analyse other elements offers only a disparate and disjointed picture of this 

Hme, with li*le discourse between authors. This is demonstrated by the plethora of areas 

covered by each author. Fenwick provides a detailed account of the issues surrounding local 

authoriHes a*empHng to plan for comprehensivisaHon and the posiHons of educaHonal 

associaHons,175 while MarHn evaluates Wilson’s educaHonal priority areas and expansion of 

higher educaHon.176 An area shared by Chi*y177 and MarHn178 is the analysis of the role of the 

Comprehensive Schools Commi*ee, established by Caroline Benn and Brian Simon as a le[-

wing campaigning organisaHon.  

 

Labour’s third sHnt in office during the 1970s can be divided into two short periods, aligned 

with the narrow re-elecHon of Wilson as Prime Minister in 1974 unHl his resignaHon, and the 

succession of James Callaghan in 1976 up to his defeat in the general elecHon in 1979. While 

these Hme periods are historically convenient, they also denote a step change in secondary 

educaHon policy.  
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Lowe’s argument can be summarised as thus: the years 1974 to 1976 represented a 

conHnuaHon of policy as Labour a*empted to finish what the policies of the previous Labour 

administraHons had begun and to restore those elements that had been disrupted by the 

Heath government.179 This is an assessment reaffirmed by Simon, who highlights the 

conHnuaHon of comprehensive reorganisaHon as the main issue Wilson focused on, poinHng 

to the February 1974 manifesto, PrenHce issuing Circular 4/74 in April 1974 and the 

introducHon of an educaHon Bill to empower the EducaHon Secretary in December 1975 in 

order to complete reorganisaHon.180 Notably Lowe and Simon only briefly menHon the 

Assessment of Performance Unit (APU). Established by Wilson in autumn 1974 following 

concerns around standards and accountability in schools, a division within DES tasked with 

surveying and monitoring levels of achievement in schools. In contrast, Chi*y describes its 

place in the Yellow Book as one of three subjects of immediate concern and evaluates it as an 

a*empt by central government to control the curriculum.181 This undermines, to a limited 

extent, the narraHve of inerHa and inacHon levelled by Lowe and Simon against Wilson during 

his final term as Prime Minister.  

 

Material covering the period between 1974 to 1979 demonstrates broad agreement amongst 

authors as to the factors which contributed to educaHon becoming a major poliHcal and 

economic issue. Three considerable contribuHons are made by Chi*y, Lowe and Simon, all of 

whom concur with one another through inclusion of many of the same influences. Chi*y 

provides a convincing and substanHated account of the underlying causes of the Ruskin 

speech and subsequent Great Debate. In brief, these are the economic and financial crisis 

between 1973 and 1975, the criHque of educaHon by industry and the media, poliHcal 

concerns, and the Prime Minister’s personality.182 Simon places considerable emphasis on the 

criHcism educaHon faced from the authors of The Black Papers, journalists, poliHcians and 

industrialists, and the Tyndale affair, which raised the quesHon of accountability in schools.183 

Similarly, Lowe makes the argument that there was an undercurrent of issues that raised the 

poliHcal salience of the governance of educaHon, which were building to a head and needed 

to be addressed.184 Although Lowe idenHfies many of the same sources of exogenous and 

endogenous pressure as Chi*y and Simon, he emphasises a sense of a loss of control of 

educaHon, ciHng LEAs rush to reorganise upsemng the balance between central and local 
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government control of educaHon, the role of the Schools Council, the public percepHon of 

transformaHon in several aspects of educaHon, and local government reforms.185 

 

The analysis of the outcomes of the Ruskin speech are broadly shared by authors. Chi*y offers 

a clear evaluaHon when he marks out the intervenHon as signalling the end of a period of 

expansion in educaHon, a shi[ towards value for money, and a redefiniHon of educaHonal 

aims.186 Furthermore, he idenHfies a reorientaHon towards standards and employability as an 

a*empt to neutralise the ConservaHve agenda and address the public’s concerns, and that in 

order to implement policies on issues such as the curriculum, a shi[ of power towards the 

centre was necessary.187 Finally, in his most incisive remark, he argues the speech was an 

a*empt to forge a new consensus in educaHon based on the requirements of the economy.188 

Lowe concurs with Chi*y, outlining two discernible outcomes from Callaghan’s premiership: 

first, the policy makers took a greater role in direcHng the educaHon system, following a shi[ 

of opinion for greater efficiency, higher standards, and an emphasis on competence and 

employability.189 Second, power in policymaking moved away from local authoriHes and 

teachers, and towards the Office of the Prime Minister and the No. 10 Policy Unit, while DES 

became enforcers of policy.190 

      

Within the literature, there is a discourse between authors concerning two specific historical 

claims. The first is regarding the extent of Callaghan’s role as a catalyst for change, in contrast 

to the influence of exogenous factors, in the sphere of educaHon policymaking. In evaluaHng 

the influence of Callaghan, Lowe argues that by surveying contemporary accounts in the print 

media, specifically The Times and the Times Educa7onal Supplement, developments in 

educaHon policymaking and the centralisaHon of power could have been anHcipated.191 

Lowe’s analysis adopts a structural standpoint, claiming that the Ruskin speech should be seen 

as a reacHon to the condiHons of 1976 and that the subsequent policy iniHaHves were 

inevitable. Furthermore, Lowe mistakenly claims that Chi*y and Simon both emphasise the 

importance of Callaghan’s personal involvement as a major factor.192 While this may be 

accurate for the la*er, Chi*y makes clear in response to Ba*eson that he expressly places less 

emphasis on the personality of the Prime Minister, and cites many of the same contribuHng 

factors in his earlier work that fostered an environment that pressured the Callaghan 

government to revisit its prioriHes for educaHon, thereby refuHng Lowe’s claim.193 In contrast, 
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Hennessy refutes the structural analysis made by Lowe and Chi*y, arguing that Callaghan was 

as agent of change himself rather than merely subject to it.194 To support this, he points to 

Callaghan’s 1976 speech to Labour Party Conference where he abandoned Keynesian 

economics, his Prime Ministerial broadcast on his first day in office, and the ‘Themes and 

IniHaHves’ paper prepared by Bernard Donoughue, suggesHng educaHon as one area for 

possible intervenHon.195 Although absent from Hennessy’s analysis, Callaghan’s conference 

speech also included a crucial passage on the relaHonship between educaHon and industry, in 

a preview of the educaHonal agenda that would be set out by the Ruskin speech.196 

 

An alternaHve perspecHve on Callaghan is offered by Riley. Although she recognises the role 

of the Tyndale affair and The Black Papers, she places emphasis on Callaghan’s own hinterland 

and views. Riley argues that Callaghan’s intervenHon was driven by his own experience of 

educaHon and Hme in the trade union movement, resulHng in a deep concern for the 

educaHon of working-class children and access to educaHon, and an innate conservaHsm.197 

This is supported by interviews with many of the major actors of the Hme, including Callaghan 

and Donoughue.198 One element of Riley’s argument that is understated in her own analysis 

is the view, as arHculated in an interview with Donoughue, that the middle-class teaching 

profession was reinforcing disadvantage amongst working-class pupils.199 Ruskin could 

therefore be interpreted as a move by a working-class Prime Minister, who having le[ 

educaHon at fourteen and as a product of the trade union movement, a*empted to anHcipate 

public opinion and safeguard the welfare of working-class pupils, by intervening in and 

challenging the orthodoxy of an educaHon sector that was dominated by a mostly middle-

class profession, engaging in pracHces that were to the detriment of their working-class pupils. 

 

The second, and more controversial, claim is related to the extent to which Callaghan’s policies 

were a precursor to those of Thatcher’s governments. Here is where there is a greater 

divergence of views between authors. Simon expresses the view that there can be no doubt 

that the Labour administraHons between 1974 and 1979 represented a paradigm shi[ in 

educaHon that ‘paved the way … for the Thatcherite dominaHon of the 1980s’.200 This is 

reinforced by labelling media criHcism as a ‘propaganda crisis’ which Callaghan sought to 

address by a ‘deliberate move to the right’.201 Chi*y provides a significant contrast to Simon, 

explicitly refuHng his argument by semng out how the acHons of Callaghan created a new 
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consensus in educaHon policy, which lasted unHl 1988.202 Chi*y substanHates this claim by 

noHng that the absence of a reform agenda in educaHon was a criHque of Thatcher’s first two 

governments arHculated by her own supporters.203 To further build his argument, he quotes 

primary source material, ciHng interviews given by Sir Keith Joseph and Thatcher in 1987 in 

which they both acknowledge a lack of acHon in educaHon.204 Chi*y argues that unHl this 

point the ConservaHve governments were content to act within the framework established by 

the previous Labour administraHon.205 Ba*eson’s own analysis urges cauHon about making 

such a narrow evaluaHon and repudiates the view expressed by Simon, arguing that uHlising 

a cause and effect analysis is too simplisHc.206 Instead, Ba*eson advocates that by 1976 

effecHve criHcism of educaHon, which not exclusive to the New Right, had created momentum 

for potenHal reform of educaHon.207 However, this was not exploited due to an atmosphere 

of inerHa, resistance to change and preoccupaHon with exisHng issues amongst actors in the 

educaHon sector including, LEAs, trade unions and government ministers.208 Ba*eson raises 

an important and o[en ignored point that criHcism of the educaHonal status quo was not the 

preserve of the New Right, with a group of Fabian members, who worked in educaHon, 

anonymously authoring a pamphlet209 covering similar topics to those that Callaghan would 

later address.210 A further rebu*al is offered by Hennessy, who outlines how the ‘Themes and 

IniHaHves’ paper dra[ed by Donoughue specifically sought to combine educaHon reform with 

Callaghan’s values, whilst also warning that an overzealous approach could be perceived as 

‘Thatcherism’, thereby highlighHng the awareness of actors of this potenHal comparison.211 

Lastly, a weakness in Simon’s analysis is the influence of current events on his historiography, 

and the views and commitments of the author. The proximity of Simon’s major publicaHon in 

1991 le[ him without the historical distance to discern the differences between Callaghan and 

the recently divested Thatcher, conflaHng the two disHnct approaches to educaHon. Similarly, 

such an approach reveals the Marxist commitments of the author in drawing parallels 

between a Labour Prime Minister and his ConservaHve successor. This is a common criHque 

amongst those of the far le[.   

 

The importance of the Prime Minister’s Ruskin speech is broadly agreed upon in contribuHons 

made by authors to the literature. However, in this period the day-to-day role of three 

Secretaries of State for EducaHon and Science is demoted to the background. Reg PrenHce’s 

biographer, Geoff Horn, neatly précises the posiHon as fulfilling manifesto pledges but without 
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making significant contribuHon to educaHon policy.212 In contrast, Lawton and Simon express 

a derogatory criHque of all three EducaHon Secretaries during this period, albeit Lawton’s 

criHque is brief and offers li*le substance,213 while Simon’s is stronger, providing an overview 

before focusing on specific developments during the respecHve tenures of PrenHce, Mulley 

and Williams.214 Although authors offer assessment of the three Ministers during this period, 

there are a number of potenHally germane factors that are le[ unconsidered, for instance, 

the impact of Labour’s single term in opposiHon, two general elecHons in 1974, Wilson’s final 

two years and faHgue, parliamentary arithmeHc, personal disaffecHon in PrenHce’s case, the 

pursuit of fulfilling long-term aims, and finally, Labour’s amtude towards the Department of 

EducaHon. 

 

 A notable influence of Callaghan’s on subsequent governments is idenHfied by Ba*eson, who 

offers an assessment of the office of EducaHon Secretary, arguing that one consequence of 

educaHon taking on greater importance was an improvement in the quality of the individuals 

who held that office, highlighHng the poliHcal heavyweights and rising stars who occupied the 

role during Thatcher’s administraHons. To substanHate this claim he contrasts this with the 

Department’s previous reputaHon of providing one of three roles: as a cabinet apprenHceship, 

the posiHon for the only female cabinet member, or for those approaching the end of their 

poliHcal career.215 

 

Surveying the literature covering the 1974 to 1979 Labour administraHons, authors have made 

significant contribuHons to important historical debates such as idenHfying the factors that 

influenced Callaghan’s decision to intervene, the Ruskin Speech’s immediate outcomes and 

impact on subsequent governments. However, despite authors detailing exogenous factors 

there is a failure to consider endogenous issues, such as the impact of faHgue on the Labour 

Party during this period, both in ideas and personnel, and to analyse Callaghan’s significance 

specifically in relaHon to the development of the Labour Party’s secondary educaHon policy. 

Firstly, the party’s overriding priority in educaHon post-1951 had been the reorganisaHon of 

secondary educaHon on comprehensive lines. With the passing of the 1976 EducaHon Act, 

which placed comprehensivisaHon on a statutory fooHng for the first Hme, and with the vast 

majority of pupils a*ending comprehensives, the long-term objecHve of the party had been 

achieved. Similarly, previous Labour educaHon ministers benefi*ed from well-defined long-



 52 
 
 

term objecHves, such as the pre-war aim of secondary educaHon for all and Gaitskell’s post-

war policy review which embedded comprehensivisaHon. Secondly, the generaHon of Labour 

MPs elected in the 1945 landslide, many of whom had become poliHcal heavyweights and 

talented ministers, had le[ frontline poliHcs due to poliHcal rivalries, peerages or passing 

away, leaving Labour lacking the gi[ed administrators necessary to produce new policy and 

implement major reforms in government. The combinaHon of Labour Party faHgue, coupled 

with changing economic circumstances, a hosHle print media and public concern, resulted in 

a period where educaHon policy was in flux. The Ruskin Speech should therefore be seen as 

an a*empt by Callaghan, in office, to reinvigorate the impetus of secondary educaHon policy, 

underpinned by tradiHonal Labour values and contemporary concerns that conHnue to inform 

discourse on educaHon. One indicator of the direcHon educaHon policy was developing under 

Callaghan can be seen in the Green Paper Educa7on in Schools: A Consulta7ve Document216 

which further developed the proposal of a naHonal curriculum.217 

 

2.4 Opposi>on: 1979 – 1994 

Following Callaghan’s defeat at the 1979 general elecHon, the Labour Party was relegated to 

18 years of opposiHon. In this period, the consecuHve governments of Thatcher would make 

educaHon a major theme and cra[ an agenda aligned with her transformaHonal 

administraHons. The emphasis placed on the role of choice and the market in educaHon 

effecHvely ended Labour’s decades long hold over educaHon policy and challenged what had 

become the accepted norms of the country’s comprehensive system.  

 

A significant assessment of the Labour Party’s policy on secondary educaHon over a ten-year 

period from 1979 is offered by Inglis. In his arHcle, Inglis argues that between these years, the 

Labour Party adopted a complacent approach to educaHon and that the party failed to 

adequately challenge the ConservaHve government’s ideas on the subject.218 He further 

refines this by splimng the decade into four secHons, enHtled Labour’s loss of the iniHaHve: 

educaHonal standards, failure to prepare for the ConservaHve challenge, Labour’s failure to 

develop alternaHve policies and its lack of interest in educaHonal policy.219 This is 

complemented by two Hme frames, where he divides the period from 1979 to 1987, in which 

the Labour Party’s policies were a conHnuaHon of the policy agenda from the 1960s and 

1970s, and from 1987 to 1989, in which the Labour Party, he argues, was consumed with its 



 53 
 
 

response to ConservaHve iniHaHves.220 In response to Inglis, Demaine offers a criHque that 

dismantles many of the claims, semng out a detailed and evidenced account, demonstraHng 

that Labour’s response to the new agenda in educaHon policy was much more complex than 

Inglis seeks to portray.221 

 

Inglis begins by outlining how Labour had lost the iniHaHve between 1979 and 1987, making 

a brief claim that the Party had a complacent approach to policy as demonstrated by their lack 

of a*enHon to the curriculum and a number of related policy statements such as full 

comprehensivisaHon,222 while from 1987 to 1989, Inglis claims Labour’s response became a 

mix of acceptance and defensiveness, and lists a number of areas of Government educaHon 

policy which demonstrate this including the naHonal curriculum, parental involvement and 

school management.223 Inglis points to Labour producing proposals on ensuring parental 

involvement with their child’s educaHon such as communicaHons between the parent, school, 

pupil and local authority, and their intenHon to establish organisaHons to monitor standards 

and spread best pracHce.224  

 

Demaine rebuffs the argument concerning the first three sub-headings within the arHcle, 

highlighHng that the evidence selected by Inglis hardly portrays a party which is complacent 

in educaHonal policy.225 This argument is developed by Demaine, who goes on to note that 

numerous other policy announcements, from the compleHon of comprehensivisaHon to 

reducing inequality in educaHon, are listed in Inglis’ own arHcle.226 Furthermore, Demaine 

makes a crucial point that Labour’s acceptance of the need for reform to the secondary 

educaHon system is a reasonable stance to adopt when faced with the posiHon that the party 

was in at that Hme, and that this does not equate to an acceptance of ConservaHve policy.227 

To support this claim, Demaine uHlises Inglis’ own example of the curriculum, noHng that 

supporters of the idea of a naHonal curriculum have been present within the Labour Party for 

a considerable Hme, quoHng Jack Straw’s response that the Tories were stealing Labour’s 

policies when ConservaHve a*enHon turned to a naHonal curriculum.228 In evaluaHng this 

argument, there is a greater weight to Demaine’s response and his counter thesis, as despite 

suffering the worst general elecHon performance in the party’s post-war history during this 

period, Labour were sHll pro-acHvely formulaHng policy in response to changing public 

opinion on secondary educaHon along the lines set out by Callaghan in his 1976 Ruskin 
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speech, which also addressed the noHon of a core or naHonal curriculum. This line of thought 

is further supported by Chi*y, who argues that for the first seven years of the ConservaHve 

governments from 1979, they were largely prepared to operate within the confines of the 

educaHonal se*lement that had been established by Callaghan’s administraHon, such was the 

impact of the speech on establishing new thinking on educaHonal policy.229  

 

The second secHon of Inglis’ arHcle a*ests that Labour’s loss of the iniHaHve and absence of 

discourse can be understood in light of a lack of interest within the Party in educaHonal 

ideas.230 To support his thesis, Inglis notes that the Fabian Society and the party’s research 

department had not produced any material or iniHated any debate on educaHon, and that if 

Labour were sufficiently interested in educaHon policy then this would render the think tank 

unnecessary.231 This leads to the proposal that, in terms of educaHon policy, such a situaHon 

is avoidable as many within Higher EducaHon share sympathies with the Labour Party. In 

response, Demaine sets about dismantling Inglis’ argument, in terms of both semanHcs and 

the formal mechanics of policy formulaHon. In terms of the former, he notes that Inglis’ use 

of policy is flexible and undefined, as it is used to refer to both party policy and ideas about 

educaHonal issues.232 In the case of the la*er, Demaine criHques Inglis for his failure to address 

how ideas emanaHng from these suggested sources might become party policy, and how they 

could be included for consideraHon in formal policy making structures.233 

 

The second aspect of Labour’s lack of interest in educaHon policy, according to Inglis, is based 

on the publicaHons by senior Labour figures, academic and pracHHoner, which have failed to 

offer a vision or any new ideas on educaHon, and the lack of debate within the party on the 

subject. Here, he focuses on contribuHons made by Labour’s Shadow EducaHon Secretaries, 

Neil Kinnock and his chapter in Kaufman’s Renewal: Labour’s Britain in the 1980’s,234 and Giles 

Radice’s Fabian publicaHon, Equality and Quality: A Socialist Plan for Educa7on235 and Labour’s 

Path to Power: The New Revisionism236 respecHvely. Inglis staunchly criHques Kinnock’s 

contribuHon, accusing him of a*acking the academic tradiHon of BriHsh schools and overlooks 

educaHonal issues including the curriculum, educaHonal standards and control of schools.237 

In comparison, Inglis’ criHques Radice’s Fabian tract as anHcipaHng Labour policy for the 1980s 

and its acceptance of ConservaHve policy. While his evaluaHon of Radice’s works offers a 

limited degree of praise, Labour’s Path to Power is ulHmately criHqued as disappoinHng due 
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to the minimal a*enHon and lack of detailed analysis of educaHon policy.238 In reply to Inglis, 

Demaine constructs a convincing defence of Labour’s record in this period, based largely on 

Kinnock’s Hme as leader of the Labour Party. Beginning with the source used to facilitate the 

criHque, Demaine notes that he subsequently published Making Our Way239 in 1986 which 

provided a detailed view on educaHon policy.240 Specifically, Kinnock rejected the market 

whilst recognising the importance of choice in the debate on educaHon, before advancing a 

soluHon of closer working relaHonships with sufficient resources, rather than the ConservaHve 

policy of offering real choice for the few, while limited resources led to a reducHon in choice 

and educaHonal opportunity for the rest. Furthermore, Demaine cites Kinnock’s reacHon to 

the 1987 general elecHon defeat and subsequent publicaHons on educaHon policy policy such 

as Parents in Partnership241 and Labour’s policy review Meet the Challenge, Make the 

Change242, which commi*ed the party to the idea of partnership between parents, schools 

and LEAS, and the implementaHon of the Taylor Report.243 Demaine goes on to refute Inglis’ 

other claim that Labour was complacent and did not rise to the challenge presented by the 

ConservaHves, noHng the efforts of Kinnock and A. H. Halsey, an advisor to several Labour 

educaHon secretaries, as two examples of senior figures who were pro-acHve and did not lack 

iniHaHve in educaHon policy.244 

 

As has been demonstrated by Demaine’s response to Inglis, the la*er’s arHcle offers only a 

shallow analysis of Labour’s response to the ConservaHve agenda and offers a weak argument 

that is shown to be vulnerable when exposed to a well evidenced response. Inglis could have 

potenHally made a stronger argument regarding deficiencies in the Labour Party’s educaHon 

policy in the decade from 1979 by selecHng more salient topics that the party had struggled 

with in its recent past, such as the conHnued underachievement of working-class pupils at 

comprehensive schools, the role of grammar schools, and government’s iniHaHve of the 

assisted places scheme and differenHaHon within schools.  

 

Outside of the dialogue between these two authors, there is a paucity of sources and 

academic contribuHons to the literature analysing the development of Labour’s secondary 

educaHon policy during the leadership of Michael Foot and Kinnock.  
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In assessing the lack of material on the development of Labour’s secondary educaHon policy 

during Foot’s tenure as leader, there are several factors that one can a*ribute to this gap in 

the literature. Firstly, Foot’s relaHvely short Hme as leader could have prevented any 

significant policy development in secondary educaHon from taking place, with his victory in 

the leadership elecHon of November 1980 and Thatcher’s landslide taking place in June 1983. 

Secondly, Thatcher’s relaHve unpopularity, low approval raHngs and the ConservaHve Party’s 

poor polling throughout the first three years of her term would have influenced the Labour 

Party thinking on secondary educaHon policy, choosing to maintain the status quo in policy 

terms rather than revisiHng and revising policies. Thirdly, in developing the party’s 

programme, Foot had his own policy prioriHes, preferences and interests. However, the choice 

of issues was also influenced by the acHons of the Government and events of the day. This led 

Foot to focus on the issues that were more germane during the early 1980s such as, the 

Government’s handling of the economy, specifically the recession, unemployment and 

inflaHon, and housing. Lastly, the internal upheaval present in the Labour Party was a 

significant issue during Foot’s leadership. This presented yet another Hme and effort-

consuming obstacle to policy development, which ranged from changes to internal party 

democracy to Tony Benn’s challenge against then Deputy Leader Denis Healey and the 

departure of the Gang of Four. 

 

Turning to Foot’s successor, there are important primary sources that can be drawn on in the 

absence of scholarship including conference speeches and autobiographies, such as Jack 

Straw’s, which offers an insight into his Hme as Shadow EducaHon Secretary and Kinnock’s 

leadership style.245 For Kinnock, educaHon became a recurrent theme of his Leader’s speech 

at Labour Party conferences following his re-elecHon as leader in 1988. Although precedent 

existed, only Wilson’s ‘white heat’ speech in 1963 and Callaghan’s 1976 in preparaHon for 

Ruskin had addressed the topic meaningfully, whereas other Leader’s speeches had only 

menHoned the subject in passing. In contrast, there are notable secHons or passages focusing 

on this theme in 1988,246 1989,247 1990,248 and 1991,249 in which ‘educaHon and training’ 

became a common refrain. Kinnock’s focus on the educaHonal opportuniHes for sixteen to 

nineteen year olds can be viewed as being influenced by Callaghan’s Ruskin speech and as a 

response to the condiHons of the Hme, such as the ConservaHve governments’ cuts to 

vocaHonal training. Secondly, the development of party’s secondary educaHon policy should 
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be viewed in the wider scope of the Labour’s Party’s response to the disHnct challenges of this 

period; successive electoral defeats, the New Le[ and New Right. This response was 

manifested in several publicaHons, including Kinnock’s speech enHtled The Future of 

Socialism,250 Roy Ha*ersley’s Choose Freedom: The Future for Democra7c Socialism,251 and 

Radice’s Labour's Path to Power: The New Revisionism,252 which sought to refute the New 

Right’s interpretaHon of values such as liberty, and as an a*empt to carve out a contemporary 

revisionism that could influence the party’s direcHon respecHvely.  

 

The final significant contribuHons to Labour’s educaHon policy in this period of opposiHon was 

during the tenure of John Smith as leader. Although his Hme at the helm of the Party was 

tragically cut short, Smith made a considerable contribuHon to maintaining the momentum 

of the modernisaHon and change programme that had been iniHated by Kinnock. Across the 

literature, there are few papers that have reviewed the period concerning Smith’s brief 

leadership. However, Lawton argues that the InsHtute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) was an 

important source of ideas for the party during the 1990s and that its most significant period 

was between 1990 and 1994.253 Lawton claims that IPPR played a major role in revitalising 

and repackaging the Labour Party’s ideas on educaHonal issues, which reinterpreted socialist 

values and challenged the ConservaHve view of the market.254  

 

This view has been reiterated by the InsHtute for Government (IfG), who demonstrate the 

importance and value placed by Smith on this relaHvely new resource through his decision to 

have it conduct the Commission on Social JusHce, whose formal report was published shortly 

a[er his passing.255 The importance of new, le[-leaning think tanks to the development of 

Labour’s ideas on educaHon is significant as it provided the space for the Party to consider 

ideas, test boundaries and develop new thinking without them being assumed to be party 

policy or risk falling foul of secHonal interests. Furthermore, the IfG outlines that there was a 

gap in the poliHcal landscape waiHng to be filled by such an organisaHon, quoHng the then 

director of the InsHtute for Economic Affairs (IEA), as these groups worked at a quicker pace 

than academics, offered professional experHse in comparison to voluntary groups such as the 

Fabians, and could develop new ideas in a way party research departments and the civil 

service could not.256 Lawton and the IfG’s assessment of this short period recognises the 

growing importance of this type of organisaHon in a changing poliHcal culture on the Le[, with 
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the think-tanks embodying the changing approach that the party had adopted, and whose 

aims were later captured succinctly by John Presco* in a key speech where he coined the 

phrase “tradiHonal values in a modern semng”.257 Perhaps more importantly was the facility 

IPPR provided as a home to the modernising elements of the Labour Party and related 

individuals, parHcularly Patricia Hewi* and David Miliband.  

 

Lastly, despite Smith’s short period of leadership, he wasted no Hme in engaging the Party’s 

policy making machinery following the 1992 general elecHon defeat and his elecHon as leader, 

and thus there is enough material on educaHon policy for it to merit closer inspecHon. Lawton 

outlines Ann Taylor’s Hme as Shadow EducaHon Secretary, who was well respected within the 

sector, and published the Green Paper Opening Doors to a Learning Society.258 The 

consultaHon document set out ethical socialist principles in a modernising semng that also 

accounted for the economic benefits of educaHon.259 In an opening note, Smith explicitly 

rejects the ConservaHve Government’s agenda of consumerism, centralisaHon of power and 

choice within educaHon, in addiHon to the incessant changes in educaHon policy itself. This is 

followed by the paper semng out that it offers a belief in equality, inclusion and the removal 

of unnecessary barriers, and subsequently relates a coherent set of values to a broad range 

of issues from a naHonal curriculum, to the teaching profession, and assessment and 

examinaHons. In evaluaHng the period and the Green Paper, Lawton argues that through the 

Green Paper Labour came close to establishing an educaHonal framework based on socialist 

values in a contemporary context.260 In assessing this argument, there is evidence to suggest 

that Lawton’s posiHve review of Smith’s development of educaHon policy can be a*ributed to 

it being much closer to their personal view of the shape and extent of educaHon policy. 

Although some may argue that consideraHon of educaHon policy within these few years does 

not merit study, as ulHmately this view and policy would never be implemented and were 

jemsoned shortly a[er Smith’s death, it does however provide a contrast with the subsequent 

leadership’s direcHon of travel and offers an insight as to how policy could have developed 

had Smith led Labour into the 1997 general elecHon.  

 

2.5 Conclusion 

The major themes running through the literature analysing the Labour Party’s secondary 

educaHon policy in the post-war period can be divided into three broad periods: triparHte, 
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comprehensivisaHon and post-1976. The first and second era reflects the Party’s journey from 

supporHng the triparHte educaHon system, moving towards the comprehensive principle, 

before embracing it and its subsequent realisaHon in pracHce. The third offers a significant 

break from the previous decades, with the centralisaHon of power in educaHonal 

policymaking and a contemporary agenda from the mid-1970s onwards. Each of these periods 

reflects a journey, from se*led policy to upheaval and the adopHon of a new posiHon. Briefly, 

these are: 

 

• 1941 – 1955: Leadership of the Labour Party were satisfied with the tripartite system 

for secondary schools. In contrast, there are simultaneously three other views present 

within the Party which supported: multilateral schools, the comprehensive principle, 

and the status quo. 

 

• 1955 – 1976: A reassessment of education policy is undertaken, and Gaitskell 

subsequently commits the Labour Party to the reorganisation of secondary education 

along comprehensive lines, albeit with no clear plan for grammar or independent 

schools. Later, Wilson’s government sets about attempting to implement it. 

 

• 1976 – 1994: Callaghan breaks with convention: first, his intervention centralises the 

power in education policymaking, with greater involvement of the Office of the Prime 

Minister and the No. 10 Policy Unit. Second, he usurps the public narrative, reorienting 

focus towards standards in education, competency, and preparing pupils for the world 

of work. Kinnock and Smith continue this, and work to embed a contemporary 

secondary education policy.  

      

Throughout the post-war period, the discourse portrays a party that is single-minded in the 

pursuit of its favoured policy when in government, with the only dissenHng voices a small 

group of backbenchers agitaHng for an alternaHve policy during the A*lee and Wilson 

administraHons. While in long periods of opposiHon, the Party undergoes a deep 

reassessment on its own policy programme, with significant changes in approach to secondary 

educaHon policy evident during the leadership of both Gaitskell and Kinnock.  
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However, there are three long running and inter-related issues within secondary educaHon 

policy that the Labour Party and successive leaders failed to address: grammar and 

independent schools, the total aboliHon of academic selecHon and a conflict of values. These 

are issues that many Labour Party heavyweights have struggled with, from Gaitskell, who 

decided that ulHmately it was a quesHon of values and that personal liberty was to be held in 

higher regard than even equality. This example signifies a broader tension within Labour’s 

values that ulHmately influenced its policy prioriHes and choices, as other notable works by 

Labour thinkers a*empted to disHl which principle should take greatest significance in the 

party’s philosophy, so too did its leadership in developing policy. As portrayed in the above 

example, despite Crosland’s recent work in The Future of Socialism which placed equality at 

the heart of Labour’s impetus, Gaitskell was conflicted between the personal liberty of a 

parent’s choice to pay for their child’s educaHon and the detrimental impact he believed such 

insHtuHons had on wider society.261 Similarly, while EducaHon Secretary, Crosland accepted 

that he could not abolish independent schools as it would constrain personal liberty, instead 

he wished to undertake serious reform, to make a majority of the places at such schools free, 

or to do nothing. The la*er opHon winning out in the end.262 A separate but related issue to 

the grammar schools is the aboliHon of selecHon, which was an ongoing commitment made 

by the Labour Party and was sHll present as late as the 1992 general elecHon with Kinnock’s 

second manifesto commi*ed to ending selecHon where it sHll existed.263 A similar 

reassessment of policy that was influenced by the party’s values can be seen in Callaghan’s 

intervenHon. With the social objecHve of reorganisaHon achieved to a great degree in ten 

years of government, and with Labour unwilling to reform independent schools, there was a 

necessity to reinterpret the party’s values for a new generaHon. Therefore, with the structures 

of educaHon exhausted, and a risk to equality of opportunity, a natural place to focus was 

what happened inside of schools.
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Chapter 3 

 

OpposiHon and first term: 1994 – 2001 

 

‘What a wise parent would desire for his own children, that a naHon,  

in so far as it is wise, must desire for all children’1 

R. H. Tawney 

 

This chapter will provide a detailed analyHcal narraHve of the Labour Party’s approach to the 

secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies towards white working-class boys between 1994 

and 2001. The subsequent two chapters will conHnue to trace this analyHcal narraHve 

throughout the remainder of the Labour Party’s Hme in government. The first will examine 

Tony Blair’s premiership through his second and third administraHons, from 2001 to 2007, 

with the following chapter assessing Brown’s premiership from 2007 unHl the Labour Party’s 

defeat at the 2010 General ElecHon. This chapter will show that the Labour Party’s period of 

opposiHon under Blair’s leadership, between 1994 and 1997, was crucial to the shaping of the 

agenda in secondary educaHon he would pursue once in government. This will be 

demonstrated through four key developments that explain the significant changes to the 

Labour Party’s educaHon policy during this short period. The first focuses on Blair’s role as the 

key actor and his agency as the seminal change in the development of the party’s approach 

to educaHon. The second is the ideaHonal shi[ that draws on earlier changes made during the 

1980s. The third are two policy documents published in this period. Lastly, it will consider the 

authors and publicaHons who influence Labour’s poliHcal thought on educaHon. The chapter 

will then set out how these developments informed the Labour Party’s first term in 

government, the policies pursued and their impact on white working-class boys.  

 

3.1 Prepara>ons for power: 1994 - 1997 

The most significant factor in explaining the development of the Labour Party’s thinking on 

educaHon and subsequent changes to secondary educaHon policy during the period between 

1994 and 1997 is Blair’s role as the key poliHcal actor who held key roles in the leadership of 

the party and the agency he exercised in affecHng substanHve changes to educaHon policy.  
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The unHmely death of John Smith on 12 May 1994 precipitated a change in the leadership of 

the Labour Party that would have the most significant impact on the party’s approach towards 

educaHon since Gaitskell’s policy review and the adopHon of comprehensivisaHon. The 

following leadership elecHon saw Blair elected as his successor in July of the same year with 

an overwhelming mandate to substanHally change the direcHon of the Labour Party. While 

there is sufficient literature recounHng the direcHon of the Labour Party’s educaHon policy 

during Blair’s leadership,2 many authors of these accounts begin their thesis at the incepHon 

of Blair’s Hme as leader and neglect the earliest signals, explicitly made during the leadership 

campaign, that he would take a decisively different path in this area to his immediate 

predecessor.3 

 

As we have seen previously, Blair was not the first Labour leader to give educaHon such a 

prominent posiHon in domesHc policy, with Neil Kinnock describing educaHon and training as 

the ‘commanding heights of every modern economy’ in his Leader’s speech to the 1989 party 

conference4 with this phrase subsequently being reiterated by his successor John Smith in a 

speech four years later.5 However, an important disHncHon should be made, as during Blair’s 

campaign for the leadership he became the first prospecHve leader to place educaHon as the 

pre-eminent domesHc policy issue of his leadership. EducaHon was situated within the 

broader themes of his manifesto for the leadership enHtled Change and Na7onal Renewal. It 

announced ‘EducaHon is at the heart of our project for naHonal renewal’.6 In the decades 

previous, the Labour Party’s approach to educaHon had, under successive leaders including 

Kinnock and Smith, come to recognise that reforms to educaHon could make a meaningful 

contribuHon to improving the country’s economic performance and efficiency, a common 

refrain amongst Labour leaders. In contrast to this, the narraHve of Blair’s leadership campaign 

sought to broaden the basis for the Labour Party’s thinking on educaHon, which became 

central to the country’s economic and social renewal, which underpinned its approach in 

policy. The criHcal difference between Blair and his predecessors was that the overarching 

theme of educaHon during his campaign for the leadership was deeply influenced by his 

personal biography. Specifically, his moral code and values as a pracHsing ChrisHan, which 

informed his views on subjects such as the family and community, would in turn be key to his 

understanding and analysis of social and economic policy, and in educaHon becoming central 

to New Labour’s poliHcal project.  
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Although Blair’s personal biography demonstrated his individual moHvaHon for his leadership 

campaign’s focus on educaHon, his role as the key poliHcal actor in incrementally changing the 

Labour Party’s approach to educaHon highlights the significance of agency in his decision-

making. Throughout the leadership campaign Blair was not prepared to jemson the status quo 

and his stated ambiHon for educaHon was much more subtle. As argued by John Rentoul, 

much of the included contents considering educaHon in Blair’s leadership manifesto was in 

fact already party policy.7 Many of the proposed policies and passages on significant issues in 

educaHon were either repeated party policy, as was the case for commitments on nursery 

educaHon, or reiterated broader ambiHons that had been part of the Labour Party’s educaHon 

programme for decades, such as an end to the divide between academic and vocaHonal 

educaHon, which had been a key part of Kinnock’s educaHon policy. One of the clearest 

indicaHons during the leadership campaign of Blair’s impending departure from Labour’s 

stasis in educaHon was his disagreement with party policy on assessment and league tables.8 

In suggesHng this policy, Blair demonstrated a preparedness to depart from the Labour Party’s 

established approach to educaHon in two significant ways; first, a willingness to diverge from 

the consensus on educaHon within the Labour Party and its se*led policy prescripHon, which 

had been broadly consistent since the publicaHon of Learning to Live in 1957; and second, a 

strategic shi[ to accepHng many of the landmark educaHon reforms implemented by the 

ConservaHve governments of Margaret Thatcher and John Major, such as the naHonal 

curriculum, league tables and assessment. In the leadership elecHon, Blair’s campaign marked 

a strategic change in Labour’s approach to educaHon, which demonstrated his role as both 

the key poliHcal actor and the importance of his agency in decision-making. The proposed 

shi[ in policy was a subtle and calculated change that was a primarily double-sided electoral 

stratagem that was a delicate balancing act that a*empted to maintain a broad appeal to both 

the Labour membership and the broader public simultaneously. At this point, this was criHcal 

to iniHaHng the transformaHon of the Labour Party’s image, as succinctly outlined by David 

Blunke*: “we were trying to stop being bogged down in reacHng to the ConservaHves’ agenda 

and instead to absorb what we thought was sensible and then move on.”9 

 

Following his successful elecHon as leader of the Labour Party on 21 July 1994, Blair would 

drive a shi[ in the ideaHonal underpinning of the Labour Party’s thinking on educaHon 

between 1994 and 1997. Blair and his Shadow EducaHon Secretary, David Blunke*, would pick 
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up the mantle; not from their immediate predecessors, John Smith and Ann Taylor 

respecHvely, but instead seizing on the revisionist intellectual tradiHon advocated by Giles 

Radicea and James Callaghan’s concern for the quality of educaHon. From this ideaHonal 

change, Blair would also make dramaHc changes in Labour’s strategic approach to policy and 

how these were changes were communicated to the electorate and wider public.  

 

Upon his elecHon as leader, Seldon considers Blair’s view of educaHon at this point to be the 

last unreconstructed Old Labour area of domesHc policy, with his interest emanaHng from his 

experience as a parent of young children in primary educaHon and his desire for a more 

inclusive society.10 However, while the Labour Party’s educaHon policy under Smith and Taylor 

might be characterised as such, there had been significant change to the ideaHonal foundaHon 

of the Party’s thinking on educaHon during Neil Kinnock’s first period of leadership. The 

catalyst of this process of ideaHonal change was the then Shadow EducaHon Secretary, Giles 

Radice. A commi*ed Croslandite and social democrat, Radice sought to make equality of 

opportunity the underpinning value of Labour’s thinking on educaHon, combined with a 

contemporary policy agenda based on high standards and quality in schools.11 

 

Blair then, although not a Croslandite or a social democrat in the same vein as Radice, sought 

to supplant the more tradiHonal Old Labour character of Smith and Taylor’s approach with an 

ideology that shared similariHes with Radice’s, parHcularly a focus on equality of opportunity. 

One of the difficulHes in demonstraHng Blair’s pursuit of an ideaHonal shi[ is the comparaHve 

lack of material concerning his own personal ideology during his Hme as Leader of the 

OpposiHon. In a 1994 Fabian Society Pamphlet, Blair defines what he terms ‘Ethical Socialism’, 

as a set of values and beliefs that recognises individuals’ duty to one another and society. He 

goes on to assert that through this interdependence, Ethical Socialism regards the self-interest 

of individuals as being directly linked to the interests of society, and that a strong and acHve 

society will advance individuals’ interests.12 This contrasts with his Hme as Prime Minister 

when his preference for equality of opportunity and fairness were made much more explicit.13 

However, this ideaHonal preference for equality of opportunity can be detected during this 

 
a Giles Radice was a Labour Member of Parliament for Chester-le-Street between 1973 and 1983, and for North 
Durham between 1983 and 2001. He served as Neil Kinnock’s Shadow Education Secretary for four years 
between 1983 and 1987. 
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three-year period. Blair repeatedly used the term ‘opportunity’ in publicaHons and speeches, 

and it is reasonable to infer equality of opportunity when Blair speaks of opportunity, 

especially in terms of educaHonal a*ainment. Later, in 1996, Blair would deliver a lecture at 

Ruskin College, marking twenty years since James Callaghan’s landmark Ruskin College 

speech, in which he would speak about opportunity.14 As educaHon is one of the Labour 

Party’s arHcles of faith, it is possible Blair was uHlising a form of words that convey his 

preference for equality of opportunity and that would be less of a hostage to fortune. To this 

end, Blair iniHated a shi[ in the ideaHonal underpinning of the Labour Party’s poliHcal thought 

on educaHon, placing it on a basis that was adjacent to the ideas professed in Callaghan’s 

Ruskin College speech and in the revisionist tradiHon of Radice. 

 

Although this was not a quick process, the transformaHon of the Labour Party’s approach to 

educaHon was insHgated shortly following the beginning of Blair’s leadership. From the outset 

of his leadership, Blair’s sought to exploit an early opportunity to exemplify the ideaHonal 

change he would implement. The first week of Blair’s leadership then saw the publicaHon of 

a policy document, Opening Doors to a Learning Society, prepared during Smith’s leadership 

by the incumbent Shadow EducaHon Secretary Ann Taylor.15 The document opens with a 

message from Smith explicitly denouncing the approach of John Major’s ConservaHve 

government, which he characterises as being “driven by consumerist dogma, by oppressive 

dictaHon by the central state, and by a false and inadequate theory of choice.”16 The approach 

to educaHon contained within Opening Doors is clearly encapsulated in two of the most 

poliHcally salient issues in educaHon of the Hme: assessment and school league tables. In 

terms of the former, Labour’s stated posiHon can be summarised in the language used to 

describe the two concepts, with summaHve tesHng described as “dangerous nonsense” and 

the school league tables as “indefensible rubbish”.17 Later Professor Sally Tomlinson, an 

advisor to Taylor between 1992 and 1994, in an interview with Clyde Chi*y described the 

document as “a genuine a*empt to marry ‘Old Labour’ beliefs in comprehensive educaHon 

with new ideas related to pedagogy and the role of teachers – an a*empt to champion 

tradiHonal Labour values in a modern semng.”18 As recorded by Rentoul, Blair uHlised the 

press conference to publicise the document to emphasise the disHncHon between his own 

vision for educaHon and Labour’s previous approach.19 To ensure the message was 

communicated effecHvely, Blair’s team pre-briefed journalists of his intenHon to depart from 
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his then Shadow EducaHon Secretary’s posiHon, instead endorsing the publicaHon of school 

informaHon for the benefit of parents. This is potenHally the earliest episode which draws 

together the separate strands of change that Blair was pursuing in terms of ideology, policy, 

and image. Firstly, Blair challenged the status quo by deparHng from his predecessor’s and 

Taylor’s tradiHonal Labour approach, that was based on a more rigid and outcome focused 

interpretaHon of equality, whose primary end was greater social equality. In contrast, Blair 

would demonstrate the ideaHonal shi[ he was pursuing through contrasHng his emphasis on 

equality of opportunity. Similarly, Blair’s departure from the policies contained within Opening 

Doors were another signal to the media and electorate on potenHally the most poliHcally 

salient issues in educaHon at that Hme, his effecHve endorsement of league tables and 

assessment. This is Blair following in a similar furrow to Radice, in a*empHng to shi[ the 

Labour Party’s ideaHonal foundaHon and poliHcal thought on educaHon, to facilitate his 

overarching strategy of modernisaHon of the Party and neutralising potenHal domesHc policy 

areas that were vulnerable to ConservaHve a*ack, Blair takes the first step in establishing a 

contemporary reform agenda in educaHon to make standards and quality a Labour issue.  

 

IniHally, Blair did not seek to immediately move to disconHnue the agenda in educaHon policy 

devised by Smith’s Shadow EducaHon Secretary, Ann Taylor. Instead, for a short period, Blair 

opted to conHnue with Taylor in place. However, following the 1994 Shadow Cabinet ElecHons, 

Blair replaced Taylor with David Blunke*, who shared Blair’s outlook of the educaHon system. 

As Seldon notes, Blair was happy to delegate the task of transforming the Labour Party’s 

educaHon policy to Blunke* and fully supported him making the necessary changes.20 This 

was achieved through a strategy of modernisaHon, that included the revision of policies that 

held symbolic significance to the Labour Party and were poliHcally salient in order to cra[ a 

contemporary reform agenda in educaHon.  

 

The most immediate, and poliHcally symbolic, change Blunke* made, just ten days a[er being 

appointed Shadow EducaHon Secretary, was to reaffirm the Party’s change in stance on league 

tables and that these would be retained under a Labour government.21 This approach to 

educaHon would be embedded in the two major policy documents authored by Blunke* 

during Labour’s Hme in OpposiHon: Diversity and Excellence: A new partnership for schools 

and Excellence for Everyone: Labour’s crusade to raise standards. The first of these a*empted 
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to se*le the on-going discourse in the Labour Party about the organisaHon and structure of 

England’s school system. Following the passage of the EducaHon Reform Act in 1988, and the 

subsequent introducHon of Grant-Maintained schoolsb exacerbated the already acerbic 

discourse within the Labour Party over its approach to the organisaHon of schools, parHcularly 

the outstanding quesHon over the remaining 164 grammar schools. The document proposed 

that the current organisaHon of maintained schools should in future be limited to three 

categories of school: community schools, aided schools, and foundaHon schools. The la*er of 

the three would return those comprehensive schools which had opted for grant-maintained 

status to the control of local educaHon authoriHes (LEAs) but provide them with a degree of 

autonomy that they held under their previous status. This was primarily an a*empt to balance 

poliHcal interests within the Labour Party, as Blair and Blunke* sought to retain an element of 

the autonomy that was valued by grant-maintained schools and the democraHc accountability 

that was the primary concern of party acHvists and members.  

 

The second outstanding issue Blunke* sought to se*le is another arHcle of faith of the Labour 

Party, the posiHon of grammar schools within the school system in England. The place of 

grammar schools in the Labour Party’s approach to educaHon has plagued the party since at 

least the leadership of Hugh Gaitskell, if not before, with the phrase ‘a grammar school 

educaHon for all’22 marking the first a*empt by a party leader to neutralise the issue. 

Gaitskell’s successor as leader, Harold Wilson, appropriated the same phrase. However, this 

piece of rhetoric acted as a sHcking plaster for the remainder of the twenHeth century as the 

leadership of the party did its best to ignore the conHnued existence of the schools. New 

Labour’s first educaHon policy document a*empted to neutralise the issue by reiteraHng the 

party’s long-term opposiHon to selecHon and the eleven-plus examinaHon23, and then set out 

a clear path to affect change to grammar schools by requiring local agreement and support of 

parents impacted by the decision.24 

 

Other historians, such as Chi*y, have interpreted these events primarily through the lens of 

ideology, claiming that these moves by Blair were cynically embracing the ConservaHve Party’s 

 
b Grant-Maintained schools, introduced on a statutory footing in the Education Reform Act 1988, was the reform 
agenda of the Thatcher government to introduce greater diversity into the school system of England and would 
facilitate the schools to manage themselves instead of the Local Education Authority. 
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agenda in educaHon and abandoning Labour Party values.25 This should be considered an 

eisegeHcal reading of events. Chi*y ignores the significance and overwhelming poliHcal 

character of these decisions. From the outset of Blair’s leadership, he sought to modernise 

the Labour Party and to transform it to such an extent that it was an acceptable party of 

government to the BriHsh electorate, and in doing so sought to se*le outstanding issues 

across domesHc policy that could jeopardise this objecHve. One such example of this was the 

long running dispute over grammar schools and selecHon. The criHque of educaHon policy by 

Chi*y et al. is a familiar line of argument that is flawed and unconvincing as it is primarily 

rooted in the poliHcs of the 1970s and 1980s New Le[. Historians of educaHon policy, many 

located in university educaHon departments, cast themselves as idealists with the correct 

vision of educaHon which has been thwarted since 1979 by ConservaHve and Labour 

administraHons alike.26  

 

Blair’s decision on the issue of grammar schools was fraught with risk as a historically divisive 

issue specifically for the Labour Party. While the New Le[ of the party viewed selecHon as one 

of the last basHons of privilege in the educaHon system, Blair viewed it primarily through the 

frame of electoral poliHcs, as conHnuing ri[s in the party over the issue could potenHally 

disrupt the theme of educaHon that was the foundaHon of his leadership. However, there is 

an argument that white working-class boys did benefit from a grammar school educaHon, with 

several male Prime Ministers in the mid-twenHeth century having come from a less privileged 

background, including Harold Wilson, Edward Heath, James Callaghan, and John Major.27 The 

comprehensivisaHon of the secondary educaHon system in England has coincided with the re-

establishment of Prime Ministers with a public school and Oxbridge educaHon, including Tony 

Blair, David Cameron, Boris Johnson, and Rishi Sunak. However, there is a broad consensus in 

contemporary research amongst educaHonalists that disputes the value of grammar school 

educaHon, with its criHcs arguing that selecHon is an unnecessary barrier and favours those 

from privileged backgrounds.28 

 

While the first policy paper produced by New Labour was intended to se*le outstanding 

poliHcal disputes within the party over the organisaHon and structure of the secondary 

educaHon system of England then the following paper, Excellence for Everyone, was intended 

to firmly establish a contemporary agenda in educaHon that would make quality and raising 
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standards a Labour issue once more.29 The breadth and depth of the policies covered by the 

paper points to a modernisaHon strategy that would leave no aspect of the educaHon system 

untouched, with proposed policies on issues including the training, quality of and appraisal of 

both Headteachers and teachers, pay and condiHons, class sizes and technology, school 

relaHonships with parents and the wider community. However, the most significant proposals 

were focused on: raising the standards and achievement in primary schools, with an early 

incarnaHon of what would become the literacy hour; to set targets for LEAs and schools; and 

to improve outcomes amongst groups of pupils who were underachieving, with the intenHon 

of reducing the gap in educaHonal a*ainment between pupils in deprived areas and their 

wealthier peers. Under Blunke*’s leadership, policies would be introduced to challenge and 

change the culture within both LEAs and schools, to reset the amtudes and expectaHons of 

pupils, parents, and teachers. Similarly, this policy strategy of school improvement would be 

pursued across all levels of the government and the educaHon sector, from central to local 

government and to individual schools. If Diversity and Excellence was primarily intended as a 

tool of internal party management to se*le divisive issues within the Labour Party,30 then 

Excellence for Everyone was tasked with reaffirming the quality and standards narraHve and 

further changing the perspecHve of the electorate. The intended audience and focus was to 

demonstrate to the electorate that Labour’s modernising strategy would be pursued in an 

area of domesHc policy that, to some in the party, had become an arHcle of faith which was 

beyond revision. This narraHve was furthered by the retenHon of legislaHon and policies first 

introduced by the ConservaHve governments, such as the EducaHon Act 1988 and specialist 

school’s iniHaHve acted as another signifier to reassure the electorate that Labour had 

accepted the basic tenets of the contemporary educaHon landscape. UlHmately, many of the 

policies contained within the two documents would form the backbone of the educaHonal 

agenda implemented by the first Labour government. 

 

However, a more criHcal approach to Labour’s proposed policies notes the lack of detail on 

the issues of the educaHonal a*ainment gap between girls and boys and the 

underachievement of white boys in deprived areas. This is despite the Office for Standards in 

EducaHon (Ofsted) consistently expressing concerns about the former, and the la*er to a 

lesser extent, in their annual reports in the years immediately prior to and during Blair’s 

leadership in OpposiHon. Since the incepHon of Ofsted in 1992, the issue of boys’ 
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underachievement had been raised in their first annual report covering the academic years 

1992/93,31 and subsequent years 1993/94,32 1994/95,33 1995/96,34 and 1996/97.35 Between 

the two policy papers, there is only a cursory menHon of the issue of the a*ainment gap 

between the sexes in Excellence for Everyone36 and the persistent underachievement in 

secondary educaHon by white boys in deprived areas is absent altogether. Despite Ofsted, the 

Government’s body tasked with, amongst other things, highlighHng issues of concern in 

educaHon, during the development of Labour’s contemporary agenda in educaHon, one of 

the most stubborn issues in educaHon, which academics believe can be traced back to at least 

the 1980s, if not earlier, was not a priority for the party.37 

 

A further indicaHon of the transformaHon of the Labour Party’s approach to educaHon under 

Blair and Blunke*’s tenure in OpposiHon was the party’s changing understanding of which 

group should have their interests prioriHsed in educaHon. According to Seldon, Blair 

subscribed to the analysis that the party’s thinking on educaHon was primarily producer 

driven, predicated on the interests of the trade unions, and specifically the NaHonal Union of 

Teachers, rather than being centred around the interests of pupils and parents.38 This had 

been a long-standing issue, idenHfied by Radice over a decade earlier when he a*empted to 

incrementally shi[ the emphasis of Labour educaHon policy away from the trade unions and 

teachers and towards pupils and parents.39 By late 1995, Blunke* was developing a range of 

policies that would have a dual intent. First, to shi[ the emphasis of Labour’s policy decisively 

in the direcHon of pupils and parents, and second, to change the party’s relaHonship with the 

established teaching unions in the educaHon sector, and specifically the NaHonal Union of 

Teachers. 

 

The most notable of these was the acceptance of school league tables, but an equally 

important proposal for those pupils in poorly performing secondary schools was Blunke*’s 

Fresh Start policy. Fresh Start would see failing schools closed and a new school re-opened at 

the beginning of the academic year on the same site with a new headteacher, staff, governing 

body, and name.40 The suggesHon of closing schools and sacking staff prompted a strong 

response from the educaHon and teaching unions.41 This change in approach further 

demonstrates the ideaHonal shi[ that had taken place under Blair and Blunke*, which in turn 

drove changes in the Labour Party’s understanding of educaHon as a modern public service. 
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The shi[ in emphasis in policy and the unwelcoming response from the trade unions further 

demonstrated, to the electorate and wider public, both the small ‘c’ conservaHsm of the 

educaHon trade unions and the party’s strategy of modernisaHon. This cast the trade unions 

as the defenders of the status quo and drew a clear contrast with the party as challenging the 

vested interests in both the trade union movement and the educaHon sector in a bid to 

improve the lot of pupils and parents. Although this approach is criHqued by some as 

embracing the ConservaHve Party’s agenda, this argument reveals the views of the author.42 

In an a*empt to recapture the standards agenda, Blair and Blunke* were advancing similar 

arguments to those expressed by both Callaghan and Radice, expressing the same concern for 

the quality and standards experienced by disadvantaged pupils and acknowledging that low 

standards were an impediment to greater equality. This located arguments of the new Labour 

leadership firmly in Labour’s intellectual tradiHon and recent past.  

 

One of the most important contribuHng factors that would influence the Labour Party’s 

contemporary educaHon agenda during this period was the fervent acHvity in the intellectual 

discourse around educaHon and the resulHng publicaHons. This was an intense period of 

interest in educaHon with research and publicaHons emanaHng from think tanks, academics, 

journalists, and other outside organisaHons that would directly challenge the long-held beliefs 

and policies of Labour and of those on the le[ more broadly. Firstly, the establishment of the 

InsHtute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) in 1990 would lead to a tranche of policy papers and 

other publicaHons. These included papers from David Miliband, such as A Bri7sh 

'Baccalaureat',43 Learning By Right,44 and Markets, Poli7cs and Educa7on45 as part of the 

EducaHon & Training series. As well as contribuHons by respected academics in higher 

educaHon, such as Tim Brighouse and Michael Barber’s publicaHon Partners in Change.46 

Secondly, by academics who shared Blair and Blunke*’s sensibiliHes, such as then Professor 

Michael Barber. Barber published a number of influenHal documents. However, the most 

significant were his 1995 Greenwich Lecture enHtled The Dark Side of the Moon: Imagining 

an End to Failure in Urban Educa7on,47 and two further publicaHons in 1996, an inaugural 

professorial lecture at the InsHtute of EducaHon, How to do the Impossible,48 and his book The 

Learning Game.49 Lastly, there were those commentators in the media who held an interest 

in the New Labour project and its agenda in educaHon, and whose wriHngs would in turn 

influence the party’s approach. The two most notable were The Guardian’s economics editor, 
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Will Hu*on, and the Observer and Financial Times columnist, Andrew Adonis. The former’s 

book The State We’re In50 was highly regarded by Blair and the la*er’s wriHng was noted for 

his call for Blair to be his own Secretary of State for EducaHon.51 These publicaHons hold 

parHcular significance as the authors would exercise influence over the Labour Party’s 

educaHon agenda and would go on to hold influenHal roles in both the Party and then in 

Government. These publicaHons were strengthened by networking between authors, as 

demonstrated by Barber noHng the strength of Miliband’s comments on an early dra[ of an 

IPPR publicaHon co-authored with Tim Brighouse.52 Although some of the research would be 

published prior to Blair becoming leader of the Labour Party, his elecHon as leader was 

nonetheless a criHcal factor in much of this research coming to prominence and influencing 

the policies of New Labour, as these policies did not receive the same a*enHon under Smith’s 

leadership.    

 

Blair uHlised his relaHvely short period as leader of the OpposiHon to achieve two disHnct 

objecHves in educaHon. The first was to apply his modernisaHon agenda to the Labour Party’s 

poliHcal thought on educaHon and its policies being similarly transformed and re-cast in the 

shape of the themes of change, naHonal renewal, and social inclusion. The second was to 

se*le outstanding issues in educaHon that had plagued the Labour Party, the most notable 

being the controversy around grammar schools and selecHon, and the relaHve autonomy and 

independence of grant-maintained schools. Coupled with the fact that Blair and Blunke* were 

content to retain them, albeit redesignaHng them as FoundaHon Schools. Overall, the years 

between Blair’s elecHon as leader in 1994 and Labour’s elecHon to office in 1997 should be 

seen as criHcal for two key reasons: firstly, the policy development undertaken in OpposiHon 

formed the subsequent agenda pursued in educaHon, offering a clear sense of direcHon in the 

first term; and second, the meHculous preparaHons and planning by Blunke* and other key 

poliHcal actors, transformed what could have been a domesHc policy quagmire into one of the 

Labour Party’s great strengths.  

 

3.2 First term: 1997 - 2001 

Following Labour’s landslide victory in the 1997 general elecHon, the first Blair administraHon 

began to implement their agenda in educaHon policy. The popular percepHon of this period 

maintains that Blair’s governments pursued primary educaHon in the first term and secondary 
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educaHon in the second term a[er the 2001 general elecHon. A more accurate 

characterisaHon would be that during Blair’s first administraHon primary educaHon was of 

primary importance. However, a meaningful secondary educaHon and a*ainment policy was 

pursued throughout. Firstly, the major White Paper of the Labour’s government’s educaHon 

agenda, Excellence in Schools, was published 67 days a[er taking office and would set out 

plans for the whole five-year parliamentary term.53 This included headline secondary 

educaHon iniHaHves such as the Fresh Start programme and EducaHon AcHon Zones, outlined 

in the third and fourth secHons of the White Paper respecHvely. Second, these iniHaHves were 

shortly followed by the launch of Excellence in CiHes in 1999. Lastly, the priority conferred 

upon primary educaHon cannot be ignored, with the NaHonal Literacy and Numeracy 

Strategies (NLNS) acHng as Labour’s rising Hde of state educaHon.  

 

The third secHon of the White Paper, enHtled Standards and Accountability, sets out a range 

of measures that the Government sought to implement as part of their agenda to drive up 

quality and standards in schools, whilst holding schools responsible for their own 

performance. This included one of the two most significant policies to drive Blair’s a*empts 

to tackle underachievement in the school sector, Fresh Start. This was further complemented 

by other measures that contributed to improving the secondary educaHon and a*ainment of 

white working-class boys at school level, and both local and central government. This included 

improving the data tracking of pupils; LEAs devising EducaHon Development Plans (EDP); and 

central government inauguraHng a new regime of targets and support respecHvely.  

 

As set out in the White Paper, a Fresh Start was a last resort for schools that could not 

adequately improve performance and complemented other opHons including transferring 

students to successful local schools or having a LEA authorise the school to be taken over by 

a successful neighbouring school. AlternaHvely, Fresh Start would see the closure of the school 

altogether and a new insHtuHon open on the same site with a new name and management.54 

The intent of this policy was to arrest the decline of an insHtuHon with substanHve changes 

acHng as a catalyst to place the school on an upward trajectory. Although there was no official 

evaluaHon of the Fresh Start policy commissioned by the Department for EducaHon and 

Employment (DfEE), other bodies such as the NaHonal Audit Office (NAO) and academic 

researchers have offered their own assessments. The NAO’s report, Improving Poorly 
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Performing Schools in England, when assessing the success of the Fresh Start iniHaHve noted 

that there was “good evidence from the Fresh Start programme”55 of schools achieving 

improved performance and that GCSE a*ainment had improved compared to the predecessor 

schools.56 Although not free of criHcism, authors who are criHcal of the Fresh Start programme 

cite weak evidence for their assessment, o[en focusing on selecHve cases where the results 

have been unsaHsfactory in an a*empt to demonstrate the wider failure of the iniHaHve, such 

as Tomlinson,57 or root their argument in the failure of the programme to take stock of broader 

social ills in their a*empt to improve a*ainment as argued by Araújo.58 However, this line of 

argument fails to acknowledge the narrow policy intenHon of the Fresh Start school 

improvement programme, which was only implemented when all other opHons to recover a 

school’s performance had been exhausted. Furthermore, Fresh Start a*empted to raise the 

quality and standards of factors that were directly within a school’s remit, while the broader 

theme of government policy at the Hme sought to ameliorate broader social factors that 

impacted the a*ainment of pupils at schools in disadvantaged areas. Whilst the Fresh Start 

programme had a substanHve impact on the a*ainment of pupils, David Blunke* noted that 

it also had an impact on the culture in schools and on amtudes towards failure, claiming that: 

 

It was a bit of an electric shock into the system that we simply weren’t going to 

put up with it and either you did something about it yourself … or there would be 

major intervenHon.59 

 

The Fresh Start programme made an indirect impact on the secondary educaHon and 

a*ainment of white working-class boys and girls by intervening in poorly performing schools 

that were primarily located in economically and socially disadvantaged areas and creaHng 

condiHons that were conducive to an upward trajectory of improving educaHonal outcomes 

for all pupils.  

 

The remainder of the third secHon of the White Paper included significant but 

underappreciated measures that conHnue to influence the contemporary landscape of 

secondary educaHon and a*ainment policy. Firstly, at the local government and school level, 

an increase in the strategic use of pupil performance data and EDPs. The use of data was an 

important element in the Labour government’s strategy for recognising and improving 
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educaHonal achievement for under a*aining groups. This was found in proposed 

improvements to the use pupil performance data, with each school holding a system to 

idenHfy the progress of each pupil as they moved through their school career.60 There is a 

paucity of sources regarding this underlying reform, with the only data available coming 

directly from an interview with the author. Therefore, while this was an important 

contribuHon that facilitated the idenHficaHon of pa*erns in a*ainment by pupil characterisHcs 

and informs analysis of the educaHonal underachievement by white working-class boys, it has 

been corroborated only by its inclusion in the White Paper and by actors in the Government 

at the Hme. In an interview with the author, then Head of Standards and EffecHveness Unit at 

the DfEE, Michael Barber set out the source of pupil idenHfiers:  

 

One of the first things I started on in 1997/8, was gemng the DfE to collect 

individual pupil level data, the idenHfiers. That didn’t happen when I started. Now, 

it’s everywhere and it informs everything, and researchers and it informs the 

department. We, I with David Blunke*’s consistent support, pursued that even 

though not everybody wanted to do it. Some people thought it was too difficult, 

so we should get credit for that underlying reform because that enables you to 

track these gender differences and unHl you get individual student level data you 

can’t really do that.61 

 

This was complemented by the introducHon of EDPs to be drawn up by LEAs, with guidance 

from the DfEE’s Standards and EffecHveness Unit and approved by the Secretary of State. 

Although this was a broader measure for local authoriHes to produce a school improvement 

strategy with relevant key performance indicators, there was an explicit expectaHon that, 

having been provided with LEAs comparaHve performance data, this would enable schools to 

analyse the data for a*ainment gaps between genders and ethniciHes.62  

 

In the fourth secHon of the White Paper, Modernising the comprehensive principle, the 

Government set out the second of its two most significant educaHon policies, EducaHon 

AcHon Zones (EAZ). As per the White Paper, EAZs were a deliberate a*empt to miHgate social 

exclusion and improve economic prospects by raising standards and a*ainment in schools, 

establishing the new zones in areas with “underperforming schools and the highest levels of 
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disadvantage.”63 The EAZs were in operaHon from September 1998, beginning with 25 areas 

and rising to 73 at the height of the programme, each contained two to three secondary 

schools and their feeder primary schools. The acHon zones were an innovaHve and early 

a*empt at public service reform in the mould of New Labour’s ‘Third Way’ approach that 

would become more apparent in subsequent years. This approach was characterised by 

encouraging the development of partnerships between local government, the private sector, 

parents, and community organisaHons. The first tranche of 25 zones were each allocated an 

addiHonal £750,000 annually in funding from central government for three years, and there 

was an expectaHon that each zone would raise further funding from local businesses and 

voluntary organisaHons.  

 

In the EAZs policy, Blair’s values and beliefs were reflected as a method to tackle social 

exclusion through improving equality of opportunity for all pupils living in deprived areas 

through the transformaHon of their secondary school and improving their a*ainment. 

However, there is a consensus across academic and official literature that EAZs did not live up 

to their objecHves. In a major academic study, Power et. al. found that the impact of the policy 

within the zones was limited in its extent and improvements in pupils’ a*ainment was 

inconsistent.64 Furthermore, the secondary schools within the zones had not ‘added value’ to 

a*ainment at Key Stage 3c (KS3).65 Similarly, a report by Ofsted in 2003 assessing the impact 

of EAZs on educaHonal a*ainment and social exclusion in disadvantaged areas found that 

results at schools in EAZs were fluctuaHng. Ofsted concurred with Power et. al. findings, noHng 

that in naHonal KS3 assessments in both English and mathemaHcs, results remained below 

average and that the outcomes achieved by 16-year-olds were an “area of serious 

weakness.”66 Ofsted noted that the results between pupils in areas of disadvantage and their 

wealthier peers were not being reduced at KS3 and at worst were increasing. The most 

significant reason, Ofsted claimed, that could be a*ributed to this situaHon in assessment was 

due to EAZs failing to place high priority on improving standards at KS3. At GCSE, EAZs had 

made slight improvements with around 25% of pupils achieving five A to C grades, this was 

only half of the naHonal average.67 This consensus between academic and official assessments 

 
c Key Stage 3 includes pupils aged between 11 and 14. 
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of EducaHon AcHon Zones was shared by several key poliHcal actors of the first Blair 

administraHon, Sir Michael Barber offered a frank assessment of EAZs:  

 

The way I think about those is that EducaHon AcHon Zones was my responsibility, 

and they weren’t very good, and I was responsible for that, I feel that that wasn’t 

good, that wasn’t well done, policy wasn’t well designed, it wasn’t well 

implemented.68 

 

While David Blunke*’s Special Adviser Conor Ryan offered a more succinct view: “We tried 

the EducaHon AcHon Zone model iniHally, it didn’t work as well as we would’ve hoped”,69 as 

did the then Head of the Number 10 Policy Unit, David Miliband: “I don’t think the EducaHon 

AcHon Zones … really worked.”70 Despite its status as a flagship educaHon policy of the first 

Blair administraHon, that prototyped the model for future public service reform and 

manifested the values of equality of opportunity and social inclusion that Blair prioriHsed, 

EZAs were broadly a failure with a few minor successes. This represents a clear failure of Blair’s 

first term administraHon to improve the secondary educaHon and a*ainment of white 

working-class boys and girls in some of the most disadvantaged areas of England. One of the 

possible difficulHes experienced by the acHon zone policy was not adequately accounHng for 

the complex structural challenges that impact effecHve secondary educaHon and a*ainment. 

Blair’s first administraHon failed to reconcile these long-term social and economic trends with 

the short-term nature of policy and performance measures. Furthermore, the involvement of 

LEAs in the EAZs policy is anHtheHcal to the direcHon of New Labour’s educaHon agenda, 

which viewed LEAs with scepHcism for their role in overseeing underperforming secondary 

schools for decades. Perhaps the most significant outcome of the acHon zones policy was the 

incepHon of a form of policy development that followed an iteraHve process, which would see 

the launch of Excellence in CiHes just 12 months later.  

 

In March 1999, the second flagship educaHon policy of Blair’s first administraHon was 

launched to improve educaHonal a*ainment and to tackle social exclusion in urban areas. This 

programme, known as Excellence in CiHes (EiC), was a strategy with the specific objecHve of 

improving pupil a*ainment in disadvantaged inner-city conurbaHons. The strategy was 

launched in 25 LEA areas, covering 400 secondary schools and six large metropolitan areas: 
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Inner London; Birmingham; Manchester and Salford; Liverpool and Knowsley; Leeds and 

Bradford; and Sheffield and Rotherham. By 2003, this had grown to around 1000 secondary 

schools, accounHng for around a third of all secondary schools at the Hme. In short, EiC 

involved distribuHng addiHonal funding and resources to Partnerships, with each Partnership 

consisHng of an LEA and the secondary schools under its remit. The Partnership would then 

decide how to best allocate the funding. This was an approach that both David Blunke*, then 

Secretary of State for EducaHon and Employment, and Conor Ryan, Blunke*’s then Special 

Adviser, believed had contributed to its success, with the former staHng:  

 

I think the best of those iniHaHves was Excellence in CiHes because it was based 

on pedagogic evidence, and people actually being able to reinforce good pracHce 

and spread good pracHce fairly quickly.71 

 

With Ryan echoing this senHment concisely: “I think Excellence in CiHes worked be*er 

because it had more of a partnership approach.”72 Here, the influence of Anthony Gidden’s 

Third Way can be seen, with the partnership approach between the public and private sectors 

being applied to the delivery of educaHon. 

 

There were at least six idenHfiable strands to the EiC policy, intended to extend educaHonal 

opportunity and ameliorate obstacles to learning, with the three most significant being: 

Learning Mentors, to support pupils learning and behaviour; Learning Support Units, offering 

alternaHve provision away from the classroom for difficult pupils; and the Gi[ed and Talented 

programme, to raise standards amongst 5 to 10% of pupils who require a higher level of 

challenge. Other measures included in the EiC policy were the extension of the Specialist 

school status, a process by which schools could specialise in a parHcular subject and would 

bring further funding; Beacon school status, again receiving extra funding in return for 

disseminaHng effecHve pracHce to improve pupil a*ainment with other nearby schools; City 

Learning Centres, which facilitated access to ICT equipment; and further EducaHon AcHon 

Zones.  

 

This diversity of provision was perceived as a strength of the EiC agenda, as it was intended to 

raise all pupils’ a*ainment with varying degrees of support recognising the different levels of 
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apHtude amongst pupils and the obstacles to making progress. This ranged from those who 

needed moderate support to address behavioural and amtudinal issues towards learning with 

a Learning Mentor to those struggling with convenHonal secondary educaHon, who required 

alternaHve provision such as at Learning Support Units, and recogniHon through the Gi[ed 

and Talent strand that the most able pupils should be challenged to aim higher. Learning 

Mentors were specifically singled out as parHcularly valuable by both Blunke*, who 

highlighted their importance as a connecHon between home and school, “Learning Mentors 

… were designed to be the link between home and school to be able to nurture children that 

just needed that extra outside school hours”,73 and Ryan for its impact on amtudes towards 

learning, “I think one of the things that it [EiC] did that was quite important was addressing 

behavioural issues. So, it introduced the concept of learning mentors.”74 The intenHon of 

Learning Mentors then was to ameliorate the barriers to pupils learning by substanHvely 

changing the amtudes and behaviours of pupils towards educaHon to both raise a*ainment 

but to also contribute towards a more posiHve relaHonship between the school and parents, 

and to encourage greater involved by parents in their children’s educaHon, part of a broader 

a*empt to influence the culture of the home and assuage amtudes towards educaHon. 

Similarly, significant was the development of the Gi[ed and Talented strand, as a unique 

component that would have not been devised by Labour under a different leader. Blair’s 

emphasis on equality of opportunity over that of social equality, represented in educaHon 

under the banner of comprehensive schooling did not have to mean equality in mediocrity, 

with the Gi[ed and Talented strand of EiC presenHng a challenge to ensure the most able 

pupils also made progress throughout their school careers and further improved their 

a*ainment, achieving their potenHal.  

 

Findings from a diverse range of studies across both official and academic literature which 

have conducted evaluaHons of the EiC policy have reached a broad consensus that the 

programme had a demonstrable posiHve impact on both the standard of secondary educaHon 

and pupils’ a*ainment. A comprehensive naHonal evaluaHon of the EiC policy, uHlising 

qualitaHve and quanHtaHve data, was conducted by Kendall et al. which showed a parHcularly 

strong associaHon between EiC and increases in pupil a*ainment in Maths at KS3.75 More 

broadly, although EiC pupils achieved lower outcomes than their peers in non-EiC areas, EiC 

pupil performance at KS3 increased on average at a rate that was either equal to or greater 
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than their non-EiC peers.76 Assessing Key Stage 4 (KS4)d pupil a*ainment, Kendall et al. 

concluded that there was a weaker relaHonship between EiC parHcipaHon and pupil 

a*ainment at GCSE. However, the author notes an important limitaHon of the study is that 

potenHal parHcipaHon by pupils in EiC at KS3 could have diminished the impact of the 

programme at KS4.77 Although there is a limited associaHon between the EiC programme and 

a*ainment at GCSE overall, it suggests that the implementaHon of the programme at a LEA 

and school level could be a significant explanatory factor in the greater heterogeneity of 

improved pupil outcomes. Similarly, in a quanHtaHve comparaHve study of KS3 pupil 

performance data in schools prior to and a[er enrolling in the EiC programme and compared 

to non-EiC schools, Manchin et al. found a pa*ern of improved pupil a*ainment in both Maths 

and English in English secondary schools parHcipaHng in EiC.78 These findings were also shared 

by Ofsted, who noted that results at KS3 in both Maths and English, had risen significantly 

faster than results naHonally between 1998 and 2000, with each subject surpassing the 

naHonal rate by 1.8% and 1.5% respecHvely. Although this was not without its limitaHons, as 

Ofsted noted that these results were sHll below the naHonal average. Reviewing GCSE 

performance measures, Ofsted recognised that KS4 results at EiC schools were below the 

naHonal average but that the rate of improvement in one GCSE pass at grades A* to G was 

above the naHonal average and five GCSE passes at grades A* to C was almost equal to the 

naHonal trend between 1998 and 2002.79  

 

The evaluaHon by Kendall et al. of the EiC programme also considered its effecHveness in 

improving the a*ainment of pupils’ characterisHcs salient to this study including: enHtlement 

to free school meals (FSMs); boys; and, pupils who idenHfied their ethnicity as White UK. 

Firstly, the assessment concluded that at KS3 a more pronounced relaHonship between 

disadvantaged schools with a high number of pupils in receipt of FSMs and a stronger impact 

of the EiC policy.80 At KS4, the majority of EiC schools saw a reducHon in performance 

dispariHes compared with non-EiC schools, although there was greater variaHon between EiC 

schools.81 Second, in terms of gender, Kendall et al. found EiC to have a negligible impact at 

KS382 and that at KS4 there was no evidence of a link between EiC and gender.83 In a separate 

more detailed study, Kendall explicitly states that, when accounHng for school and pupil 

 
d Key Stage 4 includes pupils aged between 14 and 16. 
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characterisHcs and comparing like-for-like pupils, there were no differences in the 

performance of White UK boys at EiC and non-EiC schools.84 In contrast, Machin et al. take a 

different view, arguing that pupils exposed to EiC achieved modest gains in a*ainment, with 

the data demonstraHng a slightly greater effect for boys than that of girls in Maths.85 Lastly, 

Kendall et al. found that at KS3 and 4 pupils from White UK backgrounds a*ending EiC schools 

achieved similar outcomes as their peers a*ending non-EiC schools. Although this is 

considerable achievement by the EiC programme, Kendall et al. noted that a*ainment for 

other ethnic groups was below that of White UK pupils from the outset of KS3 and at the end 

of KS4. However, when factoring in school and pupil characterisHcs, the a*ainment for all 

ethnic groups at the end of KS4 was higher than that of similar White UK pupils.86  

 

If the policy objecHve of the Excellence in CiHes programme was to promote social inclusion 

and equality of opportunity by improving standards and a*ainment amongst pupils in 

disadvantaged urban areas, then it has been a parHal success. There is a se*led view, across 

separate academic studies and official assessments, that there was a posiHve, if uneven, 

relaHonship between EiC and improved educaHonal outcomes for pupils in parHcipaHng 

schools. This was evidenced by the robust data from a broader long-term naHonal study and 

a narrow short-term evaluaHon, both of which specifically indicated a strong relaHonship 

between EiC and advances in pupil a*ainment in Maths. However, although progress was 

made in secondary educaHon a*ainment more broadly, when accounHng for school and pupil 

characterisHcs, Kendall et al. showed a more complex picture. While pupils in receipt of FSMs 

made good progress in EiC schools compared to their peers in non-EiC schools, there was a 

negligible relaHonship between EiC parHcipaHon and gender. This was also the case when 

considering ethnicity, as White UK boys did not significantly benefit from parHcipaHon in EiC 

schools. Nor did White UK pupils make as much progress as their peers of other ethniciHes 

when comparing like-for-like pupils. This would suggest that other contribuHng factors that 

had been a lower priority for Blair’s first administraHon, beyond the school gates, could have 

been a significant oversight. 

 

At the point that Blair took office as Prime Minister in 1997, beyond an overarching objecHve 

of extending equality of opportunity through improving the quality and outcomes in 

educaHon for the disadvantage, Blair did not have a radical educaHon policy for the secondary 



 89 
 
 

sector. This would manifest itself in the form of a piecemeal agenda in educaHon and iteraHve 

approach to policy development. During the first Blair administraHon, flagship programmes 

such as EiC, EAZs and Fresh Start were part of a broad strategy of improving the quality and 

standards in the secondary educaHon system, all with the same aim of driving a*ainment. 

This agenda was composed of specific, targeted, and limited policies that uHlised the 

insHtuHons of the state as the primary tool to miHgate social and economic disadvantage, and 

which ulHmately struggled to ameliorate the entrenched structural challenges faced by pupils, 

both within and without the school grounds. While Blair and Labour focused rightly on the 

most deprived areas, this meant relaHvely narrow support for disadvantaged pupils in more 

affluent areas of the country. Seldon notes that part of the success of educaHon in this first 

term of Labour government, and parHcularly primary educaHon, was because of the detailed 

plan set out in OpposiHon.87 Although Blair and other actors had planned in depth during 

OpposiHon, there was no definiHve idea that would guide his approach towards the secondary 

educaHon and a*ainment of white working-class boys. Furthermore, the absence of a broader 

idea to improve secondary educaHon, akin to the NaHonal Literacy and Numeracy Strategies 

(NLNS) in primary educaHon, should be considered a criHcal factor in the development of an 

iteraHve approach to policy formaHon during the first Blair administraHon and the subsequent 

uneven outcomes. This process of policy development was recognised by several elite actors, 

with Ryan noHng: “I think Excellence in CiHes probably did more than the others in reality. I 

think EducaHon AcHon Zones, you know, it was an experiment and I think it evolved into the 

Excellence in CiHes programme.”88 This approach was corroborated by Barber, then Head of 

the DfEE’s Standards and EffecHveness Unit: “So, then Excellence in CiHes which came next 

was actually much be*er and that’s because we’d learnt from mistakes, in other words we 

couldn’t have done Excellence in CiHes without EducaHon AcHon Zones.”89 Perhaps one of the 

most significant outcomes of this iteraHve approach was the first Blair administraHon’s 

capacity to learn from experience. Instead of abandoning a*empts to improve equality of 

opportunity through raising a*ainment in disadvantage urban areas a[er the relaHve failure 

of EAZs, it adopted a dynamic approach to policy which ulHmately proved beneficial. 

 

In contrast to secondary educaHon, where there was no overarching or radical educaHon 

policy beyond school improvement, the agenda in primary educaHon, best characterised by 

the NLNS, implemented from 1998 and 1999 respecHvely in the form of daily literacy and 
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numeracy hours, was the rising Hde that li[ed all boats. In both academic and official 

evaluaHons, the NLNS have been found to be low-cost transformaHve policies which delivered 

significant increases in a*ainment. In a quanHtaHve evaluaHon of the pilot programme, the 

NaHonal Literacy Project, Machin and McNally provided staHsHcal evidence that found 

significant improvements in English at Key Stage 2 (KS2), and that at age 11, boys benefi*ed 

more than girls from the policy.90 These significant improvements in both English at KS2, as 

well as the narrowing of the gender differenHal within English with a dividend for boys,91 and 

Maths are reiterated by Ofsted’s assessments of the programmes.92 This argument was 

similarly advanced by Barber who oversaw the programme’s implementaHon at the DfEE: “the 

literacy and numeracy stuff in primary school did benefit boys significantly because it caught 

everybody up to a standard and because boys were further behind than girls, they benefited 

more from it.”93 The most notable contrast between the primary and secondary agendas in 

educaHon in Blair’s first term is that there was no single secondary educaHon policy that 

successfully raised a*ainment to the same extent as the NLNS did at the primary level. It is 

notable then that the low-cost and universal nature of the NLNS at primary level, which was 

driven from the centre by the Standards and EffecHveness Unit at the DfEE, and the limited 

and targeted character of secondary educaHon policies, in which LEAs and schools took the 

lead and received much less a*enHon from central government, between 1997 and 2001.  

 

The major focus on primary over secondary educaHon during the first Blair administraHon can 

also be parHally explained by key poliHcal actors being convinced of its pre-eminent posiHon 

in compulsory educaHon. This view of primary educaHon was corroborated between mulHple 

actors, including Lord Blunke* who advanced this perspecHve:  

 

I think the evidence we were presented with was that the foundaHon of success 

was going to be early years and primary. That we could make the biggest 

difference, most quickly if we concentrated a*enHon in those areas. 

 

and, 
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We couldn’t turn round deeply failing comprehensive schools if the primary 

schools and the early years before them hadn’t actually done their job and done 

their work because otherwise those schools were always trying to play catch up.94 

 

Other actors, including Ryan and Barber concurred with this approach, with the former 

adding: “If we didn’t get it right in literacy and numeracy and get those foundaHons right in 

primary school, then by the Hme they got into secondary school, it was o[en going to be too 

late.”95 The approach of the first Blair administraHon’s choices in educaHon can, with some 

confidence, be a*ributed to the perspecHve of key poliHcal actors that saw improvements in 

primary educaHon as both where the greatest impact on a*ainment could be made and that 

this was a necessary prerequisite for the improvement of secondary educaHon due to a 

system effect of primary’s influence on subsequent compulsory educaHon. While some might 

argue that raising a*ainment in primary was pracHcable as it was low hanging fruit, this 

strategy in primary educaHon was more effecHve at raising a*ainment across the board for all 

pupils in England, rather than improving outcomes for disadvantaged pupils in the most 

deprived parts of the country only. Furthermore, this approach in primary did not preclude 

Blair’s first administraHon from a*empHng a programme of intervenHon in secondary schools 

across the board to drive standards in a similar way it did in primary.  

 

3.3 Conclusion 

At the conclusion of Blair’s first term, his administraHon’s record in secondary educaHon 

should be considered a parHal success. The introducHon of several high profile and 

substanHve intervenHons in the secondary sector dispels the popular narraHve that the first 

term was solely about primary educaHon. The secondary educaHon policies Blair’s first 

administraHon implemented had varying degrees of success in improving the secondary 

educaHon and a*ainment of white working-class boys in England. Firstly, Fresh Start made a 

significant impact by facilitaHng a major intervenHon in the most poorly performing secondary 

schools. Second, EAZs were generally considered to have underperformed. Thirdly, EiC made 

some improvements to the a*ainment of pupils in disadvantaged inner-city areas, with 

notable increases for boys in Maths at KS3. Lastly, the major policy iniHaHve in primary, the 

NLNS, had a significant impact on a*ainment, which many key actors perceived as a necessary 

precondiHon for strong improvements in secondary. This overall strategy should be seen as an 
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a*empt to create an educaHonal landscape that was conducive to school improvement and 

increases in the a*ainment of pupils. However, the absence of an overarching idea in 

secondary educaHon, resulHng in an iteraHve approach to policy, coupled with the targeted 

and narrow nature of the flagship policies meant that, while they may have improved the 

posiHon of some white working-class boys, any improvements were always going to be limited 

by the scale of these policies. These policies sought to ameliorate the detrimental effects of 

cross-generaHonal disadvantage within the school gates, uHlising the insHtuHon as a policy 

tool. However, these programmes were not as successful for white working-class boys, 

therefore other factors without the confines of secondary educaHon were contribuHng to 

educaHonal outcomes. Blair recognised that a guarantee by government of full employment 

was not viable and belonged to another poliHcal age, concluding that to extend equality of 

opportunity and social inclusion, and to improve the naHon’s economic performance, a strong 

underpinning in the basics of educaHon was necessary. Therefore, considerable a*enHon was 

given over to wri*en English, reading comprehension and Maths which would facilitate 

opportuniHes at later stages of educaHon and increase the potenHal chances of employment 

later in life. This approach could have benefi*ed low achieving white working-class boys in 

England disproporHonately as they were starHng from a posiHon of lower a*ainment and 

made the biggest improvements. 
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Chapter 4 

 

Blair 2001 – 2007: Transforming Secondary EducaHon? 

 

‘Only 400,000 children. But they’re not our children. It’s always other people’s children. 

None of us in this room would dream of lemng our children leave school at fi[een.’ 

Anthony Crosland1 

 

In the period from 2001 to 2007, Tony Blair and New Labour would be re-elected to office 

twice at the 2001 and 2005 General ElecHons with an overall majority of 167 and 66 

respecHvely. The sizeable majority achieved in 2001, secured a historic second full-term in 

government for Labour, while the 2005 victory would represent a landmark never achieved 

by any other Labour leader of winning three consecuHve general elecHons. The victories at 

the ballot box would facilitate the implementaHon of a public service reform programme 

across domesHc policy, with secondary educaHon taking on greater priority in the years 

following 2001. This would be characterised by the choice and diversity agenda, and Labour’s 

a*empts to usher in a post-comprehensive era. This chapter seeks to provide a detailed 

analyHcal narraHve of the secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies of the second and 

third Blair administraHons from the 2001 general elecHon unHl his resignaHon as Prime 

Minister in July 2007. I will begin by semng out broader factors that influenced the outcomes 

of Blair’s agenda in secondary educaHon during this period. The first of these is the 

establishment of an agenda in secondary educaHon policy with greater clarity from 2001. 

Followed by the role of key poliHcal actors who were driving educaHon policy across 

government. Other influences on secondary educaHon and a*ainment policy will be 

considered including both domesHc and foreign concerns. The chapter will then examine the 

flagship policies of Blair’s second and third administraHons including Academies, Specialist 

Schools, the London Challenge, and Raising of the ParHcipaHon Age. 

 

In the previous chapter, the argument advanced by this thesis was that Blair and New Labour, 

despite their work in OpposiHon to prepare for government, lacked an overarching idea to 

transiHon secondary educaHon into a new era. This was characterised by many of their policies 

to improve the quality of secondary schools and raise a*ainment being limited, targeted, and 
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specific rather than universal in their applicaHon. From 2001 onwards, Blair had sought to 

change this through developing a public sector reform strategy that would also include a shi[ 

in Labour’s approach to educaHon beyond the comprehensive era. That Blair was developing 

this agenda is recorded in separate instances by Seldon, during the 2001 general elecHon 

campaign2 and once re-elected to office in 2002.3 A criHcism of Blair’s acHons here would note 

that in both these instances his thinking is reacHve rather than pro-acHve in his approach to 

defining Labour’s thinking on secondary educaHon reform. This approach was manifested in 

uncertainty over the public sector reform agenda early in Blair’s second term as demonstrated 

by key actors in private moments, as Blunke* observed in his diary.4 By 2005, Blair’s thinking 

on secondary educaHon had become clearer and more coherent, with that year’s general 

elecHon manifesto containing a refined and detailed agenda that spoke to the broader 

strategy he sought to conHnue to pursue in secondary educaHon, a stark contrast with 2001’s 

manifesto.5 Throughout this period Blair’s agency remained a key, but not the sole, factor in 

cra[ing Labour’s thinking on secondary educaHon as his personal contribuHons acted as the 

catalyst for the confirmaHon of his administraHons’ policy agenda.  As Hme elapsed, the 

thinking behind the agenda in educaHon was no longer an a[erthought, as Blair sought to 

deliver public sector reforms and pursue a personal mandate in his third term.  

 

4.1 Poli>cal actors 

Across Blair’s second and third administraHons, there was a significant disconHnuity in the 

primary poliHcal actors that were involved in secondary educaHon policy across this six-year 

period. Following the 2001 general elecHon, Blunke* became Home Secretary, Ryan le[ 

government, Barber became Head of the No 10 Delivery Unit, Michael Bichard, the DfEE 

Permanent Secretary, reHred, Miliband was elected MP for South Shields, and 6 months prior 

the Chief Inspector of Ofsted, Chris Woodhead, had resigned. Blair’s intenHons for his second 

administraHon were communicated clearly shortly a[er forming his government.  

 

In a July 2001 meeHng, Blair told his four ministers leading key delivery departments, among 

them new EducaHon Secretary Estelle Morris, that they would be in place for the enHre 

Parliament.6 This would have replicated the stability of personnel that had been the backbone 

of success at the DfEE in his first administraHon. This ambiHon for stability in poliHcal actors 

in key public service departments makes the resignaHon of Estelle Morris parHcularly 
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perHnent. Morris’ explanaHon for her resignaHon as Secretary of State for EducaHon, that in 

her view she was failing to perform the role adequately, has been accepted prima facie by 

contemporary historians in several disciplines. However, the failure to interrogate this claim 

and their readiness to accept this jusHficaHon demonstrates both the naivety of authors in 

other disciplines in their approach to poliHcal history and fails to provide a more rigorous 

account of Morris’ Hme as Secretary of State. Morris was a skilled poliHcian and a competent 

administrator who had excelled at the DfEE, with her role being upgraded from Parliamentary 

Under-Secretary to Minister of State for School Standards, a rare achievement for a front-line 

poliHcian. She was also a highly experienced career teacher having spent nearly two decades 

at an inner-city secondary school in Coventry, and the first such classroom educator to have 

occupied the role of Secretary of State. There is also the potenHal that this line of argument 

is accepted due to the self-criHcal nature of the explanaHon given by Morris, and that no other 

factors could adequately account for this. Similarly, the ready acceptance of this jusHficaHon 

would be more likely challenged if a male poliHcian made such a resignaHon statement. A 

strong argument for Morris’ resignaHon is the poliHcal pressure she felt emanaHng from 

Number Ten and specifically the role of Andrew Adonis as the Head of the No 10 Policy Unit 

who was driving the City Academies project forward. 

 

Throughout this period, disconHnuity in personnel would also impact the key post of Secretary 

of State for EducaHon and Skills at the newly renamed Department for EducaHon and Skills 

(DfES). Over this six-year period, four individuals were appointed to the role, averaging 18 

months in office each, shared between Estelle Morris, Charles Clarke, Ruth Kelly, and Alan 

Johnson respecHvely. However, a limited degree of conHnuity can be found in personnel at 

both the DfES and in No 10. At the DfES, Morris’ appointment following the 2001 general 

elecHon provided a link to Blair’s first administraHon as she served in the DfEE throughout the 

first term and worked closely with both Blunke* and Barber. Morris would shortly be joined 

by Miliband in 2002, appointed to his first post in government as Minister of State for Schools 

and remaining in post unHl his departure in 2005. Similarly, Barber’s move from the DfES to 

lead Blair’s new No 10 Delivery Unit may have weakened the department. However, it 

simultaneously placed one of the key contributors to Labour’s approach to educaHon, whose 

new role was to deliver Blair’s agenda, at the centre of government. Further conHnuity can be 

found in Adonis’s promoHon to the Head of the No 10 Policy Unit in 2001, before being 
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elevated to the House of Lords in 2005 and joining the DfES as a junior Minister in the same 

year. A criHcal approach to the high turnover of personnel in this period could argue that this 

was evidence of further centralisaHon of the educaHon agenda and a hollowing out of DfES 

by the removal of senior actors at the department. However, those poliHcal actors who 

occupied the role of EducaHon Secretary were considerable figures, either as poliHcal 

heavyweights with their own standing within the Labour Party, such as Clarke, or were well 

regarded by their peers and Hpped for future success, such as Kelly and Johnson.  

 

4.2 Domes>c and foreign 

In literature concerning the New Labour project, there is a view that poliHcal actors within the 

party during the first term were primarily concerned with maintaining economic competence 

to secure a second term. This was an end in itself to avoid being “knocked off course” by 

economic headwinds, as had been the case with previous Labour governments who were 

subsequently defeated at the ballot box. By 2001, Blair and New Labour had successfully seen 

off this potenHal risk and achieved further electoral success. However, there is a parallel 

argument that a[er the events of September 2001 and the onset of the conflicts in 

Afghanistan later in the same year and in Iraq in 2003, that Blair’s second term up to 2005 was 

dominated by foreign policy to the detriment of his domesHc agenda. Given the prominent 

role of foreign policy post-2001, it is reasonable to quesHon the capacity of Blair’s government 

to make substanHal progress in secondary educaHon policy, given the limited resources of 

government to implement his agenda, and whether Blair’s agenda in educaHon was 

disadvantaged by his government’s focus on foreign policy.  

 

There is no consensus of views across the poliHcal actors involved in educaHon policy between 

2001 and 2007, with some taking diametrically opposed posiHons. Charles Clarke, who was 

EducaHon Secretary from 2002 to 2004 covering the beginning of the Iraq War, was scepHcal 

of the view that a*enHon was diverted from domesHc to foreign policy, arguing that this did 

not affect the poliHcal focus on Blair’s second administraHon, remarking that:  

 

I simply don’t think … that because we were involved in the Iraq War or in other 

foreign conflicts, somehow poliHcal a*enHon, poliHcal focus was removed from 
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what was going on in educaHon, health or whatever it might be, and I simply don’t 

think that’s true at all, and I don’t think it could be substanHated.7 

 

In a similar vein as Clarke, Conor Ryan, Blair’s Senior EducaHon Adviser in No 10 between 2005 

and 2007, reflected that Blair personally was fully briefed and across the detail of his 

government’s domesHc policies. Ryan demonstrated this by recalling Blair’s role during the 

passage of the 2005 EducaHon Bill through the House of Commons. A contenHous policy issue 

was raised by Labour Party backbench MPs, which was successfully navigated by the Prime 

Minister. ReflecHng on Blair’s third term, Ryan noted: “I can certainly say between 05 and 07, 

where he needed to be focused on educaHon and where he had to address the issues, he was 

absolutely, totally, a hundred percent on those issues.”8  

 

In contrast to Clarke and Ryan’s view, David Miliband adopted a markedly different posiHon in 

an interview with the author who remarked that “Well, they [the events of 9/11 and the Iraq 

War] took the Prime Minister’s a*enHon away and they obviously made us much less popular 

a[er two thousand and three. So, I think that there was undoubtedly a diversion of 

a*enHon.”9 This demonstrates the contested nature of the impact of foreign policy on Blair’s 

domesHc agenda, with poliHcal actors present in the DfES and No 10 holding significantly 

different perspecHves. 

 

Separately, Estelle Morris, EducaHon Secretary between 2001 and 2002, recounted a 

conversaHon on this topic with her then Minister of State for Schools, David Miliband, about 

the shi[ing focus of government:  

 

I remember David saying to me that maybe we’re just going to have to come to 

terms with the fact that we had grown up at a Hme when the focus was on 

domesHc policy but maybe the focus in poliHcs would move back to foreign 

affairs.10  

 

Following the interviews with key poliHcal actors of this period, it is possible to discern at least 

three disHnct perspecHves, or levels, of a government’s capacity to pursue its domesHc and 

foreign agendas simultaneously. Firstly, on a government wide basis, the capacity to drive the 
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implementaHon of its domesHc agenda; second, at a personal level, the capability of the Prime 

Minister to master the detail of a broad range of policy despite compeHng demands; and third, 

a long-term, generaHonal tension of the prominence of domesHc and foreign policy. While the 

Prime Minister’s personal capability to lead for the Government in ma*ers of educaHon is not 

seriously quesHoned by the tesHmony of other poliHcal actors, the diversity of views amongst 

poliHcal actors in Blair’s second administraHon over the quesHon of poliHcal focus and 

a*enHon during this period is indicaHve of a broader dispute over the emerging agenda in 

educaHon during this Hme. 

 

4.3 Academies 

The period between 2001 and 2007 was crucial for the secondary educaHon and a*ainment 

policy towards white working-class boys in England, as the academies programme would 

transform from being a minor policy driven by Andrew Adonis in 2001 and becoming one of 

Blair’s major educaHonal legacies by the Hme he le[ office. Previous historians of educaHon 

have concluded that the academies programme led to the markeHsaHon of England’s school 

system but have failed to assess the efficacy of academies in improving a*ainment. In 

contrast, scholars uHlising quanHtaHve methods have correctly idenHfied the impact on pupil 

a*ainment as a significant issue and, to a large extent, concluded that the academies 

programme up to 2010 had a posiHve impact on the a*ainment of pupils. The disagreement 

amongst the la*er is over the extent to which the relaHonship impacted pupils’ overall 

a*ainment, the changing composiHon of academies intake, and which cohort benefi*ed from 

this change to England’s secondary school structure. However, these authors have failed to 

acknowledge the broader qualitaHve element to the historiography. By uHlising exisHng 

literature and original interview material with elite poliHcal actors, a fuller perspecHve of the 

place of academies in the secondary educaHon and a*ainment policy towards white working-

class boys can be facilitated. 

 

The development of the Blair Government’s approach to secondary educaHon and a*ainment 

were part of a broader a*empt, iniHated in 2000 but coming to fruiHon between 2001 and 
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2007 during Blair’s second and third terms,a to decisively move Labour away from the panacea 

of the comprehensive school and into a “post-comprehensive era”.11 The Labour Party’s 

thinking had been dominated by comprehensivisaHon for the majority of the second half of 

the twenHeth century and had not developed beyond this. A speech delivered by Blunke* in 

March 2000 was a step-change in rhetoric and a first step towards establishing a new policy 

framework.12 This was formalised by the publicaHon of a Green Paper by the DfEE in February 

2001, Schools: Building on Success, which prepared the poliHcal ground by semng out the 

Government’s plans for a potenHal second term and framing the plans in a public narraHve 

that linked the achievements of the first term as a foundaHon for a prospecHve second term. 

The chapter enHtled ‘Transforming Secondary EducaHon’ speaks to the themes and policy 

measures planned, which included: diversity in secondary provision; raising standards at Key 

Stage 3; and 14 to 19 reform.13 Following the 2001 General ElecHon, this was reaffirmed by 

new EducaHon Secretary, Estelle Morris, and published in a DfES White Paper, Schools: 

Achieving Success.14 

 

The turn of the millennium saw the introducHon of City Academies. Announced in a major set 

piece speech by Blunke* at the Social Market FoundaHon and placed on a statutory basis by 

the Learning and Skills Act 2000, this was New Labour’s “radical approach”15 to educaHon 

policy. The academies were introduced late into Blair’s first term and only became a 

meaningful strand of the Government’s educaHon agenda following the second consecuHve 

general elecHon victory in 2001 with the first new City Academy opening in 2002. As such, it 

is appropriate to evaluate the academy programme in this chapter. In short, academies were 

intended as all-ability, state schools, independent of local authority control, funded directly 

by central government, accountable to the DfES and primarily located in deprived urban areas. 

The Educa7on Act 2002 simplified the insHtuHons name to academies and permi*ed them be 

established in any area. Academies would go on to become the most significant strand of New 

Labour’s secondary educaHon and a*ainment agenda, with Gordon Brown’s decision, once 

he had succeeded Blair as Prime Minister, to conHnue the programme confirming the 

preeminent status of the policy. Although the number of academies started slowly, with only 

 
a Blair’s commitment to modernising the comprehensive principle can be traced back to Opposition. However, 
this was largely a rhetorical device with his first administration focusing on raising standards in comprehensive 
schools rather than making a decisive break in the structure of England’s secondary education system. 
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87 opened by the Hme Blair le[ office in September 2007 and 203 at the Hme of the 2010 

General ElecHon.  

 

This new classificaHon of school was notable in several core aspects of school management. 

First, academies would have greater autonomy than exisHng maintained secondary schools, 

as they would be self-managing rather than placed under the remit of Local EducaHon 

AuthoriHes. Second, academies were to be established with a supporHng sponsor. IniHally, 

sponsors were required to contribute up to a maximum of £2 million in capital for faciliHes, 

albeit this was later dropped. Third, academies would have greater freedom over day-to-day 

management and operaHonal issues such as the curriculum, staff pay and condiHons and the 

school day.  

 

As the most significant secondary educaHon and a*ainment programme of New Labour’s Hme 

in office, academies have been the subject of extensive research interest with academic 

publicaHons,16 official reports,17 and appraisals commissioned by government.18 Despite the 

proliferaHon of research of the efficacy of academies in several disciplines and official circles, 

two aspects of these evaluaHons should be made explicit. Firstly, research considering the 

success of the academies programme will be limited to the impact of those academies 

established pre-2010 under the Labour government. Second, there is limited scope given the 

relaHvely small sample size of academies established and the natural lag that is built into 

educaHon for substanHve results to be produced.  

 

Amongst the exisHng academic literature on academies, it is the involvement of sponsors, 

many from the private sector or individual benefactors19 and the provision for academies to 

act as their own admissions authoriHes, which included the power to select up to 10% of 

pupils on ability, which is considered to be most controversial and is a common line of 

argument amongst criHcs of academies.20 Chi*y and Tomlinson criHque the programme, 

seeking to prosecute the markeHsaHon thesis of England’s secondary educaHon system. This 

line of argument should be treated with scepHcism as it a*empts to provide a single all-

encompassing explanaHon of New Labour’s secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies and 

fails to acknowledge disconHnuiHes with preceding administraHons, tensions within Labour’s 

strategy, and compeHng narraHves such as those around centralisaHon and local management 
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of schools over the 13-year period. An overreliance on the market narraHve leads criHcs of 

New Labour’s agenda to approach the academy programme as a pejoraHve, emphasising the 

private element of sponsorship, despite the overwhelming source of funding coming from 

central government.21 These same criHcs similarly fail to interrogate the role of other sponsors 

as thoroughly, with public and third sector organisaHons establishing academies as well as 

faith groups and educaHonal agencies.22 Lastly, the argument put forward by these criHcs is 

less persuasive when compared to the findings of quanHtaHve studies that establish a posiHve 

relaHonship between academy status and improvements in a*ainment. The line of argument 

concerning claims around the composiHon of the pupil body at academies is strongly rebuffed 

by an NAO report. The NAO’s 2007 report, The Academies Programme, outlines figures that 

academies schools’ admi*ance of a higher proporHon of pupils eligible for free school meals, 

of those with special educaHonal needs, and those with a lower prior a*ainment that live in 

the catchment area. The improvements in a*ainment a*ributed to academies then cannot be 

ascribed simply to the selecHon of pupils on ability.23 

 

It should be noted that within the literature, there are authors who are liable to reveal their 

judgement and commitments when considering the nature of secondary educaHon in England 

during this period. This is evident in the work of authors such as Chi*y, who arguably 

maintains a polemical focus on the structure of England’s secondary educaHon system, 

without accounHng for other key government policies and iniHaHves such as the Key Stage 3 

strategies, one of the most significant but ignored issues in secondary educaHon where many 

pupils fail to make the expected progress in their studies. It is notable that, historians in 

educaHon departments roundly criHcise the developments of England’s educaHon system and 

parHcularly its secondary school system, arguing that diverse avenues should be closed off, 

while the poliHcal actors they criHque are willing to pursue school improvement by almost 

any means to achieve improved outcomes for pupils.24  

 

Amongst the key poliHcal actors in this period, there was a shared poliHcal outlook within New 

Labour’s approach to secondary educaHon that the independence of state secondary schools 

in England from Local EducaHon AuthoriHes could act as a catalyst for school improvement 

and increases in a*ainment. This was underpinned by New Labour’s revisionist approach to 

secondary educaHon policy in order to achieve improvements in a*ainment. This approach 
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also had the benefit of bypassing poliHcal actors in key roles within the Labour Party who 

subscribed to New Le[ poliHcs, the most well-known manifestaHon of which is the 

Parliamentary Labour Party’s Socialist Campaign Group, in Labour controlled local authoriHes. 

This is partly influenced by the role of the educaHon trade unions in the Labour Party’s history, 

which have held a significant role since at least 1945 and the onset of the debate about the 

triparHte system and mulHlateral schools. This poliHcal standpoint is common within the 

Labour Party and, despite being progressive in appearance, embodies an element of small ‘c’ 

conservaHsm with its prioriHsaHon of means over ends and refusal to acknowledge the failure 

of an idealised secondary educaHon system in England. This was evident as early as Blair’s first 

term, with Adonis making clear that he was against grant-maintained schools being brought 

back under the remit of local government25 and reiterated this stance to the author.26 A similar 

approach is echoed by Blunke*, who also highlights New Labour’s prioriHsaHon of 

improvements in secondary educaHon by accepHng revision to policy: 

 

So, we thought that what was sensible from the nineteen eighty-eight changes 

that Ken Baker had brought in was a greater autonomy and responsibility, and 

therefore accountability for headteachers and leaders in school, and therefore 

what was then called the local management of schools. We felt that the changes 

that had been brought about with grant-maintained schools was a phase too far 

because it separated out the schools into unnecessary categories, but we knew 

that simply saying we’re going to abolish this was old style. Let’s go backwards, 

let’s always be nostalgic, let’s reflect on the past rather than learning from it and 

moving to the future. So, that’s why we said let’s adopt the best of this and call 

them foundaHon schools, let’s accelerate the autonomy which eventually led to 

the Academy schools.27 

 

Other key poliHcal actors throughout this period of Blair’s premiership offered accounts in 

interview that reaffirmed this approach of uHlising school independence to bypass recalcitrant 

local authoriHes that were considered by some in New Labour to be part of the problem.28 

The extent and longevity of this problem including amongst Labour controlled local authoriHes 

is recounted by Johnson:  
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EducaHon was always something that Labour had a problem with internally. There 

was so many teachers in the Labour Party, there was such a view of the good old 

days that, you know, we ought to go back to. I mean there was a failure to 

recognise that schools had been failing very much on the Le[. There was a guy 

called Max Bird, who was an ex-teacher, a Labour councillor, and he was the Chair 

of the educaHon authority in Hull. And Max just didn’t want any change at all. I 

remember John Presco* simng next to me. I was EducaHon Secretary, he was 

Deputy Prime Minister, we had all the Hull City Council around, we wanted to 

spend millions on Building Schools for the Future, but they had to get out of their 

inerHa and accept that there was going to be some academies in Hull. Not every 

school, but some schools had to be academies. I remember John telling this Max 

Bird: “My two sons grew up in Hull. They went to your lousy secondary schools. 

They experienced the lousy quality of teaching. They experienced the lousy results 

from it. Don’t tell me about how great our educaHon system is” because they were 

saying everything in the past was good.29 

 

Two of the earliest official evaluaHons of the academies programme were carried out by the 

NAO: firstly in a 2006 report, Improving poorly performing schools in England, and in a 2007 

report specifically on academies. The first noted that, although it was too early to assess the 

cost-effecHveness of academies, their results were conHnuing to improve with results in KS3 

Maths and English improving at a rate of 9%, compared to the naHonal average of 7% and 6% 

respecHvely.30 The second report, The Academies Programme, was clear in its assessment that 

academies were increasing a*ainment at GCSE with improved performance compared to 

predecessor schools, and rising at a faster rate than in other comparable schools in similar 

circumstances. Most significantly once pupil level data, including prior a*ainment and 

characterisHcs was accounted for, academies were achieving significantly improved GCSE 

results, on average, compared to other schools.31 Although the NAO added the caveat that all 

pupils at that stage simng GCSEs in academies had previously spent Hme in other schools. The 

view was also present amongst poliHcal actors, who were convinced of the efficacy of the 

academies as a major policy iniHaHve to provide a route to improving quality and standards, 

and thereby raise a*ainment. Alan Johnson, Blair’s final Secretary of State for EducaHon and 

Skills before deparHng as Prime Minister, was conHnuing to make the case for academies, 
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remarking in a speech to the Fabian Society that: “Academies are improving at three Hmes the 

overall naHonal rate, despite having twice the number of children on free school meals.”32  

 

The posiHve impact of the Academies programme on a*ainment is an outcome reiterated by 

other appraisals, such as the DfES commissioned annual assessment by 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC). Conducted annually over a five-year period from 2003. PwC’s 

fi[h and final report published in 2008, found that the academies programme was delivering 

overall improvements to pupils’ academic a*ainment. This was similarly reflected in 

responses from key poliHcal actors. When reflecHng on the performance of the academy 

programme, Charles Clarke, Secretary of State for EducaHon and Skills between 2002 and 

2004, argued that: 

 

None of the schools I went to, and I visited a very large number of schools, would 

I call bog standard, and many of them were fighHng very parHcular problems. 

That’s why I supported the Academy programme for a limited number, about two 

hundred schools in the country, where there were areas of entrenched 

educaHonal under performance, where we needed to try and find some way of 

moving it out.33 

 

And when asked about the success of the diversity and choice iniHaHves, such as the 

academies programme, in improving standards and a*ainment added: 

 

I think there’s no doubt that our Academy programme did [improve standards and 

a*ainment in deprived areas], in the areas in which it was talking about, a small 

number of areas of the country, provide what we thought of as a booster shot to 

improve educaHonal performance in those areas. I haven’t got the staHsHcs to 

hand but I think you’d find a number of very strong examples of that … I would say 

they were successful in improving performance and gemng focus and ethos. 34 

 

This view was reiterated by Conor Ryan, who between 2005 and the end of Blair’s Hme in 

government was the Prime Minister’s Senior EducaHon Adviser:  
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When it came to schools I think we were trying to ensure that we were building 

on successes that were already starHng to show on things like London Challenge 

and the early academies. What Tony Blair was very keen to ensure was that those 

programmes conHnued to proceed at pace and I think and the reason he wanted 

to see them at pace was because he wanted to address what had been years of 

under a*ainment, parHcularly in secondary educaHon in urban areas, including in 

London.35 

 

In the quanHtaHve study, PwC uHlised four separate measures to assess the impact of 

academies programme on a*ainment.36 First, a comparison to the naHonal average for English 

secondary schools; second and third are two Comparison Groups composed of schools with 

the 15% and 10% lowest prior a*ainment at KS2; and lastly, schools where there is an 

Overlapping Intake Schools (OIS).b The study also disHnguished between level of performance 

and improvements in performance,c a key measure as to the progress academies made to the 

a*ainment of pupils. At KS3, the level of performance of pupils a*ending academies in English, 

Maths and Science, performed be*er than the two Comparison Groups, but not as well as OIS 

and were below the naHonal average in England. One of the most significant variables in this 

measure was the substanHal variaHons in performance of academies.37 Looking at the average 

annual improvement in performance across all academies, PwC found that in English, Maths 

and Science at KS3, academies achieved greater improvements in all three subjects than all 

four of the above benchmarks, the most noteworthy achieving a higher rate than the naHonal 

average across all schools in England.38 Similarly, beginning with level of performance at the 

end of KS4, academies had 48% of pupils achieving five GCSEs at grades A to E across all 

subjects, which was lower than OIS and England’s naHonal average. However, it was slightly 

higher than their Comparison Group schools. When the five GCSEs include English and Maths, 

this dropped to 27%, compared to the naHonal average across England of 46%.39 This contrasts 

markedly with the average annual level of improvement amongst pupils who achieve five 

GCSEs at grades A to E across all subjects, with the average academy improving by 8%, which 

 
b These are secondary schools with admissions of pupils from feeder primary schools which overlap to a 
considerable extent with those of an Academy’s predecessor school. 
c This is the change in the percentage of a schools’ pupils achieving Level 5 or above in English, Maths and Science 
in each year they have been open as an Academy, compared to the predecessor schools’ performance in its final 
year. 
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outstrips all comparison groups. When English and Maths are included in the 5 GCSEs, the 

academy average is 5%, with only 2% for Comparison Group schools and 1% average 

naHonally.40 The extent of improvements in a*ainment was inconsistent across both different 

stages of assessment and between academies. Looking at the average annual improvement 

in a*ainment across all academies, the progress of pupils from KS2 to GCSE was be*er than 

the naHonal average, albeit this effect was not as strong between KS2 and KS3. In summary 

then, the longitudinal study by PwC idenHfied the impact of academisaHon of schools was 

more varied and complex but with stronger performances in improving a*ainment.41  

 

Later studies of the academies programme up to 2010, from authors at think tanks such as 

Eyles et al. at the EducaHon Policy InsHtute would support the NAO and PwC findings, 

concluding that there is a strong relaHonship between academy status and improvements in 

educaHonal a*ainment at GCSE, equivalent to one grade at GCSE in five separate subjects four 

years a[er becoming an academy. It similarly finds that performance amongst academies was 

variable, from improvement equivalent to one grade in seven individual GCSE subjects to 

detrimental of one grade in four separate GCSE subjects.42 Similarly, a report authored by 

academics at the University of London’s InsHtute for EducaHon, measuring the success of the 

academies programme against the original objecHves of the policy, adopts a dissenHng view 

and is more scepHcal of the impact of academies on a*ainment. While acknowledging that 

average a*ainment at academies did improve, this is qualified by noHng that, in some cases, 

the composiHon of academies intake changed. Despite recognising that academies at the Hme 

had twice the naHonal average number of pupils eligible for Free School Meals (FSM), the 

authors specifically point to the relaHve decline in the proporHon of pupils in receipt of FSM.43 

The quesHon of intent in relaHon to the academies programme and its later direcHon has also 

been raised as an issue and is a view shared by David Miliband: 

 

I mean we made a poliHcal decision, but also at some level a policy decision to 

avoid the structures stuff and that was very tacHcal in the nineHes, I think 

probably, and then we returned to it, it was returned to with the idea of the 

academies which then got, sort of, mutated or instead of being an answer to what 

wasn’t working they became a single transferable soluHon to everything which 

wasn’t the point.44 
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In a quanHtaHve study, Machin and Wilson dispute the findings of the final PwC report and 

quesHon the staHsHcal validity of their evaluaHon, arguing that as academies were the lowest 

performing schools in the LEA, comparing them to the naHonal average is undermined by 

mean reversion, whereby a school at the bo*om of the performance table are staHsHcally 

more likely to return to the mean average a*ainment for the local area, irrespecHve of their 

status. Instead, Machin et al. argue that a more accurate assessment of the relaHonship 

between academy status and a*ainment can be found by measuring academies against other 

similar schools that were: performing poorly, did not become academies and would revert to 

the mean average. When accounHng for these comparable schools and trends in GCSE 

a*ainment prior to academy status, the evidence suggests a much weaker link between the 

academy status and improvements in a*ainment. However, Machin et al. conclude by staHng 

that it was too early to fully evaluate the impact of the academies programme on 

improvements in GCSE performance.45 In a later quanHtaHve study, Machin and Vernoit 

demonstrated that academies which had been open for at least two years had made 

significant improvements to GCSE a*ainment when compared to a group of schools that 

shared similar characterisHcs prior to becoming an academy to those that had converted 

status. The authors also note that they could not find any significant improvement in GCSE 

performance for academy schools which had been open for less than two years and note that 

this is a potenHal explanaHon for why their earlier paper could find no posiHve relaHonship 

between academy status and improvements in a*ainment.46 The Hme lag in substanHve 

changes in performance of the academies is recognised by poliHcal actors who held key roles 

in the delivery of educaHon, with Michael Barber, then overseeing the delivery of public 

services from Downing Street, voicing a similar opinion:  

 

The academy programme was only really just gemng going in the second term, so 

it benefi*ed those schools that became academies but they were, I don’t know 

how many there were at the end of the second term, but I doubt there were more 

than a hundred, I might be wrong, you will know the data, but they were only just 

gemng going and then Andrew went to become a DfE minister in two thousand 

and five and then the programme built up. So, the second term, it’s hard to 

a*ribute much of the growth in outcomes to academies. You’ve always got to, and 
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this is a policy challenge for you, especially when you’re doing research, you’ve 

got to look at the Hmelines. You do something and the result comes, not 

necessarily immediately.47 

 

In summary, academies successfully challenged the underperformance of secondary schools 

in deprived areas. By replacing what were effecHvely secondary modern schools, academies 

delivered as good an educaHon as could reasonably be expected anywhere else in the country. 

Although this may sound like a modest achievement, for those in the catchment area of an 

academy, this could be the difference between achieving a GCSE in English and Maths, and 

subsequently finding employment. 

 

4.4 Specialist Schools 

     The second of Blair’s flagship school improvement policies during the period 2001 to 2007 

was the Specialist Schools programme. Under the Blair governments of this period, Specialist 

Schools were pre-exisHng state secondary schools who, following an applicaHon process to 

the DfES, had successfully fulfilled the eligibility criteria to have a subject specialism. The 

eligibility criteria included providing a development plan covering four academic years, 

demonstraHng overall rising standards of a*ainment and raising private sponsorship, which 

from the outset of the Specialist Schools programme was set at £100,000 before being 

reduced to £50,000 in September 2000, and could be sourced from the private sector, an 

individual benefactor, and charitable foundaHons. Following DfES approval, schools would 

receive £100,000 capital grant and £100 per pupil for a three-year period, incrementally 

increasing to £129 and over four years respecHvely across the decade from 1997.   

 

Although this specific policy iniHaHve pre-dated Blair by some years, with the policy’s origins 

being found in the form of City Technology Colleges under Margaret Thatcher before being 

amended and re-introduced as a measure to convert exisHng local authority secondary 

schools in 1993 by John Major’s second administraHon. In Blair and Blunke*’s search for 

means to fulfil the ends of secondary school improvement, Sir Cyril Taylor fostered a good 

relaHonship with the leadership of New Labour a[er meeHng both in OpposiHon,48 resulHng 

in the adopHon of the Specialist Schools programme as Labour Party policy,49 albeit this did 

not yet include a commitment to the expansion of the programme in government.50 This form 
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of events has been corroborated by poliHcal actors close to the then leadership of the Labour 

Party, with Blunke*’s advisor Ryan noHng in a 2004 arHcle that Blunke* had supported 

specialist schools since February 199651 and reiterated this in an interview with the author: 

 

So, I think on the secondary agenda what we tried to do was develop what some 

saw as a new type of comprehensive. I think I remember the Evening Standard in 

1996 put this on the front page and we used the specialist school model in part to 

do that before government.52 

 

Although adopted in OpposiHon in 1996 and introduced in Blair’s first term in government in 

the Excellence in Schools White Paper,53 the policy was one strand of a broader strategy of 

more limited measures seeking to improve England’s secondary schools. The number of 

specialist schools was gradually increased and could not be described as a flagship policy of 

the first Blair administraHon’s approach to secondary educaHon. Prior to the June 2001 

general elecHon, from the academic year beginning in September 2000 there were 529 

operaHonal specialist schools. The Blair Government’s commitment to the programme was 

reiterated in the Green Paper Schools: Building on Success54 and in the post-elecHon White 

Paper Schools: Achieving Success.55 Post-elecHon, this had increased to 681 from September 

2001, equivalent to around 20% of all secondary schools in England.56 Following Estelle 

Morris’ resignaHon, Charles Clarke became Secretary of State for EducaHon and Skills and 

shortly a[er published A New Specialist System: Transforming Secondary Educa7on which 

opened up the programme to all secondary schools in England, and on reflecHon in an 

interview with the author commented: 

 

In secondary schools, the idea that I was strongly in favour of, in fact I did it 

immediately when I became Secretary of State, was to encourage all schools to 

develop a specialism so they became specialist schools in the parHcular area 

they decided was right for them … I thought the idea of specialism at secondary 

schools could take us a long way forward in that area.57 

 

And when later quesHoned about the success of the policy on improving standards and 

a*ainment added:  
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I actually thought that specialist schools as they were first set up, tended to be 

promoHng compeHHon between the schools, in saying only certain schools could 

be specialist schools, and I didn’t think that was the right approach. So, one of the 

first things I did was to establish a system where all schools had the capacity to 

become specialist schools.58 
 

Although this was not a universal view across the poliHcal actors within the Labour Party of 

the Hme, and demonstrates the tensions between the policy’s original intent and what it later 

developed into, as voiced by Conor Ryan: 

 

So, I think my view on the specialist schools was, it was a mistake to try make all 

schools specialist because then by definiHon you haven’t really got the right 

degree of focus. I think the programme had real potenHal when you were talking 

about several hundred specialist schools that were acHng as hubs for parHcular 

subjects. So, I think it lost its way a bit when every school became specialist, so I 

think that was a bit of a challenge.59 

 

Despite this tension, the extension of specialist schools across England conHnued and by the 

Hme Blair le[ government in September 2007 there were 2803 specialist schools accounHng 

for 80% of English secondary schools. 

 

The academic and official literature evaluaHng the efficacy of the specialist schools policy in 

increasing a*ainment is mature and well developed with major contribuHons from qualitaHve 

narraHve history and quanHtaHve studies. In order to assess the policy, it is the la*er body of 

work which will be explored.  

 

QualitaHve literature charts the administraHve development and delivery of the policy, with 

the main analyHcal claim concerning the conHnuity from the Thatcher and Major 

governments to Blair, and tradiHonal Labour le[ issues such as selecHon despite only 6 to 7% 

of schools opHng to exercise the 10% of admission selecHng on ability. The quanHtaHve body 

of work includes invesHgaHons and subsequent discourse between authors a*empHng to 
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determine a relaHonship between specialist school status and its impact on a*ainment. Early 

studies found that specialist schools were outperforming comprehensives in GCSE outcomes, 

for instance, Jesson concluded that 53% of pupils at specialist schools were achieving five 

GCSEs at grades A* - C compared to 43% for comprehensive schools in England. Similarly, in 

an assessment of value-added by specialist schools, that is measured by comparing GCSE 

outcomes with predicted performance levels by uHlising both key stages 2 and 3 results, 

Jesson found that pupils at specialist schools did perform marginally be*er.60 Jesson would 

reach similar conclusions in a series of annual reports.61 Further evaluaHons by Schagen et al. 

found an overall posiHve impact, albeit this benefit was only small and varied by specialism, 

with the excepHon of sports schools.62 Ofsted’s first evaluaHon of the specialist schools 

programme concurred with these findings, noHng that four out of five schools were achieving 

the aims of the programme and that more pupils were achieving five GCSEs at grades A* - C 

and A* - G than schools naHonally, with the excepHon of sports specialism.63 A 2003 study by 

the NAO found that on average specialist schools performed marginally be*er, with higher 

pupil a*ainment at KS3 and at GCSE.64 Levačić and Jenkins’ comparaHve appraisal of the 

effecHveness of specialist schools and non-specialist found that the former, on average, made 

a value-added contribuHon of 1.4 GCSE grades. Their invesHgaHon also found that boys 

a*ending specialist schools achieved a value added of 1.8 grades compared to 1.3 for girls, 

and had almost 3% greater probability of achieving five GCSEs at grades A* - C. Furthermore, 

the performance a*ainment gap between boys and girls was narrower at specialist schools.65    

 

The key analyHcal claim in an assessment of the impact of increased resources on educaHonal 

a*ainment by Pugh et al. is that there is a significant but limited effect. Pugh et al. note that 

the effect of increased expenditure is lower in specialist schools but that there is an overall 

posiHve effect. However, it is their comments regarding the disrupHve influence of schools 

preparing to apply for specialist status on their invesHgaHons results which are most 

interesHng. The authors propose that the transiHonal period, which they label the 

‘anHcipatory’ hypothesis, sees schools enter a period of concentrated and intense effort in 

preparaHon for their applicaHon resulHng in improved performance followed by a period of 

weaker applicaHon following successful specialist designaHon.66 
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This is a corroborated by poliHcal actors who held posiHons across Blair’s administraHons and 

is a common view amongst them, including Estelle Morris, who when asked to reflect on the 

role of the specialist schools iniHaHve and its impact on a*ainment, finds that this 

intensificaHon of effort in preparaHon for specialist status to be a valuable part of the 

programme:  

 

Number Ten felt that the reason that specialist schools were successful is because 

their specialism gave them a badge of difference. It gave them a unique 

characterisHc. So, you got away from the sameness of the comprehensive school 

and it also allowed parents to choose a school that suited their child because they 

would have a specialism that, you know, could be suitable for their child. I think 

that was marginal. I think what was successful about specialist schools was the 

things you had to do to get to be a specialist school. So, it was the process not the 

label that was successful. So, if you look at what you had to do to get a specialist 

school, you had to improve your leadership of the school and the leadership of 

the department. You had to have a clear plan for improving the quality of teaching 

and learning, and you had to work with others. Now, if you do that it doesn’t 

ma*er what status you are, that’s the essence of improving outcomes, and I felt 

it was much more a brilliant focus on gemng schools to improve the teaching and 

learning, ‘cos the thing I always looked at, say you’re a specialist maths school, the 

standards improved not just in maths but across all the subjects. Well, why was 

that? It wasn’t because they were maths specialists, it was because it was the 

whole school had gone through that process of concentraHng on pedagogy and 

on teaching and learning. So, I was a believer in specialist schools, I think they 

were a good thing and they also, you know, we’d then introduced the idea of 

having to work with other schools, so it played to that partnership as well. It was 

a combinaHon of pedagogy and partnership and I think that’s pre*y good 

partnership.67 

 

A similar senHment was expressed by David Miliband, Minister of State for Schools during this 

period: 
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I mean, we really thought that specialist schools, people I think misunderstood 

what specialist schools were about in that, it wasn’t saying well if you become a 

technology college everyone there does technology. The idea was that you forced 

a really hard reckoning with issues of pedagogy and the specialist schools 

movement I think has, kind of, slightly been airbrushed out by the arguments 

about academies but I think it did force hard thinking about the way teaching was 

being done, and I think the results were actually pre*y good for it.68 

 

As did Conor Ryan: 

 

Although I sHll think it was a shame that the programme didn’t conHnue a[er 2010 

because the one thing that the programme did, which goes back to the cultural 

change, it wasn’t so much what was your specialism but the fact that you had to 

prepare a business plan to get the support to be a specialist school and quite o[en 

had to engage with sponsors as well and bring in some external support, maybe 

get business involved and working with the school. It was a combinaHon of those 

things that was quite important, and I think the specialist school programme 

heralded the sort of improvements in leadership, and school leadership, which 

were crucial to reforms and the developments that came a[erwards. So, I think 

the programme was really important in bringing that cultural change into schools 

and sHll has a legacy in that. I mean, if you look at the calibre of Headteachers 

there are in secondary schools now or those that are leading academies or 

academy chains or whatever, they owe their origins really to what was developed 

through that specialist school movement and it was a very powerful movement. I 

remember Tony Blair making his last big secondary speech on schools to the 

annual specialist schools conference. You know, it was a big event, and a really 

buzzing sort of event, where people were thinking about how to share pracHce in 

school improvement. So, I think there was a real movement there and I think it 

was a shame that the power of that movement wasn’t able to conHnue.69 

 

Whereas Michael Barber, then Head of the Delivery Unit in Downing Street, places it in a 

broader context: 
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I think that specialist schools were good actually, they had started with the, well 

we’re going back to John Major actually and then we built that programme up a 

lot in the first term. That was generally speaking a very good policy. It gave schools 

a bit of idenHty, a sort of theme, something to build round and I visited lots of 

specialist schools. I used to speak, not annually but quite regularly, at the sports 

specialist schools event, which was fantasHc, and the sports specialist schools did 

well in sport, but they also did well academically because it gave a kind of 

moHvaHon and all of that. So, I think that was a good programme.70 

 

4.5 London Challenge 

The third flagship policy of the Blair governments strategy to improve secondary educaHon in 

England was the London Challenge. Originally announced in 2002 by Morris, and to be headed 

up by Professor Tim Brighouse, the first policy document semng out the programme, 

Transforming London Secondary Schools,71 was published in 2003 by her successor Charles 

Clarke. The document set out the London Challenge’s aims and objecHves, key aspects of the 

iniHaHve and the prioriHes for achieving them. The policy sought to deliver significant 

improvements in a*ainment for schools in England’s capital. It was composed of several 

strands, rather than one single policy soluHon for failing secondary schools, focused on 

perHnent areas such as the quality of leadership, teaching and learning, faciliHes, and culture, 

among many others.   

 

The original impetus behind the Challenge was the percepHon of a crisis in London’s provision 

of state secondary educaHon, parHcularly the quality of teaching and in low educaHonal 

a*ainment. PoliHcal actors acHve in the period under invesHgaHon make clear in their 

recollecHons that London’s secondary schools were the worst in the country. This was 

certainly the view of Clarke: 

 

Well, there was a sense that schools were really failing in London, and if you look 

at the staHsHcs before London Challenge it was at the bo*om of many naHonal 

league tables from this point of view. So, there was that but also there’s a problem 

which is a disease of the educaHonal system, which is what’s happening in London 



 

 118 
 
 

is what’s really happening to the people in the Westminster bubble, and that’s a 

significant problem actually rather than a good thing. We went to try and address 

it because there was a percepHon that schools in London really were failing, the 

educaHon system in London really was failing, that’s why we chose it. And it was 

a more acute sense of that in London, than it was elsewhere in the country.72 

 

This view is corroborated by Ryan:  

 

I think it’s now, sort of, acknowledged that London unlike a lot of similar capital 

ciHes in other parts of the developed world has actually seen a real improvement 

as a result of what happened in those years. Now, I think a lot of the groundwork 

had been done, as I said earlier, in the work that David did both in OpposiHon and 

government, and these things take Hme and I think this is one of the things that, 

it helps if Secretary of State’s got conHnuity, I mean, David was lucky in having four 

years but that was unusual and actually really to see these sort of improvements 

come to fruiHon you need ten or twelve years and I think that was witnessed by 

what happened with London schools because London schools were seen as being 

a basket case in the mid-nineHes and there was a transformaHon that took place 

through the combined effect of with what happened with literacy and numeracy, 

and programmes like London Challenge.73 

 

A view that is also shared by Miliband: 

 

We then did really important work around the London Challenge and tackling 

geographic disadvantage. I mean London went from being the lowest performing 

region in educaHon to, I think, the highest performing.74 

 

Other determining factors in choosing London as the beneficiary of this intense focus were 

pointed to by poliHcal actors, including its role as a component of the Blair government’s 

poliHcal communicaHon strategy as an opportunity to demonstrate the impact of the 

government’s educaHon policy to the London-based naHonal media outlets, with Barber 

remarking: 
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I think we definitely, it certainly came personally from Blair but supported by 

Andrew [Adonis] and me and others, that London, London was, it’s easy to forget 

now, was a ruefully underperforming system in the mid-nineteen nineHes and 

Blair used to say it and what’s more, all the journalists lived here so that’s what 

they see. So, unless we improve London, they’ll never noHce that we’ve improved 

the system. So, there was a kind of, there was a, I suppose you’d call it, broadly 

speaking, a poliHcal moHvaHon as well as an objecHve educaHonal moHvaHon to 

do that.75 

 

Other moHvaHons behind the policy were highlighted by Andrew Adonis, which included 

prevenHng parents and middle-class professionals from leaving the state secondary sector in 

favour of private educaHon, with a strategy of school improvement across London that 

extended to some boroughs having a majority of new secondary schools.76 

 

It is therefore necessary to test this claim by revisiHng GCSE results from when Blair took office 

to the immediate period before the commencement of the programme in 2003. Reviewing 

the staHsHcal publicaHons in the five years prior to the announcement of the London 

Challenge programme, on the measure of the percentage of 15-year-old pupils in all 

Maintained Schools from the end of 1997/98,77 1998/99,78 1999/00,79 2000/0180 to 2001/0281 

who achieved five GCSE or GNVQ equivalent at grades A* - C, the Inner London Boroughs is 

the consistently lowest performing staHsHcal area. However, on this same measure, the 

consistently lowest performing single LEA over this same period is Kingston-Upon-Hull. 

 

There have been several appraisals of the London Challenge programme with the majority of 

authors making posiHve conclusions. In 2006, Ofsted reported that standards in low 

performing schools had improved faster than comparable schools naHonally. A*ainment had 

also made considerable progress with 89% of Inner London schools achieving five GCSE grades 

at A* - C compared with 73% of secondary schools in England. This was further evidenced by 

inspecHons with a greater proporHon of London schools being graded good or be*er for their 

effecHveness than naHonally.82 In a follow up evaluaHon in 2010 a[er the conclusion of the 

programme, Ofsted reported similar findings with London’s secondary schools outperforming 
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schools naHonally on the measure of five GCSEs at grades A* - C, with inspecHon data further 

highlighHng the improvement in London’s secondary schools.83 The posiHve impact of the 

London Challenge is supported by Hutchings and Mansaray, whose reports cites the 

programme as the central factor that is responsible for the improvements in a*ainment in 

London from 2003 to 2013.84 Similarly, they also report that a higher percentage of pupils in 

London secondary schools achieved above the expected levels of a*ainment than was the 

case naHonally.85 A later evaluaHon of the programme, published in 2014 by the CfBT 

EducaHon Trust and the Centre for London, demonstrated the journey of London’s secondary 

schools from the having the lowest GCSE results in the late 1990s to the best performing by 

early 2010s. Crucially, the research demonstrates that the lower-performing schools in 

London between 2001 and 2013 have outperformed secondary schools naHonally.86 

 

The percepHon amongst poliHcal actors of the Hme is that the improvement in educaHonal 

a*ainment can be directly a*ributed to the criHcal success of the London Challenge 

programme which, on reflecHon by Clarke, had not been sufficiently replicated in other parts 

of England:  

 

It was an extraordinary thing, which if you look, I’ve got the figures in there, the 

change in performance of schools in London was quite extraordinary and we did 

it by a whole variety of means which I won’t recapitulate what’s in that lecture. 

But I think it was not widely enough understood what had been achieved in this 

area, that’s what I was saying. I think it was a great achievement. There were 

efforts to do similar challenge approaches in other areas, which were not quite as 

successful, and there’s a good discussion to be had about how it succeeded or 

failed, but I think it’s incontroverHble that it was a success in improving outcomes 

for children in London compared to what had been the situaHon before. That 

doesn’t help you in Halifax or Hull as such, but it raised the quesHon, what are the 

techniques that were used in the London Challenge which did succeed, and which 

could succeed elsewhere, and I list in the lecture those points. In terms of your 

fundamental interest, social mobility, that is an absolutely core quesHon. The 

problem about schools in London, before the London Challenge, was that there 

many who were kind of discarded to failure, much too early on in their school life 
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and career. In pracHce, I don’t mean anyone took that decision obviously but in 

pracHce that was the posiHon. It was widely said to me, when I became an MP, 

before I was Secretary of State, there’s nothing we can do with these children, it’s 

all the parents, there’s nothing we can do as a school. To which, my obvious 

answer is, well why are you a teacher then? I mean, at the end of the day, you’ve 

got to believe you can make a difference in those situaHons.87 

 

4.6 Raising the Par>cipa>on Age 

The fourth policy that of Blair’s premiership from 2001 to 2007 is that of Raising the 

ParHcipaHon Age (RPA). Although of considerably lower profile than the previous three, it is 

arguably the one with the greatest impact on the secondary educaHon system in England. The 

Raising of the School Leaving Age (ROSLA) is an historically significant objecHve of the Labour 

Party, with incremental increases being placed on a statutory basis in the 1944 Butler Act as 

devised by the warHme coaliHon government but never fully implemented. The ROSLA holds 

a contenHous place in the poliHcal history of the Labour Party, most infamously in the decision 

by the Cabinet of Harold’s Wilson’s second administraHon voHng for the deferment of ROSLA 

to 16 in 1967 in the wake of devaluaHon, the debate from which this chapter’s opening quote 

is taken, and which was subsequently implemented by ConservaHve Prime Minister Edward 

Heath in 1972. 

 

From taking office in 1997, the Blair administraHons had given no indicaHon of interest in the 

historical objecHve of ROSLA, or of RPA, with the only related iniHaHve being the EducaHon 

Maintenance Allowance (EMA) as championed by Gordon Brown and Ed Balls. This was to 

miHgate the concern, daHng back to at least Neil Kinnock’s leadership, regarding the levels of 

young people who would leave school with no immediate training or employment and to 

improve the rates of pupils who chose to pursue further learning a[er their compulsory 

educaHon came to an end. Furthermore, EMA was a measure that sought to specifically 

ameliorate the parHcularly acute impact of this transiHon in secondary educaHon on working-

class children, who o[en le[ educaHon at the earliest opportunity in order to supplement the 

household income of their parents.  
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It is necessary then to establish the development and implementaHon of RPA, proposed by 

then Secretary of State for EducaHon and Skills Alan Johnson, in the chronology of the Blair 

governments. It should also be noted that RPA age is differenHated from the tradiHonal 

ROSLA. As set out in Johnson’s policy document, Raising Expecta7ons: Staying in educa7on 

and training post-16,88 RPA meant that there would be a statutory requirement for 16 and 17-

year-olds to parHcipate, through either educaHon, training, or a combinaHon of both, rather 

than an extension of formal schooling. The historical element of ROSLA and the implicaHons 

of leaving compulsory educaHon were both aspects Johnson raised when quesHoned about 

his appointment to the role of EducaHon Secretary:  

 

It was my idea to raise the educaHon leaving age to eighteen ‘cos it struck me as 

being ridiculous that whilst it was a recommendaHon from the Butler, cross-party 

coaliHon government in the war that it ought to be li[ed not just from fourteen 

to fi[een but then from fi[een to sixteen, and then from sixteen to eighteen and 

the last bit of that, the second bit took thirty years, the last bit had never been 

done. I had seen it operate in Canada, I went out there on a visit, and came back 

and said look we’ve got to do this. It can’t be the school leaving age because there 

are apprenHces and there’s all kinds of things, but it has to be the educaHon 

leaving age and we have to change this mindset that you dispense with educaHon 

when you’re sHll effecHvely a child.89 

 

In further probing on the policy formaHon process and the pracHcaliHes of proposing a policy 

that had not been considered by the leadership of the government, Johnson recounted: 

 

A trip to Canada. Sat down with the governor of Quebec I think it was, he was a 

very, very competent poliHcian and a nice guy, and he was going through this at 

the Hme. He said, he told me the struggles they’d had, including introducing 

something that said you couldn’t get a driving license unless you’re sHll at school, 

‘cos you could drive there from the age of sixteen. They’d tried all that, and then 

come to the conclusion, what are we messing about at here, they’re sHll kids unHl 

they’re eighteen, they should be in educaHon. He was taking it through, and it was 

working well, and when I came back I spoke to, you always have a representaHve 
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of Number Ten, mine was Conor Ryan by then, it had been Andrew Adonis of 

course originally, he was now a Minister with me. A Minister who was the first 

educaHon minister brought up in care, and I was probably the first Secretary of 

State who’d been on free school meals. So, we made a reasonable pair.  

 

Conor Ryan didn’t take a lot of convincing but as always in those days, you had to 

deal with Number Ten and Number Eleven, the TB-GBs. Gordon was fine, I mean 

it was educaHon for Christ sake, it was the Butler Act being enacted all that Hme 

a[er Butler. So, no I didn’t meet a lot of opposiHon. It was all pracHcal stuff, how 

are you going to do it, what’re you going to do, drag them to school, what are the 

police going to patrol the streets looking for seventeen-year-olds that are not at 

school, they may not be adults at sixteen, but they bloody look like it, you know. I 

got a lot of the, well you le[ school at fi[een, in these meeHngs we held around 

the country. But by and large there was a consensus there.90  

 

The seeming absence of serious thought afforded to this policy proposal prior to Johnson’s 

arrival suggests that the capacity of the government was occupied by other policy 

consideraHons. One suggesHon is the long-term consideraHons of the 14 to 19 reform agenda 

consideraHon for the reform of the 14 to 19 age group.  The potenHal reform of the la*er half 

of secondary educaHon has been a long-term consideraHon of the Labour Party both in 

opposiHon and in government. This can be demonstrated with publicaHons by prominent 

authors at influenHal organisaHons such as David Miliband at IPPR, Sir Ron Dearing’s review 

of the qualificaHons structure and David Blunke*’s OpposiHon policy documents.91  

 

Once in government, this potenHal for reform was a constant presence throughout Blair’s 

premiership with each EducaHon Secretary publishing at least one policy document on the 

subject: Morris’ Green Paper 14 – 19: Extending Opportuni7es, Raising Standards,92 Clarke’s 

proposals published as 14 – 19: Opportunity and Excellence,93 and Ruth Kelly’s White Paper 

14 – 19: Educa7on and Skills.94 All of which was further complemented by cross government 

publicaHons and major reviews such as the Tomlinson Report. It is therefore a possibility that 

the Blair governments focus on reforms to the content and structure of the curriculum and 
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qualificaHons for this age group obscured a much simpler and historical objecHve. The result 

of this, as recounted by Johnson, was a blank page for this policy on his arrival at DfES: 

 

No, I can’t account for that. Why didn’t anyone pick it up, unless it was, you know, 

too many other things to worry about and how are we going to enforce it and all 

that stuff. I mean everyone was obsessed with NEET [Not in educaHon, 

employment or training] figures, and our big, you know in this country, I think in 

the OECD there was only Turkey and Greece that were below us for number of 

kids who, proporHon of kids who le[ school at the first opportunity. We were in a 

bad state with that. I think the idea was to encourage them not to leave, not to 

force it. That’s the only thing I can think of.95  

 

When pressed for further detail as to the preparaHons for the policy, or the possibility of 

rudimentary policy designs at the department before his arrival, Johnson added: 

 

No, I don’t remember any sort of strand of this that was already in place. I might 

be wrong about that, but I can’t remember any strand of it. It was, go to Canada, 

have a chat, come back. I mean, I’d also been to America and a lot of ideas there 

from what was happening, amazing things happening in New York and the KIP 

schools, Knowledge is Power schools. So, you come back with all this stuff and you 

start to work it through. My special advisers went out to talk to different people 

across Whitehall and we knew it needed legislaHon. It’s always good to have an 

educaHon bill, most Ministers in the Cabinet want a bill and here is a great thing 

to actually put in it. And, because it didn’t solve the issues in terms of the cultural 

issue, of kids wanHng to get away from school, which might have been the reason 

why it hadn’t been enacted, and that strikes me as quite sensible. You’ve got to 

deal with the culture, before we deal with the legislaHon. There was lots of effort 

going into that, but no it just seemed to be something I could pick up and run with 

and just wait for someone to try and tackle me down and no one did.96 
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4.7 Conclusion 

From 2001 onwards, Blair’s strategic approach towards the improvement of secondary 

educaHon in England can be characterised as a ‘kitchen sink’ strategy, uHlising any means to 

improve the quality of educaHon in the majority of the country’s schools. This included 

geographical policies, such as the City Academies and the London Challenge, and broader 

measures such as the Specialist Schools iniHaHve and the Raising of the ParHcipaHon Age.  

 

In 1994, the number of pupils gaining 5 A to C GCSEs passes was 52.6% of 5.16 million entries, 

when Blair became leader of the Labour Party in 1997 this stood at 54.4% of 5.35 million and 

by the Hme he le[ office in 2007 it had increased to 63.3% of 5.83 million. This represents an 

increase from 2.9 million A to C GCSE passes in 1997 to 3.7 million ten years later, an upward 

trend that was maintained throughout Blair’s ten years in office. Although the improved 

performance of pupils in assessment has long been a controversial subject with accusaHons 

of grade inflaHon, the author’s judgement would consider that this trajectory can be 

a*ributed to the cumulaHve impact of New Labour’s educaHon agenda under Blair.97 

 

Across Blair’s decade as Prime Minister, the unfolding of his educaHon agenda is a study in 

grief and loss. Those poliHcal actors who contributed arguably the most to reshaping the 

structure and culture of England’s educaHon system have a personal biography that share one 

common characterisHc: childhood loss. Adonis, abandoned by his mother and subsequently 

placed in care by his father; Blunke*, the death of his father; and Johnson, abandoned by an 

abusive father and the death of his mother. Between the three of them, they pursued policies 

which had the most significant dividend for pupils: establishing academies, placing quality and 

standards at the heart of Labour’s approach to educaHon, and realising the Party’s long-held 

commitment to raising the parHcipaHon age to 18. However, there are recognisable limits to 

this biographical coincidence. Other senior advisors and poliHcal actors either did not 

experience personal trauma, or if they had it was not made public, nor if they had may it be 

linked to childhood. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Brown 2007 – 2010: InnovaHon or ConsolidaHon? 

 

‘Usque conabor - I strive to the utmost’. 

– Kirkcaldy High School mo*o 

 

Following Tony Blair’s announcement in May 2007 of his intenHon to resign by the end of June, 

Gordon Brown was elected unopposed as leader of the Labour Party and subsequently 

replaced Blair as Prime Minister. During Brown’s three-year tenure as Prime Minister, his 

government would conHnue to pursue secondary educaHon policies introduced in England 

between 1997 and 2007 to a significant extent with only minor alteraHons to policies. This is 

demonstrated in the further expansion of key iniHaHves such as the academies programme, 

and the quality and standards agenda. Brown and his sole EducaHon Secretary, Ed Balls, 

repurposed earlier successful policies to conHnue to tackle educaHonal underachievement, 

leading to iniHaHves such as the NaHonal Challenge programme. There was also limited but 

significant disconHnuity, in both personnel and the machinery of government, while the 

domesHc agenda of Brown’s government in relaHon to educaHon shi[ed away from a narrow 

view of educaHonal insHtuHons as detached enHHes and instead emphasised a more holisHc 

approach towards children’s development and the related services.  

 

5.1 Poli>cal actors and machinery of government 

Brown’s accession to the office of Prime Minister marked the most significant change of 

poliHcal actor in a decade and would have considerable consequences for secondary 

educaHon and white working-class boys in England. Brown made two significant changes that 

would influence educaHon policy throughout his premiership. Firstly, he would appoint Ed 

Balls to be EducaHon Secretary. Secondly, he would reorganise the machinery of government 

to form a new Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) to replace the 

Department for EducaHon and Skills. 

 

Whilst Blair was Prime Minister, Brown demonstrated minimal interest in educaHon with the 

excepHon of those elements that impacted the labour market. Brown’s elevaHon to the 
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highest office should not be overlooked as a major influencing factor in shaping his 

government’s secondary educaHon policy in this period. Brown’s personal biography is in 

considerable contrast to Blair’s, as the son of a Church of Scotland Minister, a Labour Party 

historian and member of the Trade Union Movement. The insHtuHons which shaped him are 

qualitaHvely and materially different from those of Blair’s hinterland and shaped his view of 

educaHon.  

 

Although Brown further contributed to the disconHnuity and turnover of personnel at the 

educaHon department across the period of 1997 to 2010, there was conHnuity across his 

premiership as Balls would be the only Secretary of State appointed to the DCFS. Across the 

transiHon from the third Blair government to Brown’s administraHon, there was a significant 

degree of conHnuity in personnel. At the Minister of State level, Jim Knight as Schools Minister 

and Beverley Hughes as Children’s Minister conHnued in office unHl Brown’s June 2009 

reshuffle. Most significantly, the architect of the academies programme, Andrew Adonis was 

also invited to remain in the educaHon department under Brown, as set out in his own 

publicaHon1 and, in an interview with Seldon, claimed it was on the basis that Brown agreed 

to conHnue the academies programme, the excellence agenda and Teach First.2  

 

The accounts within the literature concerning Brown’s iniHal Cabinet formaHon and his 

appointment of Balls to the educaHon brief give an indicaHon of the indecisiveness of the 

principal poliHcal actor in government. According to Seldon’s account, Balls’ potenHal 

appointment as Chancellor became a vicHm of the poliHcal balancing act Brown believed was 

necessary to hold the Labour Party together. As Balls was involved with the machinery of 

government review during the transiHon period that had led to the proposal for the DCSF, it 

was resolved that Balls was in the best posiHon to lead this new department. However, in the 

days prior to his appointment, Balls did not know which Cabinet posiHon he would be 

appointed to.3 This was reiterated by Balls in his autobiography4 and in an interview with the 

author, with Balls a*esHng:  

 

I think what we, we at the Treasury had been thinking about this department for 

the previous year, not really fundamentally me, others, Nick Pearce and Gavin 

Kelly and the Treasury teams. I didn’t know, I supported this, I’d been very involved 
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in, parHcularly doing work around policy for disabled children and their families in 

two thousand and six, seven, but beyond that I wasn’t involved in the detail of 

policy, and I didn’t know I was going to do this job unHl two days before the 

reshuffle. So, I had no Hme to prepare.5  

 

While Abbo* surmises that the appointment of a senior Brown loyalist to the post 

demonstrated the significance of educaHon to the new administraHon, 6 Seldon has shown 

that this moHvaHon was not the cause of the appointment. However, this mistaken belief 

illustrates how authors of other disciplines may misinterpret the decisions of poliHcal actors 

and underscores the important contribuHon poliHcal historians can make to the discourse on 

educaHon.  

 

Alan Johnson, the final Secretary of State for EducaHon and Skills, was to be replaced by Ed 

Balls at the newly formed DCSF. However, this was not always going to be the case. At this 

juncture of Cabinet formaHon, in an interview with the author, Johnson recounted how during 

a meeHng with Brown in his Commons office, the new Prime Minister had offered for him to 

retain his posiHon as EducaHon Secretary before informing him that the department’s remit 

would be undergoing a substanHal change:  

 

That night, Gordon was doing his reshuffle and I had to go into the Commons, into 

his office at the Commons, at about nine o’clock. He said to me, Alan you did really 

well in the deputy leadership, and you’re enHtled to, if you want to, insist to stay 

where you are. Alright I thought, this is interesHng. But, just to let you know I’m 

going to change the department. I’m going to move higher educaHon out of it, I’m 

going to move further educaHon out of it and I’m going to call it the Department 

Children, Schools and Families rather than the Department for EducaHon. All three 

of those, I was against, but I thought what’s the point of having a ruck, let’s find 

out where I could go to. And Gordon in the next breath said my priority is going to 

be health, it’s going to be my absolute priority to focus on health. 7 

 

In reconciling the Hmelines of the two poliHcal actors, it would seem that Brown offered 

Johnson the opportunity to conHnue in-post despite having offered the role to Balls earlier 
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that same week. The appointment of Balls could therefore be interpreted as one of both 

poliHcal pragmaHsm and convenience. Although Balls was a competent and intelligent 

administrator, there was an opportunity for Brown to restore a level of conHnuity in personnel 

to the educaHon brief that had not been present since Blunke* had departed for the Home 

Office in 2001, with a similarly capable and senior poliHcal actor who had a long-term interest 

in educaHon. Brown’s somewhat disorganised approach to Cabinet formaHon demonstrates 

two factors that would influence his tenure as Prime Minister. First, his risk averse personality, 

demonstrated above by his Cabinet appointments, would permeate his policy choices as well. 

Second, Brown was aware of the poliHcal context he was operaHng in both within the Labour 

Party, and the ongoing tensions between the Blairite and Brownite facHons, and more broadly 

of BriHsh poliHcs, which included a resurgent ConservaHve Party under the leadership of David 

Cameron.  

 

In terms of the machinery of government, one of the most significant decisions by Brown and 

his team was to rename and revise the remit of the DfES, creaHng the DCSF and the 

Department for InnovaHon, UniversiHes and Skills (DIUS). Seldon outlines how preparaHons 

were underway prior to Brown’s relocaHon to Downing Street, for the formaHon of a 

reconsHtuted educaHon department with a broader remit.8 On examining the structure of 

Whitehall, Brown’s transiHon team, led by Balls, developed plans for the creaHon of a 

children’s department that held a broader remit of children’s development and welfare, rather 

than the sole focus on educaHon. This extended to sharing Ministerial por`olios, including 

apprenHceships with Business, youth jusHce with the Ministry of JusHce, children’s health with 

the Department of Health, and youth sport with the Department for Culture, Media and Sport.  

 

There is disagreement within the literature over the significance of the renaming of the 

department and the widening of its remit. Authors such as Adams argue that this was a radical 

decision that reflected the broader por`olio of the brief as a children’s services department.9 

In contrast, the opposing view is presented by Balls in an interview with Abbo*, who contends 

that this was evoluHon rather than a revoluHon, poinHng to several domesHc policy measures, 

legislaHon and iniHaHves implemented by Johnson and his predecessors that addressed the 

issues of children’s wellbeing and care.10 This does not quite corroborate Brown’s own view, 

expressed in his autobiography, that the creaHon of the department was an innovaHon which 
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would facilitate co-operaHon between children’s services and schools.11 Notably, other 

prominent poliHcal actors from the same period believe the renaming to be a mistake, with 

Johnson commenHng:  

 

The other thing I don’t like about that was they changed the name of the 

department, you know, children, schools and families, it’s educaHon. You might 

dress it up with li*le rainbows and say it’s all about cuddly li*le things like schools 

and families, but it’s not, it’s about educaHon. I think one of the things Cameron 

did right was to change it straight back again.12 

 

Similarly, while Adonis notes Balls appointment as a posiHve move as it maintains a level of 

conHnuity, he concurs with Johnson’s assessment of the machinery of government reforms: 

“Ed Balls stays, there is stability. I was against renaming the department, it deprioriHzed 

schools in renaming DfES to DCSF.”13 

 

This notable contrast in views between Balls and his former colleagues speaks to the view of 

educaHon held by the respecHve Prime Ministers under which they served. Blair held a harder 

view of educaHon that sought to prioriHse quality and standards regardless of the structure 

of the secondary educaHon system, and adopted a pragmaHc approach to policy intervenHons 

to achieve improvements in a*ainment. The removal of educaHon from the departmental Htle 

can be interpreted as a diminuHon of status in the office. As argued by Barber, and later 

enacted by Blair, if educaHon is to be considered the leading policy priority of the government, 

then the DfE must be considered a Great Office of State. The removal of educaHon from the 

department’s name, broadening its remit and placing it alongside children and families can 

therefore be read as a loss of status.  

 

This contrasts with Brown’s view of educaHon, which is influenced by his personal biography 

and the formaHve experience of secondary schooling in Scotland’s educaHon system. A[er 

being placed on a fast-track educaHon programme which meant he progressed from primary 

school one year early to begin his secondary career. In his autobiography, Brown describes the 

strain and pressure he and his peers experienced and recalls an earlier arHcle he wrote about 

the experience, in which he describes it as a “totally ludicrous experiment”.14 This is instrucHve 
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of Brown’s thought and ideas on educaHon and how he would later come to view the reforms 

to the English secondary school system.  

 

In the author’s judgement it was the reorientaHon of the broader educaHon policy agenda 

towards children’s welfare that was radical. Although Balls is correct to say this was the 

direcHon of travel of policy prior to his appointment, the overriding occupaHon of the 

educaHon department was the administraHon of England’s schooling system, from pre-school 

to terHary educaHon. Therefore, the elevaHon of families, children’s services and welfare 

issues led to a fundamental shi[ in the policy prioriHes and focus of the department. This was 

also formalised through shared responsibility for some areas with other departments and 

joint Ministerial por`olios with other departments. Although schools and standards were sHll 

an important policy area, they were not afforded the same a*enHon they had received since 

1997. The Brown administraHon would have similarly been forced to reprioriHse policy due to 

the finite resources of a Whitehall department. The implementaHon of mulHple high profile 

compeHng policy agendas, driven by Ministers, cannot be sustained indefinitely. The 

promoHon of issues such as child poverty and health, necessitates a shi[ in Whitehall 

personnel and the programmes of work they are allocated to, departmental expenditure, 

poliHcal capital, and the building of support for the government’s policy agenda.  

 

The other radical aspect to this Whitehall reorganisaHon was the outright removal of adult, 

further and higher educaHon from the educaHon brief and its allocaHon to the newly created 

DIUS with its own Secretary of State. The impact of this decision should not be underesHmated 

as it carried both financial and poliHcal implicaHons for the Brown government. Firstly, 

although Balls acknowledges the loss of adult, further and higher educaHon, he views it as a 

worthwhile trade off that, despite the department’s loss of financial power, it gained broader 

influence over policy areas that impacted children across government and Whitehall.15 The 

reorganisaHon of the DfES speaks to the managerialism thesis of New Labour’s Hme in office. 

A common issue explored in business management literature is the need for separate secHons 

of an organisaHon to shi[ from a siloed to a cross-cumng approach. The former is said to 

inhibit communicaHon, cooperaHon, and lead to poorer outcomes due to the isolaHon of 

secHons of the organisaHon. The la*er in theory should facilitate greater problem solving and 
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improved outcomes. This approach characterises Brown and Balls approach, seeking to 

pursue a cross-government agenda on behalf of children. 

 

Secondly, this was a loss of status and presHge amongst the Whitehall order. Removing adult, 

further and higher educaHon meant a significant loss of financial power for the new children’s 

department and that the educaHon department would no longer have control over the full 

educaHonal career of children, young adults and beyond. As poliHcal actors o[en act as 

interested parHes, adopHng a stance of departmentalism, in their a*empt to safeguard the 

finances and responsibiliHes of their respecHve por`olios. It must be contemplated that had 

Balls known his eventual desHnaHon prior to Brown becoming Prime Minister, the Brown 

government’s plans for Whitehall and the DCSF may have looked considerably different. Nor 

could Balls have foreseen that by removing these responsibiliHes from the educaHon 

department, it would take almost a decade for them to be returned, with Theresa May 

bringing educaHon policy and por`olio holders under one roof in 2016.16 

 

5.2 Ideas & rhetoric  

In taking office as Prime Minister, Gordon Brown would lead a shi[ in the ideaHonal tradiHons 

and rhetoric that would guide his government. While Brown’s poliHcal thought only differs 

from Blair’s to a limited extent, there are aspects which were substanHvely different, including 

their concepHons of equality. These differences extended to the rhetoric uHlised by Brown 

throughout his speeches, especially those concerning educaHon. In semng out his vision for 

educaHon, Brown was much more explicit in linking his government’s policy to the ideas at 

the centre of the Labour’s Party ideaHonal tradiHons.  

 

Firstly, it is important to recognise that as co-architects of New Labour, the idea that significant 

ideaHonal differences existed between Blair and Brown’s during their Hme in government 

cannot be seriously disputed.17 However, there are elements of Brown’s thinking that can be 

considered an ideaHonal shi[, specifically in relaHon to his concepHon of equality. As set out 

by Beech and Hickson, Brown’s concepHon of equality is composed of two parts: a generous 

sufficiency version of equality and a non-strict prioritarianism interpretaHon of equality. In 

short, the former refers to improving the circumstances of people by providing a sufficient 
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level of income and public services. The la*er is to give financial priority to the most deprived 

members of the public, with priority reducing as the posiHon of this group improves.18 

 

Secondly, a shi[ takes place in the rhetoric uHlised by Brown to communicate his 

government’s policy stances. Brown would make significant and overt references to principles 

and values that hold an important place in the ideaHonal tradiHons of the Labour Party. While 

these references were a rhetorical device, they also served to demonstrate the ideaHonal shi[ 

that underpinned Brown’s educaHon policies. A parHcularly perHnent example of this can be 

found in Brown’s first speech on educaHon as Prime Minister:  

 

On its own, equality of opportunity can never be enough. OpportuniHes are only 

meaningful if people have the capabiliHes, the resources, the aspiraHons to make 

the most of them. So inequaliHes in aspiraHon and in the capability to benefit from 

them must be tackled also. Without doing that fairer outcomes, the fairness which 

will shape the opportuniHes of the generaHons to come will not be achieved. But 

if we can expand opportunity, aspiraHon and parHcipaHon together, then 

outcomes for pupils, parents and ciHzens will be fairer, the result of the choices 

we make, the hard work and effort we put in – not imposed by the accident of 

birth or the brute luck of circumstances.19 

 

In this passage, Brown is uHlising rhetoric to establish his own concepHon of equality and its 

posiHon in the revisionist social democraHc tradiHon of the Labour Party before later semng 

out what this means for schools. This can also be interpreted as an a*empt by Brown to put 

clear red water between himself and Blair. 

 

5.3 Innovators or Consolidators? 

In the three years of the Brown government, Brown and his EducaHon Secretary Balls 

conHnued to implement fundamental elements of the New Labour policy agenda in secondary 

educaHon in England. The major policies enacted by his predecessor included structural 

change to England’s secondary school system with the establishment of academies, and the 

quality and standards agenda. The disconHnuiHes in secondary educaHon policy consisted of 

minor alteraHons to bring them into line with the thinking of the Brown administraHons. This 
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included encouraging schools to work more closely together, co-operaHon rather than 

compeHHon, and the emphasis on children’s wellbeing, as noted by Balls in an interview with 

the author:  

 

The truth is in educaHon policy terms, there’s a lot of conHnuity, is the reality. I 

mean, I strongly embraced the partnership. I supported strongly the tesHng 

regime, made a small change at key stage three. We, sort of, conHnued to 

challenge as well as support the teaching profession. … A big change was focusing 

on local authoriHes and their responsibiliHes in terms of leadership and 

educaHonal change, but that was mainly conHnuity. The change was happening, 

kind of, more widely in terms of whether schools were taking their wider 

responsibiliHes to each other seriously enough and whether other agencies were 

working with schools enough. That was where a lot of the change happened.20 
 

5.4 Academies 

Prior to Brown’s arrival in Downing Street, the future of the academies programme, the 

flagship policy of Blair’s second and third terms in office, seemed uncertain. The then 

Chancellor had never visited an academy school, nor commented on their posiHon as the 

flagship educaHon policy. However, in March 2007, Brown began to change his poliHcal 

posiHon. First, at a government event held at an academy, Brown offered his unqualified 

support to the landmark schools policy.21 Second, following Blair’s announcement of a target 

of 400 academies in November 2006,22 Brown acquiesced to this objecHve during the 2007 

Labour Party leadership contest as chronicled by both the press23 and contemporaneous 

accounts by poliHcal actors.24 Third, in Brown’s final Mansion House speech as Chancellor, he 

endorsed Blair’s choice and diversity agenda, remarking: “In order to achieve excellence in the 

classroom, future educaHonal policy must and will champion greater diversity.”25 This could 

be interpreted as a strategic poliHcal move by Brown with twin intenHons: first, to prepare the 

Parliamentary Labour Party for his leadership by commimng to the conHnuaHon of a key policy 

it confirms Blair’s legacy in secondary educaHon; and second, in response to the ConservaHve 

Party’s vocal support for the academies programme under the leadership of David Cameron 

and David Wille*s as shadow educaHon secretary.  
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During Brown’s Hme as Prime Minister the place of the academies programme as a major 

legacy of the New Labour agenda in secondary educaHon in England was confirmed. The 

academies programme was a significant element of conHnuity in secondary educaHon policy 

in England, with revisions to the policy made during this period that aligned with the thinking 

of the preeminent poliHcal actors. Balls succinctly summarises the Brown government’s 

approach to the academies programme: “I signed off more academies than any other 

Secretary of State, but we put them, I think, in a broader context, changed academies policy 

some.”26 The revisions included first removing the requirement for new sponsors to contribute 

£2 million in funding to establish a new academy. This was iniHally only for other educaHonal 

insHtuHons, including universiHes, colleges, and schools, before being extended to private and 

third sector organisaHons in 2009. The second major revision was to allow local authoriHes to 

act as co-sponsors, a provocaHve move given the impetus behind the academies programme 

was partly to bypass the conservaHsm of local educaHon authoriHes.27 In an interview with 

the author, Balls explained: 

 

I think what had happened with the academies movement, it had been a bit 

random. Some local authoriHes engaged with it, some didn’t, most academies 

were being set up in schools which were underperforming but that wasn’t always 

the ethos. There was a, sort of, rather narrow complicated entry requirements and 

it was like the only game in town in terms of structural change. O[en, they were 

quite expensive. … We took away the entry requirement for academies, we took 

away the amount of money a sponsor had to provide, we broadened it so suddenly 

universiHes, further educaHon colleges, schools, Outwood Grange in Yorkshire was 

for the first Hme allowed to sponsor other academies.28 
 

This typifies the shi[ in ideas and rhetoric in the Brown government’s approach to secondary 

educaHon policy. In order to have each child fulfil their potenHal, academies as the 

government’s flagship school improvement programme had to be broadened so as to be 

accessible to all children. This expansion of the programme simultaneously recognised that 

pockets of deprivaHon exist within more affluent areas. 
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The literature assessing the performance of academies conHnued to demonstrate a posiHve 

impact on secondary schools in England. The NAO produced a robust evaluaHon, published 

shortly a[er Brown had le[ government in 2010, assessing the GCSE performance of 62 

academies compared to similar local authority maintained schools. A key disHncHon in the 

NAO analysis was the matching of academy schools with five similar schools, in addiHon to 

uHlising two factors that are influenHal in school performance: deprivaHon, measured by 

proporHon of FSM pupils and the prior a*ainment of pupils, as measured by examinaHon 

results in their final year of primary school. It also included a separate analysis of those pupils 

registered as eligible for free school meals. The NAO’s findings demonstrate that academies 

conHnued to outperform their predecessor schools, overall academies were improving the 

proporHons of pupils a*aining five A*-C GCSE grades or equivalent at a faster rate than 

maintained schools with similar intakes.29 The performance of the free school meals (FSM) 

cohort, a demographic which is likely to include white working-class boys, did improve, albeit 

the a*ainment gap between FSM pupils and their wealthier peers had increased in academies 

compared with equivalent schools. The NAO suggested that their findings showed that 

disadvantaged cohorts benefi*ed more immediately from the higher standards at an 

academy.30 

 

5.5 Na>onal Challenge 

The Brown government confirmed its commitment to conHnuing the New Labour agenda in 

secondary educaHon policy in England by prioriHsing the raising of quality and standards in 

schools. The flagship policy of the Brown administraHon’s secondary improvement strategy 

which contributed most significantly to the standards agenda was the NaHonal Challenge 

(NC). The NC policy also contributed to the objecHves agreed between the DCSF and the 

Treasury’s Public Service Agreement (PSA) Delivery Agreements 10 and 11.a 

 

The NC sought to challenge LEAs to improve academic a*ainment in secondary schools by 

semng a minimum performance target. The measure Brown and Balls uHlised for the NC 

target was for secondary schools to have a minimum of 30% of pupils achieve five or more A* 

 
a PSA Delivery Agreement 10 was to “Raise the educational achievement of all young people” while PSA 11 was 
“Narrow the gap in educational achievement between children from low income and disadvantaged 
backgrounds and their peers”. 
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to C GCSE grades or equivalent, including maths and English GCSE, by 2011. The policy was 

trailed in Brown’s first speech on educaHon as Prime Minister in October 2007. Speaking at 

the University of Greenwich, Brown set out the case for the NC:  

 

Every child is enHtled to a decent school and a good educaHon. So we must also 

put an end to failure. We have cut the number of failing schools dramaHcally in 

the last decade. In 1997 over 600 secondary schools had less than 25% of children 

gemng 5 or more good GCSEs. Now instead of over 600, 26 do. But the latest 

figures sHll show that there are 670 schools where less than 30% of pupils get 5 A 

star to C grades at GCSE, including English and maths, and while that is down from 

1,600 in 1997 there is sHll much to do.31 

 

Balls later provided the details of the policy in an interview with the Guardian in February 

200832 before it was formally announced, with £400 million of funding and idenHfying 638 

schools which fell below the performance indicator, in June of the same year.33 If a school was 

unable to achieve the target, they would be encouraged to become an academy, trust school 

or to merge with a more successful partner school. In response to a quesHon about the 

impetus behind the NC and how successful it was in improving educaHonal outcomes for 

disadvantaged children, Balls commented: 

 

I think if you take the numbers of schools which had less than thirty percent of 

kids at sixteen gemng five A to C GCSEs including English and maths, there had 

been a marked fall in the number of such schools from ninety-seven to two 

thousand and seven. I haven’t got the exact numbers to hand but, sort of, from 

the fi[een hundred to three hundred in secondary schools, that kind of, but there 

were sHll too many … So, what we said with NaHonal Challenge, and a 

consequence of that was there were some areas which had disproporHonate 

numbers of these schools not doing as well, and NaHonal Challenge was the first 

Hme, we took the London Challenge model and went naHonal, and it was, sort of, 

uncompromising in the sense that we said to the local area you’ve got to come up 

with a plan.34 
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The two outstanding influences on the NC policy were David Blunke*’s original GCSE floor 

target and the London Challenge (LC) policy. In Labour’s first term, Blunke* sought to improve 

GCSE a*ainment by introducing a performance target. This was known as a floor standard 

with which Blunke* challenged all secondary schools to have 25% of pupils achieve 5 A* to C 

grades GCSEs by 2006. Later, in 2006, the measure was broadened by Ruth Kelly to include 

maths and English GCSEs, as she recalled:  

 

So, I reformed GCSE league tables to include English and Maths which was another 

significant development … I did say that you couldn’t get a maths GCSE or an 

English GCSE without first having passed the funcHonal element of the Maths or 

the English GCSE. Speaks skills for life really. But also recognising that employment 

success was highly Hed to having GCSE English and Maths at a good pass.35 

 

Second, the NC would seek to emulate the success of the LC policy by emulaHng key aspects 

of the programme. This included for instance NaHonal Challenge Advisers, who were allocated 

to each NC school to support them with their experHse and were involved in making 

arrangements for further support for every school. This role was analogous to the Challenge 

Advisers who held a significant posiHon in the LC. 

 

There is limited material assessing the success of the NC programme. However, the 

Department for EducaHon did conduct a brief internal assessment as part of a broader review 

of the NaHonal Strategies programme. This was published in 2011 a[er Brown and Balls had 

le[ office. Two measures provide the clearest indicaHon of the programme’s success. Firstly, 

the decrease in the number of schools which were below the performance target, which at 

the point Labour le[ government had fallen from 631 in 2007 to 81 in 2010. Secondly, the 

improvement in the percentage achieving 5+ A* – C including English and mathemaHcs for 

schools supported by the NC, with the intervenHon resulHng in a 6.6% increase between 2008 

and 2010.36  

 

However, this posiHve assessment of the programme is challenged by Bolton in a House of 

Commons Library briefing. UHlising a quanHtaHve approach, Bolton argues that when 

contribuHng factors are accounted for, the NC is less successful than would first appear. Firstly, 
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Bolton notes that the staHsHcs do not accurately represent the turnover in schools who fall 

below the 30% target in the net change figures. This can be a*ributed to the fluid nature of a 

key performance measure based on pupil a*ainment. As some schools’ results improve and 

move above the 30% benchmark, others decline due to the variaHon between cohorts, while 

a number of schools close altogether. Second, Bolton highlights variaHon at local authority 

level, with five local authoriHes having a quarter of their schools below the threshold. This 

point is complemented by comparing the percent of pupils in secondary schools in England 

below the target in 2009, with 7.4% of pupils a*ending such schools naHonally, while this 

contrasts with Kingston-Upon-Hull having the highest at 37%. Third, on analysing the 

distribuHon of results of NC schools in the 2008/09 academic year, Bolton finds more than 

50% of schools to be in the 25-29% range. Bolton points to the unpredictability of pupil 

a*ainment, even when a school is improving over Hme, that performance each year is not 

even. A further contribuHng factor highlighted by Bolton is the composiHon of pupil body at 

NC schools. He notes that the rate of Special EducaHonal Need pupils was 20% naHonally 

compared to 35% for NC schools. Similarly, the proporHon of pupils eligible for FSMs naHonally 

was 13%, while NC schools it was more than double at 28%. However, Bolton does recognise 

the complex relaHonship between such factors and a*ainment, ciHng other schools with a 

similar make up of pupils who meet the target.37  

 

In assessing the NC programme, the Brown government made a significant contribuHon to the 

conHnuing improvement of secondary educaHon for white working-class boys in England. 

Brown and his EducaHon Secretary Balls should be commended for semng a challenging target 

to raise the a*ainment of pupils. In comparison, when semng the original floor target in 2000, 

Blunke* aimed to achieve 25% of pupils achieving 5 GCSEs at A*-C grades in six years. In 

contrast, Balls aimed to achieve the 30% target in three years, which given the policy was 

launched in June 2008 was implemented across two full academic years. In conjuncHon with 

Balls having limited experience of the educaHon brief before being appointed by Brown.  

 

However, despite the achievements of the NC policy, the evidence suggests that the majority 

of schools who parHcipated in the programme were close to the 30% target prior to the start 

of the policy. These schools therefore represented relaHvely low hanging fruit for Brown and 

Balls that was quickly achieved. This is illustrated most clearly in the first 12 months of the NC 
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programme. Between 2007/08 and 2008/09, there was a sharp reducHon in the number of 

schools failing to meet the target from 631 to 439. Furthermore, as noted above by Bolton, in 

2008/09 over 50% of schools fell in the 25-29% range of results. This indicates that many 

schools needed one more heave of government challenge and support to achieve the target. 

Although Bolton makes a valid point regarding the hidden net change in the number of schools 

below the 30% target, this point is more about transparency of the process rather than 

performance. Schools are not staHc insHtuHons by their nature with new cohorts of pupils 

entering and leaving with each cycle of the academic year, thus an element of upwards 

mobility amongst some schools and decline for others within these figures should be 

expected. There is compelling evidence to suggest that there is a core of schools within a small 

cohort of local authoriHes that were parHcularly stubborn cases that were resistant to the 

school improvement strategies of the Brown government. In Bolton’s note, this is most clearly 

illustrated by the case of Kingston-Upon-Hull. However, it should be noted that, although a 

quarter of the city’s schools were below the floor target of 30%, this was a reducHon from half 

the city’s schools at the beginning of the NC programme.   

 

5.6 Conclusion 

Prior to Brown becoming Prime Minister, Blair’s legacy in secondary educaHon in England was 

undecided. However, Brown’s appointment as Prime Minister would confirm Blair’s legacy as 

he adopted the two fundamental strands of New Labour’s educaHonal agenda: the academies 

programme and the quality and standards agenda. This decision alone meant that the impact 

of the Brown government’s secondary educaHon policy on white working-class boys in 

England would be posiHve. This was achieved by conHnuing structural reforms to the 

secondary school system, thereby facilitaHng the improvements to educaHonal a*ainment 

that the academy model was providing. The impact on white working-class boys was further 

amplified by Balls adopHng the quality and standards agenda. In secondary educaHon, this led 

the Brown government to challenge the lowest performing schools and resulted in substanHve 

improvements in a*ainment at GCSE. Both policies would consolidate New Labour’s agenda 

in secondary educaHon.  

 

On taking office, Brown and Balls enacted a radical decision to reorganise and rename the 

DfES. However, this was the only transformaHve element of the Brown government’s agenda 
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in educaHon. Although these policy themes were already present in the period 1997 to 2007, 

especially around children’s wellbeing, the changes to the machinery of government 

formalised this approach for the first Hme. This contrasts with Brown’s wider failure to develop 

a radical and transformaHve policy agenda in secondary educaHon that was on par with the 

iniHaHves introduced by Blair.  

 

The discourse considering educaHon policy during Brown’s administraHon suffers from a 

criHcal paucity of sources within the literature. Those academics who do evaluate Brown’s 

premiership o[en focus on the more significant policies and events during the three-year 

period, such as economic policy and the global financial crisis, or as part of a broad-brush 

approach to domesHc policy. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Amtudes towards culture 

 

‘I said to this lad, “what are you doing?”, and he said, “oh I ain’t got no culture sir, I come 

from round here.”’ 

Alan Johnson1 

 

The purpose of this thesis, up unHl this point, has been to provide an analyHcal narraHve of 

the poliHcal history of secondary educaHon policy in England under the Blair and Brown 

governments. To understand their purpose and mission, the original research quesHon is 

seeking to answer the extent to which the a*ainment of white working-class boys benefi*ed 

from the rising Hde, li[ing all boats or not. In order to draw robust conclusions, the prior 

chapters of this thesis are the necessary foundaHons of the evaluaHon, underpinning its 

findings by ascertaining New Labour’s educaHon philosophy, policies, and the debates 

amongst elite poliHcal actors. This is complemented by the mapping and measuring of the 

aims, policies and approaches towards a*ainment and performance at secondary level in 

England. This chapter seeks to provide a specific understanding of the a*ainment of White 

BriHsh working-class boys during the period Blair and Brown were in power, uHlising primary 

and secondary sources, including quanHtaHve data collated by central government and 

qualitaHve data in the form of semi-structured interview material from elite poliHcal actors. 

 

6.1 Culture 

For the purposes of this thesis, culture will be defined broadly. This definiHon will be informed 

by a range of socio-economic indicators that can influence the home environment 

experienced by school pupils. These include: the populaHon size of the local authority area, 

the composiHon of the family, housing and dwelling status, level of deprivaHon, 

unemployment data disaggregated by sex, and educaHonal a*ainment data. This will be 

complemented by considering the character and heritage of the local authority area, amtudes 

towards culture, government policy and material from interviews with poliHcal actors. 
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6.2 Who are the working-class? 

Before uHlising quanHtaHve data to analyse the impact of the Blair and Brown administraHons 

on the educaHonal a*ainment of white working-class boys in England, it is first necessary to 

outline and provide a definiHon for each aspect of this terminology, some elements of which 

are disputed. 

 

The terminology of ‘working-class’ is highly contested in discourse on educaHon and 

a*ainment. This stems from the fact that there is no precise or widely agreed definiHon, 

although there is a broader view that it is commonly used as a proxy for socio-economic status 

and at the least some form of disadvantage or deprivaHon. Debates on the subject are further 

exacerbated by the absence of a consensus view on the most appropriate definiHon of the 

term. The most common, albeit highly criHcised,2 is pupil eligibility for Free School Meals 

(FSM). This is the method this chapter will adopt to map and measure the educaHonal 

a*ainment of White BriHsh working-class boys. The term FSM will also be used 

interchangeably with working-class and disadvantaged. In the period 1997 to 2010, eligibility 

for FSMs was condiHonal on a parent being in receipt of at least one of the following welfare 

benefits: Income Support; Income-based Jobseeker's Allowance; support under Part VI of the 

ImmigraHon and Asylum Act 1999; and Child Tax Credit. The list of qualifying state benefits 

was broadened on several occasions during Labour’s Hme in office. First in April 2005, to 

include the Guarantee element of State Pension Credit,3 and later to include income-related 

Employment and Support Allowance and Working Tax Credit in specific circumstances.4  

 

However, interpreHng disadvantage through FSM eligibility is the subject of significant 

criHcism. The most common criHque is of its binary interpretaHon of disadvantage, as it 

divides pupils into eligible or ineligible and therefore either disadvantaged or not respecHvely. 

Those criHcal of FSM as a metric argue that it is a narrow and limited measure due to its 

inability to capture the complex nature of poverty and disadvantage which impacts pupils.5 

As a measure of disadvantage, it excludes pupils whose families are in poorly paid occupaHons 

but earn enough to be above the financial benchmark to qualify for state welfare. Similarly, 

FSM eligibility does not account for the fluctuaHng nature of disadvantage, as pupils may be 

eligible for non-consecuHve periods at different points throughout their scholasHc career. 

There are also alternaHve, more complex, metrics collated by government during the period 
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that offer more nuanced staHsHcal data, such as ACORN, a geo-demographic classificaHon, 

and Income DeprivaHon AffecHng Children Index (IDACI). However, these measures are only 

useful to a limited extent as they do not offer the longevity and consistency that is provided 

by FSM eligibility data for historical analysis.   

 

Despite these criHcisms, FSM eligibility will be uHlised to measure the achievements of White 

working-class boys in this chapter. The advantages to uHlising this historical data set is that it 

is a long running series collated and published by the DfES and DCSF during the Blair and 

Brown administraHons. The data therefore covers a majority of their Hme in government. 

Although it is a less sophisHcated measure, it does guarantee that those present in the data 

can be considered to be disadvantaged. The uHlity of FSM data can be enhanced once it is 

supported by a combinaHon of other variables that will be uHlised to provide a more robust 

staHsHcal analysis as a key method to answer the study’s research quesHon. Firstly, the 

educaHon data recording GCSE a*ainment is disaggregated by both FSM eligibility and by sex. 

This accounts for two of the three most perHnent pupil characterisHcs for understanding the 

impact of secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies on working-class boys. Secondly, this 

data is also broken down by local authority allowing for a more granular analysis by locality in 

England.  

 

6.3 Gender and ethnicity: White Bri>sh boys 

In terms of ethnic group and gender, the primary subject of the research quesHon is White 

BriHsh boys. This ethnic group is the overwhelming majority in England and is a descriptor 

that was uHlised by the DfES, DCSF, the naHonal census and the Office for NaHonal StaHsHcs 

(ONS). In the 2001 naHonal census, England was 86.99% White BriHsh, while White BriHsh 

pupils in schools in England accounted for 83.16% of all pupils. In the following census in 2011, 

these figures had decreased slightly to 80% and 79% respecHvely.  

 

The demographic group of boys was selected as the sex of secondary school pupils is 

significant for two reasons: firstly, boys comprise the majority of pupils, and second; there is 

an exisHng achievement gap between the sexes. Boys are found to be the overall majority in 

each academic year by annual published government data. Similarly, birth sex raHos show that 

there have been consistently around 105 males born for every 100 females since 1980.6 
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Furthermore, secondary school a*ainment data demonstrates that, across all pupil 

characterisHcs, there is a gender a*ainment gap in which girls persistently outperform boys. 

In terms of White BriHsh disadvantaged girls, a consistently greater proporHon of the cohort 

achieve the 5+ GCSEs A* - C benchmark, and including English and MathemaHcs, between 

2001/02 and 2009/10 than their male peers. Per academic year, this varied from a low of 7% 

to a high of 9% for the benchmark, and around 5% higher when including the la*er subjects. 

 

Therefore, within the pupil characterisHcs data collated by government between the years 

1997 and 2010, White BriHsh FSM-eligible boys are a significant and large disadvantaged 

ethnic group who perform consistently poorly. In any given academic year between 2001/02 

and 2009/10, a cohort of between 24 to 27 thousand White BriHsh boys eligible for FSM sat 

their GCSEs. This equates to over three hundred thousand pupils over the 13-year period of 

New Labour government.  

 

This is not a comparaHve study of secondary educaHon a*ainment and ethnicity or one which 

seeks to uHlise demographics and staHsHcs to raise grievances against policies iniHaHves that 

may or may not have benefi*ed other ethniciHes. This study aims to invesHgate and 

understand, using semi-structured interviews with elite poliHcal actors and quanHtaHve data 

from the period, the impact of 13 years of Labour government secondary educaHon and 

a*ainment policy on the achievements of white working-class boys. 

 

Despite this debate over the exact definiHon of White BriHsh working-class boys, authors 

cannot deny the compelling evidence that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds conHnue 

to achieve less than their wealthier peers.7 While other ethnic groups certainly face issues 

within secondary educaHon, White BriHsh working-class pupils face acute challenges in 

achieving higher a*ainment in academic semngs. 

 

6.4 Local authori>es 

Together, these different datasets will facilitate a case study of the five local authority areas 

outside of London where White BriHsh working-class boys performed lowest in achieving 5+ 

A* - C GCSE grades, including in English and MathemaHcs.  
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Before conducHng analysis of the data, it is necessary to establish why a mulHvariate analysis 

of these provincial areas is favourable to one focusing on disadvantaged boys within the 

capital or other large urban areas within England. Firstly, five local authoriHes outside of 

London and other large urban conurbaHons were selected as these areas have received 

greater coverage in both BriHsh poliHcal history and educaHon literature. This is the case for 

both academic and official publicaHons, which have chronicled the history of schools in 

London, from the lowest performing in GCSE a*ainment in England from 1997 to amongst the 

highest performing state schools by 2010, and larger ciHes’ schools. Other publicaHons have 

evaluated the performance of specific geographical school improvement policies such as the 

London Challenge and City Challenge. Both of these elements with reference to London are 

covered in earlier chapters of this thesis. 

 

Secondly, local authoriHes in London were not amongst the worst performing for FSM eligible 

boys for the GCSE a*ainment benchmark. From the earliest academic year that data is 

available, 2001/02, for the performance of FSM eligible boys in a*ainment of 5+ GCSE grades 

A* - C, no London local authority is amongst the 10 lowest performing for GCSE a*ainment by 

FSM eligible boys. Although in 1997 London’s schools were the worst performing in England 

more generally for boys achieving 5+ GCSEs A*-C. It must also be acknowledged that, given 

the incepHon of the data in 2001/02, the rising Hde of the first Blair government’s educaHonal 

policies may have already li[ed London’s FSM boys from the bo*om of the performance 

tables. 

 

Third, the ethnic group demographics of local authoriHes outside of London are much more 

likely to have an almost wholly White BriHsh populaHon. In comparison, the demographics of 

England’s capital and other significant urban conurbaHons include a greater populaHon of 

ethnic minoriHes. Thereby diluHng any possible insights which could be drawn from analysis 

of White BriHsh pupils who are educated in these areas. The advantage of the former is to 

a*empt to isolate White BriHsh boys eligible for FSM, by reducing the potenHal influence of 

cultural and social pracHces from other ethniciHes. An interesHng finding in the field of 

American secondary educaHon is the academic a*ainment of ethnic minority pupils in 

secondary educaHon tends to be higher than, and can have an influencing effect on, pupils of 

other ethnicity in the same insHtuHon. Therefore, it is necessary to idenHfy mono-cultural 
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areas so as to facilitate analysis of White BriHsh boys and ensure that robust conclusions can 

be reasonably drawn from the data. 

 

Fourth, to ensure greater validity, the local authoriHes to be included in this chapter as case 

studies have been subject to a selecHon process that uHlises a set of criteria. The criteria 

include the three most significant factors: a*ainment, cohort size and ethnic group. The first 

element of this is that they fall within the ten lowest performing local authoriHes as measured 

by the naHonal GCSE a*ainment by pupil characterisHcs in England data for the 2001/02 

academic year and specifically the percentage of FSM eligible boys achieving 5+ GCSE grades 

at A* to C. This is the earliest date from which the data is available. Subsequent publicaHons 

of this data will then be uHlised to map and measure the performance of these local 

authoriHes unHl the end of the 2009/10 academic year, at which point New Labour le[ office. 

Crucially, this data provides GCSE a*ainment which is disaggregated by both FSM eligibility 

and sex per local authority. However, GCSE a*ainment by ethnic group is not made available 

at the local authority level. Therefore, the second element of the criteria will be that local 

authoriHes must have an ethnic group demography of at least 95% of ciHzens covered by the 

2001 naHonal census were categorised as White BriHsh. As GCSE a*ainment data by ethnic 

group is not available at the local authority level, the data drawn from the 2001 census will be 

used as a proxy to assure a high level of White BriHsh ethnic group within each local authority 

area. Although some may criHcise this as being a considerably high level of White BriHsh 

respondents, higher than the naHonal average of England’s White BriHsh populaHon at 

86.99%, this measure provides a reasonable level of assurance that these areas are mono-

cultural. Third, the size of the cohort must be staHsHcally significant. This has been set at least 

250 FSM eligible male pupils, equivalent to approximately 8 full classes of an average size of 

30 pupils.  

 

Local authority areas that were in the 10 lowest performing but have been excluded as part 

of the selecHon process following the applicaHon of the criteria: are either staHsHcally 

insignificant, as they contain too few pupils, or did not meet the White BriHsh ethnic group 

quota. In the first instance, the two lowest performing local authoriHes in the 2001/02 

academic year were Wokingham and Reading, where only 3.6% and 6.6% of FSM eligible boys 

achieved 5+ GCSE grades A* - C. However, these cohorts were comprised of only 55 and 61 
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pupils respecHvely, equivalent to two full classes, and were therefore excluded. Similarly, 

neither of these local authoriHes would have met the ethnic group quota, with Wokingham 

being 89.81% White BriHsh and Reading 80.62%. Similarly, Swindon the 8th lowest performing 

local authority in that academic year has been discounted due to a low cohort size, of only 

113 pupils, and falling below the ethnic group level with 91.48% White BriHsh. Lastly, of the 

10 lowest performing local authoriHes, two had sufficient cohort size but did not meet the 

ethnic group quota. This has excluded both Bristol and Salford, which were idenHfied with 

88.04% and 92.01% White BriHsh. However, regardless of these criteria, the five local 

authoriHes that have been idenHfied were amongst the ten lowest performing. 

 

In applying the above criteria to the 2001/02 local authority achievements at 5+ GCSE grades 

A*-C by FSM and gender, the local authoriHes to be included as case studies are, in order of 

performance from lowest to highest: Barnsley, Kingston-Upon-Hull, Doncaster, Sunderland, 

and Durham.  

 

6.5 2001 – 2010: What does the data tell us? 

6.51 Barnsley 

Beginning with the lowest performing local authority which met all of the case study criteria, 

Barnsley is a post-industrial market town in South Yorkshire. Barnsley’s former major heavy 

industry was coal mining, with the headquarters of the NaHonal Union of Mineworkers being 

based in the town where it can sHll be found to this day. Between 2001 and 2011, its 

populaHon grew from 218,000 to 231,000. In 2001, Barnsley’s demographics per age group 

showing that it was home to almost 44,000 under 16s, approximately 20% of the local 

authority’s populaHon. In terms of the ethnic group demographics, at the 2001 naHonal 

census Barnsley was 98.12% White BriHsh,8 making it the local authority area amongst the 

five with the highest percentage of White BriHsh residents at this point. This had slightly 

decreased to 96.10% White BriHsh a decade later, posiHoning Barnsley second in terms of 

White BriHsh residents.9 In May 2001, shortly before that year’s general elecHon, the average 

percentage of unemployed claimants across the three parliamentary consHtuenciesa that 

 
a Unemployment rate by local authority data is unavailable. However, parliamentary constituency data offers a 
reasonable approximation. In 2001 this was Barnsley Central, Barnsley East & Mexborough, and Barnsley West 
& Penistone. 
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cover Barnsley was 4.5%. There is a notable difference between the sexes in the 

unemployment data with female unemployment half the rate of males in Barnsley, with 

average male unemployment of 5.76% and female of 2.7%.10 By May 2010, the average 

unemployment rate across the three consHtuenciesb stood at 6.43%.11 

 

According to the Indices of DeprivaHon (IOD) 2000,c Barnsley was the 16th most deprived local 

authority in England.12 This ranking would steadily improve over the period, with subsequent 

Indices placing the town 27th in 2004,13 41st in 200714 and 44th in 201015. However, Barnsley 

would never rank outside of the 50 most deprived local authoriHes in England. In the two 

most important economic indicators of the sixd that comprise a local authority’s rank in the 

IOD, Income and Employment deprivaHon, Barnsley ranked 41st and 21st respecHvely in 2000. 

Again, throughout the majority of this period Barnsley would remain within the 50 most 

deprived areas for both of these metrics, with the excepHon of ranking 52nd and 54th in 2007 

and 2010 respecHvely for Income DeprivaHon.  

 

As for Barnsley’s household composiHon, at the 2001 naHonal census there were 92,165 

households, increasing to 100,734 a decade later. In terms of dwelling type by tenure in 2001, 

over a quarter, 25.69% of households were social housing compared 64.16% owner-occupied. 

This was above the naHonal average for tenure of social housing in England of 19.27%, but 

below the owner-occupied average of 68.72%.16 By 2011, the tenure of social housing the 

local authority had decreased, in percentage and absolute terms, with 20.9% of households 

recorded as being social housing. In comparison, owner-occupied remained largely stable at 

64.8%.e This conHnued to be above England’s naHonal average for social housing of 17.7%, 

while a larger decrease in the naHonal average of owner-occupied tenure, decreasing to 

64.2%, resulted in Barnsley being above this figure despite its own decrease in owner-

occupied households.17 

 

 
b In 2010, this was Barnsley Central, Barnsley East, and Penistone & Stocksbridge. 
c The local authority with the rank of 1 is the most deprived in the country. 
d Seven indicators have been used from 2004 onwards. 
e This decrease in the number of households recorded as social housing is reflected in the increase in the number 
of households classed as private rented accommodation, rising from 7.25% in 2001 to 12.7% in 2011. 
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Most significantly, the composiHon of these households included 7.32% of residents reporHng 

that they were lone parents with dependent children. This was higher than the naHonal 

average for England of 6.42%. Although this single digit figure may seem insignificant, of 

Barnsley’s 92,165 households at the 2001 census, this equated to 6746 lone parent 

households with dependent children in one of England’s most deprived local authoriHes.18 By 

2011, all of the above figures had increased. There were 7.9% of 100,734 households 

reporHng that they were lone parents with dependent children, equaHng to 7957 households. 

This was again higher than England’s average of 7.1%.19 

 

In Barnsley’s secondary schools, there were 1344 male pupils who sat GCSE examinaHons in 

2001/02 academic year, with 259 of those being eligible for free school meals equivalent to 

approximately 20% of all male pupils. Of these 259 pupils, only 7.7% achieved the benchmark 

of 5+ GCSE grades at A* - C, while more than three Hmes that number of the same cohort, 

22%, passed no GCSE examinaHons at all.20 The ‘No GCSE passes’ figure would conHnue to be 

higher than the benchmark for the subsequent two years, albeit with the la*er closing the 

gap.21 22 f The percentage of FSM eligible boys achieving this benchmark would rise unevenly 

unHl it reached 46% in the 2009/10 academic year. However, while this is a laudable 

improvement, the introducHon of English and Maths as part of the floor standard removed 

the façade of an overall rising Hde of GCSE a*ainment and revealed substanHve educaHonal 

deficiencies in core subjects. When accounHng for English and MathemaHcs as part of the 5+ 

GCSEs grades A* - C, the percent of FSM boys achieving this target more than halves to just 

20% of 198 in 2009/10. The available figures demonstrate nonuniform improvements from 

2005/06 onwards, with a low of 9% of 197 pupils in 2006/07.23  

 

6.52 Kingston-Upon-Hull 

The second lowest performing local authority in 2001 was Kingston-Upon-Hull, a large city on 

the Humber estuary. The city was formerly known as a major port of the trawler fishing 

industry, with a significant part of the populaHon employed on either the trawler ships or in 

the fish factories on the shore. In 2001, the populaHon of Hull was recorded as 244,000, with 

a populaHon of 52,000 under 16-year-olds. The populaHon of the city would rise to 256,000 

 
f The Government would cease to publish this specific figure from 2003/04 onwards.   
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by the Hme of the 2011 census. The ethnic group demography of Hull as captured by the 2001 

census shows that 96.36% of respondents considered themselves to be White BriHsh,24 with 

this figure decreasing to 89.70% in 2011.25 As of May 2001, the average unemployment rate 

across the three consHtuenciesg that cover the city was 7.2%. Similar to Barnsley, male 

unemployment was almost more than two and a half Hmes that of female across all three 

consHtuencies, and averaged 9.4% compared to 3.8%.26 In May 2010, the month of that year’s 

general elecHon, average unemployment across the city stood at 11.26%.27  

 

The IOD 2000 would rank Hull as the 14th most deprived local authority.28 Across the four 

separate IOD studies published between 2000 and 2010, Hull was consistently measured as 

experiencing greater deprivaHon than the other four case study local authoriHes. In 2004 it 

placed 11th,29 16th in 200730 and 15th in 2010.31 It is notable that while the other four local 

authoriHes moved further down the rankings, becoming less deprived, over the course of the 

decade Hull’s deprivaHon remained broadly constant. The economic indicators which 

contribute to the IOD 2000 ranking, Income and Employment deprivaHon, show Hull is 

similarly highly deprived in both categories at 15th and 11th respecHvely. Over the four 

separate IOD studies, Hull’s lowest rank for both of these indicators is 20th achieved in the 

same year, 2007, before both dropped back to 18th in 2010.  

 

Hull conforms to the trend of England’s growing populaHon during this period and is reflected 

in the city’s household composiHon, with 104,288 households at the 2001 census and 

increasing to 112,596 as reported in 2011. The number of households by tenure in 2001 show 

that Hull’s social housing was almost twice that of the naHonal average at 33.23% compared 

to 17.93%. This contrasts with the city’s owner-occupied dwellings which account for 52.15% 

of homes, significantly below the naHonal average of 68.72%.32 In 2011, both of these figures 

for the city had fallen with 28.1% of dwellings being social housing, more than 10% above 

England’s naHonal average of 17.7%, and 50% owner-occupied, significantly below the 

naHonal average of 64.2%.33  

 

 
g Kingston Upon Hull East, Kingston Upon Hull North, and Kingston Upon Hull West and Hessle. 
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In the composiHon of households, the number of respondents in Hull reporHng that they were 

lone parents with dependent children in 2001 was 8.93% or 9312 households. This was more 

than 2.5% above the naHonal average.34 A decade later, Hull would breach the 10,000 mark 

of lone parent households with dependent children with the 2011 census recording 9.1% of 

households, or 10,246 households in this category, exactly 2% higher than England’s 

average.35 

 

In the first year for which data is available, the secondary schools in Hull entered 1612 boys 

for the GCSE assessment in 2001/02, with 359 eligible for FSM, equivalent to slightly above 

22% of male pupils. The number of FSM eligible boys who achieved 5+ GCSEs A* - C was 28, 

or 7.9%. Similar to Barnsley, the number who a*ained no GCSE passes at all was almost 3 

Hmes this number, of 83 boys or 23.10%.36 This la*er figure would only marginally decrease, 

to 19.3%37 and then to 17.2%, before the cessaHon of publicaHon of the data.38 In the 2009/10 

academic year, Hull made a notable achievement in having 54% of FSM eligible boys a*ain 5+ 

GCSEs at A* - C. In contrast to this achievement, FSM eligible boys who achieved 5+ GCSE A* 

- C including English and MathemaHcs was only 10% of a cohort of 267 in 2005/06 and, 

although this figure would more double by 2009/10, this was sHll only 22%, or 70 of 316 

pupils.39   

 

6.53 Doncaster 

A large town in South Yorkshire for most of its history, which gained city status in 2022, 

Doncaster was the 3rd lowest performing local authority by GCSE performance of FSM eligible 

boys in 2001/02. Doncaster is a post-industrial town, whose major heavy industries included 

manufacturing and coal mining, with the town forming part of the former coalfield region that 

also encompasses Barnsley. In the period from 2001 to 2011, the town’s populaHon would 

grow from 286,866, which included 59,897 under 16-year-olds, to 302,402 in 2011. At the 

Hme of the 2001 census, the ethnic group demographics of Doncaster’s populaHon was 

recorded as being 96.5% White BriHsh40 with this figure decreasing by almost 5% to 91.8% by 

2011.41 The average unemployment rate in the consHtuenciesh that covered Doncaster in May 

2001 was 4.7%, with male unemployment being more than double female in each 

 
h Don Valley, Doncaster Central, and Doncaster North. 
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consHtuency. Male unemployment averaged 6%, in contrast to female at 2.7%.42 In May 2010, 

the average unemployment rate across the consHtuencies was 7.73%.43  

 

In the rankings of the IOD 2000, Doncaster was placed as the 38th most deprived local 

authority area in England.44 This posiHon would be almost consistently maintained 

throughout the decade with Doncaster being ranked 44th in 2004,45 43rd in 200746 and 39th in 

2010.47 In comparison with the other local authoriHes, Doncaster became only marginally less 

deprived, sharing greater similarity with Hull, which also remained largely unchanged in the 

IOD rankings, whereas in comparison to both local authoriHes Barnsley gradually became less 

deprived. In reviewing the economic metrics that contribute to the IOD rankings, Doncaster 

was placed 19th for Income and 12th for Employment deprivaHon in 2000. Although 

Doncaster’s overall ranking for deprivaHon remained largely consistent across this period, by 

2010 Doncaster become less deprived as measure by Income and Employment deprivaHon, 

gradually improving its posiHon to 34th and 21st respecHvely.  

 

Doncaster experienced similar levels of populaHon growth in the first decade of the 21st 

Century, which is reflected in the 2001 census with 118,699 households rising to 126,487 

households in 2011. The dwellings by tenure in Doncaster during 2001 were comprised of 

20.29% social housing compared to 69.58% owner-occupied. The former figure being 1% 

above England’s naHonal average and just under 1% higher for the la*er.48 Doncaster had the 

highest percentage of owner-occupied properHes amongst the five local authority case 

studies, surpassing even the more prosperous County Durham. The level of both owner-

occupied and social housing properHes had decreased in Doncaster by 2011, with 65.7% 

owner-occupied dwellings. However, this was sHll above England’s naHonal average of 64.2% 

albeit only marginally, and 17.8% social housing, almost exactly matching the naHonal rate of 

17.8%.49 

 

In Doncaster’s local authority area, the composiHon of households in 2001 included 6.84% or 

8119 as lone parent households with dependent children, the second lowest amongst the five 

local authoriHes in this case study and only narrowly above England’s naHonal rate of 6.42%.50 

By 2011, the percent of lone parent households had increased to 7.5% or close to 9500 
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households, which had become the lowest figure amongst the 5 local authoriHes, while 

retaining a similar margin above the naHonal average of 7.1%.51 

 

The 2001/02 GCSE a*ainment data for Doncaster shows that 1930 male pupils were entered 

for assessment, of which 299 were FSM eligible. This was approximately 15.5% of the cohort. 

The number who achieved the GCSE benchmark of 5+ grades between A* - C was 9% or 

approximately 27 pupils. In contrast, the number of no GCSE passes was more than double at 

20.1% or 60 pupils.52 This increased in the following year to 23%53 before falling back to 17%.54 

The number of FSM eligible boys a*aining the GCSE floor standard would steadily rise 

throughout this period with a high of 58% in 2009/10. However, when applying the more 

stringent benchmark, the number of FSM boys achieving this more than halves to 24% of a 

cohort of 241, equivalent to 58 pupils a[er more than a decade of Labour government. 

Doncaster saw a low of 12% of FSM boys achieving this benchmark in both 2005/06 and 

2006/07, or 28 of 237 pupils and 30 of 250.55 

 

6.54 Sunderland 

Sunderland is a large city in Wearside, and the fourth lowest performing local authority by 

GCSE a*ainment of FSM eligible boys in 2001/02, whose former major heavy industries 

include shipbuilding and coalmining. Such was the importance of the former industry to the 

city that it acquired the moniker ‘the largest shipbuilding town in the world’ and held a 

strategically important role in building and repairing mercanHle vessels during the Second 

World War. In the period between 1939 to 1945, Sunderland produced 245 ships which 

accounted for approximately 27% of the UKs total output of merchant shipping.56 In the 

decade between the 2001 and 2011 censuses, Sunderland’s populaHon was the only one 

amongst the five local authoriHes to decrease from 280,807 to 275,506, despite having a 

considerable populaHon of 55,978 under 16-year-olds in 2001. In comparison to the 

demographics of England’s ethnic groups, Sunderland had almost 10% more residents 

recorded as White BriHsh at 97.12% compared to 86.99% naHonally.57 By 2011, this has 

decreased slightly to 94.8% White BriHsh, which was sHll significantly above the naHonal rate 

of 79.8%.58 The average unemployment rate across the two Sunderland consHtuenciesi in May 

 
i Sunderland North and Sunderland South. 
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2001 was 6.9%, with unemployment data disaggregated by sex conforming to the pa*ern 

across the other local authoriHes. Male unemployment stood at 9% and 10.2% in contrast to 

female unemployment of 2.9% and 3.1% respecHvely.59 A decade later in May 2010, 

unemployment in Sunderland Central was 9.3%.60 

 

Amongst the five local authority case studies in this chapter, Sunderland’s level of deprivaHon 

was the second most improved with its standing moving 23 places from 15th in IOD 200061 to 

38th in 2010.62 This was only be*ered by Barnsley’s performance in the same period, which 

moved 28 places. This is despite is being the second most deprived of the five in 2000, being 

ranked a single place behind Hull. Sunderland shared greater similariHes with Barnsley over 

this period, steadily improving its posiHon, being placed 22nd in 200463 and 33rd in 2007,64 in 

contrast to Hull and Doncaster whose posiHons remained largely unchanged. The economic 

deprivaHon indicators demonstrate a high level of deprivaHon in Sunderland, with it having 

the highest level of Employment deprivaHon of the five, being ranked 8th, and the second 

highest level of Income deprivaHon, ranking 15th. Despite the severe level of economic 

deprivaHon, Sunderland experienced considerable improvements in Income deprivaHon, 

achieving 28th in 2010, albeit this was not matched in Employment with only minor 

improvement to 11th in 2010. There is a broader story to be told in the contrasts between 

Sunderland and Hull, with the la*er the most deprived of the five local authoriHes and the 

former ranked one place behind. However, Sunderland’s deprivaHon was alleviated to a 

degree while Hull’s remained largely constant.  

 

Despite Sunderland’s decrease in populaHon over the decade, it sHll experienced a small 

increase in the number of households from 116,356 in 2001 to 119,758 in the 2011 census. 

The composiHon of Sunderland’s dwellings were 60.23% owner-occupied with 33.53% social 

housing in 2001. The former was more than 8% below England’s naHonal figure, while the 

la*er was more than 14% above the rate of social housing.65 Amongst the five local authoriHes 

considered in this chapter, Sunderland had the highest percentage of households recorded as 

social housing in 2001, only marginally ahead of Hull by 0.3%. By the 2011 census, Sunderland 

had experienced a decline in both the rate of owner-occupied dwellings and of those in social 

housing, falling to 60.1% and 27.1% respecHvely. The former was below the naHonal rate by 

4.1% but the la*er was significantly above by 9.2%.66 In 2001, the percentage of households 
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comprised of a lone parent with dependent children in Sunderland was 8.03%, or 9343 

households, the second highest amongst the five local authoriHes a[er Hull.67 This would later 

marginally increase to 8.3% by 2011, or approximately 9939, approaching a not insignificant 

benchmark.68  

 

The educaHonal a*ainment of FSM eligible boys in Sunderland during the 2001/02 academic 

year was the fourth lowest in England. There were 1945 male pupils entered for GCSE 

examinaHons, of which 285 were FSM eligible accounHng for 14.65% of all male pupils. The 

number of pupils in this cohort who achieved the 5+ GCSE grades A* - C benchmark was 27 

or 9.5%. In comparison, those who had no GCSE passes was 43 or 15.1%.69 These figures would 

be maintained in the subsequent academic year with only a slight change of 1% in the 5 passes 

benchmark and 0.1% in the number of no passes.70 Similar to other local authoriHes, the 

percentage of FSM eligible boys in Sunderland a*aining the GCSE benchmark would steadily 

increase with it reaching 51% in 2009/10, the final year of Labour’s Hme in government. This 

achievement is placed in sharp relief when contrast to the percentage of FSM boys a*aining 

5 GCSE including core subjects of English and MathemaHcs. Beginning at a low of 13% of 227 

in 2005/06, or 30 pupils, this rose unevenly at an average of 1% per academic year, himng a 

high of 19% in 2008/09 before dropping back to 17% of 276 boys in 2009/10, or 47 pupils.71 

 

6.55 Durham 

The final local authority case to be considered is County Durham,j referred to as Durham from 

here on. The former major heavy industry across Durham is coalmining, with the former 

coalfield stretching as far as Wearside, and the Durham Miner’s Gala remains an annual fixture 

in the calendar of poliHcal actors and acHvists within the Labour Party and trade union 

movement. The 2001 census records Durham’s populaHon as 493,470, with a populaHon of 

77,931 under 16-year-olds, growing to 513,242 in 2011. Durham’s ethnic group demography 

was largely consistent across this period, with the 2001 census recording it as being 98.05% 

White BriHsh and 11% higher than the naHonal rate.72 This also makes it the local authority 

area amongst the five with the second highest percentage of White BriHsh residents. A decade 

 
j County Durham consists of the boroughs of the City of Durham and Sedgefield, and five other districts: Chester-
le-Street, Derwentside, Easington, Teesdale, and Wear Valley.   



 

 161 
 
 

on, this figure would only slightly decrease to 96.6%. However, it would place it as the local 

authority with the highest percentage of White BriHsh residents, and 16.8% higher than 

England’s naHonal figure.73 Across Durham’s seven parliamentary consHtuencies,k the average 

unemployment rate in May 2001 was 4.25%, with the area following the pa*ern of male 

unemployment being significantly higher than their female counterparts, with rates of 5.68% 

and 2.2% respecHvely.74 In May 2010, the average unemployment rate across the seven 

consHtuencies was 5.95%.75 

 

The task of analysing Durham’s level of deprivaHon compared to the other four local 

authoriHes is complicated by the IOD metric which has allocated a ranking to each district, 

rather than an overall grading. This means a variaHon in IOD 2000 rankings from as high as 4th 

for Easington but as low as 173rd for Teesdale.76 The average rank of Durham’s seven districts 

was 79th in 2000, 85th in 2004,77 and 96th in 2007.78 This would be reconciled by the structural 

reforms to local government in 2009, when Durham County Council was created. In the IOD 

2010, Durham was ranked 70th.79 In terms of economic indicators, the average rank across 

Durham’s districts for Employment deprivaHon was 161st and 193rd for Income deprivaHon. 

Taking the lowest ranked district of Easington, it placed 65th and 96th in these measures 

respecHvely. Overall, this makes Durham by far the least deprived local authority compared 

to the other local authoriHes included in this chapter. However, we know that the level of 

deprivaHon is not uniform across the area with pockets of higher deprivaHon. This is reflected 

in the IOD 2010 economic indicators, which rank Durham 7th for Income deprivaHon and 5th 

for Employment deprivaHon.   

 

From 2001, the number of households in Durham increased from 207,436 to 223,803 in 2011, 

reflecHng the local authority’s considerable populaHon growth in the decade. The number of 

households in Durham which were owner-occupied was 66.94% with 25.44% social housing. 

This is slightly below England’s average for owner-occupied households by around 2%, while 

the figure for social housing is higher by over 6%.80 This demonstrates well the deprivaHon 

present in Durham, despite the percepHon that it is one of the more prosperous areas of 

North East England. Following local government reform in 2009, County Durham reported 

 
k Bishop Auckland, City of Durham, Darlington, Easington, North Durham, North West Durham, and Sedgefield. 
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66% of households were owner-occupied at the 2011 census, and 20.1% as social housing. 

Both figures were higher than the equivalent naHonal rates, around 2% for the former and 

2.5% for the la*er.81 

 

As of 2001, the number of Durham’s households occupied by a lone parent with dependent 

children was 6.65%, or 13,794. This was distributed unevenly across the seven local 

government areas comprising Durham, with a low of 4.68% in Teesdale to a high of 7.43% in 

Sedgefield.82 By 2011, the overall figure for County Durham had increased to 7.7%, or 17,232 

households, an increase of 20% from 2001. Although this percentage was lower than 3 of the 

other 4 local authoriHes, it was sHll above the naHonal figure of 7.1%.83 

 

The performance of FSM eligible boys in GCSE examinaHons in Durham in 2001/02 was the 

fi[h lowest with 9.8% a*aining the benchmark of 5 GCSE passes A* - C. Amongst the cohort 

of 3,075 male pupils entered for assessment, 528 were FSM eligible, with 52 achieving the 

GCSE benchmark. The number of FSM boys who passed no GCSE examinaHons was more than 

double the benchmark figure at 20.8%, or 110 pupils.84 In the following two academic years 

this figure would increase to 21.9%85 before reducing to 14.1%.86 Over the decade, the 

number of FSM boys a*aining the benchmark would gradually increase unHl it reached 59% 

in 2009/10. In contrast to these figures, when core subjects including English and 

MathemaHcs are included in the benchmark, Durham’s figures drop considerable, to a low of 

10% of 563 boys in 2005/06, following a trend of annual increases to 26% of 450 in 2009/10, 

or 117 pupils.87 

 

6.6 Work, family, and the home 

Across the five local authority case studies, several themes can be idenHfied, these include 

economic factors, such as the role of work and industry, and social factors, such as family and 

the home, and broader cultural concerns. This part of the chapter will also draw on semi-

structured interviews with elite poliHcal actors acHve during this period. Many common 

themes were idenHfied in their responses to quesHons regarding secondary educaHon and 

a*ainment policy towards white working-class boys between 1997 and 2010.  
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The first major theme was framed by the economic impact on these local authoriHes. A 

common trait across the local authoriHes was the loss of heavy industries, mainly coalmining, 

shipbuilding, and trawler fishing. These were male-dominated occupaHons with significant 

social, economic, poliHcal, and cultural impacts. The dangerous nature of these professions 

would’ve brought a level of job security and enhanced social status. A job at the local colliery, 

shipyard or on a trawler, in which fataliHes were not uncommon, offered them dignity and 

pride in their work, with its essenHal nature intrinsically a*ached to the country’s economic 

performance. In poliHcal terms, they were the archetypal professions of the labour and trade 

union movements, with poliHcal support building in both the industries and the ciHes around 

which they developed. The percepHons of secondary educaHon amongst parents in these 

local authoriHes was impacted by both industry and their own experience of educaHon. These 

industries would have had a significant impact of the local populaHons view of secondary 

educaHon. A secure job, potenHally for life, in a local industry was one factor which 

contributed to the view that an advanced educaHon was a luxury, and not an essenHal. Parents 

own formaHve experience of educaHon, of poor teaching and learning, introduces an element 

of path dependency to the subject, reinforcing these percepHons of educaHon. This was also 

a theme that was idenHfied by the poliHcal actors, with Alan Johnson remarking:  

 

The other thing that really influenced me was Hull. Being an MP in Hull and seeing 

an absolute living and breathing example of educaHon not being a priority 

because there was always a job down on the docks if you were a boy, fi[een years 

of age, go down on the trawlers, got no other occupaHon, but it didn’t pay badly 

and if you were a girl there were loads of jobs in the fish processing industry so 

there was a mentality in Hull. It was an excuse culture. Well, you know, what do 

you expect, it’s a fishing community largely and yes, you know whatever it was 

seventy-five percent of kids don’t get decent GCSEs, let alone Maths and English, 

just didn’t get five GCSEs. What do you expect, nothing was expected of them, 

their parents hadn’t benefi*ed from educaHon and their parents were part of the 

problem, you have to say. Wonderful people in many ways, but certainly not sold 

on educaHon and would, yeah, encourage their kids to get out of school as quickly 

as possible. It was the absolute polar opposite where, so you had two groups in 

society, you had, and this was very much a class issue, and you know you had if 
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you were in one class, it would be unusual if you didn’t go on to university, and in 

the other class it would be absolutely amazing if you did. So, I saw all that first-

hand in Hull.88 

 

Similar themes were raised by other poliHcal actors, such as David Blunke*, raising the 

influence of both parental experience of educaHon and local industry: 

 

There is some good evidence in there [Sewell Report] and a lot of it is about, not 

just individual parents but the criHcal mass of the community that knows that 

educaHon ma*ers and is prepared to put their shoulder to the wheel. Whereas, 

in many deprived communiHes the parents just wanted their kids to get out of 

school as soon as possible and get a job, any job, and in fact were quite suspicious 

of educaHon because their own educaHon had been lousy. So, you were turning 

round expectaHon and aspiraHon, a whole culture, as well as nurturing individual 

youngsters as with How Green is My Valley. We were trying to say it’s not just a 

few individuals here who we need to nurture and get into grammar school, 

through selecHon, it’s a whole cohort, it’s a whole generaHon that we need to 

transform.89 

 

This economic and cultural percepHon of the relaHonship between educaHon and work was 

also remarked upon by Charles Clarke:  

 

There’s a whole set of aspects of quote laddish culture which are there, and I 

would say the deep fundamental issue, and I tried to address this throughout my 

Hme as Secretary of State, is the flawed relaHonship between educaHon on the 

one hand and work on the other. That was another aspect of specialist schools by 

the way, was to bring local employers onto the governance of schools. But, to 

caricature it, people in the educaHon system think they’re doing great things for 

the kids in the schools, and once they go to work then it’s all gone, and people in 

the work system say that these people who are being given educaHon, which is no 

value to us if we’re looking to employ people in that way. As I say, that’s a 

caricature, but bringing together educaHon and work is a very important thing, so 
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specialist schools is an important component of that, so too were foundaHon 

degrees at university level, and I think that the problem about so called laddish 

culture is people, boys, thinking they’re going to go out to work immediately when 

they leave school, and therefore what’s the point in school and therefore they 

develop whatever you characterise as laddish behaviour, to deal with that.90 

 

The second theme arising from the local authority case studies and in interview with poliHcal 

actors was the limitaHons of New Labour’s concepHon of the state, with the difficulHes 

poliHcal actors experienced in a*empHng to engage with two of the most significant factors 

in a child’s educaHon and a*ainment, family and the home, a common experience. Beginning 

with the first Blair administraHon, David Blunke* reflected that his ambiHon had been to “Let’s 

try link with the home, I wish I’d done more of this because the home is absolutely 

fundamental as we see with the differenHal rates of success with ethnic minoriHes”.91 In 

response to a quesHon on the extent to which the Blair government focused on the issues of 

family and culture, Blunke* responded:   

 

I had the understanding that family ma*ered. There were a number of changes 

that I think did make a difference. We’d also put a relaHvely, to the immediate 

past, a lot of money into adult learning and life-long learning and, you know, I was 

very keen on this and that was aimed at gemng the parents involved. So, we were 

encouraging schools themselves to set up adult learning classes but also to invite 

parents into the classroom and where it worked well, it made a big difference, not 

least to the confidence of parents. I mean, a lot of the problem in families where 

there’s not been a history of higher educaHon is actually the family having that 

confidence and self-belief, not least when they’re trying to help the children with 

their homework. I mean how can you help your child when you haven’t got a clue 

what they’re talking about? The retrenchment into a bunker, the kind of put up 

your defensive forces is bound to be there. So, actually helping adults to feel 

confident, even at the basic level of literacy and numeracy, really made a 

difference.92 
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This line of thought, that schools had to extend out into the community to engage with 

parents who may not have had adequate teaching and learning themselves, within the first 

term Blair administraHon was corroborated by Blunke*’s then Schools Minister, Estelle Morris.  

 

We had a homework policy that wasn’t so much homework but trying to link the 

home and the school. It was less about how much work children did at home but 

more trying to give examples of how all parents could play a part in helping with 

their child’s schoolwork. It was trying to support families who might not naturally 

do this. An example might be to tell parents what they had done at school that 

day. It was trying to encourage a culture of parents saying to the child from being 

li*le, what you’ve done at school, to when they’re older, do you want to show me 

the work and how did it go?93 

 

More broadly, on the theme of family and the home, Morris outlined secondary educaHon 

policies intended to ameliorate the absence of acHviHes and behaviours which support the 

learning and educaHon of children in families and the home.  

 

Children o[en achieve despite the obstacles placed in their way. For some 

children, we just make it very hard, and I suppose you try to work with the family, 

so that you help the family to provide the support, or the school takes on that role. 

I think that at primary level, you work with a family because it’s doable. At 

secondary level, it is someHmes more difficult to work with a family. If you’ve not 

engaged parents in their child’s educaHon at primary school it’s difficult when 

children get to secondary age as parents don’t naturally come into school a lot, in 

the way that parents of primary aged children do. So, I think in our term of office, 

we had a lot of iniHaHves that were trying to provide some of the support for 

children that others may have got from home. I would think of the mentors, a[er 

school clubs, breakfast clubs. These are good things in their own right but it was 

also trying to compensate for what was someHmes missing from home. So, I think 

we always felt that we had to address inequaliHes in the opportuniHes to learn 

outside school as well as in school. As Labour Party people, I think that’s partly 

where we come from, this empathising the fact that there are barriers to learning 



 

 167 
 
 

that society has, and families have and you have to put effort into all these things. 

I think as Labour poliHcians, we’re hugely empatheHc to that and feel that poliHcs 

should be doing something about it.94   

 

In Blunke* and Morris’ responses, New Labour’s early concepHon of the state and its reach, 

is not limited as to its ability to influence families and the home environment. Instead, there 

is an acHve a*empt, through a number of policies to both connect the state with families 

through adult educaHon and to uHlise the levers of government to minimise disadvantage, 

and thereby create a level playing field through educaHon policy and schools.  

 

One notable aspect to the responses to quesHons on family and the home was the 

involvement of fathers and their interest in a child’s educaHon. As outlined by Johnson:   

 

The problem was dads, the big problem wasn’t mums, it was dads. How do you 

get men? This cultural thing that we were talking about, it really affected the men 

more than the woman, and it wasn’t seen as a man’s job to go to parents’ evenings 

or to go to, you know, they’d come along to the naHvity play when li*le John or 

James was seven or eight, but then they wouldn’t go into the school a[er that.95 
 

This was similarly highlighted by Ed Balls, who noted the use of subject specific methods to 

engage parents were more successful:  

 

I think one of the interesHng things during that period was one of the types of 

school, which was having the fastest increase in results, parHcularly in maths, was 

sports sponsored colleges. The sports colleges were doing be*er and actually one 

of our theses was that sports colleges, loosely a secondary school, a 

comprehensive school with a sports speciality, were actually easier at engaging 

secondary school parents because you had an easier in. If you were, a sort of, a 

secondary school with a speciality in science it was hard to persuade the average 

dad to come to an a[er-school club. Whereas if it was about sport, it was easier 

for them to get through the door, come and help, and what those schools, a lot 
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those sports colleges were then doing was using sport as a way to get parents to 

engage in the educaHonal progress of their children.96 

 

This highlights the fact that poliHcal actors occupying the educaHon brief during the New 

Labour governments were aware of the social and cultural challenges surrounding father’s 

and their role in a pupil’s educaHon. Together, with the data set out above concerning male 

unemployment and single parent households, the engagement of fathers in children’s 

educaHon proved a significant challenge to the New Labour governments. This was an issue 

that was difficult to resolve within the school gates and was therefore in tension with their 

concepHon of the state. 

 

PotenHally the most revealing insight into the Labour government’s concepHon of the state 

comes from David Miliband. In reply to a quesHon on the Labour government making the case 

for parents to take greater responsibility for and engaging with their child’s learning, Miliband 

said: 

 

We always said, look of course home confers advantage or disadvantage but that 

cannot be an excuse, it’s the job of the school, or the schooling system, to push 

against disadvantage at home and our argument was schools have more agency, I 

mean you’ll know what that word means, more leverage, more autonomy, more 

power than the le[ has tradiHonally given them credit for. Remember the 

argument was always, of course you’ve got poor results for poor kids because of 

all the home disadvantage. Our big argument was it doesn’t have to be as 

disadvantaged as it is, in fact if you’ve got kids for seven hours a day, never mind 

if you have a longer school day, we haven’t really talked about that because there 

was breakfast clubs and a[er school stuff, there was Gi[ed and Talented stuff in 

the summer holidays, and if that had been the only thing then that would have 

been just creaming people off but it wasn’t, it was part of a wide suite of things 

that said we are going to maximise the ability of the public system to miHgate, 

push back against, socioeconomic disadvantage, and that public system has more 

power than the le[ has tradiHonally admi*ed and the reducHonist view mistakes 

correlaHon for causaHon, and mistakes correlaHon for inevitability.97  
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This line of thought was similarly expressed by Ruth Kelly. In response to a quesHon on the 

impact of New Labour policies on the secondary educaHon and a*ainment of White BriHsh 

working-class boys, she responded: 

 

It’s an empirical quesHon up to a point, isn’t it? It was certainly on our minds as 

we created these policies. That this was a parHcularly disadvantaged group whose 

educaHonal needs needed to be addressed. That is definitely the context in which 

we were framing policy. So, the personalisaHon agenda, thinking about transiHon 

from primary to secondary schools, the emphasis on behaviour, keeping them 

involved in acHviHes and using the, you know, school buildings for the extended 

hours agenda. All of that was implicitly thinking about groups that wouldn’t 

otherwise have had the opportuniHes that, you know, perhaps people from more 

privileged backgrounds had.98 

 

In analysing the responses from these poliHcal actors, there is a dichotomy opening between 

some of New Labour’s principal actors and thinkers. In Blunke* and Morris, there is an 

a*empt to influence factors affecHng pupils outside the school gates, primarily through the 

family and the home, and to a more limited extent, culture, whilst also implemenHng policies 

to a*empt to alleviate aspect of disadvantage that would impact learning and a*ainment.  

Miliband’s response, and to a more limited extent Kelly’s, reveals the hard-headed nature of 

delivering transformaHve change in contemporary government. In order to affect outcomes, 

educaHon policy and secondary schools were uHlised as a blunt instrument to improve poor 

a*ainment within the school gates, through an effecHve school improvement strategy. An 

operaHonal element of the educaHon system that the government had direct control over. In 

this, Miliband contrasts with his former colleagues with a much more scepHcal view of 

a*empts to influence culture:    

 

So we did do home school contracts, I think they were pre*y good actually, I’ve 

got no data on them but I think they were pre*y good. I think we did some stuff 

around PTAs, I can’t honestly remember. But I don’t think they were as significant 

as what we did in school and there’s a very simple reason for that. Culture is much 
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harder to shi[ than pedagogy and teaching and provision, and so, I mean, I don’t 

know what the latest data is but I think that, I don’t like explanaHons that say well 

Asian culture explains why the Chinese are doing well and they’re not really like 

the explanaHons that say well it’s culture that explains white working-class 

because, first of all, what is that culture? Second, how uniform is it? Thirdly, how 

diverse is it across the country? And, fourthly, how amenable is it to change? And, 

so I’ve got no evidence that our parent stuff was parHcularly successful. So, but I 

stand to be corrected. … We weren’t the Department for Children and Families, 

we were the Department for EducaHon and Skills and when I was working in the 

nineHes, we were about educaHon policy, not family policy. So, what we set out to 

do was miHgate the disadvantages kids faced, whatever those disadvantages 

were. … Our job was to figure out how to make every school excellent or improving 

or both, and the word I would use is that, what we saw was to make our educaHon 

offer more comprehensive in the best sense of the word. So, every conceivable 

disadvantage that a child brought into the school or the classroom or the college, 

we sought to miHgate through educaHon policy.99 

 

6.7 Conclusion 

To conclude, this chapter has a*empted to demonstrate the a*ainment of White BriHsh 

working-class boys, who were eligible for FSM, between 2001 and 2010 through the use of 

five case studies focused on the lowest performing local authoriHes per GCSE results at the 

beginning of this period. As the second Blair government took office, the period was crucial 

for the a*ainment of England’s pupils as the number of those leaving school at age 16 with 

no GCSEs in the lowest performing areas was more than three Hmes the number of those 

leaving with five GCSEs in 2001/02. Furthermore, this period was significant to reinforce the 

foundaHonal work conducted in Blair’s first term, most notably on literacy and numeracy. 

Although the number of FSM boys leaving with five GCSE grades A* - C rose considerably in 

the five case study areas, most notably Doncaster (increasing by 34% from 24% in 2001/02 to 

58% in 2009/10), these figures would drop dramaHcally when the core subjects of English and 

MathemaHcs were included in the GCSE benchmark. In the case of Doncaster, in 2005/06 this 

was 12%, rising steadily to 24% in 2009/10. In applying the same incremental approach to the 

academic years prior to the inclusion of English and Maths, despite the data not having been 
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collated, it is not an unreasonable assumpHon that in 2001/02 the number of FSM boys in 

each of the five local authoriHes achieving this benchmark could be in single figures. 

 

A further theme present in this chapter, discussed through semi-structured interviews with 

elite poliHcal actors, is the Labour government’s concepHon of the state and the tension 

between the views present: the extent to which it should acHvely seek to influence family and 

the home, or to miHgate these disadvantages through educaHon policy. 
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Chapter 7 

 

Conclusion 

 

This thesis set out to evaluate whether the secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies of 

the Blair and Brown governments had delivered substanHve improvements in the educaHonal 

a*ainment of white working-class boys in England by the Hme New Labour le[ office in 2010. 

The iniHal chapter of this thesis sought to chronologically map the development of the Labour 

Party’s secondary educaHon policy in the post-war period up to the point in 1994 at which 

Tony Blair was elected leader. The following three chapters then mapped and measured the 

impact of the secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies towards white working-class boys 

of the governments of both Blair and his successor, Gordon Brown. The final chapter departs 

from this method, instead adopHng a case study approach to quanHfy and understand the 

educaHonal performance of white working-class boys during New Labour’s years in 

government. The original contribuHon of this thesis is three-fold. First, it is found in its 

contribuHon to the literature of poliHcal history and educaHon policy by evaluaHng the 

secondary educaHon policy of the New Labour governments. In recent years, there has been 

a paucity of literature authored by BriHsh poliHcal historians considering this policy area and 

has consequently been dominated by academics from other social science disciplines. Second, 

the inclusion of interview material with elite poliHcal actors, including every Secretary of State 

for EducaHon throughout the period. Last, a further claim to originality lies in the use of the 

Alan Johnson’s personal papers, as deposited at the Hull History Centre. To conclude, the 

findings of this thesis will be summarised, followed by outlining the limitaHons of the study 

and avenues for further research.   

 

7.1 Summary of findings 

The purpose of the second chapter of this thesis was to provide an analyHcal narraHve of the 

development of the Labour Party’s secondary educaHon policy from the early 1940s up to 

1994. Although this chapter is not central to the invesHgaHon of New Labour’s secondary 

educaHon and a*ainment policies, it mapped out the disHnct phases in the party’s history as 

the shi[ing ideaHonal underpinnings and internal discourse slowly shaped policy.  

 



 

 180 
 
 

In the third chapter, this thesis has sought to dispel the popular narraHve considering Blair’s 

educaHon agenda in the first term, characterised as being solely focused on primary educaHon 

is inaccurate. While primary was prioriHsed, Blair had a substanHve secondary educaHon 

agenda, that had been developed while in OpposiHon, with the objecHve of raising quality 

and standards in secondary schools to improve a*ainment. This agenda delivered only limited 

improvements in a*ainment for white working-class boys. The three major secondary 

educaHon and a*ainment policies in Blair’s first term were Fresh Start, EducaHon AcHon Zones 

(EAZ), and Excellence in CiHes (EiC). Fresh Start is generally considered to have been a success, 

as a last resort for school’s which had failed to improve standards and a*ainment, this policy 

is credited with improving GCSE performance in disadvantaged areas, incidentally, affecHng 

the outcomes of white working-class boys. In contrast, there is a consensus both amongst 

academic and official literature and amongst poliHcal actors that EAZs were found to have 

failed. The major policy programme of EiC can be considered to be of limited success. The 

findings of official literature and independent academic studies evaluaHng the programme 

found a broadly posiHve relaHonship in EiC parHcipaHon and improved pupil a*ainment. 

However, when accounHng for pupil characterisHcs, there was a negligible relaHonship 

between EiC parHcipaHon and both gender and ethnicity. In contrast, Free School Meal eligible 

pupils made good progress in EiC schools, compared to their peers in non-EiC schools. In short, 

white working-class boys did not significantly benefit from a*ending schools parHcipaHng in 

EiC. The very limited success experienced by these major policy programmes indicates that 

contribuHng factors outside of the school gates could have been influencing a*ainment. 

ReflecHng on these findings, although Blair and other actors had made detailed plans in 

OpposiHon, they lacked an overarching or radical secondary educaHon policy. This absence 

led to an iteraHve approach towards policy, resulHng in a series of narrow and limited policies 

targeted at geographical areas or specific insHtuHons with uneven outcomes.  

 

A further finding in this chapter is that white working-class boys benefi*ed from the NaHonal 

Literacy and Numeracy Strategies (NLNS). Although the focus of this thesis is secondary 

educaHon, it was revealed during the process of invesHgaHon that the perspecHve of key 

poliHcal actors during Blair’s first term was so that improvements in a*ainment in early years 

and primary schooling was a precondiHon of raising a*ainment at secondary. Furthermore, 

academic studies and official assessments have found that boys disproporHonately benefi*ed 
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from this policy. Given its universal nature across England’s primary schools, the NLNS, rather 

than the secondary policies, was transformaHve policy which delivered the rising Hde that 

li[ed all boats.  

 

The fourth chapter of this thesis focused on the remainder of Blair’s Hme as Prime Minister, 

specifically his second and third administraHons from 2001 to 2005, and 2005 to 2007 when 

he le[ office. This period was characterised by Blair’s thinking on a broader educaHon strategy 

becoming clearer and more coherent. This resulted in a domesHc agenda of public service 

reform, and in educaHon specifically, the choice and diversity agenda. The major policies of 

this period of Blair’s premiership were Academies, Specialist Schools, the London Challenge 

and Raising the ParHcipaHon Age. In short, these policies were broadly, if not uniformly, 

successful. Academies replaced underperforming schools in deprived areas and significantly 

improved GCSE a*ainment. Similarly, the RPA was an historical objecHve for the Labour Party 

and because of its universal nature can be considered successful with more white working-

class boys parHcipaHng in educaHon or training. This achievement can, with some confidence, 

be credited to Alan Johnson for iniHaHng the policy. In comparison, the evidence of Specialist 

Schools improving GCSE a*ainment for white working-class boys is modest. Although official 

and academic assessments of the policy found that it did lead to improvements in GCSE 

outcomes, these were marginal gains. Lastly, the London Challenge was a transformaHonal 

policy which demonstrably change the capital’s secondary schools from the worst performing 

in England in the 1990s to the best performing by the early 2010s. The period of 2001 to 2007 

could be marked a parHal success, as the cumulaHve impact of Blair’s policies secured 

improvements in a*ainment and ensured the conHnuing parHcipaHon of white working-class 

boys in educaHon and training to 18 years old.  

 

The outcomes in secondary educaHon were adversely impacted by factors including personnel 

change in key educaHon roles and the foreign policy of the Hme, albeit to a lesser extent. In 

terms of personnel change, immediately prior to the 2001 general elecHon, competent and 

experienced senior elite poliHcal actors occupied many of the most significant educaHon 

posts. Most of who had occupied the same role for 7 years, stretching back to their 

appointment in OpposiHon in 1994. This longevity would not be achieved again. These elite 

poliHcal actors had been empowered by Blair to develop and deliver an agenda in educaHon 
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to secure improvements in standards and quality and thereby raise a*ainment. Following the 

2001 general elecHon, Blair ‘broke up the band’ with promoHons for David Blunke* as Home 

Secretary and Michael Barber who moved to Number Ten. Others, such as Conor Ryan le[ 

government, followed 16 months later by Estelle Morris. While retaining individuals in post is 

no guarantee of success, the DfEE is generally regarded as one of the most successful parts of 

Blair’s domesHc agenda in his first term. Similarly, there is a disagreement amongst poliHcal 

actors as to whether the major foreign policy events of Blair’s premiership led to a loss of 

focus. On balance, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq do not seem to have impacted Blair’s 

personal a*enHon towards educaHon. However, the pressure of a*empHng to concurrently 

pursue a major domesHc reform agenda and secure foreign policy objecHves, seems to have 

impacted the broader coherence of the Blair governments educaHon policy agenda. 

 

In the fi[h chapter, it is argued that the secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies of 

Gordon Brown’s premiership were, to a significant extent, a consolidaHon of the Blair 

governments’ policies. On becoming Prime Minister, Brown’s support for the Academies 

programme confirmed it as a legacy of New Labour’s secondary educaHon agenda. Official 

and academic evaluaHons conHnued to find strong evidence of the efficacy of academies in 

raising GCSE a*ainment. The second major school improvement policy during Brown and Balls 

tenure was the NaHonal Challenge. This was inspired by the previous policies of GCSE floor 

targets and the London Challenge. This renewed focus on schools with the lowest GCSE 

a*ainment performances in England delivered increases in a*ainment, in core subjects such 

as English and Maths, for white working-class boys.  

 

The sixth chapter adopted a case study method to provide a quanHtaHve understanding of 

the impact of the New Labour governments secondary educaHon policies on the a*ainment 

on white working-class boys in England. This was conducted by selecHng from the lowest 

performing local authoriHes in 2001, those that could be considered mono-cultural areas with 

a high level of White BriHsh ciHzens. This was further refined by uHlising government collated 

data pupil characterisHc data, such as gender and Free School Meal (FSM) eligibility. Across 

those five local authoriHes, on the measure white FSM eligible boys who achieved 5 GCSE 

grades A* - C, this increased considerably. However, when this same metric is narrowed, so at 

to include English and Maths, these figures were significantly lower. This brings into quesHon 
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the uHlity and value of GCSE qualificaHons in other subjects, if pupils struggle with reading 

comprehension, cannot adequately write or complete basic mathemaHcs. These low results 

in compulsory subjects also raises quesHons about New Labour’s secondary educaHon policies 

and school improvement strategy over the 13 year period.  

 

During the period of New Labour governments, there was essenHally two Englands. The first 

is characterised by the government’s secondary educaHon policies on quality and standards 

leading to improved pupil a*ainment. The second, were groups that were as characterised by 

one of the key poliHcal actors of the period, Sir Michael Barber: “There are white working-

class communiHes that effecHvely have not benefi*ed from the otherwise rising Hde of 

educaHonal achievement or haven’t benefi*ed sufficiently.”1 This is reflected in the limited 

rise in GCSE a*ainment achieved by white working-class boys in the five local authority case 

studies. Therefore, New Labour’s secondary educaHon and a*ainment policies must be 

considered, at best, a parHal success. While there is strong evidence for the contribuHon to 

improving a*ainment made by some policies, such as the Academies programme, the 

evidence for others is much weaker, such as Specialist Schools. This also speaks to New 

Labour’s concepHon and role of the state in its educaHon agenda. Schools can only miHgate 

disadvantage to a limited extent, as beyond the school gates, pupils are brought up in families, 

homes, and communiHes. Hence, the data included in chapter 6, strongly suggests that social 

and cultural factors, such as single parent homes and male unemployment, have an influenHal 

role in their upbringing and consequently impacts educaHonal a*ainment. The Blair and 

Brown governments, which were commi*ed to equality of opportunity and implemented a 

strategy of school improvement, led to limited increases in a*ainment for white working-class 

boys. In short, a stubborn dichotomy persisted as New Labour le[ office and can be 

summarised as such: white working-class boys from disadvantaged backgrounds consistently 

underachieved compared to their wealthier peers. 

 

7.2 Limita>ons of the study and guide to further research 

In the course of researching the subject of this thesis, both qualitaHve and quanHtaHve 

sources of data have been uHlised. There are two main limitaHons to this research. One 

limitaHon emanates from each data source. In the first instance, these concern the archival 
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material covering the Blair and Brown premierships. In the la*er, this concerns the readily 

availability of government collated data.   

 

The papers held at the NaHonal Archives covering the educaHon policy of both Blair and 

Brown premierships are subject to the 20 year rule, following the amending of the Public 

Records Act in 2010. These include, most perHnently, dra[s of legislaHon, policy documents, 

and speeches, including annotaHons. They also include more rouHne records such as 

correspondence between the Prime Minister and ministers, between themselves and other 

government departments. 

 

The material relaHng to the early months of Blair’s first government were released in July 

2021. However, the final document releases for Blair will not occur unHl 2027 and those 

papers relaHng to Gordon Brown’s Hme as Prime Minister unHl 2030. Although the popular 

narraHves on New Labour and educaHon are well known, few of the key poliHcal actors in this 

period have authored publicaHons which have revealed the main factors that influenced 

decision-making on educaHon policy in the 13 year period. This means there is significant 

scope for archival material to fill in gaps. A further indicaHon of the value of this material is 

the large quanHty which has been preserved. The first release of material covering only the 

first 8 months, from May to December 1997, of educaHon policy consists of 8 separate records 

(PREM49/31 to PREM 49/38), which contains dozens of documents and runs to hundreds of 

pages. 

 

A further, more intractable, limitaHon was the availability of quanHtaHve data concerning 

pupil a*ainment at GCSE, by local authority, reported by a combinaHon of idenHfying 

characterisHcs. These characterisHcs relate to gender, Free School Meal (FSM) eligibility and 

ethnicity. From 2001, early GCSE a*ainment tables were produced by the DfEE. These tables 

reported the data by local authority and disaggregated it by both gender and FSM status. 

Although GCSE a*ainment is disaggregated by ethnicity at local authority level, it is a 

standalone data set. This means it cannot be uHlised in conjuncHon with GCSE a*ainment 

data sets disaggregated by gender and FSM eligibility at local authority level. Furthermore, 

although government would later publish the tables which uHlised cross-cumng data 

including the three crucial pupil characterisHcs, these only reported the results at a naHonal 



 

 185 
 
 

level. The opaque nature of these data publicaHons restricts the ability of researchers to 

obtain a more detailed and granular picture of educaHonal a*ainment.  

 

As a guide for further research, the key variables which impact educaHonal a*ainment should 

be a priority for any invesHgaHon into the educaHonal a*ainment of white working-class boys 

in England. Specifically, the extent to which there is a causal relaHonship between educaHonal 

a*ainment and the influence of the home, family and culture, and the role of economic and 

geographic factors, such as regional inequaliHes and the funding and financing of educaHon. 

Similarly, the extent to which the teaching profession has undergone serious change since 

James Callaghan’s speech at Ruskin College in 1976 is worthy of study, as is the demographics 

of the school teacher workforce, which skews more than 75% female, this leaves few white 

working-class male teachers in secondary schools in England. One example of this is the 

London Challenge policy, which demonstrates the need to disHnguish between social and 

geographical factors in educaHonal a*ainment. In 2001, England’s ethnic minority populaHon 

was 4,461,805, with 2,069,148 of them living in London. This equates for almost 47% of 

England’s ethnic minority populaHon.2 With almost half of the country’s ethnic minoriHes 

living in the capital, the greater poliHcal a*enHon and significant resources received by 

London has influenced educaHonal a*ainment by transforming its secondary schools into 

some of the best performing at GCSE in England. As the white working-class populaHon is 

spread across the country, any further research should acknowledge that, while cultural and 

social norms contribute to educaHonal outcomes, this should not replace economic factors 

such as regional dispariHes and unemployment. 

 
1 Interview with Sir Michael Barber (Zoom, 6th May 2021) p. 3. 
2 Office for NaZonal StaZsZcs, Census 2001 Key StaFsFcs for local authoriFes in England and Wales Part 1, 
(London: The StaZonery Office, 2003) Pp. 65 – 77.  Available online: 
h\ps://webarchive.naZonalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20160128182623/h\p://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/c
ensus-2001-key-staZsZcs/local-authoriZes-in-england-and-wales/index.html [Accessed 25/06/2023]. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix A – Table of Labour Party Government and OpposiHon EducaHon Ministers from 
1940 to Present1 
 

Office Holder Term Government / 
Opposition 

Leader 

Parliamentary Secretary to the Board of Education / Ministry of Education 
James Chuter Ede 15 May 1940 – 23 

May 1945 
Government Clement Attlee 

Minister of Education 
Ellen Wilkinson 3 August 1945 – 6 

February 1947 
Government Attlee 

George Tomlinson 6 February 1947 – 
26 October 1951 

Government Attlee 

 
No Shadow Cabinet posts prior to 19552 

 
Shadow Minister of Education3 

John Edwards July 1955 – March 
1956 

Opposition Hugh Gaitskell 

Michael Stewart March 1956 – 
November 1959 

Opposition Gaitskell 

Anthony 
Greenwood 

November 1959 – 
November 1960 

Opposition Gaitskell 

Fred Willey 
(Education)4 5 

November 1960 – 
October 1964 

Opposition Gaitskell / Harold 
Wilson 

Richard Crossman 
(Science and Higher 
Education)6 

February 1963 – 
October 1964 

Opposition Wilson 

Secretary of State for Education and Science 
Michael Stewart 18 October 1964 – 

22 January 1965 
Government Wilson 

Anthony Crosland 22 January 1965 – 
29 August 1967 

Government Wilson 

Patrick Gordon-
Walker 

29 August 1967 – 6 
April 1968 

Government Wilson 

Edward Short 6 April 1968 – 19 
June 1970 

Government 
 

Wilson 

Shadow Secretary of State for Education and Science 
Edward Short7 19 June 1970 – 6 

December 1972 
Opposition Wilson 

Roy Hattersley 6 December 1972 – 
5 March 1974 

Opposition Wilson 
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Secretary of State for Education and Science 

Reginald Prentice 5 March 1974 – 10 
June 1975 

Government Wilson 

Fred Mulley 10 June 1975 – 10 
September 1976 

Government Wilson / James 
Callaghan 

Shirley Williams 10 September 1976 
– 4 May 1979 

Government Callaghan 

Shadow Secretary of State for Education and Science 
Gordon Oakes 4 May 1979 – 14 

July 1979 
Opposition Callaghan 

Neil Kinnock 14 July 1979 – 2 
October 1983 

Opposition Callaghan / Michael 
Foot 

Giles Radice 2 October 1983 – 13 
July 1987 

Opposition Neil Kinnock 

Jack Straw 13 July 1987 – 18 
July 1992 

Opposition Kinnock 

Shadow Secretary of State for Education 
Ann Taylor 18 July 1992 – 20 

October 1994 
Opposition John Smith / Tony 

Blair 
David Blunkett 20 October 1994 – 

19 May 1995 
Opposition Blair 

Shadow Secretary of State for Education and Employment 
David Blunkett 19 October 1995 – 

19 May 1997 
Opposition Blair 

Secretary of State for Education and Employment 
David Blunkett 19 May 1997 – 8 

June 2001 
Government Blair 

Secretary of State for Education and Skills 
Estelle Morris 8 June 2001 – 24 

October 2002 
Government Blair 

Charles Clarke 24 October 2002 – 
15 December 2004 

Government Blair 

Ruth Kelly 15 December 2004 – 
5 May 2006 

Government Blair 

Alan Johnson 5 May 2006 – 27 
June 2007 

Government Blair 

Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families 
Ed Balls 27 June 2007 – 11 

May 2010 
Government Gordon Brown 

Shadow Secretary of State for Education 
Ed Balls 11 May 2010 – 8 

October 2010 
Opposition Harriet Harman 

(interim) 
Andy Burnham 8 October 2010 – 7 

October 2011 
Opposition Ed Miliband 
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Stephen Twigg 7 October 2011 – 7 
October 2013 

Opposition Miliband 

Tristram Hunt 7 October 2013 – 12 
September 2015 

Opposition Miliband / Harman 
(interim) 

Lucy Powell 12 September 2015 
– 26 June 2016 

Opposition Jeremy Corbyn 

Pat Glass 27 June 2016 – 29 
June 2016 

Opposition Corbyn 

Angela Rayner 1 July 2016 – 5 April 
2020 

Opposition Corbyn 

Rebecca Long-Bailey 5 April 2020 – 25 
June 2020 

Opposition Keir Starmer 

Kate Green 27 June 2020 – 29 
November 2021 

Opposition Starmer 

Bridget Phillipson 29 November 2021 
– Present  

Opposition Starmer 

 
1 Simon, B. EducaFon and the Social Order 1940 – 1990, (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1991). Pp. 569 – 570. 
2 Williams, P. M. Hugh Gaitskell, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). p. 273. 
3 Punne\, R. M., ‘The Labour Shadow Cabinet, 1955 – 64’, Parliamentary Affairs, Vol. 18 (1), (Aug 1964). p. 64.  
4 No Author. “AllegaZon of ‘Cabinet Split’ on Defence”, The Guardian, 21 September 1964. p. 3. 
5 Nash, R. ‘Wilson Faces A Crisis Over Crossman’, Daily Mail, 18 May 1964. p. 3.  
Despite Willey formally holding the educaZon porjolio in the Shadow Cabinet, recent literature o�en mistakes 
Crossman as occupying this role, however contemporary sources demonstrate that demarcaZon of remits was 
a live issue at the Zme. 
6 Honeyman, V. Richard Crossman: A Reforming Radical of the Labour Party, (London: I.B.Tauris, 2007). p. 29. 
7 Hajield, M. ‘Mr Short named Shadow leader of the Commons’, The Times, 7 December 1972. p. 1. From 6 
Dec 1972, Edward Short represented social services and educaZon in the Shadow Cabinet, while Ha\ersley 
became educaZon spokesman only. 
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Appendix B – List of interview parHcipants 

Lord Adonis 

Ed Balls 

Sir Michael Barber 

Lord Blunke* 

Charles Clarke 

Alan Johnson 

Ruth Kelly 

David Miliband 

Baroness Morris 

Conor Ryan 
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Appendix C – Example of interview guide and quesHons 

Interview guide: David BlunkeH 

Interview par,cipant: Lord Blunke6 

Role:  

Shadow Secretary of State for Educa,on (and Employment) 20 Oct 1994 – 19 May 1997 

Secretary of State for Educa,on & Skills: 19 May 1997 – 8 June 2001 

Date & Time: 5:25pm – 6pm, 31st March 2021 

Loca,on: via Zoom video call 

 

Research ques,on: Did the rising ,de of state educa,on liV all ships? An inves,ga,on into secondary 

educa,on and a6ainment policy towards white working-class boys in England, 1997-2010. 

 

Background 

Topic 1: Background 

- I’m aware of your personal biography, but I wanted to start off by asking how your views 

and attitudes on education were developed and shaped by your background, personal 

experience of education and career? 

- How did those views and attitudes towards education, inform what you did as Secretary of 

State? 

 

Opposi0on (1994 – 1997)  

Topic 2: Priori,es on appointment as Shadow Secretary of State 

- On your appointment as Shadow Secretary of State, did you arrive with a specific agenda, or 

did you develop one once you arrived? 

- What would you say were the most important issues in education when you were 

appointed? 

 

Topic 3: Policy development 

- Your predecessor as Shadow Education Secretary, Anne Taylor, spent two years drafting 

Opening Doors to a Learning Society, why was this approach rejected by yourself and the 

Labour leadership? 

- In Diversity and Excellence (1995), and then in the School Standards and Framework Act 

(1998): You set out reforms to the organisation and structure of schools, to community, 
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voluntary aided and foundation. Why were structural changes to education necessary to 

improve standards and attainment? 

- In Excellence for Everyone (1996), you identified a drop-off in apprenticeships particularly 

affected boys, leading them to see no point in education. What was your response? 

 

- Going into the 1997 General Election, why wasn’t reform of secondary education given the 

same priority as primary education?  

- Did concerns about the potential financial cost or the ability to deliver reform of secondary 

education prevent it being a greater priority? 

- During your time in Opposition, how important was the influence of then advisors such as 

Michael Barber, Conor Ryan and David Miliband in forming education policy?  

  

Government (1997 – 2001) 

Topic 4:  

- In Government, there was a series of initiatives in secondary education, Fresh Start, 

Education Action Zones, Excellence in Cities, how successful were they in raising standards 

and attainment in deprived areas?  

- These relatively small-scale initiatives pursued in secondary education, what were the 

barriers to more wide-ranging reforms? 

- In your diaries, you say that from March 2000, secondary education became the key task for 

yourself in the final 15 months of Government, and particularly, schools where 25% or less 

of pupils gained 5 or more A – C grades at GCSE. Why was this the case? 

- Your colleague Lord Adonis reflected that he believed secondary schools went slightly 

backwards in the first term and that the reforms to Grant Maintained schools were a 

mistake. Would you agree with that assessment?  

 

Topic 5: Behaviour and a6endance  

- In a March 2000 speech, entitled Transforming Secondary Education, you identified the 

gender divide in attainment, particularly boys’ underachievement, to what extent did the 

policies you pursued ameliorate this issue? 

- To what extent did you seek to tackle the issue of ‘laddish culture’ in secondary education?  
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Topic 5: Family and Culture 

- Previous interviewees have identified cultural issues as having a significant influence on a 

pupil’s education.  

- Can I ask what were the cultural issues you had to face before Government policy could be 

implemented or legislation could be passed?  

- What specific policies and initiatives did you take to tackle these cultural issues?  

- In a broader sense, to what extent did you focus on family and culture during your time in 

office? 

- To what extent did you and New Labour succeed in helping white working-class boys?  

 

Topic 6: Poli,cal situa,on 

- How did the relationship between No. 10 and 11 impact your role at education?  

- Connected to that, what influence did your special advisers have in Government? 

 

Topic 7: Conclusion  

- Reflecting on your time as Secretary of State, how would you characterise your impact on 

education? 

- Is there anything you regret about your time?  

- Is there anything else you wanted to add? 
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Appendix D – Example of interview transcript 

Interview transcript: David BlunkeH 
 
Interview parHcipant: Lord Blunke* 

Shadow Secretary of State for EducaHon (& Employment) 20 Oct 1994 – 19 May 1997 

Secretary of State for EducaHon & Employment: 19 May 1997 – 8 June 2001 

Date & Time: 5:25pm – 6pm, 31st March 2021 

LocaHon: via Zoom video call 

 

Research quesHon: Did the rising Hde of state educaHon li[ all ships? An invesHgaHon into 

secondary educaHon and a*ainment policy towards white working-class boys in England, 

1997-2010. 

 

Joseph Tiplady (JT): I’m aware of your personal biography, but I wanted to start off by asking 

how were your views and amtudes on educaHon were developed and shaped by your 

background, personal experience of educaHon and career? 

 

David Blunke* (DB): I think I was inevitably affected by the reality that I faced, which was going 

to a special school for blind children that didn’t offer qualificaHons at the age of sixteen. They 

offered you the opportunity to do vocaHonal qualificaHons post-sixteen, but not the 

equivalent of GCSEs, which of course was a major disabler in terms of being able to make 

choices and progress. The fact that I had to go to evening class for three years running to get 

the six O-Levels that I needed to do A-Levels, and then when I got a job, to go to evening class 

and eventually to get day release from work to go to college to get the A-Levels, and a naHonal 

cerHficate in business studies. I mean that did wrest with me because it was six years of my 

life to get to the point where I could apply for university, and I just didn’t want youngsters to 

have to go through that absurdity of people making judgments about their lives, which didn’t 

affect them. The head of my school had a PhD, I never quite understood where he was coming 

from in knowing that his qualificaHons got him where he was, but not allowing others or 

facilitaHng us being able to get the qualificaHons that would liberate us. So, it was a hard gra[, 

I was pleased I did it, I someHmes look back and wonder how I did it, but it did affect my view 

that no child should be denied the opportunity if they’re not in a posiHon to take up an 



 

 194 
 
 

academic route, then there should be a vocaHonal route, but whatever it is they should not 

be denied that chance of liberaHng their talent and being able to climb the ladder. 

 

JT: What would you say were the most important issues in educaHon when you were 

appointed? 

 

DB: Well, we’d been out of office, when I came into the brief in ninety-four, for, by then, fi[een 

years, and we were desperate to ensure that we reversed the negaHve messages of the past. 

The negaHve messages being that we were on the whole, we were against things in educaHon. 

SomeHmes with good reason, but we hadn’t presented to the electorate, and parHcularly to 

parents, a very posiHve view of something different. So, we were trying to stop being bogged 

down in reacHng to the ConservaHves’ agenda and instead to absorb what we thought was 

sensible and then move on. So, we thought that what was sensible from the nineteen eighty-

eight changes that Ken Baker had brought in was a greater autonomy and responsibility, and 

therefore accountability for headteachers and leaders in school, and therefore what was then 

called the local management of schools, we felt that the changes that had been brought about 

with grant maintained schools was a phase too far because it separated out the schools into 

unnecessary categories, but we knew that simply saying we’re going to abolish this was old 

style, lets go backwards, lets always be nostalgic, lets reflect on the past rather than learning 

from it and moving to the future. So, that’s why we said lets adopt the best of this and call 

them foundaHon schools, lets accelerate the autonomy which eventually led to the Academy 

schools, which were never intended to be completely free standing by the way, I mean you’ll 

have read the literature, the policy paper that came out in early two thousand and one 

(Schools: Building on Success Green Paper) was about giving schools that had been struggling 

real backing and support, and a further degree of autonomy but sHll linked into the local 

authority and to their neighbouring schools. So, we didn’t see this as separaHon, we’d 

introduced the early stages of what became the London Challenge, which was all about 

collaboraHon, so, you know, the papers we were producing were not about going it alone, 

they were about fostering innovaHon and creaHvity, rather than a sameness. So, we didn’t 

want a level playing field of mediocrity, we wanted a level playing field of creaHvity and 

innovaHon. Some of that worked, some of it didn’t, that’s life. You stand on the shoulders of 

those who come before you, but from ninety-four the imperaHve, to go back to your quesHon, 
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was to reform for the future, not to retrench in the past, so, every measure including the 

decision to make standards, and not structures, the absolute imperaHve for secondary 

educaHon, was crucial.  

 

By the way, you’re obviously researching and your doctorate’s on secondary educaHon, but 

you can’t separate this out from the development of Sure Start, the first ever nursery 

educaHon programme, literacy and numeracy programmes in primary, because secondary 

couldn’t progress. We couldn’t turn round deeply failing comprehensive schools if the primary 

schools and the early years before them hadn’t actually done their job and done their work 

because otherwise those schools were always trying to play catch up.   

 

JT: In Diversity and Excellence, which you published in 1995, there was a focus on reforms to 

the organisaHon and structure of schools. Why were structural changes to educaHon 

necessary to improve standards and a*ainment? 

 

DB: Simple failure. What had happened from the late nineteen sixHes onwards is with the 

very, very best intenHons we’d rebadged secondary moderns as comprehensives and where 

there’d been grammar schools, they had the structure and the teaching staff and, in many 

cases, the parental support to make it work, but where there’d been already poorly 

funcHoning, poorly performing secondary moderns, that’s what they carried on doing and we 

said this is just not acceptable. For some schools, there was one on the edge of my 

consHtuency that got four percent of its pupils through five or more A to C grade GCSEs and 

okay, you can argue unHl the cows come home about whether these measures are meaningful 

and whether they’re hoops that we shouldn’t expect children to have to jump through at 

GCSE. They were an indicator of a total let down of those pupils. This parHcular school had a 

Head who believed in poetry and music and singing, and they were quite good at it, and I used 

to say but that is not an alternaHve to them being able to match their peers in other highly 

performing schools on the things that will get them into sixth form, sixth form college or 

further educaHon and into adult life, you know, these are not alternaHves. So, there was, it’s 

hard to remember now just how bad things were, just how poor the results were for kids in 

the most deprived areas. Of course, it wasn’t the case for the children in the most affluent 

areas, ‘cos either parents would intervene themselves to do something about it or they’d 



 

 196 
 
 

move house or they’d buy private educaHon. So, it was a given that the children who were 

losing out most were the children that had always lost out, intergeneraHonally in terms of 

disadvantage and if you didn’t do something about it you were reinforcing that 

intergeneraHonal disadvantage, you were reinforcing inequality and therefore injusHce. I 

couldn’t understand why anyone from the Le[ would actually argue about a massive effort to 

transform those schools. It was partly reacHon from teachers who’d been struggling and doing 

their best and had poor leadership, poor support, poor resources, badly constructed and o[en 

really poor buildings, who’d been struggling for years and just felt this dra[ of air, this Hde, 

was another imposiHon, and we had to say let’s recruit, recruit, recruit, let’s get young people 

with ability into the profession, lets reward good teachers for staying in the classroom, they’ve 

done away with that but it was called Advanced Skills Teachers. Let’s try link with the home, I 

wish I’d done more of this because the home is absolutely fundamental as we see with the 

differenHal rates of success with ethnic minoriHes which, although I’m not completely pleased 

with the way Tony Sewell’s produced this report on behalf on Boris Johnson, there is some 

good research stuff I gather ‘cos I haven’t read the two hundred and sixty pages, but I’ve 

listened to a lot of it today. There is some good evidence in there and a lot of it is about, not 

just individual parents but the criHcal mass of the community that knows that educaHon 

ma*ers and is prepared to put their shoulder to the wheel. Whereas, in many deprive 

communiHes the parents just wanted their kids to get out of school as soon as possible and 

get a job, any job, and in fact were quite suspicious of educaHon because their own educaHon 

had been lousy. So, you were turning round expectaHon and aspiraHon, a whole culture, as 

well as nurturing individual youngsters as with How Green is My Valley. We were trying to say 

it’s not just a few individuals here who we need to nurture and get into grammar school, 

through selecHon, it’s a whole cohort, it’s a whole generaHon that we need to transform. 

 

JT: Going into the nineteen ninety-seven general elecHon, why wasn’t reform of secondary 

educaHon given the same priority as primary educaHon?  

 

DB: I think the evidence we were presented with was that the foundaHon of success was going 

to be early years and primary. That we could make the biggest difference, most quickly if we 

concentrated a*enHon in those areas. It’s a moot point is the honest truth all these years on, 

nearly a quarter of a century on, as to whether it would’ve been possible to have done a lot 
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more at secondary level than the things we did manage to achieve. I mean my view now is 

that we need a complete shake up of secondary educaHon teaching any way, both the 

methods of teaching and what we teach, parHcularly how we teach it, and if I’d had the space 

and Hme and resource to do that then, I would’ve been happier now. But there is, the truth 

is, there is no day zero, you actually only have the capacity at any moment in Hme to shi[ the 

oil tanker, thinking of the Suez Canal, to shi[ the oil tanker from where it was stuck and to try 

and make progress. Whilst of course doing things at secondary, we were rebuilding as quickly 

as possible secondary schools’ buildings so that there was real improvement there through 

the New Deal for Schools and that iniHally was a billion pounds, which in those days was a lot 

of money and compared brilliantly to the six hundred million a year that the Government was 

spending on school buildings that the Hme. There was the equipping of the schools with the, 

what was the emerging technology and again a lot of money was put into that. There was the 

Excellence in CiHes programme, which was the forerunner of the London Challenge, which 

was trying to concentrate and focus resources, including on secondary, in transforming that 

transiHon. There were the summer schools which were focused on the transiHon between 

primary and secondary. None of it was so transformaHonal that it was going to be completely 

acceptable and, in a sense, transformaHonal, but it was progress. That’s why we felt, look if 

we’ve got to concentrate anywhere it’s going to be on early years and primary so that the 

secondary schools, as the children move from year six to year seven, will at least have a 

chance. We debated at great length and got all kinds of advice on that transiHon because we 

knew that at year seven and eight, children o[en fell back, which is a scandal, and I think it 

sHll is a scandal, and it’s because the two elements of primary and secondary were not only 

not linking up but they were teaching completely differently.  

 

JT: I want to move on to your Hme in government now. There was a series of iniHaHves in 

secondary educaHon, some you’ve already menHoned, such as Fresh Start, EducaHon AcHon 

Zones, Excellence in CiHes, how successful were they in raising standards and a*ainment in 

deprived areas?  

 

DB: I think they firstly changed the climate, the culture. It was a, Fresh Start in parHcular albeit 

it wasn’t large numbers of schools, was a bit of an electric shock into the system that we simply 

weren’t going to put up with it and either you did something about it yourself, and the 
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psychology was good there because it worked, or there would be major intervenHon. I think 

the best of those iniHaHves was Excellence in CiHes because it was based on pedagogic 

evidence, and people actually being able to reinforce good pracHce and spread good pracHce 

fairly quickly. I mean we set up the Standards and EffecHveness Unit pre*y quick, which was 

crucial to any of this, all the things we were able to do in those first four years was based on 

being able to bring people in. IniHally Michael Barber obviously, but having the Permanent 

Secretary Michael Bichard and his renewed team, ‘cos he did renew his team, to actually be 

prepared to sign up to the agenda of change and recognise that what we did from the 

department might just have some impact on what happened in the schools and in the 

preceding years this was not the case, and don’t take my word for it have a look at Gillian 

Shepherds li*le book, which she called Shepherds Watch, I think it’s page one hundred and 

fi[y three from memory, where she just bemoaned not having any levers to pull. There’s no 

point having an educaHon and employment department if you didn’t have any levers to pull. 

In other words, if you bemoaned and bewailed and wrung your hands about how awful things 

were but you didn’t do anything about it. So, we were caught because we wanted this to be 

innovaHve and bo*om up. We wanted the creaHvity of and autonomy of headteachers and 

teacher leaders to be able to think for themselves and, you know, work on what would be 

transformaHonal based on what they knew about their schools and their school community, 

but we needed to do something pre*y rapid from the top if we weren’t to lose a generaHon. 

So, we were caught, and Estelle Morris and I made a good combinaHon because she was much 

closer to the teaching profession. Both of us had teaching qualificaHons, I had a PGCE in post-

sixteen teaching and she had taught in secondary and then in sixth form before coming into 

Parliament, so both of us were teachers. We understood where people come from, but we 

had to play hard cop, good cop. So, Estelle did the good cop bit except we did switch roles at 

one stage where Estelle had to take on the challenge of transforming the educaHon 

authoriHes, and the intervenHon we made there in Islington and Liverpool, in Leeds and 

elsewhere, and we worked together and backed each other up on that.  

 

JT: I want to move on to a speech you gave in March 2000, enHtled Transforming Secondary 

EducaHon, you idenHfied the gender divide in a*ainment, parHcularly boys 

underachievement, to what extent did the policies you pursued ameliorate this issue? 
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DB: Nowhere near as much as I’d hoped. We knew what was wrong, we had some ideas about 

how to put it right, but we come back to the nature of teaching and how we teach and what 

we teach, and you know, in retrospect it has to take into account that firstly girls, on the whole, 

are much more mature than boys. I heard a Headteacher on the radio from Holland a week 

ago saying that, if you took a fourteen-year-old girl he assumed she was seventeen, if you took 

a fourteen-year-old boy he assumed he was twelve, emoHonally, psychologically, in terms of 

their growth and what they could grasp. I don’t think we’ve tailored educaHon to the reality 

of the gender mix. We’ve always understood and preached that girls are be*er at conHnuous 

assessment and teamwork than boys were, and boys were be*er at cramming and doing final 

exams, I think that’s a caricature by the way, but it did stand up to some extent, but we didn’t 

have an educaHon system that reflected those differences at all. So, white working-class boys 

and Caribbean boys, who mature, if they were going to mature more slowly then we should 

adjust the secondary educaHon and post-sixteen system to take account of that, but we don’t, 

so we plough on with the same old procedures and processes, and I think it was Einstein who 

said, did he not, that doing the same thing over and over again and expecHng different 

outcome is the definiHon of insanity.  

 

JT: I think you’re quite right there David. Following up, to what extent did you seek to tackle 

the issue of ‘laddish culture’ in secondary educaHon?  

 

DB: We addressed it from the issue of bullying, as opposed to what is now on the agenda in 

terms of laddish culture vis-à-vis their emoHonal development and their relaHonship with the 

opposite sex or in these days the same sex but with a different orientaHon. I think we didn’t 

do that because we were addressing more broad swathes of what was happening in terms of 

the nature of the way in which teachers approach pupils, I mean Peter Kilfoyle who was a 

junior minister, a shadow minister in my department he was then put in the Ministry of 

Defence, much to his chagrin, but he was a shadow minister, he used to talk to me a lot, as 

others have done since, about growing up in Liverpool and going to Catholic schools run by 

what he used to called the Brothers, and the kind of behaviour towards the boys that 

reinforced laddishness and brutality rather than diminishing it, and it struck me at the Hme 

that the issue of role models and how young men saw themselves was really, the two went 

hand in hand. What they experienced in their own homes and their own lives, and what they 
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then reflected in their relaHonship with young women was part of the same thing and whilst 

you can’t take their masculinity out of men, you can take the laddish culture by them 

understanding themselves be*er and not feeling that this is about validaHon of their 

manhood.  

 

JT: I want to go back to something you menHoned before about the home, family and culture. 

Previous interviewees have idenHfied cultural issues as having a significant influence on a 

pupil’s educaHon. Can I ask what were the cultural issues you had to face in Government 

before policy could be implemented or legislaHon could be passed?  

 

DB: I mean I was very fortunate because I had the support of the Prime Minister in terms of 

what we were trying to do. He invented the term educaHon, educaHon, educaHon, not me, 

but I was very pleased to take on something that he saw as being absolutely central both to 

the well-being and life of the society, of nurturing talent and people being able to use their 

abiliHes to the best for themselves and developing independence and a family, but also 

because of the modern economy, the global economy and the compeHHon we were facing 

and how this was based on what we used to call the knowledge economy, it sHll is but the 

terminology has changed, and therefore I had that support to be able to do it. There was sHll 

a lot of scepHcism, including from my own backbenchers about what we were doing, whether 

it was going to succeed, whether we were pushing teachers too hard, but bear in mind that 

the teaching profession were well represented in Labour Party branches and consHtuency 

parHes. So, you weren’t just pushing at the profession, you were actually having arguments 

within the Labour Party from people thought that they were being beleaguered and blamed, 

and that wasn’t the purpose at all it was trying to say we can do things very differently, we 

can transform the lives of children and you can be part of this, and we’ll reward you be*er for 

doing it and we’ll celebrate, as we did, good teaching. David Pu*nam invented the and got 

the television BBC to actually put on prime Hme celebraHon of good teaching and good 

teachers, and that was part of the a*empt to change the culture from being one of 

defensiveness to being one of rejoicing in doing well. Pumng a hundred thousand plus 

teaching assistants in was to say you are a professional teacher, you are managing the learning 

experience of children, so the teaching assistants are crucial to what you can do. The use of 

technology, albeit we didn’t train people well enough to use the technology, is going to be an 
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enabler so that you can modernise the way you teach. I mean, we just simply didn’t, we 

provided the resource and very o[en schools bought equipment, old BBC computers as they 

are now, you know people will have forgo*en, but we didn’t necessarily teach teachers how 

to use them well. So, the lessons I leant later was that you don’t just need to equip people 

and hope for the best, you need to understand how to take them with you and to use that in 

a creaHve fashion. We sHll don’t do that in universiHes. The last year has been a learning curve 

for most people teaching in universiHes, I’m just hoping that they learn the lessons and adapt 

and are creaHve rather than just dropping back into the more tradiHonal lecture, tutorial, 

seminar systems.  

 

JT: In a broader sense, to what extent did you focus on family and culture during your Hme in 

office? 

 

DB: I had the understanding that family ma*ered. There were a number of changes that I 

think did make a difference. Learning Mentors when I le[, we got three thousand of them 

were designed to be the link between home and school to be able to nurture children that 

just needed that extra outside school hours, we’d extended the school day actually using 

lo*ery money on the whole, but we had a[er schools’ clubs, ability to use the library, to have 

a space for homework, self-learning. So, we got that link. We’d also put a relaHvely, to the 

immediate past, a lot of money into adult learning and life-long learning and, you know, I was 

very keen on this and that was aimed at gemng the parents involved. So, we were encouraging 

schools themselves to set up adult learning classes but also to invite parents into the 

classroom and where it worked well, it made a big difference, not least to the confidence of 

parents. I mean, a lot of the problem in families where there’s not been a history of higher 

educaHon is actually the family having that confidence and self-belief, not least when they’re 

trying to help the children with their homework. I mean how can you help your child when 

you haven’t got a clue what they’re talking about? The retrenchment into a bunker, the kind 

of put up your defensive forces is bound to be there. So, actually helping adults to feel 

confident, even at the basic level of literacy and numeracy, really made a difference. 

ConHnuing that, carrying that forward, the conHnuity of reform and change is something that 

we understood but wasn’t necessarily carried forward when a*enHons went elsewhere.  
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JT: To what extent did were yourself and New Labour successful in helping improve the 

a*ainment of white working-class boys?  

 

DB: I think through the Excellence in CiHes programmes and the effort to help with fourteen- 

to sixteen-year-olds in terms of mixing school and potenHal work experience and vocaHonal 

opportuniHes worked a li*le, but it wasn’t so transformaHonal that you could put your finger 

on it and say this really did make a difference to opening up the, well, the escalator really for 

those youngsters. There was sHll far too many who were NEET (Not in Employment, EducaHon 

or Training), who just disappeared off the register, who weren’t engaged with alternaHve 

educaHon providers. We did some work with, we put half a billion into the alternaHves which 

someHmes were bout absenteeism, someHmes about behaviour in schools the, very o[en, 

off campus learning units. We had both, we had units within the campus, and we had off 

campus units, and looking back, what you needed to do was have a, if you like, a variety of 

opportuniHes for those youngsters. The alternaHve providers weren’t properly under Ofsted 

and were very o[en out of sight, out of mind, and that’s a regret because with imaginaHon 

and a bit of enterprise, could’ve put something on that was very different that got youngsters 

to, there was some of this, that got youngsters to learn by the things they were interested in. 

Repairing or renovaHng a motorbike or something that really interested them. One of the 

experiments was with football clubs, the a[er school learning opportuniHes and for a Hme 

that did work with working-class white youngsters, who went along and part of their catch up 

with the a[er school clubs, Playing for Success it was called, was to get them involved because 

they learnt about maths and geography and other academic subjects because the club was 

the learnt about the running of the club, the funding of the club, the global reach of the club, 

the club who they played, where they were, both naHonally and in terms of Europe. Those 

kinds of iniHaHves had some real purchase and made a difference, but I don’t think they’ve 

ever been, you’re doing a PhD so you’ll be able to find out about this, I don’t know whether 

they’ve been properly research in terms of the difference they made.  

 

JT: I’ll make this the last quesHon. ReflecHng on your Hme as Secretary of State, how would 

you characterise your impact on educaHon? 
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DB: I think that’s an extraordinarily difficult quesHon. You’d have to read Michael Barber’s 

book, DirecHon to Deliver, I’m not the best judge. I mean, all I know is, given the history of the 

period before I came in the pressures and resistance and barriers, the opportuniHes and 

resources that I was eventually able to mobilise, I don’t think I could have done any more. I 

think that, I’d love to have done and in retrospect, I keep thinking, could have I done, was 

there more that could have been done in parallel? Could we have pushed people harder 

without breaking the bank, without resistance then leading to retrenchment? So, pressing so 

hard that you made three steps forward and two back, rather than two steps forward and 

none back. Really hard to make a judgement on that, I like to think, and I would always like to 

think that it was the beginning of a new era, a foundaHon on which others could build. 
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