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E
ducation is facing difficult times. Not only are teachers and
schools grappling with job losses, pension attacks, service
reductions, curriculum changes and the loss of BSF capital
funding to replace and repair our crumbling schools’
infrastructure, we are facing the biggest upheaval in the

organisation of education in decades. Moreover the very basis of education as a
public service is being challenged and the principle of universal access to free,
state funded comprehensive education is under attack as never before.

In these difficult times it is helpful, therefore, to remind ourselves that we
are not alone in the challenges we face. As this timely edition of Education
Review demonstrates, the attacks on education and public services more
widely are part of a global education reform movement promoting policies
that challenge the idea of universal access to free education as a basic right,
and calling the concept of public service into question. These policies include
many with which British teachers are all too familiar: privatisation, the
promotion of the “free market”, anti-union sentiment, a narrow focus on core
subjects, test based accountability, de-professionalisation and
standardisation.

David Edwards, Senior Policy Analyst in International Relations at the
National Education Association of the United States, provides a detailed
analysis of these global initiatives in his article. He points out that the same
bankers and financiers whose irresponsibility caused the global financial
crisis are promoting these policies as the price that ordinary workers and
professionals have to pay in order to resolve the economic problems they have
brought about. Furthermore, they seek to set private sector workers against
their public sector counterparts through attacks on pensions and other
benefits.

David believes that the antidote to this global employer-led attack on
workers is international solidarity. Unions can and are sharing intelligence
and supporting one another in fighting these attacks, through Education
International (EI), the global union federation of 30 million education
workers to which the NUT is affiliated.

In Britain, a key feature of the education reform movement is the focus on
structural reform. Ron Glatter’s article examines the popularity of serial
restructuring among policy-makers in both school education and other public
services, such as the NHS.  Ron, who is Emeritus Professor of Educational
Administration and Management at the Open University, analyses some of the
reasons for the strong appeal of restructuring despite the high costs and lack
of evidence of benefits. He highlights the international evidence from the Pisa
studies of countries’  educational performance which shows that the countries
that do best in terms of both quality and equity, such as Finland, Canada and
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Japan, do not engage in English-style heavy duty restructuring but rely much
more on sustaining comprehensive, integrated schooling systems.  He argues
that instead of permanent restructuring, the priority should be to enhance
teacher quality since this has a much greater impact on student achievement
than differences between schools.  

Yet in Britain, we once again have a new government that is intent on
driving thorough wholesale institutional reform by enabling all schools to
become Academies and groups of self-interested individuals or companies to
establish Free Schools. Built into the system is the perverse incentive for what
are perceived to be the “best”  schools – as determined by their Ofsted
inspection category – to be the first to opt out of their local family of schools,
coupled with financial carrots which suggest that schools may be financially
better off on their own than they would be in the collectively organised and
equitable financial system overseen by the local authority.

Instead of schools acting together to provide an education service that
meets the needs and interests of the wider local community, we face the
prospect of thousands of stand-alone educational institutions, determining
their own admissions, curriculum, length of the school day, term dates and
pay and conditions for their staff. Instead of local authorities having strategic
oversight of education needs and provision within their community and
being able to meet and plan for these, schools will compete for the most
desirable pupils, for funding, for staff and in an uncertain economic climate,
for increasingly scarce resources.

What is the rationale for this upheaval in our education system? The
government justifies its focus on changing structures by citing the so-called
success of school structural reform in raising attainment in countries
elsewhere. They point to Sweden, where Free Schools were introduced in the
early 1990s, and the United States of America, where charters schools, KIPP
schools (knowledge is Power programme schools) and the Harlem Children’s
Zone are promoted as beacons of a fresh approach to educating children in the
inner cities who, it is claimed, have been “left behind” by US public (state)
schools. 

Yet  as the article on charter schools shows, the most systematic research
study of charter schools – a 16 year longitudinal study of charters in 16 US
states carried out by Stanford University’s Centre for Research on Educational
Outcomes - reveals that in almost half of charter schools the outcomes for
students in those schools are no better than they would have been had those
students been educated in their equivalent public schools;  whilst for 37 per
cent of pupils the outcomes have been “considerably worse” than those of
their public school counterparts.

No one can be more familiar with the rationale for these reforms in the
United States than Diane Ravitch, Research Professor of Education at New
York University and a historian of education. Diane was assistant secretary of
education in the administration of President George W. Bush and under
President Bill Clinton, was appointed to the National Assessment Governing
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Board, which supervises national testing. 
Diane was initially an enthusiastic supporter of the No Child Left Behind

(NCLB) policy, initiated by President Bush which obliged states to develop
and set basic skills tests for all students in certain grades, if those states were
to receive federal funding for schools. It included the legislative command that
all students in every school should be proficient in reading and mathematics
by 2014, with dire consequences for those that fail to achieve this target. These
include schools being forced to close, become charter schools, relinquish
control to state authorities, become privately managed, or to undergo some
other major restructuring. 

But as Diane explains in her acclaimed book, The Death and Life of the Great
American School System, from which her article in this edition of Education
Review is adapted, her experiences led her to conclude that the culture of
testing was degrading the intellectual capacity of students. Furthermore that
there was no substantial body of evidence that demonstrates that low-
performing schools can be turned around by any of the remedies prescribed by
NCLB. 

With some of these same policies already underway in the British
education system, Diane Ravitch’s article presents a chilling review of US
educational reforms which provides a foretaste of the direction in which our
education system is travelling, unless we can convince politicians and policy
makers that there is another approach to raising standards – one which
focuses on what happens within the classroom and on the quality of teaching
and learning – rather than on the structure of the institution that houses it.

Likewise the evidence from Sweden fails to stand up to scrutiny. Terry
Wrigley, until his recent retirement a senior lecturer at the Moray House
School of Education, Edinburgh, examines the record of Swedish Free Schools
and unravels some of the claims made by their proponents. He reminds us
that the growth of Sweden’s Free Schools, three quarters of which are run by
profit making companies, coincides with the countries decline in
international education league tables. Free schools are less likely to educate
the children of the most disadvantaged or of migrants, their students are more
likely  to have university  educated parents than their state school
counterparts and they have contributed to the education system in Sweden’s
big cities becoming increasingly divided. 

Instead Terry argues that policy makers should look to Finland, where
schools are successful with policies which are the exact opposite of the
punitive surveillance system used to control English education. Indeed there
are no national tests; league tables; performance pay for teachers; school
inspections; academies or free schools; and no market competition between
schools.

Finland’s determination to do what works well in its own country and
reject a “one size fits all” approach to education is a breath of fresh air and
persists despite the relentless drive towards standardisation and the
universal adoption of national curricula internationally -  a phenomena
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analysed by Mick Waters, Professor of Education at the University of
Wolverhampton, and Chair of the Curriculum Foundation, who in his article,
outlines and compares the various developments in national curriculum in
different parts of the world.  With the new government once again raising the
temperature of the debate on how our national curriculum should look and
what it should contain, Mick’s article highlights the features and the trends
elsewhere. He notes that whilst nations compete economically, they often
adopt each others’  competitive approaches. In education, which is thought by
many to be a key to economic success, the development of a national
curriculum is seen as a cornerstone of good education. 

As teachers we are keen to regularly remind ourselves that the purpose of
education is about the children we teach and the impact we as professionals,
and their education in general, can have upon their life chances. In his article,
Dennis Sinyolo explores the real purpose of education and the impact that
reform policies have upon learners.  

Dennis is a Senior Coordinator in Education International and in his article
he argues that education, as a social service, is unique and complex.  Echoing
many of the NUT’s arguments against SATS testing, Dennis asserts that
putting undue emphasis on competition and standardised testing reduces
education to a mere mechanical exercise, focusing on preparing students for
the next test, instead of providing a rich and wholesome experience for the
learner. Furthermore, importing business models such as choice, competition
and privatisation into education systems and schools often results in
inequality and exclusion, thereby negating the fact that education is a basic
human right protected by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and by
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Nowhere is this more clearly illustrated than in India where increasingly
the state is employing untrained, unskilled, non-professional teaching staff in
place of professionally qualified teachers. Not only has this led to led to the
decentralisation and privatisation of education but it is creating a sub
standard education for the children from the poorest strata of society. In his
article, Ramesh Joshi, Deputy General Secretary of the All India Federation of
Teachers’  Organisations argues that it is not possible to sacrifice the quality of
education in favour of universal access: both are essential goals. Ramesh calls
on national governments to place the achievement of national education and
development goals at the centre of all economic planning.  The NUT supports
this view. Although our problems in the UK are of a different order to those
faced by Indian teachers, we strongly believe that the economic crisis cannot
be resolved by sacrificing the education of our future generations. 

In contrast the article by former NUT President, Bill Greenshields, on the
Cuban education system, explains how a small developing nation, which has
been subject to political hostility and economic embargo for 50 years, has
eradicated illiteracy, surpassed the United Nation's Millenium Development
Goals long before they were formulated, and built a free, comprehensive and
lifelong education system with better outcomes than many developed nations. 
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So this edition of Education Review has a genuinely international theme.
Although our conclusions are very different from those of governments, the
NUT, along with teacher trade unions around the world, also have an interest
in learning from international developments and sharing experiences and
expertise with our colleagues overseas. The NUT’s former Head of Education
John Bangs argues in his article that the Government’s interest in
international comparisons brings opportunities for teachers and schools.
However, instead of cherry-picking examples from other countries’  education
systems to suit their own purpose, governments need to learn from these
examples to develop long term strategic improvements in the education
system.

John recently retired from the NUT and has just published a book with
Cambridge academics John MacBeath and Maurice Galton which is reviewed
in this edition of Education Review by Karen Robinson, the Principal Officer
for Early Years and Primary Education in the NUT’s Education, Equality and
Professional Development Department. In their book, the authors track the
development of education policy over the last 20 years, the drivers for policy
makers and the consequences for teachers and their students of the policies
themselves.

This edition of Education Review also contains a selection of reviews of
some of the best of the other recently published books selected for being most
likely to inform and assist teachers in their daily professional practice. They
include “How To Teach” by Phil Beadle, reviewed by Gordon Phillips, an adult
education tutor in Literature and creative writing; the “Performance Coaching
Toolkit”, By Angus McLeod & Will Thomas, reviewed by NUT member
Delphine Ruston; and “Growing Up Bad – Black Youth, Road Culture and
Badness in an East London Neighbourhood”, by Anthony Gunter, reviewed by
Ivy Scott, who works for the London Borough of Newham as an ethnic
minority advisor and sits on the NUT Race Advisory and Black Teachers
Conference Committees.

I hope you enjoy reading this edition of Education Review as much as I
have and will recommend it to all those who are interested in standing by
public education in these difficult and challenging times.
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How international
solidarity networks can
beat the GERM
Abstract: The spread of the Global Education Reform
Movement (GERM) raises difficult challenges and questions
for teachers and their unions. Collaborative responses to
privatisation, free market policies, anti-union sentiment,
deprofessionalisation and standardisation have taken on an
air of solidarity all unto themselves. This article looks at some
of the signs of increased activity among teacher union
solidarity networks in the education policy front as a
potential and necessary correction to commodifying trends
that put the very existence of education as a right and public
good into question. 

T
hese are unprecedented times for teachers and their unions.
The current global financial crisis has caused massive budget
shortfalls in many countries. Supply-siders, under the banner
of fiscal austerity, argue for more tax cuts over increased
investment in education and innovation. The hedge fund

managers and financiers who caused the meltdown are pitting private
sector workers with disappearing nest eggs against those few public sector
workers with pensions and employer-funded healthcare.  And, anyone who
follows education internationally or locally is witnessing the usual
suspects of certain types of education reforms yet again seizing the
opportunity to promote their favourite, slickly repackaged, market-based
wares with new vigour.  For many teachers’  unions, once-friendly
governments have been among the greatest disappointments as they have
adopted the same platforms that they once opposed and that most in the
education field see as antithetical to free, quality education for all.
In OECD countries, international benchmarking, high stakes tests, merit
pay, value added, charter schools and academies, lowered entrance
requirements, mayoral control, and “free” schools are the policies du jour.
Finnish education expert Pasi Sahlberg calls these policies part of the
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GERM (Sahlberg, P., 2009) (Global Educational Reform Movement), partly
because of their quickness to spread as policy contagions.

The fact that most of the high-performing countries on the OECD’s
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) do not advocate
these reforms or that the international educational research community
has noted there is scant evidence to support choosing these options is of
little concern to those who invoke the abstract “rest of the world” is
“beating us” in the education Olympics (Winkler, A. et al, 2008)  The
literature on international education policy borrowing (Phillips, D. and
Ochs, K., 2004) suggests that many governments actually look for policies
to legitimise that which they already intended to do in the first place and
ignore any part of the narrative that does not fit. Interestingly, as I will
discuss later, one of the new emergent roles of teachers’  unions, and
sometimes in concert with civil society, student and parent groups, is to
provide a necessary corrective to that tendency. 

In the developing world, as evidenced by UNESCO (2004) educational
gains in access made over the last few decades are being eroded by
decreased official development assistance (ODA) flows and further
exacerbated by strict monetarist policies of the international financial
institutions.  These same organisations bemoan the abysmal educational
quality in many countries but say little, or sometimes even encourage, the
growing trend of hiring less expensive, untrained, non unionised teachers.
Some go so far as to complain that legislation like the newly enacted Right
to Education Law in India is unnecessarily expensive because untrained
teachers aren’t “significantly” worse (Muralidharan, K. and Sundararaman,
V. 2009). Consultants in other international financial institutions lament
when a country like Senegal that is advised to replace the majority of its
teachers with untrained volunteers (against warnings from the ILO)
allows those volunteers to organise and demand pay equal to that of their
qualified counterparts.  

It seems that teachers’  unions that are advocating better quality
education in terms of both inputs and outputs (the GERM focuses solely
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on outputs) increasingly find themselves taking rather nuanced, if not
downright contorted positions. While many argue for more horizontal
accountability systems that share responsibility for student learning
across the system, they are cautious of all too familiar scapegoating that
ignores the importance of factors like socioeconomic status (Rothstein, R.
2004) and marginality.  As terms like “teacher effectiveness” rarely refer to
the affective realm or to concepts of tolerance, human rights, citizenship,
cooperation and respect for diversity, it becomes increasingly difficult for
teachers’  unions that were formed to actively pursue these aims – let alone
a broader purpose of education in an increasingly fragmented and unequal
world – to treat the term without suspicion.

Were all things static and the cage around us truly iron, then the
scenario I have painted up to this point would be bleak indeed. However,
there exists a principle in the teacher union core that significantly impacts

upon the outcome of this
equation – solidarity.

Solidarity defies utilitarian
thought and the neoclassical
economic lens.  Today it belongs
more to a social movement than
political ideology and as such

provides a unique catalyst for both local and global responses to defend
and extend rights.  It unquestionably varies in form as it appears in
different national contexts and actions. But in terms of substance, it
remains essentially the same. We are united in our struggle for a more just
and participatory society and therefore we act out of solidarity for
everyone’s benefit.  Simple econometric incentives schemes that try to
reward and punish teachers and their unions miss this important
distinction because it stems essentially from a different point of departure
with different assumptions about human behaviour.

Solidarity across the spectrum
For decades, solidarity among teachers’  unions has mostly meant advocacy
and political pressure to address human rights abuses. This was and is true
in the case of Iran, Ethiopia, Colombia, Honduras, Fiji and Turkey to name
but a few examples where teachers’  unions shined a spotlight of attention
on deplorable cases of abuse. And, while not always successful there are
numerous examples of lives saved due to these actions by teacher trade
unionists.

Education International (1999 -2005), the world federation of 30
million education workers (to which my own organisation is affiliated)
publishes a Barometer of Human and Trade Union Rights in Education and
organises unified responses via their “urgent action requests.”  Over the

David Edwards
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years, teachers’  unions have participated in missions to many of these
countries on behalf of individuals who have been tortured, jailed, killed
and threatened.  The evidence of increased violence against teachers in
certain corners of the world is certainly well documented (UNESCO,
2010).

Solidarity  work has also taken the shape of teacher union
strengthening and development.  Specifically many teachers’  unions
partner in development cooperation initiatives aimed at helping smaller or
post-conflict organisations become strong, independent and democratic
organisations that can effectively advocate for their members, quality
education for all and social justice. Development cooperation can occur in
numerous forms, but tend to be either bilaterally or consortia-based. It can
mean rebuilding schools in Aceh after the Tsunami or helping the Haitian
Teachers’  Union rebuild their system and profession after the earthquake.

There is also a type of solidarity that manifests itself globally in the
actual policy and practice of education.  Many teachers’  unions have
developed into sophisticated organisations with departments that carry
out and consume research, produce white papers on different policy
options and lobby governments about the types of policies that would
have the most positive impact on learning and teaching conditions.  This is
the type of solidarity that can even grow out of a natural disaster, as was
the case recently in Chile after their terrible earthquake in Concepcion. 

After the earthquake, which followed shortly on the inauguration of
the first right-wing president to be elected since Pinochet, conservative
groups in the United States began inviting the new Chilean president to
New Orleans. They sought to demonstrate how well-funded pro-
privatisation forces were able to transform the state of emergency post-
Katrina into a situation where the caps on for-profit charter schools
(academies) were suspended and an emergency school zone of private, non
unionised schools with high numbers of alternatively certified teachers
were recreated.

In learning this, the president of the National Education Association,
decided it was important to invite the president of the Chilean Teachers’
Association (CPC) to the NEA Representative Assembly (that year in New
Orleans) so that he could see the actual results and amass a portfolio of the
most recent evaluations of the highly problematic and inequitable
initiative (Flaherty, J. 2006). Chile, the laboratory for free market public

The evidence of increased violence against
teachers in certain corners of the world is
certainly well documented.



policy, in turn was recently cited by an influential conservative US
policymaker as an example of successfully privatised social security. Our
Chilean brother and sisters in the CPC were only too happy to send along
heartbreaking evidence of decreased well-being among senior citizens that
showed the comment to be a complete fabrication.

Solidarity in the Network Society
Just as policymakers, business leaders and think-tanks are linked up
through formal and informal networks ranging from the OECD Portal to
the World Bank Advisory Service to the World Economic Forum, so are
teachers’  unions.  As I mentioned earlier, the largest formal hub in the
teacher union network, Education International, carries out large surveys
of teachers the world over and produces, shares and vets information on
topics as varied as multi-stakeholder partnerships, teacher leadership,
early childhood education, higher education mobility, teacher education
and shortages, etc. In addition it is comprised of regional bodies that carry
out their own research, capacity building and professional development
programs.

When OECD releases PISA or TALIS, Education International and its
affiliates exchange interpretations and critiques of what the findings mean
and where further information is needed. The same is true with each
release of the Global Monitoring Report, McKinsey’s studies on teaching
effectiveness, papers by the Education for All Fast Track Initiative, the
World Bank, Commonwealth Secretariat, the Global Campaign for
Education and G-20. In many instances, teachers’  unions have made so
many comments that they are invited to comment even before these
reports are released.

Consider some further examples of these solidarity-based relationships
over a relatively short period in 2010:
 April – The President of the Colorado Education Association in the US

was preparing her testimony to go before the state legislature
regarding her organisation’s opposition to legislation that would link
students’  achievement test scores to teachers’  evaluation and pay.
Unexpectedly, she received an email from Monrovia, Liberia.  It was a
message from the President and General Secretary of the National
Teachers’  Association of Liberia directed to Colorado legislators
regarding the proposed Bill.  Among other things it asked them to
think about the effect that the legislation would have on the profession
worldwide, not to mention students. This debate has become even
more relevant given the new findings on the ineffectiveness of merit
pay and researchers’  concerns regarding value-added.( Springer, M.G. et
all, 2010)

 May – A teacher union leader in an eastern European country called her

David Edwards
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counterpart in North America because she learned that her government
had called in a “notable education expert”  with “considerable
experience in statistics and quantitative methods”  to advise the
Ministry as they entered contract negotiations with her union. The
expert in question was famous for pushing a privatisation agenda in
his home country through a conservative think tank heavily funded by
a particularly large anti-public sector foundation. The North American
teacher union was more than familiar with the type of arguments he
would make and the evidence he would try and cite. A quick request to
some policy staff resulted in a real-time analysis of those arguments
with suggestions of studies that called into question the entire
premise of his arguments. Hours later, that analysis was boiled down
into talking points and given to the chief negotiator of that East
European  teachers’  union as she headed off to begin talks with the
Ministry.

 May – The president of a large union in the Asia-Pacific region noticed
that the New York Schools’  Chancellor and a renowned British
education expert were making the education policy rounds in his
country, touting high stakes testing and privatisation as the answer.
Two emails later, he was provided with enough information about the
true complexities of their models to wage a public information
campaign about the disastrous effects those policies have had
elsewhere and how his union had a more positive plan for
improvement.

 August – A major Caribbean teachers’  union won a decisive court
victory that the government must pay them the arrears owed after
collectively bargained salary negotiations. When the government
reneged, citing pressure from the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
the union’s General Secretary enlisted help from the largest teachers’
union in the one country that had veto power on the IMF board.  The
union in turn asked its Treasury Secretary to respect a specific piece of
legislation which specified that their Director would veto any efforts
by the IMF to place caps on the wages of teachers and health workers in
developing countries. A few weeks later, the Caribbean union leader
invited his colleague to their annual conference where he reiterated his
call for fairness and landed his message on every media outlet on the
island (Edwards, A. 2010).

This is but a smattering of the many not so random acts of solidarity on
education and labour policy front that are happening in real-time at any
given moment. But, what explains them? What is unique about the way in
which teachers’  unions today are building solidarity and avenues for
participation amongst their members in the face of increasing challenges?

David Edwards

11lvol 23 no 1    education review



How do these different linguistic , organisational and culturally-
determined organisms make the most of their international linkages
without splintering apart on technicalities and internal political
machinations?

If I had to venture one answer, I would say that to teacher trade
unionists both globally and locally, the profession and the work are one
and the same. 

Consider the universality of these statements I have heard expressed by
educators in various forms around the world:
 If you slash our budgets and cram seventy kids into a classroom under

the logic that the South Koreans can pull it off with great results... we
call the South Korean teachers who show us the hidden costs of those
class sizes and then ask for our help in getting their members out of jail
for merely making a political contribution to an opposition party, or
standing in the street with a sign. 

 If you try and import migrant teachers from other countries without
protecting their rights, then we will work with global bodies like the
Commonwealth Teachers’  Group to ensure that all teachers’  rights are
respected and that all small countries have the right to develop

without a fear of brain drain.  
 If you convince corporations and politicians the world over that the

best way to stem teacher turnover is to accept it as given, and that the
best poor communities can hope for are temporary volunteers from
elite colleges, then we will devise ways to get our members who are in
those communities the resources and support they require to mentor
and develop the activists that teach to transform. 

 When you channel the GERM and tell us that our value to the system
comes down to a single measure and that unions are the problem, we
will take you to Finland and Canada and bury you with formative
assessments so multiple and valid that your head will spin. 

 If you posit technology and a teacher-proof curriculum that will make
our profession akin to monk scribes before Gutenberg, then (and right
after we replay you the tapes when they said our work could be done
over the radio, the TV, with a VCR, etc.) we will show you cupboards
full of outdated technology and curriculum guides and then use the
current technological tools to develop international projects that
connect our students and ourselves to the world around us in an effort
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to deepen understanding and expand justice.
Internationally, nationally and locally the teacher union movement and all
those who believe in education as a public good are in a difficult place. But,
we clearly understand the stakes. And, as can be seen in the examples I have
cited throughout, we are making some important headway. Whether or not
these new solidarity nodes connecting our various global networks will
continue to form in meaningful ways that can address our numerous and
complex challenges at multiple levels remains to be seen.  

What is clear is that the similarity of those challenges and the
variability of possible responses require a balancing act. We must process,
communicate and act with skill, determination and speed while also
patiently and purposefully enacting a long term strategy to achieve our
collective goals.  In effect, we must be the leaders we have been waiting for.

The good news is that the mix of international solidarity with the
highly-potent teacher creativity quotient yields limitless possibilities for
inspiration and action. 

And well, I do like those odds.

The views expressed in this article belong to the author alone and do not necessarily
reflect those of the National Education Association or its affiliates.
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Changing
organisational
structures: Will
we never learn? 
Abstract: This article examines the popularity of serial
restructuring among policy-makers in school education and
other fields in England.  It analyses some of the reasons for
its strong appeal despite the high costs and lack of evidence
of benefits.  It addresses diversity of school provision, the
idea of the ‘independent state school’, differential autonomy,
the development of school chains, relevant international
comparisons and the importance of mobilising professional
and public opinion in support of centrally-mandated policies.

The ubiquity of redisorganisation

T
he central focus of this paper is ‘redisorganisation’, a term
coined by the political scientist Christopher Pollitt to denote
the serial restructuring that has been a characteristic feature
of the governance of public services over the past 20 years or
so. This opening section of the paper draws heavily on Pollitt

(2007).
In England, there has been serial, breathless restructuring especially in

education and health.  According to one analyst the National Health
Service has been “in a state of permanent revolution” for a quarter of a
century (Hunter 2006: 209).  Comparative studies show the UK to have
been the most activist, hard-driving of comparable countries with regard
to public management reform.  One of Pollitt’s sections is headed: ‘The ease
of organisational reform in the UK’  (Pollitt 207: 534).  In his view a major
contributory factor to Westminster’s capacity for rapid organisational
change, even in the face of political opposition, is the relative absence of
constitutional constraints such as federal structures, the effective
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separation of powers or proportional voting systems which exist
elsewhere.  As a result “the British system maximises the temptation to
reorganise but minimises political penalties for so doing” (ibid.).

The grand reform project gets massive support from external
consultants, ministry special units and the like – a ‘reform community’
inside and outside government with a vested interest in structural change.
“Especially in the UK, reorganisation can be undertaken rather quickly.
For the management experts, [restructuring] is a badge of modernity and a
sign of their influence and status.  For the politicians it is always a useful
way out of a crisis and one of the few accomplishments they can point to in
the short term.  And, for some, it may also be a kind of virility symbol –
letting everyone know there is a new gun in town” (ibid.: 536).  

There are so many interlocking changes that evaluation is hardly
possible. Overall there is a striking lack of convincing evidence of the
effectiveness of the approach either here or abroad.  As well as the
substantial transition costs which are rarely made explicit there are huge
unknown costs relating to disruption, distraction, the loss of
organisational  memory and so on – what Pollitt calls the ‘dark side’  of
reform which for obvious reasons is hard to research and illuminate.  

Similar arguments have been made by other analysts.  The economist
Richard Layard (2007) has claimed that many different structures can be
made to work equally  well but “What cannot work is constant
reorganisation, where nobody understands what is happening,
institutional memory is lost, and everybody worries about their future
rather than the job in hand”.  He argues that there should be a
presumption against reorganisation except where the case is very clear.

The issue goes far beyond education and health.  The National Audit
Office (NAO) recently reported that the repeated restructuring of
Whitehall had cost one billion pounds in four years but there was no
evidence that the changes had brought any benefits.  The conclusion was
stark: “The value for money of central government reorganisations cannot
be demonstrated given the vague objectives of most such reorganisations,
the lack of business cases, the failure to track costs and the absence of
mechanisms to identify benefits and make sure they materialise” (NAO,
2010a, para. 10).  
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There appears to be a national cultural predisposition towards
continual restructuring.  In the corporate sector there seems a
preoccupation with mergers and acquisitions, the bulk of which fail to
achieve their financial and other objectives (Wachman, 2007).  Such high
profile big deals may well be only the
tip of the iceberg of a weakly justified
and unevaluated organisational
‘churn’  throughout our society.

This wider perspective appears
relevant to the discussion focused on
school education to which I now turn.

Diversity of provision
The veteran education commentator Peter Wilby (2010a) recently
remarked that “Ever since the Tories set up their city technology colleges in
the 1980s, no prospective government can go into a general election
without a promise to establish a new kind of school”.  As in the wider
public sector, in Pollitt’s (2007: 532) words, “a bewildering array of new
organisational forms has been introduced” and the government is intent
on adding to these with its plan to encourage ‘free’  schools promoted by
parents, teachers and others.  Thus we have had since the early 1990s the
official celebration of structural diversity in the school system in spite of
the absence of any strong evidence of a demand for this feature from
parents or other stakeholders.

The assumption is that each of the new or distinct school types will
change education for the better – that changes in governance produce
improvement.  I recently reviewed a number of key research studies
looking at the effects of grant-maintained, specialist and faith schools and
academies (Glatter, 2010).  In every case it was clear that the status of the
schools did not in itself contribute to any improvements.  Where there were
improvements these were due to extraneous factors such as intake
differences or extra funding.  However there is evidence of the disbenefits
of this approach, in terms of increased complexity of the system creating
challenges for less educated parents in particular and greater social
segregation.  Perhaps the most relevant conclusion for our current scene is
that of the five year study of academies by PriceWaterhouseCoopers (PwC)
for the previous government: “There is no simple, uniform ‘Academy effect’”
(Department for Children Schools and Families and PwC, 2008: 10.2) and
“There is insufficient evidence to make a definitive judgement about
Academies as a model for school improvement” (ibid.: 10.5).  The NAO
(2010b) has recently warned that the planned expansion of academies
carries significant risks to value for money.  
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The ‘independent state school’
One piece of structural rhetoric that has become powerful in recent years is
the notion of the ‘independent state school’  which as Simon Jenkins
(2010) has pointed out is a contradiction in terms.  It arose partly from the
micro-management that has been a feature of recent educational
governance, the sense that schools have become hamstrung by petty and
unnecessary rules and regulations and by central government initiatives
the educational value of which has not been demonstrated.   But correcting
these weaknesses would require whole system change rather than altering
the status of particular schools.  Probably of greater significance is the
image of the English independent school with its far more privileged
position than private school education holds elsewhere.  For example class
sizes in our private secondary schools average around half those in our
state schools. This is despite the fact that the state schools are very close to
the OECD class size average (Glatter, 2009).  This is a unique situation
internationally and it is sometimes assumed that there is a distinctive
independent school ethos that state schools should try to absorb.  David
Ross, the founder of Carphone Warehouse, has claimed that much of the
DNA of Havelock Academy in Grimsby with which he is associated “has
been directly modelled on the educational philosophy of Edward Thring,
the headmaster of Uppingham in the mid-19th century” (Ross, 2010).

Yet it is doubtful that these schools have something distinctive that
could be transferred to a state school setting.  The Master of Wellington
College, Anthony Seldon (2009), believes there are three factors that
account for the superior academic performance of independent schools: a
far higher ratio of subject specialists; much smaller class sizes; and higher
parental expectations.  None of these factors is to do with the form of
governance, specifically the schools’  independence, or with a transferable
ethos.

The context of independent schools is quite different as are their
accountabilities.  They are accountable mainly to their owners or trustees
and their success depends largely on how well they recruit in the market-
place and the income they generate.  Publicly-funded schools by contrast
have a much wider set of accountabilities and purposes as units within a
local and national schooling system.  So there appears no case for schools
which are largely or wholly funded from the public purse to be made or
encouraged to mimic the governance arrangements of private schools.

Differential autonomy
There is a particularly distinctive feature of the recent and current
restructuring in the English school system.  Additional autonomy is given
differentially, so some schools get more autonomy, generally together with
extra funding, and this process has accelerated recently due to the increase
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in the numbers of foundation schools and the development of academies
and trust schools. It appears set to grow much more sharply as a result of
the massive expansion of academies in prospect at the time of writing.  The
dangers with the conferment of this kind of privileged status are evident in
that academic and social divisions and false hierarchies are likely to
multiply. 

The rationale for different levels of autonomy between different
publicly-funded schools, over for example, admissions and the curriculum
is far from clear.  There is a strong case in terms of equity for proposing
that, for schools largely or wholly funded from the public purse, variations
in autonomy between different categories of schools should be kept to an
absolute minimum and a strong and convincing rationale should be
provided for any such differences.  Also that there should be no differences
in levels of school autonomy due to adventitious historical or political
factors, for example that a particular category of school is a current political
‘favourite’  whose success must be engineered.

International comparisons
I will now comment briefly on international comparisons.  Regarding the
Swedish model of so-called ‘free’  schools much of the debate has been very
narrowly focused.  While it has been pointed out for example that the

Swedish reforms have not led to significant learning gains overall and have
increased social segregation the wider context has been ignored.  A key
point is Sweden is a much more equal society than ours, lying second of 30
countries for relative income equality while the U.K. is 24th (OECD, 2008).
Therefore the risks of promoting a school structure with the potential to
exacerbate social segregation are much greater here than in Sweden.

The issue of risk arises in a different form in relation to U.S. charter
schools.  Despite their high profile these were attended by less than three
per cent of U.S. public school students in 2009 (Lake, 2010).  In England as
Pollitt pointed out redisorganisation is far easier and more attractive for
politicians and in consequence the policy of hugely expanding the number
of academies is proceeding with little apparent constraint, even by a
coalition government in which one of the two parties had a sharply
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contrasting schools policy prior to the 2010 election.  In such a context risk
is magnified and evidence, such as the equivocal findings of the five year
evaluation study of academies by PriceWaterhouseCoopers (Department
for Children Schools and Families and PwC 2008), is largely ignored.

The international evidence from the Pisa studies is that the countries
that do best in terms of both quality and equity, such as Finland, Canada
and Japan do not engage in English-style heavy duty restructuring but rely
much more on sustaining comprehensive, integrated schooling systems
(OECD, 2008).  Underlying much of our activity is of course a belief in the
power of competition between institutions in the public sphere as much
as in the private.  However a recent review of international evidence by the
Institute for Fiscal Studies concluded that “Despite the numerous studies
available, there is no definitive evidence for the effects of school
competition” (Chowdry et al. 2010).  It added that “The provision of new
schools has the potential to increase segregation in schools” (ibid.).

School chains: questions of governance
A recent development, which could be very significant from the point of
view of governance, is that of chains of schools, modelled on chains of
outlets in the corporate sector operating under a single ‘brand’.  A report on
chains for the National College (Hill 2010) suggests that in a typical
commercial chain around 80 per cent of what each outlet does is based on
standard operating procedures.  The remaining 20 per cent is for local
creativity and contextualisation.  Apparently the Edison group of schools,
which is now working in England, operates on a similar principle,
although with a slightly higher local element.   This model is obviously very
different from the idea of the ‘independent state school’  advocated by Tony
Blair and others, modelled on the elite English private school.  Schools in
chains are not independent, they just have different masters.  

Chains might be a more sustainable model than the populist notion of
free-standing schools set up by parents, teachers or community groups.
The prospect of accreditation with a requirement to demonstrate solid
educational experience and achievement could lead to improved
educational performance.  They could also achieve economies of scale in
areas like staff deployment, particularly leadership, and central services
such as human resources and financial management, fulfilling the kind of
role that local authorities were able to play before local management of
schools came into being 20 years ago, and to some extent still do.

But the development potentially raises acute questions of governance.
The governance of publicly-funded schooling is more than a technical
matter of which provider can get the best test and exam results.  If the
model became widespread and some groups controlled large numbers of
schools, the issue of who exercises legitimate power in the system would
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become prominent.  This is a real prospect.  The managing director of VT,
Marcus Watson, was recently quoted as saying the idea of his company
controlling 1,000 schools did not seem unrealistic to him (Wilby, 2010b).
The general experience in such markets is that substantial consolidation
tends to occur.  Ideological questions, such as have already arisen regarding
academy sponsors with religious affiliations, could multiply.  In the case of
for-profit providers, searching questions relating to commercial interest
would need to be considered.  Of course there is likely to be an even
stronger controlling role for central government in such a scenario, in what
is already an exceptionally centralised system.

Perhaps the most significant issue would be about local accountability.
As already indicated the idea of ‘branding’  in the context of chains implies
substantial control being exercised remotely, well beyond the level of the
school and of the locality.  So the development of chains could well mean a
further dilution of the model of local and community governance in which
the school is viewed as a member of a local ‘family of schools’.  The study by
Hill indicates that “in some areas, school leaders report that schools that
are part of chains are choosing not to work with other local schools” (Hill,
2010: 32).  Chains are apparently even starting to claim intellectual
property rights for their teaching and learning model.  As Hill remarks “It
would be ironic if learning across an education system were stifled rather
than stimulated by the arrival of chains” (ibid.: 34).

The real keys to improvement
In a highly provocative paper Dylan Wiliam (2010) recently argued that the
reason so many policies designed to bring about improvement, including
those aimed at changing school structures, have achieved little or nothing
is that we have been looking in the wrong place for answers.  He has found
that only seven per cent of the variation between schools on the standard
benchmark of five or more good GCSEs is due to the effects of the school
itself.  This type of finding has been common in school effectiveness
research for many years and should have been enough in itself to encourage
policy-makers to place little faith in the efficacy of structural change.
Individual teacher quality  has a much greater impact on student
achievement than differences between schools and our focus should be on
that rather than structural change according to Wiliam.  His proposals
include a requirement on school leaders to create a culture for the
continuous improvement of practice and to emphasise those educational
approaches that have been demonstrated to improve outcomes for
students:  time needs to be created for this within the teachers’  contract.

Not only have the policy-makers looked in the wrong places, they have
also used the wrong levers.  Benjamin Levin (2001) identified five types of
policy instrument: mandates, inducements, capacity-building, system-
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changing and opinion mobilisation.  According to sociologist Stein Ringen
(2009), New Labour fell down particularly on the last of these, opinion
mobilisation.  He blames what he calls the system of governance for the fact
that more money went into health and education but productivity
dropped.  The professionals in particular were not mobilised for the
government’s policies and reforms and instead were alienated by its heavy-
handedness and its technocratic and authoritarian approach.  A country of
61 million people “must be governed through leadership in which the
government persuades others, from its civil servants to citizens at large,
that its project is a worthy one… No government can succeed by force of
its own effort.  It can only succeed if it is able to mobilise the effort of
millions.  That it cannot do by command, which is counterproductive
but… by showing people confidence and by awarding professionals and
others trust and authority” (ibid.:. 20-21).

Conclusions
I have argued for the need to be very sceptical about the predicted benefits
of structural change.  There will be occasions when it is appropriate and
necessary, for example in adapting to the consequences of contraction,
which is likely to be a common experience in the years ahead, but even then
the full costs and benefits need to be taken into account.  

It will be of the utmost importance in the coming period of intense
challenge that professionals and the public are persuaded through opinion
mobilisation that changes are necessary and justified.  We should not strive
to mimic inappropriate models such as those of private schooling, but
instead take a system-wide rather than a narrow institutional view.
Perhaps the best advice was offered by John Dunford, the then General
Secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders in his final
address to his Association’s annual conference in 2010 (see Rafferty 2010:
32): “Do not over-regulate us, but put in place only enough regulation to
ensure that one school’s success is not at the expense of another”.  
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What are
Charter Schools?

U
S charter schools are the basic models for UK Academy
schools, publicly funded but privately managed, by a
mixture of non-profit and for-profit concerns.  Charters
originated as a compromise with the extreme free-market
option of vouchers because in practice religious schools

were fast becoming their greatest beneficiary when parents came to spend
their state hand-out. They also gave private corporate interests a gateway
into public service operations.

Charter schools were the brainchild of a Professor Ray Budde of
Massachusetts in 1988. Minnesota was the first state to pass authorisation
law for the creation of Charter schools in 1991. In 1994 President Clinton
funded a programme to foster more of them. In 2001, 2,300 were running.
By 2009, 4,700 charter schools enrolled 1.4million children in 40 states.

In a live TV broadcast on Monday 4 October 2010 (Springer, 2010)
Barack Obama acknowledged that there had been a variability of outcomes
in the existing Charter schools, yet his education policy head Arne Duncan
is campaigning for more and more to be set up.

The most authoritative evaluation of the impact on student
achievement by Charter schools was published in June 2009 by the Centre
for Research in Educational Outcomes (CREDO) at Stanford University,
California. The research involved a 16 year longitudinal study in 16 US
states in which charter students were ‘twinned’  with an equivalent
student in a public school and their results compared. Little advantage
was found in reading and maths scores for Charter students (Stanford
University, 2009). 

Only 17 per cent of the Charter schools bettered their comparable local
public school equivalents, 37 per cent delivered results that were
significantly worse, and in almost half of schools there was no significant
difference.

There is some variability according to year levels that the particular
schools cover with primary and middle school scores being comparably
better than those of high schools. 

Some differences correlate according to each state’s policy, governing
whether the Charters have a capped numerical limit, no limit or whether it
permits parental appeals on admissions or renewal of Charter school
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contracts. The latter, with greater market accountability, tends to produce
higher scores.

There is a contradictory pattern regarding equality outcomes. For Black
and Hispanic pupils learning gains are significantly worse in Charters,
but, overall, poor and ESL students are found to have better academic
growth.

The report is also concerned that Charter schools tend to be more
accountable for financial operational reasons than academic reasons.

“Despite low test scores, failing charter schools often have powerful and persuasive
supporters in their communities who feel that shutting down this school does not
ser ve the best interests of currently enrolled students.” (Stanford University,
p.8, 51)

Amongst its conclusions CREDO notes that:

“…tremendous variation in academic quality among charters is the norm, not the
exception. The problem of quality is the most pressing issue that charter schools and
their supporters face.” (Stanford University, p.6)
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Stop the Madness
Abstract: In this article, adapted from her seminal work The
Death and Life of the Great American School System: How
Testing and Choice Are Undermining Education, the USA’s
foremost education historian describes where she believes
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) went wrong, argues the need
for ending the testing regime, and sets out the case for why
we need neighborhood schools.

On ‘No Child Left Behind’

I
was initially supportive of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (see box on
page 28). Who could object to ensuring that children mastered the
basic skills of reading and mathematics? Who could object to an
annual test of those skills? Certainly not I.

My support for NCLB remained strong until November 30, 2006. That
was the day I went to a conference at the American Enterprise Institute, a
well-respected conservative think tank in Washington, D.C. The conference
examined whether the major remedies prescribed by NCLB – especially
choice and after-school tutoring – were effective. Was the “NCLB toolkit”
working? The various presentations that day demonstrated that state
education departments were drowning in new bureaucratic requirements,
procedures, and routines, and that none of the prescribed remedies was
making a difference.

I started to doubt the entire approach to school reform that NCLB
represented. I started to see the danger of the culture of testing that was
spreading through every school in every community, town, city and state.

The most toxic flaw in NCLB was its legislative command that all
students in every school must be proficient in reading and mathematics by
2014, including students with special needs, students whose native
language is not English, students who are homeless and lacking in any
societal advantage, and students who have every societal advantage but are
not interested in their schoolwork. All will be proficient by 2014. And if
they are not, then their schools and teachers will suffer the consequences.

The 2014 goal is a timetable for the demolition of public education in
the United States. The goal of 100 per cent proficiency has placed
thousands of public schools at risk of being privatised, turned into charter
schools, or closed. And indeed, scores of schools in New York City, Chicago,
Washington, D.C. and other districts were closed because they were unable
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No Child Left Behind
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 was signed into law by
former President George Bush on January 8 ,  2002.  It was
conceived and promoted by the then federal administration in
Washington, DC. 

The Act requires states to develop assessments in basic skills
to be given to all students in certain grades, if those states are to
receive federal funding for schools. Both primary and secondary
schools are now facing accountability tests that promise to
leave no child behind - at least in the "test scores" in reading and
maths. 

The National Education Association of the United States, an
NUT sister Union argues that every child deserves a great public
school, and that legislators need to listen to educators if they
want to learn how to make that happen.

The NEA states:

“No Child Left Behind (NCLB) is the current incarnation of President Lyndon
Johnson’s Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), whose
purpose was to raise achievement and close achievement gaps. NEA strongly
supports these goals and is working to give all children great public schools. But
educators know that NCLB as currently written can’t get us there.

NEA has made many proposals for rewriting and improving the law. 

In brief:
 ESEA should promote innovation, high expectations, and encourage

development of 21st century skills in public schools. 
 ESEA should end the obsession with high-stakes, poor-quality tests by

developing high-quality assessment systems that provide multiple ways for
students to show what they have learned. 

 ESEA should help provide great educators and school leaders for every
student. 

 ESEA should promote public education as a shared responsibility of
parents, communities, educators, and policymakers. 

ESEA should provide increased funding to all states and school districts to meet
the growing demand for globally-competitive education of U.S. students.”
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to meet the unreasonable demands of NCLB. Superintendents in those
districts boasted of how many schools they had closed, as if it were a badge
of honour rather than an admission of defeat. 

As the clock ticks toward 2014, ever larger numbers of public schools
will be forced to close or become charter schools, relinquish control to state
authorities, become privately managed, or undergo some other major
restructuring. Yet, to date, there is no substantial body of evidence that
demonstrates that low-performing schools can be turned around by any of
the remedies prescribed in the law. Furthermore, NCLB’s simpleminded
and singular focus on test scores distorts and degrades the meaning and
practice of education.

One of the unintended consequences of NCLB was the shrinkage of
time available to teach anything other than reading and maths. Other
subjects, including history, science, the arts, geography, even recess, were
curtailed in many schools. Reading and mathematics were the only
subjects that counted in calculating a school’s adequate yearly progress,
and even in these subjects, instruction gave way to intensive test
preparation. Test scores became an obsession. Many school districts
invested heavily in test-preparation materials and activities. Test-taking
skills and strategies took precedence over knowledge. Teachers used the
tests from previous years to prepare their students, and many of the
questions appeared in precisely the same format every year; sometimes the
exact same questions reappeared on the state tests. In urban schools, where
there are many low-performing students, drill and practice became a
significant part of the daily routine.

NCLB assumed that shaming schools that were unable to lift test
scores every year—and the people who work in them—would lead to
higher scores. It assumed that low scores are caused by lazy teachers and
lazy principals. Perhaps most naively, it assumed that higher test scores on
standardised tests of basic skills are synonymous with good education. Its
assumptions were wrong. 

On her favourite teacher
My favorite teacher was Mrs. Ruby Ratliff. More than 50 years ago, she was
my homeroom teacher at San Jacinto High School in Houston, and I was
lucky enough to get into her English class as a senior.

Mrs. Ratliff was gruff and demanding. She did not tolerate foolishness
or disruptions. She had a great reputation among students. When it came
time each semester to sign up for classes, there was always a long line
outside her door. What I remember most about her was what she taught us.
We studied the greatest writers of the English language, not their long
writings like novels (no time for that), but their poems and essays. I still
recall a class discussion of Shelley’s “Ozymandias,” and the close attention
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that 30 usually rowdy adolescents paid to a poem about a time and place
we could barely imagine. Now, many years later, in times of stress or
sadness, I still turn to poems that I first read in Mrs. Ratliff’s class.

She had a red pen and she used it freely. Still, she was always sure to
make a comment that encouraged us to do a better job. Clearly she had
multiple goals for her students, beyond teaching literature and grammar.
She was also teaching about character and personal responsibility. These
are not the sorts of things that appear on any standardised test.

At our graduation, she made a gift of a line or two of poetry to each of
the students in her homeroom. I got these two: “To strive, to seek, to find,
and not to yield,” the last line of Tennyson’s “Ulysses,” which we had read in
class, and “among them, but not of them,” from Byron’s “Childe Harold’s
Pilgrimage,” which we had not read in class. As she did in class, Mrs. Ratliff
used the moment to show us how literature connected to our own lives,
without condescending into shallow “relevance.” I think these were the
best graduation presents I got, because they are the only ones I remember a
half century later.

I think of Mrs. Ratliff when I hear the latest proposals to improve the
teaching force. I believe Mrs. Ratliff was a great teacher, but I don’t think
she would have been considered “great” if she had been judged by the kind
of hard data that is used now. How would the experts have measured what
we learned? We never took a multiple-choice test. We wrote essays and took
written tests in which we had to explain our answers, not check a box or
fill in a bubble. If she had been evaluated by the grades she gave, she would
have been in deep trouble, because she did not award many A grades. An
observer might have concluded that she was a very ineffective teacher.

Would any school today recognise her ability to inspire her students to
love literature? Would she get a bonus for expecting her students to use
good grammar, accurate spelling, and good syntax? Would she win extra
dollars for insisting that her students write long essays and for grading
them promptly? I don’t think so. And let’s face it: She would be stifled not
only by the data mania of her supervisors, but by the jargon, the
indifference to classical literature, and the hostility to her manner of
teaching that now prevails in our schools.

On teacher unions
Data-driven education leaders say that academic performance lags because
we don’t have enough “effective” teachers. The major obstacle to getting
enough effective teachers and getting rid of ineffective teachers, they say, is
the teachers’  unions.

Critics of teacher unions seem to be more plentiful now than ever
before. Supporters of choice and vouchers see the unions as the major
obstacle to their reforms. One would think, by reading the critics, that the
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nation’s schools are overrun by incompetent teachers who hold their jobs
only because of union protections, that unions are directly responsible for
poor student performance, and that academic achievement would soar if
the unions were to disappear.

This is unfair. No one, to my knowledge, has demonstrated a clear,
indisputable correlation between teacher unionism and academic
achievement, either negative or positive. The Southern states, where
teachers’  unions have historically been either weak or nonexistent, have
always had the poorest student performance on national examinations.
Massachusetts, the state with the highest academic performance, has long
had strong teacher unions. The difference in performance is probably due
to economics, not to unionisation. Where there are affluent communities,
student performance tends to be higher, whether or not their teachers
belong to unions. 

Critics say the union contract makes it impossible for administrators
to get rid of bad teachers. The union says it protects teachers against
arbitrary dismissals. To be sure, it is not easy to fire a tenured teacher, but
it can be done so long as there is due process in hearing the teacher’s side of
the story. But the issue should not take years to resolve. When it comes to
decisions about terminating a teacher, unions want to be part of the
decision-making process. It is not in the interest of their members to have
incompetent teachers in their midst, passing along poorly educated
students to the next teacher. Since unions are not going to disappear,
district officials should collaborate with them to develop a fair and
expeditious process for removing incompetent teachers, rather than using
the union as a scapegoat for low performance or for conditions in the
school and society that are beyond the teachers’  control.

On “The Billionaire Boys’ Club”
In 2002, the top two [education] philanthropies were the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation and the Walton Family  Foundation; these two
foundations alone were responsible for 25 percent of all funds contributed
by the top 50 donors in that year.

The new titans of the foundation world were billionaire entrepreneurs
and corporate leaders. They were soon joined in education philanthropy by
another billionaire, Eli Broad, who made his fortune in home building and
the insurance industry; he launched the Eli and Edythe Broad Foundation
in 1999 .  Unlike the older established foundations, such as Ford,
Rockefeller, and Carnegie, which reviewed proposals submitted to them,
the new foundations decided what they wanted to accomplish, how they
wanted to accomplish it, and which organisations were appropriate
recipients of their largesse.

Gates, Walton, and Broad came to be called venture philanthropies –

31lvol 23 no 1    education review



Diane Ravitch

organisations that made targeted investments in education reform.
[They] began with different emphases, but over time they converged in

support of reform strategies that mirrored their own experience in
acquiring huge fortunes, such as competition, choice, deregulation,
incentives, and other market-based approaches. These were not familiar
concepts in the world of education, where high value is placed on
collaboration. The venture philanthropies used their funds assertively to
promote their goals. Not many school districts could resist their offers.
School districts seldom have much discretionary money. The money
expended by a foundation—even one that spends $100 million annually—
may seem small in comparison to the hundreds of millions or billions

spent by public school
districts. But the offer of a
multimillion-dollar grant by
a foundation is enough to
cause most superintendents
and school boards to drop
everything and reorder their
priorities.

And so it happened that the Gates, Walton, and Broad foundations
came to exercise vast influence over American education. These
foundations set the policy agenda not only for school districts, but also for
states and even the U.S. Department of Education.

There is something fundamentally  anti-democratic about
relinquishing control of the public education policy agenda to private
foundations run by society’s wealthiest people. These foundations, no
matter how worthy and high-minded, are not subject to public oversight
or review, as a public agency would be. They have taken it upon themselves
to reform public education, perhaps in ways that would never survive the
scrutiny of voters in any district or state. If voters don’t like the
foundations’  reform agenda, they can’t vote them out of office. The
foundations demand that public schools and teachers be held accountable
for performance, but they themselves are accountable to no one. If their
plans fail, no sanctions are levied against them. 

The foundations justify their assertive agenda by pointing to the
persistently low performance of public schools in urban districts. Having
seen so little progress over recent years, they now seem determined to
privatise public education to the greatest extent possible. They are
allocating millions of dollars to increase the number of charter schools.
They assume that if children are attending privately managed schools, and
if teachers and principals are recruited from non-traditional backgrounds,
then student achievement will improve dramatically. They base this
conclusion on the success of a handful of high-visibility charter schools
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(including KIPP, Achievement First, and Uncommon Schools) that in 2009
accounted for about 300 of the nation’s approximately 4,600 charter
schools.

If we continue on the present course, with big foundations and the
federal government investing heavily in opening more charter schools, the
result is predictable. Charter schools in urban centers will enroll the
motivated children of the poor, while the regular public schools will
become schools of last resort for those who never applied or were rejected.
The regular public schools will enroll a disproportionate share of students
with learning disabilities and students who are classified as English-
language learners; they will enroll the kids from the most troubled home
circumstances, the ones with the worst attendance records and the lowest
grades and test scores.

Do we need neighbourhood public schools? I believe we do. The
neighbourhood school is the place where parents meet to share concerns
about their children and the place where they learn the practice of
democracy. They create a sense of community among strangers. As we lose
neighbourhood public schools, we lose the one local institution where
people congregate and mobilise to solve local problems, where individuals
learn to speak up and debate and engage in democratic give-and-take with
their neighbours.

The market is not the best way to deliver public services. Just as every
neighbourhood should have a reliable fire station, every neighbourhood
should have a good public school. Privatising our public schools makes as
much sense as privatising the fire department or the police department. 

American education has a long history of infatuation with fads and ill-
considered ideas. The current obsession with making our schools work like
a business may be the worst of them, for it threatens to destroy public
education. Who will stand up to the tycoons and politicians and tell them
so?

On how to improve our schools
What can we do to improve schools and education? Plenty. 

We must first of all have a vision of what good education is. We should
have goals that are worth striving for. Everyone involved in educating
children should ask themselves why we educate. What is a well-educated
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person? What knowledge is of most worth? What do we hope for when we
send our children to school? What do we want them to learn and
accomplish by the time they graduate from school?

Certainly we want them to be able to read and write and be numerate.
But that is not enough. We want to prepare them for a useful life. We want
them to be able to think for themselves when they are out in the world on
their own. We want them to have good character and to make sound
decisions about their life, their work, and their health. We want them to
face life’s joys and travails with courage and humour. We hope that they will
be kind and compassionate in their dealings with others. We want them to
have a sense of justice and fairness. We want them to understand our
nation and our world and the challenges we face. We want them to be
active, responsible citizens, prepared to think issues through carefully, to
listen to differing views, and to reach decisions rationally. We want them to
learn science and mathematics so they understand the problems of modern
life and participate in finding solutions. We want them to enjoy the rich
artistic and cultural heritage of our society and other societies.

If these are our goals, the current narrow, utilitarian focus of our
national testing regime is not sufficient to reach any of them. Indeed, to the
extent that we make the testing regime our master, we may see our true
goals recede farther and farther into the distance. By our current methods,
we may be training (not educating) a generation of children who are
repelled by learning, thinking that it means only drudgery, worksheets,
test preparation, and test-taking.

Our nation’s commitment to provide universal, free public education
has been a crucial element in the successful assimilation of millions of
immigrants and in the ability of generations of Americans to improve their
lives. As we seek to reform our schools, we must take care to do no harm. In
fact, we must take care to make our public schools once again the pride of
our nation. To the extent that we strengthen them, we strengthen our
democracy.

Further reading
Ravitch, D. (2010)  The Death and Life of the Great American School System: How
Testing and Choice Are Undermining Education. New York: Basic Books
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Learning from
an international
perspective
Abstract: Fundamental changes have taken place in
Government attitudes towards international educational
developments. Governments are increasingly looking
overseas for examples of education success stories. In this
article John Bangs looks at the opportunities that this new
willingness to engage in international debate can bring for
teachers and schools. However, he warns that rather than
cherry-picking examples from other countries’ education
systems to suit their own purpose, governments need to
learn from these examples to develop long term strategic
improvements in the education system.

F
undamental changes have occurred over the last ten years in
government attitudes towards international developments.
This is particularly the case for education.  Until recently, the
Westminster Government and opposition parties have
ignored the potential for learning from education systems

outside the industrialised countries.  Only with the introduction of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Developments’  (OECD)
major international studies, including the annual Education at a Glance
(EaG) and its Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
have governments fully understood the power and potential of using
international comparisons to make benchmarks for their countries.  

This has been reinforced by a growing media attention to the results of
such studies – to the extent that , in England, the then Labour
Government’s failure to achieve the necessary sample size for the 2003
PISA led to accusations by the press and media that, somehow, the Labour
Government had colluded in keeping the sample size below the threshold.
In fact, that was not the case and letters to schools involved in subsequent
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PISA programmes have had the support of all teacher organisations.  In
short , the OECD studies and surveys such as The International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) have begun to provide exactly the
high stakes benchmarks for governments, as those that governments have
intended to impose on schools.

Yet the relationship with less industrialised countries and with
Commonwealth countries, in particular, is of a different order.  The work of
organisations such as the British Council and Voluntary Service Overseas
has done much to encourage the exchange of ideas, curriculum practice
and teacher placements.  But it has been largely left to the world teachers’
organisation, Education International, the Commonwealth Institute and
its joint works with Higher Education Institutions such as Cambridge
University and the Commonwealth Secretariat to try and draw the
Westminster Government’s attention to existing educational
developments in countries outside the OECD loop.  This divide between
OECD and non-OECD is no more obvious than in the lack of joint working

and co-ordination between the
Department for International
Development (DFID) and the
Department for Education
(DfE) which has been
maintained since the last
Labour Government.

Perhaps, even more
extraordinary, is the fact that the Westminster Government has steadfastly
chosen to ignore most educational developments in the educational
jurisdictions of the United Kingdom.  No formal UK wide body exists to
share lessons and national debate on UK-wider educational developments.

Under successive Labour Governments, international evidence tended
to take a back seat with the Prime Minister, choosing to cherry-pick
evidence when it suited him.  The most obvious example of such an
approach was during the passage of the 2005 Education Bill, when Tony
Blair and his Number 10 Policy Unit were at pains to highlight what they
believed to be the positive lessons of Swedish Free Schools in promoting
Academies.  Prior to its Election in May 2010, the Conservative Party
tended to copy the Blair Government practice of cherry-picking convenient
examples to enforce education policy; to the extent that Michael Gove, the
then Shadow Education Secretary, used exactly the same examples of
Swedish Free Schools in promoting Conservative Party manifesto
education policies prior to the Election as Tony Blair had done.

Going global 
Since the 2010 general election, Gove has moved beyond the piecemeal
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selection of individual examples to probably being the first Secretary of
State for Education to cite international evidence as core parts of his major
speeches. In his interview for our book ‘Re-inventing Schools, Reforming
Teaching’  Gove said:

“I think the most important frame of reference is an international comparison... the
critical question for me is, are we giving our young people the same degree of
opportunity (as those in) other countries?”   (Bangs, MacBeath and Galton,
2011, p.127)  

As the OECD’s Andreas Schleicher, in an interview for the same book, said:

“(Whereas) ten years ago we lived in a very different world in which education
systems tended to be inward looking, where schools and education systems totally
considered themselves to be unique... (now  there is)... the willingness of
governments to engage in international debate”. (Bangs, MacBeath and Galton,
2011, p. 128.)

In short , the debate about standards has gone global, with both
government and opposition parties seeking to strengthen their arguments
with international examples.

This exponential growth and interest in the work of OECD, in
particular, has caused its leading players to emphasise caution in
interpreting OECD study results. 

“The biggest concern I have often is where people just say, well, PISA’s schools are low
so the quality of the education system is low... you take the most extreme case of the
Russian Federation on TIMSS (The International Mathematics and Science
Study) for example... they do really well.  In PISA, they perform below-average
because students have difficulties with extrapolating from what they have learned
and apply it in a novel context, which is what PISA is about.  So the results tell you
something about the criterion that an evaluation system can apply.”  (Bangs,
MacBeath and Galton, 2011, p. 129.)

Indeed, there is a seductive temptation to reference other countries’
education systems as models for England, so falling into the trap of seeing
simple solutions to complex problems.  

Shared values
Such cherry-picking is unlikely to be found in Finland, where the major
political parties take a consensual approach towards the values which
should inform Finland’s education system.  These values are described by
Finland’s Pre-School and Basic Education Department as ‘cornerstones’.
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Examples of these cornerstones include: ‘no streaming, no dead ends’;
‘autonomy, empowerment of municipalities in schools’, ‘a spirit of trust
and support’, ‘flexibility, local solutions and a common basic, flexible and
supportive curriculum’; ‘support minimising low attainment and helping
everyone succeed’; and the ‘high status and quality of teachers’.

According to Andreas Schleicher, Finland is not alone in having a strong
values-based educational system, which all parties share.

“ The Nordic countries in Europe... have very strong systems... they have clearly
defined values... they have coherence in what they do and what they say and they
have this link between their intentions of what is done and what is achieved.  What
they do not have are ‘layers and layers of unfinished and incoherent reforms all on
top of each other’.” (Bangs, Galton and MacBeath, 2011, p. 132)

Whether or not the Nordic countries can maintain such values-based
systems is another matter.  In their various ways, with the exception so far
of Finland, the other Nordic countries have moved to impose on their
schools, high stakes evaluation systems similar to those existing in
England. 

Nevertheless, this values-based approach is maintained by OECD itself,
which has consistently argued that no country can be economically and
socially successful without all of its children and young people achieving
to the best of their ability.  

“The true measure of a nation’s standing is how well it attends to its children – their
health and safety, their material security, their education and socialisation and
their sense of being loved, valued and included in the families and societies in which
t h e y  a r e  b o r n .”   (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2007, p. 3)

As a result of the principles of equity running through the OECD’s reports,
those arguing for comprehensive education appeared to have found an ally
against those who argue that diverse structures and diverse providers from
the private sector are the key to raising standards.  The explanation for the
success of the Nordic countries, of Japan, Hong Kong and Canada, appears
to be, as Andreas Schleicher has said, a result of the combination of a lack of
stratification, support for children and the quality of teachers.

“Whether you look at Japan, Canada, Finland, they all have ways to recruit teachers
from the top end of the great distribution.  They develop very strong child support
systems; they are very strong systems of lateral support.  They tend to be systems that
are not highly stratified.” (in Bangs, MacBeath and Galton, 2011, p. 137))
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The teaching profession  
It is also in the area of teacher policy for the teaching profession that OECD
has begun to make a major difference.  The Teaching and Learning
International Study (TALIS) (OECD, 2009) has begun to put the issue of
teacher policy centre stage.  The previous Labour Government did not sign
up to TALIS 1, as it was known, but did sign up to TALIS 2013; the second
stage of the study.  It is the first international study to focus on the role
and functioning of school leadership, the work of teachers; and teacher
evaluation; teachers’  continuing professional development; and teachers’
beliefs and attitudes about teaching and their pedagogical practices.  The
report’s findings showed that: 

 on average, teachers participated in professional development for just
under one day a month;

 a significant proportion of teachers think that professional
development does not meet their needs;

 over half of teachers wanted more professional development than they
received during the previous 18 months;

 even when professional development was paid for by teachers, their
demand was not satisfied;

 those who paid towards the cost of professional development were
more likely to say they wanted more;

 the main reason for unfulfilled demand was the conflict with teachers’
work schedule and lack of suitable development opportunities;

 co-operation by teachers in all countries more commonly takes the
form of exchanging and co-ordinating ideas and information and direct
professional collaboration such as team teaching; and

 levels of job satisfaction and of teachers’  belief in their own
effectiveness are fairly similar across countries, although Norwegian
teachers stand out as well above average.

There are many more recommendations coming out of TALIS and, indeed, it
represents a major opportunity for the teaching profession in all countries
to use such an international study to advance their own professional
interests.

Developing long term improvements
In our interviews for the book, we discovered the power of international
studies to highlight an obvious but little remarked fact.  Education
systems tend to be subject to massive cyclical turbulence which disrupts
and disturbs teaching and learning and the organisation of schools.  It is an
unfortunate by-product of powerful and healthy democratic processes that
political parties want to establish clear blue water between themselves
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and their political opponents, irrespective of the evidence.
Where there is a by-partisan approach to education policies, or where

central governments have a weak relationship with the delivery of
education, the disruption caused by policy change tends to be minimised.
A relaxed attitude by governments towards their education systems is
becoming less and less common; particularly given the international
economic crisis.  Governments are looking very closely at every dollar, Euro
and penny spent and, therefore, have very strong ideas about ‘efficiencies’.
Yet, the turbulence caused by the need to create clear blue political water
can massively damage education systems.  

In one of his most profound comments within ‘Re-Inventing Schools...’,
Andreas Schleicher of the OECD, made it clear he believed that political
parties’  optimism about educational reform could be translated into
coherent and consistent policies in government.  Agreeing that there
should be more attempts by governments to achieve consensus on
educational reforms, Schleicher made it clear that:

“Consensus and coherence are the two very powerful forces for change... if your goals
vary, how do you motivate anyone, be it the teacher of a class or the student, to take
learning seriously?...  If you’re a teacher, you know today they’re trying this and
tomorrow there is something else...  The lack of coherence in education policies, I
think, is the biggest obstacle... (in)... the political climate.” (Bangs, MacBeath
and Galton, 2011, p.143)

Indeed, Schleicher points to the reluctance of governments taking part in
PISA to commit to long term, strategic analysis of system effectiveness.

“We have tried to develop what we call a PISA longitudinal study component...  We
had presented proposals to governments in 1994...  I don’t think that, without
longitudinal studies, we will ever sufficiently understand what is cause and what is
effect... but policymakers... (are) often interested... in finding the answers to the
questions they have in many years’  time.” Bangs, MacBeath and Galton, 2011,
p.143)

This comment highlights, in a very lucid fashion, the interest of political
parties in short term impact and not long term strategic improvement in
their education systems.   In the United Kingdom, we are a long way from
the consistency and coherence in policymaking, called for by Schleicher.
Nevertheless, the growing interest in global developments by
governments, including the interest shown by the Coalition Government
in international comparisons and that shown by the Brown Labour
Government in the Millennium Development Goals, opens up a terrain for
teachers themselves to look at the global evidential base to support their
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work in the classrooms.  Teachers themselves have many organisations,
including their own unions, to call on to explore international
developments.  The opportunities provided by the interests of
governments in education internationally  can be matched by a
concomitant interest amongst teachers.  

Involvement in and engagement with international developments in
other countries by teachers will act as an effective counter-balance to
government’s opportunist use of parts of other countries’  education
system.  

References
Bangs, J., MacBeath, J. and Galton, M. (2011) Reinventing Schools, Reforming
Teaching: From Political Visions to Classroom Reality. London: Routledge.
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2007) Child
Well Being in Rich Countries. Paris: OECD.
Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (2009) Creating
Effective Teaching and Learning Environments: First Results From TALIS. Paris:
OECD [online].
Available at:  http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/17/51/43023606 .pdf
(Accessed: 19 October 2010).

lvol 23 no 1    education review



42 lvol 23 no 1    education review

Finland’s school
success: why don’t our
politicians listen?
Abstract: This article looks at why Finland’s schools are so
successful, with policies which are the exact opposite of the
punitive surveil lance system used to control English
education. It examines why our politicians prefer to imitate
the USA and Sweden, even though the evidence is that
privately run schools do not improve standards but increase
social segregation. 

F
inland has attracted considerable attention since 2000, when
the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
revealed not only the highest level of success but a very small
tail of underachievement and negligible difference between
schools. It has sustained this achievement since, ranking top

in reading, in mathematics and in science in 2003 and 2006.  
International visitors have been surprised to find an education system

without any of the mechanisms we had been led to believe were essential
to drive up standards. Finland has:
 no national tests;
 no league tables;
 no performance pay for teachers;
 no school inspections;
 no ‘academies’  or ‘free schools’; and 
 no market competition between schools. 

As Professor David Hopkins reported, this is a system whose quality
resulted in large measure from highly educated teachers who were trusted,
rather than subjected to systems of control and surveillance:

“Trust is at the heart of the system. It is assumed that teachers and schools will do the
best possible for their pupils and they are trusted to do this. School inspection was
abolished in the 1970s and there is no nationwide testing of all pupils until age 19
for matriculation exams. There is testing of a sample of schools at age 16. Results
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are shared with the schools and municipalities to inform their self-evaluation but
are not published.” (Hopkins 2007, p32)

There is a national curriculum which lays out goals and norms, but the
details are developed locally through flexible interaction between
municipalities and schools:

“Teachers are valued as experts in curriculum development with the curriculum seen
more as a process than a product, and have a central role in school improvement.
This results in schools and teachers owning the curriculum rather than feeling it is
imposed.” (Hopkins 2007, p31)

There can be no excuse for ignorance at the highest levels of government,
since the author of this quote, David Hopkins, was reporting from a visit to
Finland while he was employed as Chief Adviser on School Standards in
the DfES.

Numerous delegations from different countries have come to similar
conclusions, backing up the findings of the PISA research teams – that
Finland has a highly successful education system which rejects the
business models of quality control that dominate England and the United
States, and that numerous countries around the world have been
pressured to adopt. 

What are the reasons for Finland’s success? 
Holistic approaches to young people’s welfare
It is important to say, first of all, that Finnish schools do not work in
isolation. This is a country where mothers receive financial support to stay
at home until their children are three, if they wish, and with excellent
nursery provision. All schoolchildren are provided with a healthy meal,
free of charge, as part of a national endeavour to improve the health of the
population. As my former student Saku wrote to me, “There is not a single
pupil in my country eating crisps for their lunch”.  (Finland used to suffer
very high levels of heart disease, resulting from a poor diet.) 

Finland was one of the highest rated countries for young people’s
wellbeing in the 2007 UNICEF study which ranked the UK and USA as
joint bottom. Regular meetings take place between headteachers, school
counsellors, school nurses, special needs teachers and neighbourhood
social workers to work out how best to support young people with
problems. There are annual health and dental checks. One of the reasons for
high achievement is the active reading habits of Finnish children and
teenagers, encouraged by excellent public libraries. 

As another world-ranking expert in school improvement, Andy
Hargreaves, now based in Boston USA, has pointed out, Finland recovered
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from a major banking crisis in the early  1990s which pushed
unemployment to 18 per cent and public debt to 60 per cent of gross

domestic product. It is now a high performing economy but with a strong
welfare state which has proved central to supporting the economy. Surely a
lesson here for a barbaric Con-Dem government about to bulldoze our
education and welfare state?

Achievement for all
In England, where education policy focuses on average scores combined
with the percentage jumping a particular hurdle (level 4; five A*-Cs, etc.),
the greatest attention is paid to those who are just below that level, e.g. Ds
who might reach a C. The emphasis in Finland is to improve the learning of
potential low achievers, to ‘lift up each child from the bottom’  (Hargreaves
et al, 2007, p15). There is enormous emphasis on early intervention, and in
addition to extra attention in class, extra classes are available in groups of
two to five. 

Only four per cent were graded level 1 or below in PISA 2006, which
focused on science, compared to 17 per cent in the UK and 25 per cent in
the USA. No one can claim that this was at the expense of high achievers;
21 per cent reached levels 5 and 6 (the highest levels) in Finland, compared
with 14 per cent and nine per cent in the UK and USA respectively.  

In Finland a high average is combined with a narrow spread of
achievement, and furthermore, in this country where school is not set
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“Finland shows that a fully fledged welfare state is not incompatible with
technological innovation, with the development of the information
society, and with a dynamic, competitive new economy. Indeed, it
appears to be a decisive contributing factor to the growth of this new
economy on a stable basis… 

“Finland stands in sharp contrast to the Silicon Valley model that is
entirely driven by market mechanisms, individual entrepreneurialism,
and the culture of risk – with considerable social costs, acute social
inequality and a deteriorating basis for both locally generated human
capital and economic infrastructure.”

Castells and Himanen (2007) The Information Society and the
Welfare State State, pages 166-7
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against school in local market competition, there is very little difference
between schools. Finland really does have a good local school for every
child. 

The school system
Children start school later in Finland, entering primary schools for years 1-
6 and secondary for years 7-9. There is a growing trend towards merger of
these stages (currently about one school in twelve). Pupils are generally
taught by their class teacher in years 1-6, with specialist teachers for art,
music and PE. They are taught by specialists in years 7-9, each of whom
usually have two subjects. 

The Finnish secondary schools are much smaller than English ones. The
average size is 300 , with only one tenth having more than 500. No
secondary school, even in the capital, has more than 1,000 pupils. This may
contribute to pupils not getting overlooked. 

All these schools are fully comprehensive, and classes are mixed ability.
There is no selection, streaming or setting. Less than two per cent are
privately educated. There is competition for places in some college courses
from age 16, for the post-compulsory stage, but over 90 per cent continue

either into general or vocational colleges post-16. Students can combine
courses from the other branch, and vocational students can take the
matriculation exams for university. There is also a great emphasis on
lifelong learning, to maximise the educational level and skills of mature
workers.

Up to matriculation at age 18 or 19, there are no national tests, except
on a sample basis to help schools and administrators identify general
trends and ‘to hear the weak signals’  indicating where support might be
needed. This is deliberately non-threatening. There are no school
inspections, but strong emphasis on self-evaluation within schools.
Teachers give grades in secondary years, but annual reports emphasise
formative feedback. 

So why is quality so high? Firstly, because teaching is highly respected,
and although salaries are not spectacular, there are ten applicants for every
place. Teachers are educated to Masters level, including an initiation into
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practitioner research. It is understood that teachers will need to be co-
designers rather than ‘deliverers’  of curriculum, and be skilled in mixed-
ability teaching to meet all children’s needs. 

Secondly – and every international visitor appears to stress this –
teachers are trusted. This doesn’t mean laissez faire, but rather as engaged
professionals who participate in improving teaching and learning. The
words trust , cooperation and responsibility  are constantly  used
(Hargreaves et al, 2007, p16). 

The other point on which visitors agree is that, unlike some other
countries, schools are not overwhelmed by interventions and initiatives.
The team led by Andy Hargreaves wondered how heads found time to
teach (a minimum of two to three hours a week, often much more, giving
them ‘credibility among their teachers’  and enabling them ‘to remain
connected to their children’). “Because”, one said, “unlike other countries,
we do not have to spend our time responding to long lists of government
initiatives that come from the top.” (Hargreaves et al, p21). 

But he was also informed
that “innovations can and do
emerge from almost anywhere
– not just from government
strategy”. Schools are regarded
as a ‘society of experts’, and
innovations can come from

the principal, the teachers, or government projects. 
As a member of the National Board of Education explained, when

teachers or principals have a “very devoted idea” they “get an idea, compose
a group, develop an initiative and ask, is that ok in our schools?” As many
educators testified, there is “not a big gap” between teachers and heads.
(Hargreaves et al, p21)

Hargreaves’  report explains in some detail how power is being shared
in schools, but also how some heads are taking on key local authority roles. 

Various studies report that pupils are given some choice of what and
how they study a particular topic, and that teachers take note of their
interests. Hargreaves (Hargreaves et al, p14) expresses surprise that
schools don’t spend a lot of curriculum time on separate teaching of
literacy and numeracy and their related subjects; rather, key skills are
developed across the curriculum. 

Why are some politicians so slow to learn?
International tests have helped fuel anxiety about countries ‘falling
behind’  in a globalised economy in the past 15 years. Right-wing
politicians have used any weakness in their country’s results to justify
their pet policies. However, it must also be said that the PISA international
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assessment has produced some extraordinarily valuable information. It is
based on tests in reading, maths and science, applied on a sample basis
across OECD and many other countries, but other information is collected
at the same time and used as a basis for discussing educational systems
and policies. Yet many politicians seem slow to learn. 

One of its clear conclusions is that quality is not in contradiction to
equity: just the reverse. Germany was startled to find that its divided
system, based on parental choice and selection into three levels of school
from age 10, was shown to be disastrous by PISA, with large numbers of
low achievers and few high achievers. Poland’s move towards a more
equitable system, on the other hand, has led to significant improvements.
Yet German politicians prefer to imitate the test mania of the English
system, rather than increasing the number of comprehensive schools. 

In many respects, the present state of English schools can be traced
back to Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government of the 1980s. Its
education policy was built on a nostalgia for a divided system (grammar vs.
secondary modern schools) and for authoritarian teaching methods. It was
also deeply suspicious and disrespectful of teachers, even seeking to wipe
out what it called the ‘educational establishment’  (local education
authority advisers, HMIs, colleges of education) which tended to hold more
progressive views than the government.      

Schools were given greater administrative autonomy from local
councils, but this did not mean more power for teachers, because control of
the curriculum was centralised. A National Curriculum was written by
teams of ‘experts’  involving very few teachers, and policed by SATs tests.
Schools were set up to compete with one another for pupils, in a market
stimulated by league tables and well publicised inspection reports,
including for some a public shaming as ‘failing schools.’  Unfortunately,
rather than reverse such policies, the New Labour government elected in
1997 reinforced them, including an even tighter control over teachers
through the Literacy Strategy and performance pay. 

In addition to a strong distrust of teachers, steps were taken to turn the
‘market’  of parental choice into a real marketplace, with the invention of
Academies based on America’s ‘charter schools’. The role of public
authorities was redefined as ‘commissioning rather than providing’
schools. This is the policy which the present Government is attempting to
strengthen, adding the category of ‘free schools’  based on Sweden. 

All of this formed part of a wider scenario of neo-liberal policies – an
attempt to make public services work for the greater benefit of privately
owned economy, and to imitate the organisation and management of
private businesses. People had been told so often how much Head teachers
could learn from business executives that many came to believe it – until
the banking crisis, that is. Even now, enormous political and media efforts
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are being put into making public sector workers such as teachers appear
greedy and parasitic, while letting the bankers off the hook. It would
appear that the only direction of policy borrowing, even now, is from
countries with a high degree of privatisation. 

Learning from failure
The USA set the pace for England in introducing publicly-funded but
privately-run schools. At first, many charter schools were set up because of
disappointment about excessively large and anonymous public high
schools whose pupils were often lost and overlooked. There was an
important movement, promoted across the political spectrum, to replace
these ‘shopping mall’  schools with small communities, similar in size to
Finnish and other Scandinavian schools. Many were set up by collectives of
progressive teachers or (particularly) Black parents. However, increasingly
over time, new charter schools were set up by big business. 

Charter Schools were supposed to help raise attainment. They formed
part of a neo-liberal policy of parental choice within a competitive market.
In the past five years it has become clear that, when you take family
background into account, charter schools are no improvement over the
public schools they replaced. 

This realisation is expressed nowhere more strongly than by Diane
Ravitch - who has also written an article for this edition of Education Review.
In her new book, (2010), Ravitch, who after 20 years supporting
privatisation, educational markets and a punitive testing regime, has
recanted, provides us with extensive evidence of the resulting mess. She
demonstrates how the curriculum has narrowed to basic skills, as teachers
cram children for high-stakes tests. The highest-level district and state
administrators have cheated wholesale by commissioning easier tests,
helping to dumb down local education systems whilst making tests and
charters seem a resounding success. In the chapter called Billionnaire Boys’
Club, we learn how business titans such as Bill Gates and the Walton
(Wallmart) family push for privatisation, including setting up ‘advocacy
groups’  to lobby politicians and the media. 

In this new regime of truth, whatever cannot be measured does not
count. This damages not only the quality of education but the possibility
of a democratic society. Ravitch concludes:

“At the present time, public education is in peril. Efforts to reform public education
are, ironically, diminishing its quality and endangering its very survival. We must
turn our attention to improving the schools, infusing them with the substance of
genuine learning and reviving the conditions that make learning possible. “
(Ravitch, p242)
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Perhaps it was to avoid the danger of community-run charter schools that
Tony Blair’s government required a donation of £2 million from a business
sponsor for the first of his government’s Academies, although in practise
the money often failed to materialise. Academies were also supposed to be
the salvation of inner-city youth – privatisation sailing under the flag of
convenience of social justice.  Of course, the new government has
abandoned that particular claim by encouraging ‘outstanding’  schools to
be the first to convert to Academy status under the 2010 Academies Act.

My own research, among that of others, has established that claims of
higher attainment in Labour’s Academies were fraudulent. Initially, the
deception was brought about by switching pupils from GCSE to GNVQ,
which, though easier to pass, weighed four times as heavy in the ‘five A*-C’
stakes. Later, it became apparent that the pupil population was changing
dramatically, with fewer disadvantaged pupils, as parents from other parts
of the city were attracted by dramatic new buildings and media hype. Once
this was factored in, the rise in attainment entirely disintegrated. Even
without these subtleties, the official evaluators PriceWaterhouseCooper,
appointed by the government, concluded that there was ‘no academies
effect’, as some Academies succeeded and other failed for a variety of reasons. 

The new Conservative education minister Michael Gove is not only
encouraging high-achieving schools in affluent areas to become Academies,
but promoting a new concept of ‘Free Schools’. A small number of schools in
Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands have had such a status for several
decades, some run by minority religious groups, some by parents to avoid
the closure of a small rural school, some with an alternative educational
philosophy such as the Steiner schools. The latter were often a test bed for
new ideas, inspiring rather than threatening other local schools. In Sweden
however right-wing politicians have pushed Free Schools (friskolor) as
part of a privatisation agenda. Many are even run for profit. 

Profits are made in three main ways: 
 by running a strictly academic curriculum which requires less

specialist accommodation and resources; 
 by employing fewer qualified teachers; and
 because they have fewer children with special needs and, relative to

other schools in city locations, speaking other languages. 

On the surface, the Free Schools (more accurately referred to as ‘free-
standing schools’) are achieving higher results than the average for local
authority schools, but this is largely because of population differences. In
the big cities, where they are mainly located, there are large pockets of
migration or relative disadvantage, but this is not reflected in the pupil
population of the free schools (20 per cent compared with 35 per cent).
Moreover, the pupils of non-Swedish origin in the free schools tend to have
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well educated parents, compared to the local authority  schools.
(Skolverket: Swedish National Agency for Education, 2006)

An emphasis on parental choice generally favours more affluent
families with greater knowledge of education. Currently, 60 per cent of free
school pupils have at least one parent with university-level education,
compared with 50 per cent at local authority schools (Skolverket: Swedish
National Agency for Education 2010). Many of these schools provide the
opportunity for parents to have their children taught away from more
disadvantaged urban pupils. The education system in Sweden’s big cities
has becoming increasingly divided, with dire consequences for the future
of society. (Skolverket: Swedish National Agency for Education, 2006)
Since Sweden’s position is international tests continues to decline, it is
certainly not possible to argue that the free schools have led to a broader
improvement in standards. 

Ironically, current policies are making life more difficult for the earlier
and more progressive version of free schools. Steiner schools are being
compelled to appoint headteachers, rather than being democratically run
by the staff; and to enter pupils for national tests, though they have always
rejected numerical grades in principle. They are even being prevented from
training their own teachers in collaboration with a respected university
department. (Larsson, 2010)

Fortunately few groups of families have come forward to take up
Michael Gove’s offer of the chance to open up these new designer schools. It
is quite clear though that they could provide a further opportunity for
school segregation. A prime example is the well publicised proposal led by
journalist and author Toby Young for a London school where all pupils will
study Latin to age 14. I suspect these parents don’t sit up all night reading
Cicero or make jokes in Latin during dinner parties; rather, they have
found the perfect selection mechanism, a way of deterring children from
working-class backgrounds and potentially of expelling any but the most
academic who do happen to find their way in. 

England’s schools desperately need freedom from government controls
– from the straightjacket of a standardised National Curriculum, SATs and
the threat of punitive inspections - but Gove’s Academies and ‘Free Schools’
provide no answer. Parents and teachers seeking a progressive alternative
are hardly likely to get government approval. Children growing up in
poverty desperately need more schools where everyone can learn well. This
is even less likely to happen when welfare and education budgets are cut. 

It is time to engage teaching colleagues and parents and young people
in a discussion about future schools. We can learn from the best
international examples, without simply attempting to copy them, but we
have to resist the attempt to saddle us with US- or Swedish-style privately-
run schools. 
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Does a national
curriculum
matter?
Abstract: This article outlines and compares the various
developments in national curriculum in different parts of the
world. Whilst nations compete economically, they often
adopt each others’ competitive approaches. In education,
which is thought by many to be a key to economic success,
the development of a national curriculum is seen as a
cornerstone of good education. As we in England once again
debate how the national curriculum should look and what it
should contain, this article highlights the features and the
trends elsewhere. 

I
n this country there is always much debate about the national
curriculum. Since it was introduced as part of the Education Reform
Act of 1988, there has been argument and counter argument about
the way it should be shaped, what is in and what is out, the detail of
subjects, and whether it is doing its job. At the outset, the notion of a

core curriculum was seen as a way of ensuring schools achieved better
performance from their pupils and that teachers did the job expected. This
followed the introduction of governing bodies and teacher appraisal and
preceded the introduction of league tables, inspection, and national
strategies as ways of gaining control of the system. The curriculum has
always been a playground for some, a battleground for others and a
minefield for many children. 

Politicians are apt to cite other countries as examples of where
education is strong by reference to scores on international tests. Often,
they then make the leap that says this is to do with the curriculum or the
structure of schooling. They rarely refer to different cultural outlooks or
social structures or even relative importance of education and the place of
schooling in different countries.

So what do other places do? What is the approach to the curriculum in
other countries and what are the elements that might show subtle
differences? 
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What is the point of a national curriculum?
Let’s start with aims: what are we trying to achieve? Do countries express
their curriculum through aims? Even that is confused enough.

Some countries establish aims for education, some for schooling and
some for the outcomes of curriculum. France, for example, has overall aims
for schooling to prepare individuals, workers and citizens. In Scotland, the
curriculum aims to develop four capacities, stating that young people will
become responsible citizens, successful learners, confident individuals and
effective contributors. In England there are three aims for the curriculum
enshrined in statute which has all those of Scotland except for ‘effective
contributors’. The Melbourne Declaration (Ministerial Council on
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 2008) sets out
education goals for young Australians. These are that schooling should
promote equity and excellence and all young Australians should become:
successful learners, confident and creative individuals, and active and
informed citizens. Many have long argued that education should be aims
led and that the curriculum should furnish the aims in the way it is
designed. 

Several countries seek to use education to reform their outlook on the
future. Many countries, England included, see their role as influencing or
winning in the changing global scene, whereas somewhere like the
Maldives recognises that its future lies in participating in a modern world.
Many countries in the less developed areas of the world express education
as worth it for its own sake, rather than for achieving superiority.

Syria sees the review of its curriculum as central to securing a better set
of possibilities and potentials for its young people on matters such as
playing a part on a world stage through to the upgrading of the role and
status of women in society. The curriculum for the Inuit groups in the
North American Tundra region is described as an analogy with the igloo.
Just as blocks of ice are built in a spiral so that they interlock and become
self-supporting, so learning blocks need to interlock for lasting effect. This
need to describe a national curriculum as part of an outlook for the future
runs through the reforming efforts of many countries as they strive to
make education and schooling play key roles for the future.

Singapore’s education system, much heralded as one to copy by the new
Secretary of State for Education in England, has built a new curriculum
outlook under a banner of ‘Teach Less-Learn More’  where the emphasis for
the future lies with the recognition that pupils need to have more than the
capacity to repeat what they have been told if they are to succeed in the
future world. 

The Ministry of Education in Singapore sets a clear moral purpose and
seeks to motivate the community about education. Teach Less-Learn More
aims to touch the hearts and engage the minds of learners. It reaches into
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the core of education, why we teach, what we teach, and how we teach.
Teach Less-Learn More challenges orthodoxies. It is about shifting the

focus from quantity to quality. More quality is defined in terms of
classroom interaction, opportunities for expression, the learning of
lifelong skills and the building of character through innovative and
effective teaching and learning approaches and strategies. Less quantity is

defined in terms of rote learning, repetitive tests and following set formula
to prescribed answers. The ministry emphasises the importance of
building ownership and capacity through the contribution of all partners
to make Teach Less- Learn More happen.

The ministry emphasises the core reasons for teaching; more for the
learner and less of the rush through text books; more learning to excite
passion and less through fear of failure. More for understanding and less to
impart information. More for the test of life and less for the life of tests.
These are maxims to guide teaching, to influence parents and to promote
an approach to curriculum design. In effect they are implicit aims for
schooling.

In describing what to teach, the ministry emphasises more of the whole
child and less of the subject, values rather than grade centric learning,
more process and less product, and more searching questions with less
text book answers. This leads onto the ‘how’  of teaching: less drill and
practice, more engaging learning, less one size fits all and more
differentiation, less telling, more guiding facilitating and modelling, less
set formulae with standard answers and more innovation and enterprise.

From principles to definition
Having established principles, most countries then attempt to define what
the schools should do.

New Zealand, for example, introduced a new national curriculum in
2010. This begins by expressing a vision and stating values, areas of
learning and key competencies as parallel aspects of the content of the
curriculum. It is a curriculum aimed at the whole child and it articulates
principles through which learning will be approached. The curriculum
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must be future focused, inclusive, and coherent. It will engage
communities, help children learn to learn and will address the treaty of
Waitangi in respect of heritage. 

The New Zealand school curriculum must also address the National
Standards which came into effect in 2010. This sets out principles, values
and key competencies, learning area statements (for English, the arts,
health and physical education, maths and statistics, languages, science,
social sciences and technology) and achievement objectives. The National
Standards describe what a student is expected to have achieved in reading,
writing and maths each year. School boards are required to use and report
in writing on performance and progress against the Standards to students
and their parents at least twice a year. Schools are also required to include
targets for student achievement in relation to the National Standards in
their annual Charters.

The haves and the have nots
So who has a national curriculum and who does not?

In Canada there is no national curriculum but the influences of France
and England are felt within their approaches to learning, not least in the
importance of the two languages as perceived benefits for employment.
Provinces and territories draw up their own curriculum which are
intended as guides and begin with philosophies and rationales before
moving onto detail.

France is often portrayed as a centralised system but from 1982 many
responsibilities were delegated to regions. However, the national
curriculum is central and a mass diagnostic assessment process takes place
at the end of each ‘cycle’  of education.

Hungary has a core of 10 cultural domains and the National
Curriculum provides a framework around which schools can develop their
curriculum locally.

Japan has been centrally controlled by the ministry since the end of
World War Two and set about reviewing education in 1998 with renewed
emphasis at the start of the new millennium. In 2006, the new government
began a wholesale review of education with consideration of curriculum,
assessment, testing, league tables, and inspection. The aims were to
prepare students for the demands of the 21st century, especially to foster
creativity  and ensure that students can develop as individuals.
Curriculum content has been reduced with schools now opening for five
days each week rather than six in order to ‘encourage students to become
more involved in society and their communities and to help them develop
family skills’

Korea introduces a new national curriculum on an irregular basis and
their seventh was implemented in 2000. This reduced the amount of
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subject content students should cover each year in order to extend school
discretion to adapt to local needs and to encourage self-directed learning,
independent study and creative activity. The Ministry of Education’s
guidelines for the curriculum identify student scholastic achievement
tests, school evaluation and regular national evaluations of the
organisation and implementation of the curriculum as the key
mechanisms for quality control.

So what of Scandinavia? Sweden has a national education framework
defined by the ministry but the municipalities are largely free to decide
how to achieve the nationally specified goals in each subject area by the
ages of 12 and 16. Individual teachers determine methods and approaches.
Finland has long had a core curriculum but it also emphasises ‘social
pedagogy’  as a key element of the learning experience. The efforts here to
encourage pupils to take control of their learning have come from a
curriculum that expresses outcomes differently from most. For example in
grade 5 and 6 history, The pupils will:

 come to understand that historical information consists of the
interpretations of historians, which may change as new sources or
method of examination emerge;

 come to understand various ways of dividing history into eras; they
will use the concepts of prehistory; history, antiquity, the Middle Ages,
and the modern era correctly;

 learn to recognise changes in the history of their own families or home
region, and to depict changes, such as the birth of farming, that are
seen as having had a fundamental impact on human life;

 learn to identify the continuity of history with the aid of examples; and
 learn to present reasons for historical changes.

This outlook is very different from a transmit and receive model of learning
implied by many national curriculum documents and maybe this is why
teachers feel empowered to exploit learning to lasting effect. 

In the USA the Constitution does not mention education and so,
historically,  schooling is the responsibility of individual states. Most
states have guidelines for a core curriculum which largely contain the
same content. Assessment is largely state determined, though most
participate in the large scale National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NEAP). From these have emerged the presidentially backed campaigns
such as ‘No Child Left Behind’  and ‘Race to the Top’.

The leap from outline to detail is swift.
So these trends lead to debate about the way in which a curriculum should
be presented to its audience. For example, Australia has traditionally
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worked through territories rather than adopt a national approach.
However, the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians,
sets out a policy direction for education which includes the establishment
of a national curriculum for Australia. The declaration was signed by the
education ministers of each state/territory and the then Government
Education Minister and Deputy Prime Minister, Julia Gillard.

The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority
(ACARA) was established in May 2009 to help achieve the goals set out in
the Melbourne Declaration. ACARA is responsible for the Australian
national curriculum, the national assessment program literacy and
numeracy (NAPLAN), and a national data and collection reporting
programme that supports accountability and reporting on schools and
national achievement more generally, as well as data for research,
evaluation and resource allocation purposes.  

The Australian curriculum is in the process of being developed and the
first phase of the secondary curriculum (including English, maths, science
and history) is currently out for consultation (July 2010). Implementation

of the curriculum will begin from 2011 and will take place over a number of
years.

The National Curriculum Board (NCB) is leading work to develop the
national curriculum and has produced a paper, The Shape of the Australian
Curriculum, which builds from the Melbourne Declaration. The paper
explains that the curriculum will emphasise the fundamental knowledge,
skills and understandings that form the core of a learning area, and that
depth is preferred to breadth as deep knowledge and understanding help
students to solve problems more flexibly. The paper also states that the
curriculum will start from disciplines as they “offer a distinctive lens
through which experiences are interpreted,” but also acknowledges that
the interconnections and dynamic nature of subjects means that cross-
disciplinary learning is important for broadening and enriching student’s
learning.

The NCB paper sets out plans to develop achievement standards which
will “provide an expectation of the quality of learning students should
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typically demonstrate by a particular point in their schooling (i.e. the
depth of their understanding, the extent of their knowledge and the
sophistication of their skills).” The paper explains that for each year of
schooling, the standards will describe what most students might be
expected to achieve.

Alongside all this, individual states get on with their attempt to
influence learning. Queensland has outlined particular activities as
conceptual pivots for teachers and students as ‘Rich tasks’. They have real
world value and are designed and built from the ‘new basics’  categories,
where content is clustered around four clusters of practices that will
support students in adult life as they live and work.

Organising and explaining content. 
Once there is a national curriculum, the move towards detail becomes
urgent and content can become defined through painters, poets, battles,
mountain ranges rather than bringing the principles described as aims
into action through the learning experience of the pupil. 

Subjects remain as significant cultural and cognitive disciplines and
there is little evidence of countries finding compelling reasons to dispense
with them as organising structures for describing the curriculum. 

Most favour subject organisation, the traditional pathways used in
England, Germany, France and many of the countries across the globe who
have taken their lead from the early school systems. Some are using ‘Areas
of learning’: this is developing seriously in Scotland as well as in New
Zealand, whilst in England we dallied with it in the wake if the
Independent Rose Review of the primary national curriculum. Many argue
for a skills based organisational approach. While this is evident in
approaches piloted by, say, the Royal Society of Arts in England with
Opening Minds programmes, there are no countries that explain their
curriculum as such. Nor are there any who explain their national
curriculum by theme, an approach favoured by many schools because it
makes learning make sense through cohesion. 

In many places, the subject focus has been blurred, refined, or balanced
by an emphasis upon parallel organising structures. These usually relate,
first, to personal or self management and the ability to relate to other
people.  Next, there is an element of preparation for the world of work.
Last , there is the attempt to explain approaches to knowledge,
understanding and skills, as a set of key competences to be developed
through the curriculum, in effect, stating a further sub-set of aims.

What do they describe and require?
The reality is that there is little difference in the emphasis of the
prescribed content of primary national curriculum in most countries. They
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all cover mathematics, they all emphasise their national language, and so
with history and geography, science, some form of the arts, though this
varies in description. ICT and technology are always around, as is physical
education. Social studies or civics, economic awareness and social skills
appear almost everywhere but of course the requirements differ to create a
different outlook.

An alternative language is not included in the English curriculum, nor
is it in the Australian or Korean, whilst it is an expectation in Sweden and
New Zealand. 

Religious education, morals and ethics are the most variably included
as are areas such as homemaking and domestic science. 

All of that is mirrored at secondary level, except that classics, Latin and
Greek are included in some countries, whilst careers and sex education
make an appearance and foreign languages grow in importance to be
addressed everywhere.

Is it the curriculum that makes the difference?
The curriculum as an expression and enaction of the educational aims of
society will make a difference. Probably more influential is the impact of
other factors. The start of formal learning, the length of school careers, the
provision and control of text books, high stakes testing, comparisons
between countries, the extent to which the school system is selective or
comprehensive, public or private; all have an impact upon the emphasis
placed on curriculum by national government. All of these factors affect
outcomes as much and more than curriculum and all in turn affect the
type of curriculum offered. At the school level, where the curriculum meets
the learner, the impact of national aims will be affected by all of these.

The problem is, that in nearly every country and certainly in England,
the teacher is rarely invited to engage with the big picture of education and
the role of curriculum. They are ‘at the sharp end’. Success is measured on a
limited set of metrics and accountability is high. The teachers can easily be
pressed to see the curriculum in the short term rather than in the bigger
aims that are established. The notion that we are creating a better world or
building a love of learning is very easily lost in the urgent pressure of
exams and tests and inspection.

Maybe it matters little how it is sent from governments. What happens
on arrival in schools is more important

Regulation can ensure that a child goes to school. It can define what is
taught. It cannot breathe life into the experience the child will have.
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International
Trends in
Education
Abstract: In this article, Dennis Sinyolo examines
international developments in education. He reviews progress
towards the achievement of international targets for
education, looks at the financial and economic crisis, and
provides an analysis of  the emerging and spreading
phenomena of choice, privatisation, competition and
standardised testing, pointing out the real and potential
dangers of these developments. He argues that putting
undue emphasis on competition and standardised testing
reduces education to a mere mechanical exercise, focusing on
preparing students for the next standardised test, instead of
providing a rich and wholesome experience for the learner. 

G
lobal trends in education reflect a mixed bag of positive
and negative developments with variable impact on
access, quality and equity. Global human development
and education targets such as the United Nations
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Education

for All (EFA) targets, agreed in 2000, are unlikely to be achieved by the
target date of 2015. The recent financial and economic crisis has dealt a
severe blow to public services, in many cases eroding significant gains that
had been realised over the years. The education sector has not been spared
the devastating effects of the austerity measures adopted by many
governments, particularly in Europe, raising numerous concerns about the
future of many national education systems and the teaching profession.

This article will further examine the above issues, their effects and
potential impact on education. It will also discuss privatisation,
competition and standardised testing, some of the most notable
developments of recent times and their impact on the public school system
and the quality of education as a whole.  
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International education targets likely to be missed
A full decade has passed since the historic commitments to provide every
girl and boy with a quality education were made in Dakar, Senegal, in 2000.
The Education for All goals agreed in Dakar may be summarised as follows:

 Expand early childhood care and education;
 Provide free and compulsory primary education to all;
 Promote learning and life skills for young people and adults;
 Increase adult literacy by 50 percent;
 Achieve gender parity by 2005 and gender equality by 2015; and
 Improve the quality of education

Two of the eight Millennium Development Goals adopted by world leaders
in the same year directly relate to education. Goal 2 requires all countries
to ensure that, by 2015, all children will be able to complete a full course of
primary schooling, while Goal 3 calls upon them to eliminate gender
disparity in primary and secondary education by 2005 and in all levels of
education by 2015. 

Substantial evidence provided by the Education for All Global
Monitoring Report (GMR) published by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) every year, indicates that,
while significant strides have been taken towards the achievement of the
above international targets, progress has been very slow and uneven.  For
example, the average early childhood education gross enrolment rate
stands at a mere 41 per cent globally, indicating that nearly 60 per cent of
the world’s young children (three to six year olds) have no access to pre-
school education. Participation rates are even lower for the younger
children (nought to three year olds). Research evidence shows that
disadvantaged children, such as girls and boys from poor families, children
of ethnic minorities and migrant children are less likely to have access to
early childhood services despite their enormous benefit in equalising
opportunities and addressing inequality (Education International, 2010a).  

The GMR notes that the past decade has seen rapid progress towards
universal primary education. The number of children of primary school age
who are not in school has fallen by 33 million worldwide since 1999 –
thanks to investments in public education. The introduction of free
primary education in many developing countries has seen tremendous
progress being realised in a number of low-income countries. For example,
when Kenya introduced free primary education in 2003, the country
experienced a sudden surge in enrolment, with 1.3 million new students
enrolled within the first few weeks. By 2006 primary school enrolment had
doubled (though educational quality has suffered partly due to strain on
existing infrastructure and teaching-learning resources, which have
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remained mostly unchanged).  
Despite significant progress towards the achievement of universal

primary education, 72 million children of primary school going age remain
out of school, mostly in Sub-Saharan Africa and South and West Asia. The
GMR estimates that, on current trends, 56 million children will still be out
of school by 2015. The report also notes that gender disparities also hold
back progress. Around 54 per cent of out of school children are girls. Public
authorities thus need to come up with targeted measures that will ensure
that girls have equal access to quality education, while at the same time
making sure that boys are not left behind. 

There has been less progress at post-primary level. For example,
secondary gross enrolment levels range from 34 per cent in Sub-Saharan
Africa to 65 per cent in Arab states and 90 per cent in Latin America.
Tertiary level enrolment is just six  per cent in Sub-Saharan Africa,
compared with 22 per cent in the Arab region and 35 per cent in Latin
America. Access to vocational education and training also remains uneven,
with many young people denied the opportunity to acquire skills for active
and productive citizenship. Adult literacy also remains a big challenge,
with 759 million adults, two-thirds of them women, unable to read and
write. 

What emerges from the above statistics is that on current trends, the
international education targets will, no doubt, be missed. The risk of
missing the international targets was acknowledged by the recent MDG
Summit convened by the United Nations in New York, from 20 to 22
September 2010. While the Summit should be hailed for launching a Global
Strategy for Women and Children’s Health and mobilising over $40 billion
in funding pledges for the new initiative, it fell short in addressing the
education MDGs. The Summit’s Outcomes Document does not provide
sufficient and concrete measures needed to close the funding gap and
accelerate progress. Rich countries need to support poor countries in their
quest to provide every child with quality education by meeting their
funding commitments; while developing countries need to invest more
domestic resources in education and work towards achieving
internationally agreed funding norms such as ensuring that the education
budget is six per cent of GDP and/or at least 20 per cent of the national
budget. 

Impact of the financial and economic crisis
The global financial and economic crisis has had a severe impact on
education and other public services in many countries across the globe. For
example, a survey involving more than 40 countries, conducted by
Education International since 2009, reveals that many countries have had
their education budgets slashed, resulting in cuts in teachers’  salaries,
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redundancies and recruitment freezes. (Education International, 2010b)
Countries in Central and Eastern Europe have been particularly hard-

hit by the crisis, right from its beginning at the end of 2008. In Latvia,
teachers’  salaries were slashed by 20 percent in April 2009 .   The
government was also planning to cut costs by closing down schools and
other educational establishments. For example, the ministry announced
that 33 schools would be closed and a further 35 re-organised. In Poland,
the government has suspended a number of previously planned initiatives,
including the construction of sports’  fields in each administrative district
and the purchasing of laptops for lower secondary students. A new reform
aimed at lowering the minimum age of compulsory school attendance to
six years has been shelved until 2012. Other European countries have not
been spared either, as cuts have also been reported in Finland, Germany,
Ireland, Italy, Moldova, Norway, Spain and the United Kingdom. 

Outside Europe, the impact of the crisis has been particularly severe in
the United States (US), resulting in a number of educators losing, or facing
the prospect of losing, their jobs. The stimulus package passed by the US
Administration helped to save thousands of teaching and other public
sector jobs. It is estimated that the Education Jobs Bill passed in August
2010 would result in 161,000 teachers who had been earmarked for
dismissal rehired. 

In order to deal with the effects of the crisis, many countries in Central
and Eastern Europe have turned to international financial institutions for
help. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, and to a
lesser extent, the European Union, have extended loans to a number of
countries, including Latvia, Greece and Romania. Unfortunately, IMF loans
come with strict conditions and these usually  compel partner
governments to reduce fiscal deficits by putting a cap on public spending
and employee salaries (Global Campaign for Education, 2009). Since the
education sector usually comprises the majority of public sector workers,
it quite often becomes the primary target when it comes to budget cuts.

Unions have been up in arms against the austerity measures adopted by
their governments. Several strikes have been called in Greece, France, Spain,
Romania, Latvia and elsewhere, but with little success so far. It appears
public authorities are bent on punishing public sector workers and
teachers for a crime they did not commit, while the bankers who created
the crisis continue to live lavish life-styles. 

Public authorities ought to realise that education and training can be a
solution to the crisis.  For example, vocational education and training
institutions can play a major role in re-skilling or up-skilling men and
women who have lost their jobs, thereby helping bring them back to the
productive sector. Therefore, instead of cutting education budgets, public
authorities ought to bail out the education sector, the same way they
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bailed out the culprits who caused the crisis in the first place. In any case,
education has been in crisis, operating with shoe-string budgets in
number of countries for many years. 

Privatisation: a disturbing trend
Another common trend emerging or spreading in the education sector is
privatisation of public education, usually promoted under the guise of
providing choice or alternatives to parents and students, or in the form of
public-private partnerships (PPPs). The emergence of charter schools in
the United States and academies in the United Kingdom reflects a trend
that might have tremendous impact on other public education systems in
the near future. 

In its recent study on the impact of PPPs in education, the World Bank
argued that PPPs promote parental choice, school competition and
accountability, and went on to herald voucher programmes that have been
introduced in the United States and other countries as a success story.  In
its conclusions, the report advised governments to adopt “a policy that
clearly welcomes private providers and encourages them to establish new
schools or universities” and to allow private learning institutions to set

their own tuition and other fees without government interference
(Patrinos et al, 2009). 

While privatisation or PPPs may be heralded as a panacea to funding
and quality challenges faced by many countries, there isn’t sufficient
evidence to back up this claim. On the contrary, after analysing evidence
from different sources, the 2010 Education for All Global Monitoring
Report came to the conclusion that privatisation perpetuates
marginalisation and leads to inequality. The sad reality is that the poor or
even the majority of working class parents cannot afford to send their
children to fee-paying private schools, thereby perpetuating
marginalisation instead of breaking it. 

Furthermore, in their analytical work on what they call “hidden
privatisation in education”, Ball & Youdell (2008) concluded that
privatisation was transforming education from a public good to a
commodity. The same conclusion was reached by the Education
International (EI) Taskforce on Public-Private Partnerships, which went on
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to reveal that many PPPs were driven or influenced by corporate interest,
including the desire to make profit. 

The imposition of the business model on education systems through
privatisation, commercialisation or commodification negates the fact that
education is a public service that should be available to all. Schools should
not be viewed as economic units, but as social entities committed to
equalizing opportunities, particularly for the disadvantaged and most
vulnerable groups. If the public school system is weak, the solution is not
to take money out of it (on the pretext of providing choice to students and
parents), but to strengthen it by investing more and adopting a systemic
approach.  Experiences from Finland, a country whose education system is
rated highly in international educational surveys (another controversial
issue discussed below) seem to indicate that quality education cannot be
achieved by improving a single factor, but by improving the whole system,
including teacher quality, teaching and learning resources and school
leadership. 

Competition and standardised testing increasing 
Another development promoted by the proponents of the business model,
as I may call it, is competition and standardised testing. This school of
thought presupposes that you can improve educational quality by making
schools compete against each other, just like factories, retail outlets or
service providers do in the business sector. The idea is that public schools
are sort of the “sole service provider” and delivering a kind of mediocre
service to the clients (students and parents). Therefore, let private schools,
charter schools or academies compete against them (public schools) so
that they can “wake up”, as it were, and deliver a better product (learning
outcomes) to the clients. 

Standardised testing is particularly promoted by the World Bank
(Hanushek, E. A. And Wößmann, L., 2007)  and the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). The OECD’s Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA) and Assessment of Higher
Education Learning Outcomes (AHELO) are some of the international
surveys or standardised assessments that have taken the world by storm.
The former is more widely known and has been implemented by the OECD
since 2000. It tries to assess the reading, mathematical and science literacy
of 15 year-olds in a number of OECD and partner countries. The results are
presented in league tables and this usually generates a lot of interest,
particularly from the media and politicians. When a country’s performance
is adjudged to be good (high position on the PISA league table) politicians
usually claim the credit “for their successful educational policies and
programmes”, but when the results are “bad” they often shift the blame to
teachers and their unions. 
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The need for student assessment is unquestionable, as it is, indeed, an
integral part of the teaching and learning process. However, putting undue

emphasis on competition, standardised testing and international student
assessments may be detrimental to national education systems, individual
institutions, schools and students. For example, programmes such as PISA
are based on very limited quantifiable/measurable cognitive skills
(reading, mathematics and science), ignoring higher order, complex or
qualitative aspects of the curriculum and other essential skills such as
good citizenship, social, physical, artistic and vocational skills. A country’s
entire education system or a school may be perceived or labelled as good or
bad on the basis of limited quantifiable variables measured in the test,
forgetting that education is much broader than that tiny fraction of the
curriculum. One of the consequences of PISA is that some countries have
tried to reform their otherwise good and unique education systems in an
attempt to fit into the assessment template so that they get a better
position on the league table in the future.  The other danger with
competition, standardised testing or international assessment and the
publication of league tables is that it may lead to a single model of
education in the world, ignoring the beauty and benefits of diversity and
uniqueness of national education systems. What if the single model
induced by programmes such as PISA turns out to be faulty in the future? 

The other problem is that competition is exclusive by its nature, it is
about winners and losers, yet education should be about winners and
winners. In other words, education systems and learning institutions
should cater for the diverse needs of learners and ensure that every student
succeeds. Putting undue emphasis on competition and testing might lead
to exclusion and force teachers “to teach to the test”, thereby ignoring
other essential aspects of the curriculum. This is quite often the case when
the test or assessment results are used as an instrument of evaluating and
rewarding teachers, a common criticism of performance appraisal and
merit pay. Teaching may also be reduced to a mechanical exercise of
preparing students for the next pencil and paper test, instead of being a
rich and wholesome experience for the learner.  
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Conclusion
This article has discussed some of the emerging, recent or accelerating
trends in the education sector and their effects or potential impact on
national education systems and schools. What is clear from this analysis is
that education is under attack and that the public education system is
particularly vulnerable. The effects of the financial and economic crisis and
austerity measures adopted by many national governments have resulted
in reduced funding for education, thereby threatening educational quality
and the gains realised over the years. The importation of business models
such as choice and competition into education systems and schools and
privatisation of public education poses a serious threat to the very essence
of education. The practice quite often results in inequality and exclusion,
thereby negating the fact that education is a basic human right protected
by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and by the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child. Educators and other people who care about
quality public education for all should stand up and defend public
education for the good of all.
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Public Education
– an ignored
reality
Abstract: In this article Ramesh Joshi examines the
consequences of compromising on the quality of education in
return for expanding the quantity. In India untrained,
unskilled, non-professional staff have been employed as full
time teachers in place of professionally qualified teachers.
This has led to the decentralisation and privatisation of
education and it is creating a sub standard education for the
children from the poorest stratas of society.

F
or a variety of reasons, the governments of developing
countries have started to emphasise the importance of
education more than ever before, particularly after the Dakar
Framework for action: Education for All: Meeting O ur Collective
Commitments. (UNESCO, 2000). Education For All is a global

movement led by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organisation (UNESCO), aiming to meet the learning needs of all children,
youth and adults by 2015. Education has been accepted as a fundamental
human right and the key to sustainable development, peace and stability
within and among countries. 

The international community promised to fill any resource gaps, where
national governments have credible plans to achieve Education for All
(EFA). At least $16 billion in international aid is needed each year to fill
this gap. However, the present aid falls far short of this. The national
governments were expected to spend at least six per cent of their GDP and
20 per cent of their national budget on education. 

But the reality is that governments have many other priorities for
spending than education. Trained teachers are the single most important
ingredient to ensure all children receive a quality education. It was
estimated that about 18 million professional teachers needed to be
recruited globally by 2015, to ensure all children are in a manageable class
size, i.e. at the most no more than 40 children per teacher. 
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The national governments did not want to stretch their finances to
meet the challenge for Education for All. They instead, compromised with
the quality of education and focused more on improving access to
education. As a result they appointed untrained, unskilled, non-
professional, underpaid staff as full time teachers in place of professional
teachers. The concept of para-teacher emanated from this policy.
Subsequently, the policy degenerated into philosophy. 

Rise of the para-teacher
In India, the rise of the para-teacher started during the 1980s under the
auspices of a programme, financially assisted by the Swedish International
Development Authority (SIDA). There was a huge number of teacher
vacancies, in spite of a much publicised drive to universalise primary
education and also the availability of a substantial amount of foreign funds
in the shape of loans and aid. Under this programmme the unemployed
village youth were recruited to act as teachers in the local primary schools.
The idea had multiple takers. 

The involvement of partially educated unemployed rural youth in
primary education sounded socially and politically correct. To those,
seeking reform in the system along with the line of de-centralisation, it
promised community involvement. To the politicians, it promised a new
means of engaging the vast body of frustrated jobless youth. To policy
planners and bureaucrats, it suggested an innovative way to spend less on
primary education. It offered an opportunity to remind full-time teachers
that they were not indispensable and that their professionalism did not
count.

This cost cutting approach resulted in less recruitment of teachers,
increased class sizes, less time for teachers’  training, etc. it certainly had an
adverse effect on the quality  of education in public schools. The
phenomena degenerated into a philosophical tenet that “anybody can
teach”. 

The policy makers of the national governments received the idea
openheartedly and instead of making full time teachers’  appointments as
per the prevailing norms of permanent service; they chose to make
contractual appointments at a quarter or fifth of the salary of a regular
teacher. These contract teachers were given a variety of names to hide the
meagre emolument and insecurity of service. A scheme of ‘alternative
schools’  was devised for the poor sections of the population where non
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formal education was ordered. At the same time, these contract teachers
were made to do multi-grade teaching, which was again a novel method to
cut the cost of teachers and infrastructure. 

Far from being criticised for the abysmally rudimentary facilities it
offers, the scheme has been praised for ‘Reaching the un-reached’. These
teachers, being on contract, are appreciated for their regularity and
enthusiasm and are held as a model for the full-time teachers. A parallel is
being drawn between para-teachers and the ‘bare-foot doctors’  who served
as people’s friends during China’s Cultural Revolution. The claim from
government quarters that the contract teachers, who are already part of the
local-self government apparatus in the states, performed far better than
older regular teachers also legitimises the slogan of decentralisation. 

Thus the placement of poorly qualified and even more poorly trained
para-teachers in place of permanent and properly recruited teachers in
regular schools is hidden under the rhetoric and falsified data in the name
of Education for All. Many NGOs suggested low cost education methods to
support this system of contract teachers, which was a disturbing trend
with a long term impact on the quality of education. Their prescription for
non-formal education in inaccessible geographical areas was simply
disastrous, in the sense that it lightened the government’s burden of
providing fully  funded and adequately  resourced education and
substituted sub-standard education for the children from the poorer
strata of society. The number of contract teachers under various labels has
now reached more than half-a-million. This enables the state to withdraw
from its responsibility towards education and health.

Public education, which caters to the educational needs of the poor
man’s child, is often given a bad name. “Teachers don’t teach!” has been a
popular label for deteriorating educational quality in public schools.
Teachers’  absenteeism in public schools in India is also made out to be a
matter of concern in a ‘Snapshot’  a paper published by the World Bank
(Kremer, M. et al, 2004). Similarly, a paper ‘Rotten Apples’  (Jacob, B.A. and
Levitt, S.D., 2003) was published to defame public education. It therefore
appears to be a concerted campaign to malign the system of public
education. Even today, more than 80 per cent of elementary education in
India is under public domain. If elementary education is viewed as a
commodity, then the private operators do have a large scope for making
huge profits. 

Public Private Partnership
Champions of privatisation of elementary education do not come out
openly vis-à-vis public education, but new concepts such as Public Private
Partnership (PPP) are often talked about in the corridors of power. Indian
Prime Minister, Dr. Manmohan Singh, while declaring the entitlement of
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children to free and compulsory education, as a fundamental right, did
mention that a substantial number of schools would be opened under a
PPP model. Since not a single proven model of PPP is available worldwide,
how will large number of schools under the PPP label, cater to the huge
responsibility of implementing this right to free and compulsory
education? 

The rationale for PPP is the so-called inefficiency of the government. Yet
the solution offered to overcome this alleged inefficiency actually promises
no relief or improvement. The NGOs which advocate the principle of PPP to
be implemented in public education conveniently forget the work of M V
Foundation in Andhra Pradesh India, which enabled children from
marginalised sections of rural society to enroll in government schools.
Because the M V foundation believed that primary education is basically
the business of government.   

It also appears that PPP is not attracted towards remedying glaring
systemic gaps and areas of neglect such as teacher training, as this
“commodity” in the education field does not bring financial gains. Thus
Public Private Partnership is a strategy to distribute the ownership of
institutions rather than tasks within institutions. It therefore crystallises
down to a conclusion that PPP is not an idea, but rather an ideology, which
promotes privatisation as a means of reducing the government’s
responsibility to increase the number of schools.

Wage caps 
Until recently, the International Monitory Fund (IMF) directly imposed
public sector wage bill caps in countries where it had agreements with
national governments. The setting of public sector wage bills was
determined less by national government and more by the IMF, which
imposed a set of restrictive macro-economic targets that governments felt,
compelled to agree. This was a direct block on the capacity of the
governments to employ more teachers. It is interesting to note that the IMF
policies ingeniously impose low inflation targets and low deficit targets to
prevent governments from increasing spending on education. The
fundamental problem with the IMF policies has been that it forces
governments to focus on short to mid-term planning (three to five years
with six monthly reviews). In this time frame, spending on education
becomes a pure consumption of money.   While if you take a long term view,
then spending on education is a sound productive investment, leading to
significant growth and economic development. 

The impact of IMF caps can be seen through the example of Kenya’s
government. Kenya accepted the IMF’s conditionality that it impose a limit
on the number of teachers that could be employed at 235,000. With the
elimination of school fees, more than 1.5 million children enrolled in
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schools but the IMF refused to lift the cap on teacher numbers. This led to
large class sizes and a dramatic drop in the quality of education. Getting
these children into school would mean expanding the public education
system. 

Universal access  
No country has ever achieved universal access to basic education other
than through sustained efforts by the national governments. It is therefore
imperative for the national governments to place the achievement of
national education and development goals at the centre of all economic
planning. That calls for proper workforce planning so that there are
sufficient numbers of trained teachers to bring down class sizes. At the
same time, leaving education to the private sector is not the solution as it is
fraught by market risks and also unjustified from the perspective of equity
and rights.   Further, there is no truth from the study of the available data
that learning is better in private schools. 

Questions are being asked regarding spending. With millions of
children still excluded from schools should we prioritise increasing access
or improving the quality of existing schools, when due to financial
constraints, governments cannot afford to do both? It is therefore for the
governments to grapple with the seriousness of the issue of education for
all and sanction as much money as possible as a long term investment for
the development. The issue of access and quality of education cannot be
juxtaposed and can be addressed by the political will of the government by
making necessary allocations. It is therefore not necessary that quality
issues should take a back seat in the era of economic reform. 

The issue of education for all therefore needs to be addressed as a sole
responsibility of the government.  Under no circumstances should the
teachers’  unions in particular and well meaning citizens in general, allow
the governments to dilute this responsibility by shifting it. It remains to
be seen how the policy makers address the challenges of implementing and
organising many of the “well meaning” and “normative” initiatives to
promote the three key principles of equity, quantity and quality in the
context of ensuring education for all in the country.
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Cuba’s “Battle of
Ideas”
– The education
system and 
The Revolution
Abstract: How is it that a small developing nation, subject to
political hostility and economic embargo for 50 years, can
have eradicated illiteracy within a two-year period in the
sixties, gone on to meet and surpass the United Nation's
Millenium Development Goals before they were even
formulated, and to have built a free, comprehensive and
lifelong education system with better outcomes than those of
the USA?

I
n 2009, the year of the 50th Anniversary of the Cuban Revolution, a
delegation from the National Union of Teachers (NUT) visited Cuba as
the guests of our sister union, and we returned impressed and
inspired by what we saw.

Every child in school – and in schools which offer real opportunities to
children of all abilities, and which stand at the heart of their communities. 
Small classes – much smaller than ours in Britain – where real priority is
given to building strong relationships between pupils and teachers
throughout their schooling, and getting the very best out of individual
children. 

We saw an integrated system providing free uniform, free meals during
the day, family education and comprehensive medical care attached to the
schools. 

Everywhere we found confident, assertive young people with a very
strong sense of their communities, their history and their futures.  Young
people with real purpose and justifiable pride in the achievements of
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their country.
We saw young people of all ethnic backgrounds studying, working and

playing together without the curse of racism. 
Where the Cuban authorities are aware of continuing discriminatory

ideas – specifically in the area of LGBT equality -  they are not trying to hide
this or gloss over it – they are tackling it head on with well thought out
programmes in the formal and informal education systems, through the
media, and through the involvement of ordinary people in their local areas. 

We saw an education system which famously eliminated illiteracy in
the early years of the Revolution, and which has long achieved and
exceeded the UN Millennium Development Goal in education - despite five
decades of hostile political and economic blockade from the most powerful
nation in the world, the USA. 

We saw a system which had achieved very many of the NUT’s own
ambitions expressed in key policy documents (NUT, 2004, 2007). In
Britain currently we are facing the fragmentation of the state education
system, and the threat of huge cuts in spending. We see continuing and
widening social class divisions which blight the lives of children, and limit
their educational achievements. In Cuba, the NUT’s sister union is
involved directly with their Government in expanding educational
opportunity and the development of an integrated education system as a
key to social progress for all.

What is more, the Cuban education system does not only serve its own
people well. Cuban teachers are working throughout the developing world,
both in providing direct assistance, and in training the young people of
those countries to develop their education systems for themselves – a truly
internationalist approach. 

I want to argue that the massive achievements of Cuba in the field of
education since the revolution of 1959, recognised by UNESCO and just
about all other educational bodies (with the exception of a very few loyal to
the US State Department) cannot be understood without the context of
that continuing revolution and the social and economic policies of the
Cuban government. As Theodore MacDonald (MacDonald, 2009) writes:
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“These are inextricably entwined, and mutually dependent”  and again “...we see
an example of reform in the society reflecting itself in reform in the schooling system
and this, in turn, leading to further social reform. Whereas neoliberalism tends to
regard health and education as mere commodities, with the well-off (and well-
placed) naturally having better access to both than the less well-off, Cuban social
policy regards neither education nor health as commodities, but as inviolable
universal rights and twin linchpins of human dignity and of social harmony.”

A 1975 UNESCO Report says, “So much in the Cuban educational system
constitutes a break - not only with the past - but also with what exists
elsewhere.”  As part of their 2009 “Global Monitoring Report”, UNESCO
again celebrates Cuba's “remarkable achievements.”

The mass Literacy Campaign of the early 1960s was a brilliant success –
and now acts as a model in many developing countries and in some more
developed such as New Zealand. The campaign involved a massive
mobilisation of 250,000 volunteer literacy workers. Its success was based
on this mobilisation, on its very high profile of political support, and on
the fundamental respect shown to the students.

“Many of the steps taken in the campaign reflect the fact that it did not have as its
sole aim the teaching of illiterates how to read. It was, from the first, an essentially
revolutionary undertaking, with the objective of bringing about a fundamental
change in social attitudes and relationships”. 

Mier Febles, one of Cuba's senior educators puts it like this, “The peasants
discovered the written word. The young literacy workers discovered the
poor. Together, they all discovered their own patria.” Mercedez Benitez
Cabrera, one of the literacy workers says, “They were people just like us,
but because they thought they were nobodies, they looked at life
completely differently. Literacy changed all that. The new literates could
now see that they had power - or could go about getting it. I tell you,
comrade, we were teachers then!”.

The great educational and social success of the Literacy Campaign lies
in its political context of a developing nation in which the needs of the
people are promoted as the absolute priority, in which there is a “bottom
up” approach to social policy and development, and which encourages
mass participation of the people as the key to success.  This general
approach has been central in shaping all subsequent educational policy. 

“Success”  in Cuba is not regarded very much as an issue for the
individual, but rather for the collective. This has been an important
message of the last 50 years of Cuban history. The education system reflects
this. Thus competition between schools and between pupils for success –
which assumes “winners” and “losers” – is regarded as a divisive and
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destructive process for all taking part. Cuban teachers find it difficult to
understand how teachers elsewhere in the world have allowed market
competition processes to be introduced into the education system, and
how widespread this is. They regard it as grossly unprofessional.

In its place they work by a system of “emulation”. Visitors to schools in
Cuba will be struck by the high profile of this system of school
accountability, which impacts directly on pupils’  understanding of
success. And these impressions are underpinned by research. Professor
MacDonald has made a special study of this important principle, which lies
at the heart of the Cuban education system. He writes:

“A society which spawned an educational system that undermined its values would
not survive long. Thus the choice as to whether to use competition or emulation as
the driving force in a school system depends less on considerations of cognitive
psychology than of politics. Emulation is essentially a group process and is not
based on beating other people but on overcoming an obstacle. Thus, a grade six
primary school class might be involved in learning decimal fractions. The idea is to
demonstrate, by sitting a test, that they as a class have mastered the topic. It is
therefore to each individual pupil's advantage for everyone else to do as well as
possible. The emphasis is thus on co-operation, not competition; the more able feel
compelled to help the less able; no satisfaction can be gained by one's relative
performance. A wholly different train of psychological processes is thus set in
motion.” (MacDonald, 2009)

While emulation underpins the whole school experience, school students
of all abilities and levels of academic and vocational achievements are
encouraged to take part regularly in organised “emulation activities”, and
are rewarded with “emulation awards” – usually a badge or neckerchief -
for doing so. These activities are all to do with their encouraging co-

operation and participation… perhaps working with younger children in
after school activities, working in the school library, taking responsibility
for the school vegetable garden, or working with parents on the family
education programs. 

The same spirit of co-operation and collective progress and success is
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manifested in relationships between schools and other education
institutions on a local, provincial and national basis – reflected in the
“bottom up” nature of educational initiatives.

A competitive society based on self interest and personal gain could not
allow such an approach to “achievement”, despite its demonstrable
success. It would “undermine its values”. Similarly a society based on
collective activity  and the social good would be undermined by
competitive approaches.

Other central concerns of the Cuban education system mirror and
complement our own professional priorities - for example the emphasis
laid on early years education. However, again the developments and
structures in this area rely very much on the organisation of society in
general. “Provision for pre-school education became a matter of principle in
the early years of the revolution, almost synonymous with the recognition
of women's rights - largely due to the work of the Federation of Cuban
Women (FMC). The FMC did not allow revolutionary political rhetoric
about the ‘dignity of women’  uttered by the leadership to pass by without
seeing that it had social impact”. And the FMC were, and are, a powerful
political force with over 85 per cent of women being members.

Clementine Serra, a Director of the National Programme of Childcare
Centres, says:

“The programme has two main objectives; to liberate women so they can become an
active part of the productive work force, and to aid in the social development of all
children... The main focus of the circulos infantiles is the formation of the New Man
and New Woman, with their own concepts. We want an individual, we don't want a
mass of people who all think alike and accept everything.” (MacDonald, 2009)

Throughout the education system the parents and community are
centrally involved in the decision making, development and learning
processes. By example and experience, children learn in school how to
interact with a broader range of people than the family provides. The
children are represented on decision making school councils, which
include parents and community organisations as well as school staff,
teachers and managers. Thus there is a strong bond between school and
community and between child, family and school.

Of course, there are real problems too. Not only do all Cubans have a
right to free schooling, with free uniform, two or three meals a day and free
school based health care, they also have a right to education and vocational
training throughout their lives and a statutory right to employment. These
collective human rights can lead to “problems”. How can the economy of a
developing nation be flexible enough to provide meaningful employment
for masses of  very well educated Cubans?
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“ The fact is that its workers are often ‘too well educated’  for the jobs they do. This
presents the Cuban government with a political and philosophical problem which
could only trouble a society that claims to be socialist. Their Socialist theory regards
education as a vehicle for enhancing the dignity of every person by exploiting her or
his potential for development. Thus education should not primarily be a means of
training people to fit into slots critical to the economic sur vival of the society.”
(MacDonald, 2009)

In part to tackle this issue, the Ministry of Education launched
“Perfeccionamiento”, a huge debate about the nature, purpose and structure of
education. Everybody, whether or not they were directly connected to the
education system, was encouraged to take part through meetings, in the
press, by letter etc in the debate on how the educational system might be
improved. The debate had a very direct impact on the policies of the
Ministry of Education. Perfeccionamiento resulted in a renewed commitment
to continuing expansion of education provision – and to achieving higher
levels of education for all – but it also raised the big question of whether
individual students should be able to choose courses, thus forming a kind
of individual demand-led process, or whether the availability of courses
should be determined by the providers… and finally by government - the
question again of “the individual” and “the collective” – or “common good”.

This has become part of what is known in Cuba as “The Battle Of
Ideas”- Cuba's reaffirmation and recommitment to Socialism.

This “battle of ideas” which is taken up enthusiastically in the media
and in people’s daily lives, is really asking, “Where do we go from here?”.
Cubans are acutely aware that their economic and political system is not
reflected widely in the world of the early 21st Century. They are acutely
aware too of the shortages of consumer goods brought about by 50 years of
economic blockade. Many are impatient for improvements. But they are also
aware of the alternatives – and when they look to the neoliberal free market
world, its dominant ideologies, political approaches and social effects, the
overwhelming majority are not impressed. They only have to look to near
neighbours to see how this system impacts on the working people of the
Caribbean and Latin America. And of course they see those working people
increasingly demanding change and electing Presidents and governments
who are to a great degree sympathetic to Cuba and its system, and seeking
to “emulate” it – usually against fierce opposition from the minority who
benefit from the freedom of the market and neoliberal politics.

So “the battle of ideas” is looking at how to improve life in Cuba, but is
also reaffirming their political direction. The education system reflects this
debate, and is also directly affected by it. How do the structures of the
education system - from pre-school to University and Worker-Farmer lifelong
study - relate to other “mobilisations” arising out of the battle of ideas?
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For example, the government has recognised that the huge expansion of
tourism in the last 20 years has resulted in many tensions in Cuban
society, the growth of a significant number of people who have decided to
live off tourists in the “informal” economy and a disparity in access to
luxury goods. Recognising this, tens of thousands of young “social
workers” – many just school leavers – have been recruited to fight for the
further development of “New Man and New Woman”. They were to work
particularly with young people in local communities, some of whom had
shown signs of disaffection as a result of the tensions. They were to get
them involved in community projects and offer support and
encouragement, help with social problems, getting them into further
education or work, and helping them to express themselves and their ideas
in promoting the ideals of The Revolution.

But in the process of this work the young social workers also identified
thousands of elderly citizens living alone and needing support. As a result
of the social work campaign the state pension was raised, and the
government introduced new programs for such older people. Then the
young campaigners discovered corruption in some enterprises – such as
petrol stations - and physically took them over to make their point. They
were widely congratulated in the press and by politicians and community
leaders as “heroes in the Battle of Ideas”. There is a direct philosophical and
structural link between education, society and the Battle of Ideas. Of
course this is identified as political manipulation – even brainwashing –
by those who oppose the Revolution… while its supporters point with
enthusiasm to grass roots developments involving young people directly in
the struggle for progress.

Clearly what is true is that the outstanding successes of the Cuban
education system cannot be understood outside of the context of its social
and political system. Those who praise its schools but who long to see the
end of Cuban socialism are missing this point. They fail to understand, or
deliberately misrepresent, the education system’s complex, symbiotic
relationship with the wider society and the continued social developments
known simply in Cuba as “The Revolution”.

I am very grateful to Theodore MacDonald, Emeritus Professor and
Associate of the Human Rights and Social Justice Research Institute at
London Metropolitan University for his great assistance with this article.

Bill Greenshields is available to provide a talk about Cuban education, illustrated with
his own photographs, for interested organisations and groups.  He is also taking groups
of people to Cuba to see the education system for themselves.
Contact billgreenshields@tiscali.co.uk

Bill Greenshields
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PERFORMANCE COACHING TOOLKIT
Angus McLeod & Will Thomas
Open University Press ISBN: 9780335238903
It is important to note straight away that the ‘Performance Coaching
Toolkit’  is not an education-specific text, nor are its terms of reference from
within the education field. Rather, its scope is generic and relevant to any
professionals working as coaches, whether in education, personal
development or within commercial organisations. The authors, Angus
Macleod and Will Thomas, have extensive experience, both nationally and
internationally.  Both have also written widely on this subject. As Visiting
Professor at Birmingham City University Business School, Macleod is
known for his training programmes for executive development and culture
change; and Thomas has not only written extensively on coaching and
leadership but also takes coaching and creative learning into the
educational sector. This provenance clearly makes for a strong partnership
– an aspect given prominence by the first person plural stance throughout:

“ There is no doubt in our minds that the most outstanding coaches today work
instinctively because their competences in the skills and tools that they employ are
fully ‘installed’.”

You, the reader are addressed and challenged directly, in the same way that
you might be in an active training session:

“If you’re serious about making positive changes, then we strongly recommend that
you use the framework to plan and review your progress…”

The book might not therefore immediately chime with the needs and
outlook of the classroom teacher who wants to know more about coaching,
perhaps when beginning to coach a new teacher or recently promoted
colleague. Peer coaching is not within the book’s scope and there is no
mention of students, the classroom context or school environments. A
beginner coach might wonder how to apply the ideas to his/her context
and is probably better directed in the first instance to a handbook that
paints a more familiar picture or gives case stories with which the teacher
can indentify.

The more likely appeal is for the school leader or manager who is
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involved with coaching career-minded professionals who are seeking
middle and senior management positions, the leader who wants to know
more about how to motivate, support and challenge colleagues, as well as
developing their own effective interpersonal skills and understanding
more about their personal drivers.

A distinctive feature of the tool kit is its transparent structure: short,
accessible chapters follow the same pattern throughout. A brief
introduction is given, followed by succinctly stated learning outcomes, an
underpinning rationale and exercises to pursue the chapter theme. Indeed,
no more than a five-minute read is required to digest the essential message
of any one chapter. The whole book is focused around the STEPPA model,
which involves seven areas of focus: subject, target, emotional, perception,
plan, pace and act. Bullet points, images, flow charts, diagrams and
mnemonics enhance the swift-access, vibrant approach. 

Although some may find the trendy business jargon off-putting (for
example, SWISH, SWOT and LOC), this certainly doesn’t impede an
understanding of the key concepts and skills and a useful glossary
explains the terms used. Educationalists who have undergone
management programmes in the past few years will probably be familiar
with the terms anyway, some of them drawing on Neuro-Linguistic
Programming (NLP).

The impetus of the toolkit is practical, directive and action-oriented,
rather than overly theoretical or reflective. (Useful Further Reading lists
guide the reader who would like to delve deeper.) For this reason, there are
many helpful exercises, checklists and questionnaires, which encourage
the reader to test out ideas and concepts and think about key skills of
coaching. And there is a website that also has the tools – which is available
to those who buy the book.

The structure is matched with a lucid, authoritative and energetic
style, the subtext throughout being one of positiveness, confidence-
building and empowerment.

85lvol 23 no 1    education review

Book reviews



86 lvol 23 no 1    education review

HOW TO TEACH
Phil Beadle
Crown House Publishing Limited ISBN: 9781845903930
So many superlatives have been heaped upon Phil Beadle that separating
the man from the celebrity is a must.  He has been called a “maverick” by
some commentators for the hard-hitting and yet hilarious way he
comments upon today’s education.  “Maverick” is a choice of word,
according to Beadle, which says more about these commentators than it
does about his incisive work of giving teachers a chance to express
themselves in the best way possible; I’m thinking especially here about his
teaching of inner city kids and second chance adults.  Such learners are
often lacking the positive, a sense of purpose and need praise for good work
done in order to hang on in there.

Beadle has never been under such illusions about praise.  He says in his
introduction that how to teach “… is a guidebook written by someone
whose admittedly, over-hyped, reputation comes from being identified as
being outstanding where it counts: in the classroom.  Unlike many experts
in education I am still a serving schoolteacher.” 

Of course, Beadle possesses a boldness of language and interpretation
on everyday classroom matters.  His scrutiny is over five thematic chapters,
for the rookie teacher as well as the hadn’t-thought-about-things-in-this-
way-before or the hadn’t-been-brave-enough-to-attempt-such-strategies for
the long-serving teacher.

This kind of balance does come out in this accessible book.  He deals
with tried and tested rules like “the four-part lesson”, which he dismisses
rightly as “a complete pile of cobblers”.  Further, his dissenting sections
address problems of spatial awareness to bolster good classroom seating
arrangements; tactful ways around the distractions of pupils with their
infernal crisp packets and wads of chewing gum; plus the coming to terms
with the eternal lies of children.

I believe management and behaviour is one of the strongest areas he
explores in the book because he has taught across the wide spectrum from
child to adult, making adjustments for the needs of the often resistant “go-
on-then-teach-me” pupil.

Above all, he recognises the one powerful tool and constant daily
challenge in the relationship between pupil and teacher: how best to
utilise praise in the best interest of the child.

To go some way in achieving this, in Beadle’s words, “teaching is about
transmitting enthusiasm” and, yet, “talking isn’t teaching, and teaching
isn’t learning”, which isn’t so radical, because any educationalist or teacher
would agree with these concepts, and, as Beadle himself admits, the latter
maxim, “he got from someone else”.  Flattery is a form of praise too.

The seminal pages in this book are those on methods and organisation,
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where he goes through a veritable catalogue of tips for useful activities and
learning techniques, including ways of structuring in small and larger
group sizes.  Here he restates this is no golden rulebook.  His interest is
what can be practically achieved regardless of various government
initiatives which are based on the theories and research of advisers with
little or no classroom experience.  Their advice stifles anything in praise of a
pupil’s creativity, and hence, the discovery of something within theirselves.

In one brief section of this chapter Beadle homes in on an advertising
creative, Paul Arden, who in turn, quotes from another advertising creative,
Tony Kaye, that “if you could produce great work within the rules, there
would be a hell of a lot more people producing fine work.”  Beadle reminds
us that teaching is a performing art, which must take its approach from
other similar and successful creative functions.

Even the rules of advertising are not just about selling the product.  It
must project enthusiasm, excitement and the love of it.  As Beadle says in
relation to education, the teacher must be good at “pushing the boundaries
of the form.  Try to be the best teacher you could possibly imagine.  The one
you wanted at school but never had.”  Like this book, that would be
something worthy of praise.

GROWING UP BAD – BLACK YOUTH, ROAD CULTURE AND
BADNESS IN AN EAST LONDON NEIGHBOURHOOD
Anthony Gunter
Tufnell Press ISBN: 9781872767031

Research on young black men has traditionally  highlighted and
stereotyped the perennial “problems” of school exclusions, educational
underachievement and criminal conviction rates.  This book seeks to
readdress this by showing that not all young black men fall into this
category.  It gives a refreshing and exploratory insight into their life
experiences and those of white and mixed race youths aged 13-14. It
explores topics including home life, schooling, ethnicity and gender.

What is unique about it is the number of revealing interviews of young
people in East London; it provides the youngsters with a rare opportunity
to speak for themselves.  Using ethnographic research methods it explores
contemporary urban youth subcultures particularly around the realities of
“road life” and the impact of “badness”.  It provides a new method of
research into the lives of black youngsters.

This book is aimed at youth workers and researchers. It begins with a
thorough and extensive exploration and critique of the discourse on black
youth examining black masculinities, the lack of black role models, and
makes the point that previous research assumes that all black men are a
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homogenised collective.
The author’s experience and passion for this topic shines through,

especially his research method of interviews and semi-structured
interviews.  He knows how to get the youth talking and has developed a
good relationship with them, which helps to gain the book credibility.

One of the interesting and contentious issues he explores quite
successfully is the investigation of family life.  He reminds the reader about
the importance of family in the lives of the young people irrespective of race
or culture.  Those young people who had good strong relationships with
their parents were less likely to get sucked into the world of “badness” and
were more likely to be clear about doing well in school or college.  However,
young people experiencing difficulties and conflict within their home
environment were most at risk from becoming embroiled in the more
negative aspects of road culture.

The book explores the concepts of “road culture” and “badness”.  Being
bad means being cool, the lives of the youth are centred around “meeting
up friends”, “hanging on road”, “attending the youth clubs”, music, fashion
and “catching joke” or laughing with friends.  Gunter notes that the
delinquent or deviant lifestyle of a selected grouping of youth should not
been taken as representative of black youth in general.  As he says, “all of
the young men expressed to me their desire to obtain for themselves a
decent education, a good job and eventually settle down and have a family”.

Gunter ends by stating that he has not attempted to provide neat and
tidy answers to those questions that have been raised through this study.
Rather he is concerned with offering insights and not solutions, into the
black youth culture. One of the drawbacks is that this is only a snapshot
and I look forward to finding out what happens to these young people in
ten years time.

I did enjoy the book, its informative insight into the history and
culture of London’s next Olympic venue; its investigation into the world,
language, and culture of the youth.  In addition, it provided concrete
evidence to dispel some of the traditionally held discourse on black youth
and their families.  It affirms that most Caribbean families do provide the
relevant care and affection needed to successfully socialise the individual
into the wider society. 

A book to take note of!
A book not to be ignored!
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REINVENTING SCHOOLS, REFORMING TEACHING: FROM
POLITICAL VISIONS TO CLASSROOM REALITY 
John Bangs, John MacBeath and Maurice Galton
Routledge ISBN: 9780415561341

Focusing on the 13 years of the “New Labour” administration and its
predecessor Conservative government and described by its authors as a
study on “the impact of educational policies on those who translate
political priorities into the day-to-day work of schools and classrooms”,
this book has much to offer policy makers and classroom teachers alike. 

Have you ever wondered where now-commonplace expressions such as
“support and challenge”, “naming and shaming”  or “bog-standard
comprehensives” came from, or whether government ministers really did
pluck their pupil performance targets out of thin air? Have you been
curious about the sudden departure of key figures in the educational
world like Chris Woodhead or Ken Boston and wanted to know the real
reason why? If yes, then this is the book for you. 

A highly readable mixture of anecdotes and reminiscences from an
impressive list of interviewees, which reads like a “who’s who” of the
education world over the past twenty five years, stitched together with
some succinct and telling analysis and commentary from its three
distinguished authors, make for a book which is, by turns, challenging and
comforting for those of us who were disappointed with New Labour’s
education policy direction and the party’s failure to learn from past
mistakes. 

Arranged thematically, each chapter considers an issue which is of
equal importance to schools and to policy makers, such as curriculum,
assessment, inspection and accountability. In the chapter relating to
teachers, the authors show how shamefully professional development was
neglected under the previous government, despite the best efforts of
Department officials, because it was not explicitly linked to the “standards
agenda”. We learn that the Best Practice Research Scholarships, for example,
were abandoned as the result of horse-trading between the government
and the Secondary Heads Association over the National Workforce
Agreement, despite considerable evidence that they were both popular
with the profession and highly effective. 

Indeed, one of the recurring themes of the book is that evidence has
rarely, if ever, informed education policy. From cherry-picking other
countries’  initiatives without consideration of their cultural context (or
even their evaluations and known unintended consequences) to the
subversion of respected academics’  programmes for political ends, such as
Assessment for Learning or the Literacy and Numeracy Projects, we are left
in no doubt that, under New Labour, good ideas were taken up and
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reduced to a simple formula that served the government’s own purpose.
There were simply “too many political initiatives; too little knowledge of
teachers and teaching.”

This is a key message from the authors to the new Coalition
Government – learn from past mistakes and ignore teachers and schools at
your peril. It is not enough that education policy is politically expedient or
plays out well with sections of the popular press – it also has to work in
real life schools and classrooms. The final chapters of the book are almost a
“how to manual” for the new Secretary of State and his team, with sections
on “the politics and perils of spinning and leaking”, “the Ratner effect” (or
destroying public confidence in your own service, as the boss of the
jewellery chain Ratners disastrously did) and “crashing jumbos”, which
you will have to read for yourself if you haven’t come across this term
before.

Although coverage of the Academies programme is confined to a
postscript about the Academies Act and there is little consideration of the
wider privatisation agenda or marketisation of the education system, this
book is nonetheless a comprehensive yet easily digestible account of the
politics of education or why we are where we are today as well as where we
should be looking to go next and how we should do it.  Highly
recommended for anyone who works or has an interest in education and
should be required reading for Michael Gove and his team before they
publish their first Education White Paper!
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