Strategic Commentary on Policy in Education
THE WORLD IS WATCHING
Brian J. Caldwell
An editorial in the 21st to 27th November 2009 issue of The Economist stated that `welfare and education have
been two of the biggest disappointments of the Labour era' in Britain (p. 18). This is deeply disturbing to those
who invested so much hope in what New Labour under Tony Blair would accomplish, given that the top three
priorities in its election-winning manifesto in 1997 were famously declared to be `education, education,
education'.
What are the implications for Australia if this assessment stands up to critical scrutiny? After all we have followed
Britain's lead in some of our strategies for education reform and may be heading down the same track with
others? Even the language of an `education revolution' adopted by the Rudd government in Australia may have
had its inspiration in the book that provided the case for New Labour's reform agenda in Britain. I refer here to Sir
Michael Barber's 1996 book The Learning Game: Arguments for an Education Revolution. Barber was writing as
a professor at the London Institute of Education before he became Blair's key education advisor on the day New
Labour took office.
It was my view from the outset that the rest of the world would be watching what happened in Britain. I was
invited to write an article for the 11 June 1999 issue of The Times Educational Supplement and it was published
under the headline `The world is watching, Tony'. I began:
There is extraordinary interest in Tony Blair's agenda for schools. Much is at stake. If he succeeds, he will breathe
new life into school reform in other nations, where state education is in some cases on its knees. Should he fail,
under what many observers see as optimal conditions for success, there will be added impetus for a reconstruction
beyond any seen since the advent of mass public education in the late 19th century.

The reconstruction may indeed be dramatic should Labour be swept from office in the election due next year.
David Cameron's Conservative party is promising sweeping market reform along the lines of Sweden which has,
for 15 years, allowed almost anyone to open a school which is then fully publicly funded. Whether these are
public schools or private schools is debatable, but they are certainly popular, with enrolment share increasing
from less than 1% to more than 10%. Consortiums of such schools have been created, the largest of which is
Kunskapsskolan (`Knowledge Schools'), which has 30 schools, 700 employees and 10,000 students.
How has it come to this when Blair and then Gordon Brown invested so much in school reform? After early gains,
performances on tests of literacy and numeracy flat lined. More than one billion dollars has been invested in the
National College for School Leadership (NCSL), generally regarded as an international exemplar, yet the
shortage of school leaders is as great as ever, with many schools struggling to make appointments. National
tests have been conducted at different levels of primary and secondary schooling, with publication of `league
tables' a regular feature in the nation's newspapers. Inspectors' reports on schools are comprehensive and
available for public scrutiny. Failing schools have been closed. Despite these levels of transparency and
accountability, the gap between high and low-performing schools is as wide as ever and no progress has been
made on international tests of student achievement such as PISA and TIMSS. Tony Blair and Michael Barber mu

More positively, referring to England, several initiatives have been successful, including the creation of
`academies' in highly disadvantaged settings (now more than 200) and specialist secondary schools (more than
3,000 or 95% now offer at least one specialisation). There are promising developments in the formation of
federations and `chains' of schools led by accomplished principals. The high level of autonomy introduced during
the Thatcher years was extended under New Labour.
I subscribe to an emerging view that a key factor in the stalling of the reform agenda in England is the same as
the one we warn about for Australia in our report card on the `education revolution' (SCOPE, 2 November 2009):
the creation of a centralised, bureaucratised, micro-managed system of schools that overwhelms its leaders and
the profession in general with an excessive number of one-size-fits-all initiatives and a narrowing of the
curriculum at the expense of the creative.
In England, hardly a month goes by without a new initiative of one kind or another. Promising initiatives that have
worked well under particular circumstances get `scaled up' to become requirements for all schools. Fidelity in
implementation becomes a requirement for funding and a focus for accountability. Lack of progress becomes a
reason for micro-management. The NCSL, for example, is now strictly obliged to address the agenda of the state
as a condition of its funding, in contrast to the high level of professional autonomy originally envisaged.
What is unfolding in be analysed in terms of the scenarios identified by the OECD in its Schooling for Tomorrow
project. We are seeing a status quo scenario in which `bureaucratic systems continue'. A high level of state
school autonomy is still in the gift of `the system' rather than being in the `default position', where it should be in
the 21st century. There is little boldness or creativity in governance to match academies in England, charter
schools in the USA or Kunskapsskolan in Sweden. There are exceptions, such as the proposed independent but
publicly funded Cape York Aboriginal Australian Academy led by Noel Pearson.
We need arrangements like those envisaged by Tom Bentley, former director of the influential London-based
think tank Demos and now Deputy Chief of Staff to Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Education Julia Gillard
(in 1998 and 1999 he was special advisor on school reform and social inclusion to David Blunkett, Blair's first
Secretary of State for Education and Employment). Writing with James Wilsdon, also formerly at Demos, in The
Adaptive State: Strategies for Personalising the Public Domain (2003, p. 16) he declared that:
We need new systems capable of continuously reconfiguring themselves to create new sources of public value. This
means interactively linking the different layers and functions of governance, not searching for a static blueprint that
predefines their relative weight. The central question is not how we can achieve precisely the right balance between
different layers - central, regional and local - or between different sectors - public, private and voluntary. Instead,
we need to ask How can the system as a whole become more than the sum of its parts?

Melding state and federal bureaucracies and agencies in a series of national partnerships is a reconfiguration of
sorts, and may indeed help make the whole more than the sum of its parts. We need to do much more if we are
to avoid the disappointments and unfulfilled expectations of school reform in Britain. `The world is watching'.
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