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Editorial 
  

(Except for correspondence, this issue is taken up entirely by the 

education policy below. The editor didn’t write all of it but, in the 

form in which it is published here, does take all the responsibility for 

it.) 

  

  

  

An Education Policy (for a political party 
wanting to leave the European Union) 

 

 

Education under the Conservative and Labour parties 
 

There is essential consensus between all three mainstream pro-

European Union parties about what education is and about the 

desirability of unlimited quantities of it. They all agree that: 

      1     education and training for jobs are essentially the same thing 

and equally the business of schools and universities 

      2     spending on education is not a cost but an investment: it will 

make us richer 

      3     schools and universities and examining boards (like 

hospitals, doctors’ practices and prisons) should as far as possible 

imitate privately run businesses.  

      Acting in the spirit of these three beliefs, no British governments 

have ever before been busier about educational reform than those of 

Mrs Thatcher, Mr Major and Mr Blair, which between them have 

effectively taken education out of the hands of the LEAs by giving 

schools their own budgets to manage; dictated what they teach 

through the National Curriculum; introduced GNVQs as a vocational 

alternative to A-levels; set up the City Technology Colleges and 

other specialist schools; transformed school Heads and university 

administrators into “managers”, applied to both schools and 

universities ideas of quality control and “total quality management” 

derived from industry; making teachers come to school for “training” 

for a week of their holiday (the so-called “Baker days”, named after 

their inventor); published “league tables” of schools’ exam results 

and inspectors’ reports; privatised and reformed the inspection 

system and extended it to the universities. The Conservatives 

doubled university places overnight by declaring the polytechnics 
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universities; New Labour goes much further by aiming to have 50% 

of the population going to university. (And the other 50% no doubt 

constituting a large underdog class.) In the process, the character of 

universities has naturally been transformed, but not for the better. 

      No British governments have ever been more determined to exert 

such detailed control over the education system. The principal 

instrument is the National Curriculum, which prescribes what 

schools may and may not teach and which gives a distinct bias 

towards science and technology, thought to be better wealth-creators 

than the arts. The National Curriculum, as the Conservatives 

originally conceived it, wasn’t just prescriptive, its impulse was 

positively dictatorial. No child could study two foreign languages 

and both history and geography to GCSE level; and the first, 

unworkable, National Curriculum document for science specified 17 

separate Attainment Targets, each Target divided into 10 Levels, 

some of the Levels having as many as 10 sub-divisions. Each child 

had not only to be taught but to have a record kept of its attainment 

at each sub-division of each level of each target. The result was a 

nightmare for teachers, ticking boxes when they should have been 

ticking essays, and filling schools with records so extensive and so 

detailed that no one could ever have time to read them or make sense 

of them if they did. Of course, teachers’ attention and energy was 

diverted from teaching into form-filling and paperwork. Large 

numbers of them, in consequence, now hate their profession. These 

achievements have, of course, been accompanied by a lot of loud, 

self-confident talk from those responsible for them about “putting 

policies in place” for “delivering” improvements, and “levering up” 

standards—as if the business of educating a people was to be gone 

about with the same confident muscularity as laying bricks or 

shifting coal and granite. 

      If education really were a business or an industry, we should 

have to think it a roaring success, with, year after year, under both 

Conservatives and New Labour, more students, staying on longer at 

school and university, taking more exams, at higher levels, with—

year after year—better and better results. Puzzlingly, despite all the 

upward curves on the production graphs, hardly anyone is happy. 

Dissatisfaction with state education isn’t widespread—it’s universal. 

Parents complain about standards of discipline and achievement. 

Employers complain about school leavers who seem to have 

acquired no habits of self-discipline and who can’t spell and 

punctuate or do simple arithmetic without a calculator. University 

lecturers—especially on the science side—complain that school 

leavers know much less than they used to. School teachers, so-called 

producers, complain too: about the bad behaviour and lack of 

concentration of the children they are supposed to teach, about the 

weakness of their powers to enforce discipline, and about parents, 

politicians and journalists who seem to think that the people who 

need disciplining are the teachers themselves. And school leavers 

and graduates complain about qualifications that don’t seem to 

qualify them for jobs. 

      Treating education as if it were a good thing it is impossible to 
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have too much of (about 40% of 18 to 25 year olds going to 

university already, and a Government target of 50%) has given 

education the place in the collective political mind, as a measure of 

national well-being, that length of motorway used to have If it’s 

action we want, both the Conservatives and New Labour have given 

us it, with the result of universal dismay. Unlike the Conservatives 

and Labour and Liberal-Democrats, we understand why. 

      The lesson to be learned from the seventeen years of failed 

Conservative education “reforms” and two terms of New Labour 

ones is that what we need even more than action, and before action, 

is understanding. Without it, “action” just makes a bad case worse. 

The essential thing wrong with the other parties’ understanding of 

education is that (like their understanding of the nation), it’s an 

uneducated one. Their guiding principles are wrong. It is not to be 

expected that even the most diligent application of stupid policies 

will improve anything, especially education. 

       

Education under our Party  

The two great things wrong with education in this country are (1) we 

have lost our understanding of what it is and what can reasonably be 

expected of it and (2) in consequence we have provided much too 

much of it in unsuccessful, and fantastically expensive, efforts to 

make it do what it cannot do. The first of two essential requirements 

for any sane education policy is a better understanding of education. 

This will lead secondly to a great deal less formal and compulsory 

education and a reduction of the demands education makes on the 

taxes. 

      Our policy will be based on five major principles, which we shall 

apply to the different levels of education. 

       

      1     State control of the national education system to be less 

absolute. Individual state schools to have more freedom to determine 

their own character. The parents of children at state schools to have 

more of the freedom to choose between schools that the parents of 

children at private schools have. 

      2     Education and training are often close together in our early 

experience but diverge more and more the higher in education we 

go, and must not be confused. 

      3     Education—like the armed forces and old age pensions—is a 

legitimate public cost not an investment. It is not, therefore, the case 

that, economically (or in any other way), the more we have of it the 

better. 

      4     Training, on the other hand, is an investment and in general 

should be paid for by those who expect dividends from it, that is, the 

employers of the trained and the trained themselves. 

      5     Because education is valuable to all, the education of the less 

academically able must receive as serious attention as the education 

of the academically more able but 

      (i) this does not mean that, ideally, everyone stays in full time 
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education for the same length of time, and 

      (ii) because there is no upper limit or “cut off point” at which 

education loses its value, the formation of an “élite” or “élites” must 

be treated as a natural and desirable end of education. 

Education and the state 

Education is for the good of the country as a whole as well as that of 

the individual who receives it. At a time when this nation was the 

richest in the world, the Victorians brought in universal education 

along with the movement towards democracy. Those who have the 

vote must be fitted by knowledge and judgement to be able to use the 

vote responsibly. Their belief that education ought to be universal, 

because it is not just of private importance but matters to the country 

as a whole, is one we share. And, of course, if it is to be universal, it 

must also be both free (that is, paid for from taxes) and compulsory. 

State education must try to ensure that knowledge and a capacity for 

judgement are not restricted to any one sort or class of individuals 

but diffused as widely as possible. Though education can’t provide 

prosperity for all, what it can provide for anyone normal and willing 

is a certain level of literacy and numeracy, some useful skills and an 

introduction to the core academic subjects—the beginnings of an 

acquaintance with what Matthew Arnold called “the best that has 

been thought and said in the world”. 

      In the modern world states have taken responsibility for 

education, and even in the European Union, despite aspirations to 

impose the French system everywhere, nations still vary very much 

in their educational systems. The character of its education is in fact 

one of the things that defines a nation. Education is both shaped by 

and does much to form national character. The mess to which the 

mainstream parties have reduced British education over the last forty 

years is a natural outcome of their loss of belief in the nation. 

      Education is always induction into a language and world. At 

school the child is introduced to the elements of the culture that 

cannot be expected to be fully inculcated in the home. This 

presupposes a culture. There are of course sectarian schools of 

various sorts which aim to lead children into particular subcultures, 

but the national standards of examination try to ensure that all 

schools share in the same community. Whatever quite is meant by a 

“multicultural” Britain, no one understands by it a Britain that is a 

mere geographical location of any number of different sized separate 

cultures. The term “subculture” itself implies the existence of a 

culture which the subculture is subordinate to and which is not itself 

a subculture. Education is one of the means through which different 

subordinate communities make up a coherent whole. 

      Education is, therefore, undeniably one of the duties of the state, 

as well as of individual parents. This is why it is proper for taxes for 

education to be levied on the whole community, including people 

with no children and no possibility of having children. To the extent 

that we are a community all adults are in loco parentis. But the 

state’s duty to educate children doesn’t supersede or take over from 
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that of parents. The paramount consideration is what is best for 

children and for the community as a whole—from which it follows 

that in carrying out their respective duties, state and parents 

shouldn’t ordinarily be in conflict with one another. The state rightly 

claims a say in how children are educated and so, equally rightly, do 

parents. The political problem here is how to reconcile these two 

potentially competing claims. 

      How is a state system of education to be reconciled with parental 

freedom of choice? At present freedom of choice is entirely 

financial. Parents rich enough may choose to send their children to 

private schools. For the rest there is, presently, little or no choice: the 

state dictates to schools, and parents accept what schools provide. 

This party would, through vouchers, extend to all some degree of the 

choice presently enjoyed by only the very well off. 

      Although the state has an interest in seeing to it that its citizens 

are educated, it doesn’t follow that it needs therefore to exercise 

detailed control over the education they receive. Governments come 

and go at, usually, no more than four-year intervals. Ministers of 

State come and go more frequently still. But education, even of the 

individual, is an affair for the long-term. So it may well be that the 

long-term interest the state has in education—as in other things—is 

best served by individual governments not having too absolute a 

power over the education service they administer. We believe the 

time has come for governments to share some of the power they 

presently exercise over education with schools and parents. 

      State control of the national education service has been too 

unconstrained for too long. It is too easy for the political party in 

power to make changes parents and schools don’t want and the 

consequences of which it can’t itself foresee. One by one, Tom, Dick 

and Harry make promises, take up office, give directions—

sometimes here, sometimes there—and go their way. And everyone 

else lives with the consequences. One consequence, for instance, of 

the massive expansion of higher education over the past forty years 

is that a degree is now required for jobs for which five O-levels 

would once have been enough. It’s a form of inflation which, like 

other forms, is of, at best, dubious general benefit. It means that 

masses of young people are not only forced to start their working 

lives several years later than they once did but to do so with large 

debts round their necks. 

      The history of education “reform” over the past forty years 

conclusively demonstrates, we believe, that a better balance is 

needed between the respective powers—or influences—of 

governments, parents and schools, and more patience in the search 

for “results”. All that boastful talk, from a succession of 

governments, about “levering up” standards and “delivering” 

improvements and the like has not just been stupid in expression, it 

has done immense harm. The state’s rightful responsibility for 

education has been injured by its having a monopoly of power over 

it—most obviously by its debauching of the examination system and 

degrading the universities. The state rightly exercises power over the 

national education system but the power it exercises needs checking 
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and balancing by the power of parents and of schools. 

      The state’s power ought to be limited to (1) specifying a core 

curriculum to be followed by all schools receiving state funding: a 

national curriculum but not one so elaborate or so detailed as to 

prevent schools differing from one another in ways teachers and 

parents find important (2) running a reconstituted body of HMIs 

whose visits would be made without any advance warning and 

whose reports would be freely available and (3) licensing 

examination boards. 

      The influence of schools ought to be increased by (1) getting 

their funding directly (partly from government, partly from parental 

vouchers) and (2) being left free to decide for themselves everything 

not already expressly decided by the state: e.g., to select their pupils, 

to specialize outside the core curriculum and the time allocated to it, 

to set or stream or not, to decide on teaching methods, length of 

holidays, hours of attendance, conditions of work and pay, etc., etc.. 

As long as they followed the core national curriculum, schools 

would be free in the time not devoted to it, to specialize in whatever 

subjects they chose: sciences, arts, languages, fine art, music, drama, 

religion or even by giving more time to the core curriculum. What 

was done outside the core curriculum would, though, be subject to 

inspection in the ordinary way. Within the constraints of the core 

curriculum and the law, schools of all or no religion could receive 

state funding.  

      The influence of parents ought to be increased by the simple 

means of giving them education vouchers and leaving them free to 

“spend” their vouchers wherever they choose in the state system. 

Thus would be extended to all parents some degree of the choice 

presently enjoyed by the very well off alone. 

SCHOOLS 

A note on selection 

Whether state schools should be free to select their pupils or not is 

one of the questions that divides both teachers and parents. We 

would leave each school free to answer for itself. We justify this on 

the following grounds: 

      Children are all different and of very various abilities and 

inclinations, a fact obscured by the Labour Party’s brainchild, 

unstreamed comprehensive schools, and the Conservatives’, 

comprehensive universities. Just as the less gifted in any activity 

need appropriate attention, those exceptionally good at anything, 

whether it be football or physics, should be grouped together. The 

confident use of “élitist” as a term of abuse is a symptom of 

educational collapse. Against élites, against education. 

      It is most important that children with a real academic bent 

should not be held back by their background. The great contribution 

of Labour to education over the last half century has been to 

reinforce class distinction. Although it is now very much easier for 

anyone to get into an institution with the name of “university”, it is 
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much harder now than before the Labour-inspired reforms for 

anyone to get as far as genuine university work without a good start 

from middle-class parents. Labour egalitarianism has done much to 

undo the work of centuries, and the principal sufferers are gifted 

children from poor homes. We shall ensure that the academically 

talented are encouraged to develop their talents to the utmost. 

      It is often objected to the selection of pupils by schools that it 

prevents the selection of schools by parents; actually the one is a 

condition of the other. The right of parents to select the schools their 

children go to is an empty one unless schools are free to differ from 

one another. To be free to differ they need to be free to choose their 

pupils. Competition between pupils for schools and between schools 

for pupils are complementary not rival principles. In the long run 

such competition will do more for standards than any system of 

inspection however rigorous and punitive. Instead of trying to force 

higher standards upon unwilling or unreceptive institutions and 

individuals (in the long run a fruitless undertaking), it encourages 

both institutions and individuals to adopt those higher standards as 

their own. 

      Those who oppose the selection of pupils by schools will, with 

justice, argue that if schools generally are free to select, schools 

generally have selection forced upon them, and that the 

comprehensive “ideal” (or experiment) is simply not compatible 

with widespread freedom to select. Our answer is (i) that because of 

the existence of private schools and the effect a good state school has 

on house prices in its surrounding area, there is already de facto 

selection but selection not by ability but by the ability to pay, a kind 

of selection which works against the interest of bright children of 

poor parents, and (ii) that the kind of “comprehensive” schools 

which has resulted from this form of selection has by now 

sufficiently proved itself a failure and to deserve to be done away 

with. 

The curriculum 

The effect of the changes proposed above would, of course, depend 

crucially on just how large or small a proportion of each school’s 

curriculum was taken up by the compulsory, core or “national” 

element in it. At one extreme, the state would continue to dictate to 

schools and parents just as much as it does now; at the other, it 

would effectively abandon responsibility for education altogether. 

Both extremes are, it seems to us, to be avoided, the latter especially. 

We would favour, at least to begin with, only a relatively modest 

relaxation of the state’s responsibility for the curriculum but this is a 

question about which there is properly room for discussion and 

negotiation. It might prove possible, for instance, for the relaxation 

to be progressive.  

      A crucial task will be to set more reasonable limits to what 

schools attempt. The range of tasks they attempt has greatly 

increased in recent years and needs to be cut back. They need a 

sounder sense of priorities, and ought to concentrate on what it is 
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most important for them to do and what they do best. They cannot 

do, for instance, everything that might be done for every 16-to-18 

year old who has five GCSEs but can’t or doesn’t yet want to get a 

job. The public purse not being bottomless, they cannot even attempt 

to do that without a price being paid somewhere else in the system. 

      All children must reach a certain standard in reading, writing and 

arithmetic. It is scandalous if—after a minimum of 11 or 12 years’ 

education—they don’t. Raising the standards in reading, writing and 

numeracy for the less academically able is one of the most urgently 

necessary tasks of all. If smaller classes or other special help is 

necessary, it must be provided; and it can be, even from within the 

present education budget by making compensatory cuts elsewhere. 

      Schools are not the best places to train people for work; and 

some subjects are best postponed for university. Cuts in the range of 

activities undertaken in the sixth form, by removing the kind of 

vocational training best undertaken elsewhere, and the subjects best 

undertaken at a later stage of an academic career, will save money 

that can be usefully spent elsewhere and lower down the system. 

Additionally, we intend to permit those who reach an appropriate 

minimum standard in core subjects to leave school at 15. If a 15 

year-old reaches the standard set and wishes to become economically 

responsible for himself, we see no good reason why the state should 

stand in his way. If it creates an incentive for him to work harder at 

school in the preceding years, all the better. If his departure releases 

money that can be spent on those who remain, better still. With the 

money saved by having fewer pupils in schools studying a narrower 

range of subjects, smaller classes and closer attention might easily be 

afforded for those who most need or would most benefit from them. 

Recognising that those who leave formal education early will 

sometimes want to re-enter it as adults, we shall give them every 

opportunity to do so (see below). 

      We shall make it easier for 15 year-olds to reach the standard 

that will permit them to leave, by allowing schools to replace classes 

based on age by ones based on attainment. Under this system pupils 

would not automatically progress up a school, year by year, but 

would go up a standard only when they had reached the appropriate 

level of attainment. Such is the practice in some other countries and 

was in Britain before the second world war. We point to the analogy 

of the examination system of the Associated Board of the Royal 

Schools of Music, which for most of a century has managed to evade 

state interference and to maintain, excellently, standards of musical 

education. Children take grades as and when they are ready, not at 

fixed ages. 

      The prime purpose of schools being not to train young people for 

work but to educate them, the curriculum must once more be centred 

on educational not vocational subjects. So, the bias towards science 

and technology in the present national curriculum, introduced from a 

mistaken belief that it would help to make us rich, will be removed. 

      A narrowly nationalist education would be self-contradictory and 

is no part of this party’s programme. Education nevertheless must be 

very important in the formation of the national character, and 
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education does differ with national character. Education is not worth 

the name if our children encounter nothing of the best of their own 

language. Our education must include the history of Britain and the 

British, and some knowledge of Shakespeare and the English Bible. 

Within the one culture there is plenty of room for variation, regional 

and national. Scottish, Welsh, Irish children will meet their own 

traditions as well as those of Britain as a whole. For immigrants and 

their descendants, two contrary facts have to be respected and 

reconciled: (i) that they have ancestral roots of their own which they 

don’t wish to lose touch with and (ii) immigration itself indicates a 

willingness to join in the common life of the nation they have come 

to. The state must respect different traditions but concentrate on 

safeguarding and fostering the common life in which they meet. 

      There is a difference, of course between education, universally 

admired, and indoctrination, universally condemned. And this is true 

even though there is probably a grey area where the two cannot be 

distinguished. When American children salute the flag is that the one 

or the other? When in the minority of schools which obey the present 

law an act of worship is performed, is that an invitation to participate 

or an effort to inculcate a minority doctrine? One of the objections to 

our present education is that strenuous efforts are made to 

indoctrinate the children in what is called political correctness: the 

equality of all “lifestyles”, the equal value of all cultures, even, still 

(in the universities) Marxism and the coming triumph of revolution. 

Our danger is not that such efforts may succeed, but that they will 

engender a disregard for all beliefs and values. This is to be avoided 

by the pursuit of the second great aim of education, the fostering of 

independent thought. All induction to culture includes an element of 

criticism, and the better the education the more clearly this is 

recognised. The aim has to be to take the young far enough into the 

thinking possible to this culture for them to be able to make up their 

own minds, and so to be fit to take their part in the democracy. 

      Accordingly, all pupils will meet at least something of real 

academic life, and all will be introduced to something of Western 

culture. Not everyone will be very interested. But art, language, 

history, science, mathematics, are inherently interesting, and not just 

for their supposed usefulness. We should not underestimate the 

capacity of children to appreciate them. Not all children will be 

capable of appreciating them in the same way or to the same degree. 

That hardly needs much emphasising. But just as the most 

academically able must always fall short of perfect mastery, so the 

least able or academically inclined always have it in them to 

appreciate something of the intrinsic interest that is there. That a 

child is not academically able does not mean that his education must 

be confined to the practical and utilitarian. There are already enough 

influences of that kind upon him without schools deliberately setting 

out to add to them. From the most to the least able the spectrum is 

continuous. There have to be, of course, differences of emphasis and 

approach, which are matters for the tact—which test the tact—of the 

individual teacher; there ought not to be two different kinds of 

education, one for those inside, one for those outside the academic 
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pale. 

      The independence of the nation is not a self-sufficient political 

good, but a necessary condition for it. Education likewise is only the 

good we take it to be if pursued in a certain spirit. The effort of some 

educationists to make education value-free is all of a piece with the 

loss of national nerve against which this party exists to bear witness. 

A nation afraid of transmitting its values to the next generation (who 

will of course make something different of them) is in danger of 

losing any values worth handing on. Our education policy will do 

what an older generation can to make sure that the children of the 

United Kingdom are not disinherited. 

Sixth forms 

Sixth forms will become smaller and more coherent. Entry will be 

restricted to the minority with some potential for going on to three 

years’ study at a genuine university. 

      Sixth forms, like universities, have enormously expanded in 

recent years—in the number of students taught and in the number 

and variety of subjects too. Thirty-five years ago about one in twenty 

16 year olds stayed on into the sixth form, now about half do; and 

the subjects taught are more not just in number but in kind. The 

academic sixth form now includes philosophy and the social 

sciences—psychology, sociology, economics, linguistics; and there 

is a new vocational (or pseudo-vocational) sixth form of subjects like 

Business Studies, Health and Social Care, and Leisure and Tourism. 

      These expansions have, of course, been presented to the public as 

democratising higher education, and have certainly reduced the 

official number of young people out of work, but they have 

transformed the character of sixth forms, and not for the better. The 

old élitist sixth form, offering subjects which were unequivocally 

academic and equally unequivocally either arts or sciences, was an 

incomparably good preparation for university. It had a clarity and a 

coherence of purpose which the new, greatly enlarged, more various 

sixth form cannot possibly have. The latter has come into existence 

without anyone asking whether there is any reasonable limit to who 

should enter and what they should do. Schools are now over-

extended and need to retrench—most obviously by ceasing to offer 

GNVQs. 

      The attempt to create in the GNVQs a vocational “equivalent” to 

A-level is badly misguided and deeply confused. The GNVQs have 

undermined the character and function of the old academic sixth 

form as preparation for university by making it too large and 

depriving it of its coherence; and they have done little to create a 

new technical sixth form in recompense. The whole apparatus of 

GNVQs must go. If business values the training the GNVQ subjects 

provide, business may pay, either by supplying training in the 

workplace or by fees to specialised technical schools. We can be 

pretty sure that if business had to pay for the supposed vocational 

training the GNVQs provide, the training would become very 

different, much briefer and very much cheaper. It would become, 
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that is, much more useful to business and no charge on taxes. The 

economy would benefit doubly. 

Teaching methods 

Spending more money is no sure cure for low standards in “the three 

Rs”. Over-libertarian teaching methods are at least partly to blame, 

and we shall encourage their abandonment. To anyone not a perfect 

victim of sixties’ fashions, it must be self-evident that children need 

to be taught to read, and that phonics has an important part to play in 

that teaching. Nevertheless, we do not support the authoritarians of 

the present moment who, in reaction, think that the entire solution to 

the educational problem lies in “whole class teaching” and the 

abandonment of “real books”. The root that joins these antagonists is 

that same deep-seated confusion between instruction and education 

which we speak about elsewhere. 

      One half-truth to be avoided is that of the libertarians who, 

because they recognise that instruction is not the same thing as 

education, think it has no part to play in it; the other is that of their 

authoritarian counterparts who, because they recognise that 

education depends on instruction, think it’s the same thing. There is 

an obvious, undeniable truth in those phrases “child centred” and 

“emergent education”, though it is not always meant by the theorists 

who use them. Only the individual child can be the centre of 

learning, and each child is different. Anyone who teaches as if 

teaching were never anything else but instructing and pupils all 

identical and interchangeable is a bad teacher. And what does 

education ever do but emerge, mysteriously, at no-one’s beck and 

call, not the teacher’s, not the child’s own and certainly not his 

parents’ or Education Secretarys’? People can be instructed more or 

less to order but not educated. But that should never have been taken 

to mean that the teacher relinquishes authority or ceases to instruct 

where it is instruction that is required. 

      Phonics is necessary for teaching most children to read but no 

more entails banishing real books from the classroom than their 

presence entails banishing phonics. Teaching the whole class may be 

the only thing required if it’s tables that are being taught, but for 

very many things beyond, the real teaching won’t begin until the 

“whole class teaching” is over, and what was said and shown there is 

adapted to the varying capacities of different individuals. If “whole 

class teaching” ever became a “benchmark” of “best practice” it 

would have become a name and a licence for lazy teaching too. 

Examinations 

One of the great defects of our present education system is that no 

one any longer trusts the public examinations which measure its 

achievements. Marks have become so systematically inflated that 

they no longer make the distinctions expected of them. The most 

glaring proof is that Oxford and Cambridge, which had abandoned 

their own entrance examinations, are being forced to restore them. 
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We shall do our best to restore the examination system’s reputation. 

The least that is required is closer regulation of the exam boards to 

ensure that marks aren’t progressively driven up and standards 

progressively down by schools shopping around for the easiest 

exams for their pupils. A greater distinction will be made between 

those at the top level of attainment at age 16 and those lower down—

either by re-introducing something like the old GCE for the ablest 

pupils or by raising the top end of the GCSE. AS levels will be 

abandoned and the two year A-level re-instated. Standards at A-level 

will rise as students at the lower end of the ability range cease to 

enter sixth-forms and take them. 

       

      Our aim is to change the culture of schools for the better—to 

give them a more concentrated purpose and a greater coherence of 

purpose than they presently have. The change won’t be small, will 

entail the loss of jobs and will provoke some anger and resistance. 

      But it should be recognised that the anger will be far from 

universal. A more rigorous pursuit of academic excellence and a 

stricter grading of pupils to match it will be supported by most 

parents. These things would in themselves do a great deal to improve 

discipline. A great many teachers will welcome our reforms whole-

heartedly. The apparatus of dictatorial control which the 

Conservatives set up in a despairing effort to make schools 

“perform” better will be dismantled. Heads will go back to being 

Head teachers, instead of Heads of the Senior Management Team. 

The ethos that prevails in schools will once again be that of teachers 

not managers and quality-control auditors. The terrible burden of 

paperwork which is making teachers’ lives a misery and driving 

them out of the profession will be lifted in its entirety. And we’ll 

give them their “Baker days” back. At present teachers’ lives in all 

quarters of the education system are made miserable by the lack of 

trust the government and the public have in them, and the amount of 

inspecting, assessing, managing and compulsory policy-writing and 

record-keeping that is the consequence and daily proof of it. Our 

intention is to put things right in schools and universities, and leave 

them be. 

      The more teachers look at them, the more they will see that these 

changes fairly promise to remedy the worst of their present 

grievances and dissatisfactions: providing more money, especially 

for the most difficult and least able pupils, getting the government 

and its agents out of their hair, and raising their esteem in the eyes of 

the public, giving them the chance to win back that sense of being 

members of a profession which they have lost. 

      The morale of the teaching profession is itself a great problem. 

Early retirements—including of highly paid Heads—is so 

widespread that the pension fund is in trouble. Nervous breakdowns, 

even suicides, are understandable and not uncommon. This party will 

assure the teachers that in their vital work they have the gravity of 

the state behind them. We shall support their efforts to ensure that 

ordinary standards of civilised behaviour are maintained in 

schools—itself an important part of education in civility—and that 
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attendance is required. But it is true that a number of teachers, 

graduates of a demoralized system, are themselves demoralized. The 

profession cannot be rescued overnight. Lasting improvement in the 

schools will take steady effort and encouragement over a number of 

years, which this party will provide. The immediately cheerful 

prospect is that the teachers who find themselves really opposed to 

our re-establishment of education will be the ones to choose 

redundancy and early retirement. It is not too much to hope that 

many not very good teachers will go. This will reverse the trend of 

the past generation, when many of the best teachers have left the 

profession in despair and disgust.  

       

       

      Because education helps to form but also depends on the whole 

state of the culture and language, there are serious limits to what 

governments can achieve by education policies. A society in which 

knowledge, thinking, art, conversation, are not highly regarded will 

not have good universal education whatever a government does. 

Education is, moreover, an invitation not everyone will accept. All 

education is of individuals and no improvements in education will 

ever be automatic. But within the limits of the possible, we have a 

great opportunity to improve education in this country. Not only are 

we not tied to discredited policies; our understanding of the value of 

the nation—lost by the other parties—can make possible an 

understanding of education necessarily denied to the other parties. 

Their loss of nerve about the country’s independence and about its 

education are parts of the same problem for which we can begin to 

offer a remedy. 

      Because our élite classes are so far gone in defeatism, some of 

our policies have to be radical, though in general the principle must 

be not to change unless change is necessary. But in the national 

revival consequent upon our regaining independence from the EU, 

our radical measures will be seen to be quite natural, and not the 

beginning of another cycle of perpetual revolution. 

       

SIXTH-FORM COLLEGES 

We shall re-integrate Sixth-form Colleges with schools because (i) it 

is harmful to schools to lose their sixth-form teaching and (ii) with 

fewer pupils in sixth-forms the Colleges will no longer be viable. 

COLLEGES OF FURTHER EDUCATION 

We shall uphold the Colleges’ tradition of technical education but 

with two provisos: (i) that the courses that continue to be funded by 

the state are genuinely technical and not of the dubiously 

“vocational” sort we intend to discontinue in the schools and (ii) that 

in the long term we shall shift the responsibility for funding the 

Colleges from central to local government and local business.  
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HIGHER EDUCATION 

Here, as in the schools, we shall restore the commonsense, 

traditional distinction between education and training and, in doing 

so, we shall simultaneously improve the quality of both and save the 

very considerable amounts of public money presently wasted on 

“education” that doesn’t educate and “training” that doesn’t train. 

Once that distinction is made again, it follows that “higher 

education” will usually mean university education. Our distinction of 

education from training, though clear, is not absolute in universities 

any more than in schools. Some professions traditionally occupy 

university space for what is largely training—the medical and legal 

professions, for instance. So be it. The rule of thumb seems to be that 

if it is desirable for members of a profession to be educated, there 

should be some connection between the profession and the 

university. Doctors and solicitors should not be entirely uneducated. 

      What makes a university itself, however, are the kinds of 

thinking that have no direct connection with professions at all. The 

traditional tests of what constitutes a proper university subject are 

not hard to grasp. There must be either a coherent body of 

knowledge or a coherent set of intellectual procedures or both, and 

the subject must be such as to stretch the mind and, in the arts 

faculty, to involve and develop judgement about human life. The 

present so-called universities are full of subjects that satisfy none of 

these criteria and which therefore do not offer anyone a genuine 

university education. For us to have a sense (Newman’s sense) of the 

subjects as branches of knowledge, we have to have a sense of there 

being somewhere a trunk and roots. So—in defence of its own 

character and integrity—a university must (past some point which 

cannot be exactly defined and about which there can be legitimate 

argument) resist the multiplication of subjects within itself. If the 

process of multiplication goes on long enough the institution is 

infallibly destroyed in everything but name. The whole centre of 

gravity of the “tree” shifts with the random sprouting of its 

“branches”; and at some point it is uprooted and topples over. At 

which point no one any longer is ever educated; and no one knows 

what “educated” is. 

      We value the universities, highly—but not because we think they 

can help us to sell more goods to other people than other people sell 

to us. Educated judgement is an important part of the nation, 

absolutely. The educated are a quite unquantifiable resource; 

amongst other things, they comprise the class from which the 

nation’s educators is drawn. If the nation has gone so soft in the head 

as not to be able to govern itself it should surprise nobody if the 

universities are comparably afflicted. The nation’s loss of self-

government and the softening of its mind in universities, the media, 

all the places where opinion is formed, are symptoms of the same 

disease. A restoration of the universities will go far towards restoring 

the nation’s mind. What the university cannot do—except 

exceptionally and by chance—is to provide the training that business 

and industry need in order to make us rich. Any connection there 
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may be between the proper work of the university and national 

prosperity is at best indirect. 

      Universities are communities of thinkers. The aim of a university 

is to pursue thinking as far as it will go—just that. Universities 

which offer other aims such as “to facilitate regional economic 

growth and national wealth creation” are fraudulent as well as sadly 

deficient in humour. The present unprecedented size of universities 

has come about not through an explosion of thought, but because the 

defeatist parties believe that the more years the more young people 

spend in universities, the richer we all shall be. 

      Although this is as self-evidently absurd as a belief can be, for 

the past decade or more the universities, fiercely pressed by a 

succession of philistine governments, have been trying to pass 

themselves off as purveyors of useful knowledge. This has had the 

effect of distracting them from their proper work without replacing it 

with anything useful. 

      The last Tory Governments, under Mrs Thatcher and Mr Major, 

did their best not just to make the universities serve the business 

interest but to pretend to be businesses themselves. The 

Conservatives, in contradiction of their name, were (and perhaps still 

are) bent on destroying the universities’ historic character as self-

governing communities of scholars in order to make them resemble 

business enterprises staffed by employees. That party so multiplied 

the number of institutions that may call themselves universities, the 

number of students attending them and the number of subjects for 

which degrees can be awarded that universities no longer have the 

character that was once thought to justify the special status and 

authority of those who simultaneously taught in them and governed 

them. It further undermined their collegiate character by encouraging 

the development of “modular” degrees which students obtain by 

accumulating “credits” from a number of different institutions 

(including, of course, ones in “Europe”); by taking away the 

teachers’ security of tenure; by setting and rewarding production 

targets of one kind and another; by putting a new and separate class 

of “managers”, more susceptible to government control, in charge of 

them; and by introducing systems of “appraisal” and inspection 

much like those in schools. New Labour, in contradiction of its 

name, hasn’t, of course, scrupled to borrow the Conservatives’ 

clothes and further the process. 

      To their shame, the universities have co-operated in all this. 

Courses have been introduced which, while they have no serious 

connection with knowledge or thinking, have no usefulness either, 

producing large quantities of graduates with large expectations but 

fewer abilities than when they began their courses. The process 

makes everyone involved—because they are all thinking dishonestly, 

whether or not they are conscious of the dishonesty—less intelligent 

than they would be if they weren’t part of this so-called “education” 

system at all. Women’s Studies confesses in its title that it has 

students but neither subject nor object; it has also introduced the 

untrue and undesirable principle that some academic activity is the 

prerogative of one sex. The theory of Leisure Management is not a 
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topic that can possibly occupy anyone’s mind but neither will it 

make good—what?—managers of leisure centres? Tourism is not an 

academic discipline: i.e. has no body of knowledge particular to 

itself and no set of methods or modes of thought that distinguish it 

from other disciplines. A course in Seaside Studies can do nothing to 

help anyone run a bed-and-breakfast business. And what a degree in 

Yorkshire Studies is supposed to do for anyone is anyone’s guess. 

      During the same decade, standards in the genuine university 

subjects have been adapted to the capacities of the weaker students. 

Some of the Arts subjects are in a state of internal collapse. 

Universities offer “Greek and Roman Studies” for students unable to 

read Greek and Latin, English degrees to students who need neither 

read Shakespeare nor be able to write decent English sentences, 

physics degrees to students with hardly any maths. But that's 

nothing. Universities that cease to offer Philosophy offer more and 

more places in Media Studies, like shops that, on finding that the 

demand for Liquorice Sticks has slackened, stock up on Fiddlesticks 

instead.  

      In order to facilitate European integration, degrees awarded after 

finals examinations are being replaced by modular degrees. One 

university defines a module as “an independent, self-contained unit 

of teaching, learning and assessment”. Modules are taught and 

examined in courses usually of twelve weeks. The idea of 

modularisation is that subjects can be divided into these self-

contained units and that in principle degrees can be awarded for the 

right number of completed modules from any number of different 

subjects; Europe-wide standardization means that the modules can 

also be assembled, like cars, from components from a number of 

different sources. It is very desirable that academics should have 

experience of universities in different countries, but at the 

undergraduate level the ordinary consequence of the new system is 

incoherence and the dissipation of concentration. Under this system 

there is no fortnight of a student’s life when he or she will bring 

together the thoughts and knowledge of three years in one or two 

related subjects, and there need be no internal links between any two 

bits. We anticipate that with the re-establishment of academic 

standards, and our escape from the EU, modular degrees will fade 

away. 

      Put together, the proliferation of useless non-subjects and the 

dilution of the genuine subjects mean that many if not most of the 

academics at present employed in higher education, and the 

“cohorts” of students being taught by them, are wasting their time. 

This brings learning into contempt, wastes national resources, and 

has a demoralizing effect on the staff and students. 

      The British university system now, in consequence, suffers for 

the first time from the same divisions as the American. No one in 

America imagines that a degree from Small Rock Tech, Arizona is 

the same qualification as one from Harvard or Yale. In Britain, until 

just a few years ago, no one needed to pretend that a degree from, 

say, Wales was the same qualification as one from, say, Oxford, 

because it was. In 1968 a degree from Fourah Bay College, 
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Freetown, Sierra Leone—then awarding Durham degrees—was the 

same qualification as a degree from Oxford or Cambridge. Is there 

anyone who imagines that in 2003 a degree from the University of 

Bournemouth is? That is no longer true and cannot be made true, no 

matter how much appraising, inspecting and total quality 

management the Government unintelligently insists on. One 

probable consequence of our having so very many so-called 

universities is that once again we shall be able to recognise only two 

real ones. The Labour Party having sharpened class divisions by 

comprehensivizing the schools, the Conservative Party sharpens 

them by comprehensivizing the universities. 

      In sum, the process of “diseducation” in the universities is 

already very far advanced, and cannot be halted except by making 

them smaller. Our party has four principal four principal measures 

for remedying this situation. 

      1     In the days before the Polytechnics gave themselves 

romantic-sounding new names, a body called the CNAA was 

responsible for validating their degrees. We shall appoint a body to 

conduct a once-and-for-all revalidation or invalidation of all degree 

schemes offered in the U.K. The criteria for allowing a degree to be 

awarded will be the traditional ones of knowledge, method, 

intellectual development and judgement we outline above. The 

universities have grown by mere accretion, and the time has come 

for their shape and organisation to be given the principled review it 

so far never has been given. 

      This one-off exercise will cost a few million pounds which will 

be quickly repaid in costs saved. 

      What the scale of contraction will be we cannot say previous to 

the review. But it will certainly be substantial enough to have a 

welcome effect on the national budget. University subjects which are 

clearly neither use nor ornament will be phased out. In some 

institutions where the non-subjects preponderate, the result will be 

closure. Genuine training or education will be transferred to other 

institutions. 

      2     Once the universities have been rescued and funded on a 

more realistic scale, this party will leave them strictly alone. If they 

really are autonomous trees of knowledge without superiors how can 

they be inspected? The Funding Councils have exercised all their 

academic ingenuity to assure universities that inspections are only of 

teaching methods, not of university standards; which is an offshoot 

of the fallacy that teaching methods are separable from subjects, and 

has allowed standards to collapse. The reformed universities will 

return to reliance on external examining by peers, not “appraisal” 

and “academic audit” by pseudo-superiors. 

      3     With a reduction in the overall size of universities, the 

remainder can be funded more generously. Cost-cutting plans to 

distinguish between universities that do both “teaching” and 

“research” (i.e., universities that are universities) and universities 

that do “teaching” alone (i.e. aren’t) will be abandoned. And students 

will get (means tested) maintenance grants restored as well as fees. 
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Students need to concentrate their minds, which is not done by 

having jobs in term time. Overseas students already contribute 

substantially to university budgets, and we envisage that with the 

international reputation of our universities restored this will continue 

and increase; but universities will be not be permitted to reduce their 

intake of UK students in order to accommodate overseas students. 

Students from EU countries (in practice, mostly Greece, Portugal 

and Spain) are at present treated as coming from “the home” country 

and pay no fees. British withdrawal from the EU will automatically 

rectify this situation, as well as allowing students from North 

America more of a chance of entry. 

      We will encourage genuine endowment of universities and 

scholarships by tax reliefs, and promise not to tamper with 

endowments. 

      4     Postgraduate work at present suffers from the same diseases 

as undergraduate work. Non-subjects are in plentiful supply to 

postgraduates, and the idea that some independence of mind is 

required for postgraduate work is in abeyance. With the restoration 

of standards of first degrees, postgraduate work will naturally 

resume its proper place in the university, for the minority with some 

potential for independent thinking and for beginning an academic 

career.  

      5     Genuine vocational training will be subjected to market 

discipline. This is such a new proposal that some work will be 

required filling in the details. The general logic is, however, clear, 

perhaps in the light of the privatisation programmes of recent years, 

and follows from what we have said of GNVQs. 

       

      If the economy must have training, the resultant wealth-creation 

will one way or another pay for the training. There is no need for 

such payment to be by way of taxation. It is sometimes thought that 

a well-trained labour-force is rather like “infrastructure”, that the 

state should provide training like roads. If roads can be paid for by 

tolls rather than taxes, the same can be done more effectively for the 

training supplied to the minority who want it. It may well be that 

much training is best concentrated in centres of excellence like the 

former polytechnics, but it need not follow that these centres should 

be supported by the state. If a business cannot do without training 

there is no more need for the state to pay for such training than for 

raw materials. 

      It is certainly the state’s duty to maintain standards of training, 

and an inspectorate. But the direct beneficiaries of the training 

should bear the cost. They are the employers and the trained. The 

means by which employers will pay will be decided in discussion 

with them. 

      When the costs are transferred from the budget to firms 

employing people with technical qualifications, and to the qualified, 

the difference between necessary skills and pseudo-academic waffle 

will be more sharply understood. If it is really necessary to have a 

qualification in Leisure Studies to run a leisure centre, and if the 

owners of the leisure centre have to pay for it, they may well 
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influence the qualification-granting body to make their courses more 

realistic. Students who face the prospect of a special tax on their 

qualification will similarly be less willing to train unless the training 

really can be seen as an investment. This can only be good for 

genuine work-creation. 

      Though in the present educational fog we call these proposals 

new, they are little more than an adaptation to the modern world of 

the old ideas of apprenticeship: youths were trained partly at their 

own expense (by way of low pay in the years of the apprenticeship) 

and partly at the expense of their masters who stood to gain skilled 

workers. The principle continues to be sound and usable 

CONTINUING EDUCATION 

We strongly support the extramural activities of the universities, the 

W.E.A. and local authorities, provided that, like the reformed 

internal degrees, they are genuinely educational. The Schools of 

Continuing Education have allowed numbers of adults who missed 

higher education to make contact with it. We support the principle of 

part-time degrees for extramural students, though we think 

universities should be abstemious about awarding honours after six 

years of part-time modular work, and we do not think the state need 

subsidize local classes in flower arrangement. 

      One good recent development has been the recognition that not 

everybody is ready at age eighteen or nineteen to decide to embark 

on a university career. A surprisingly large number of the best 

university entrants have come in as mature students at any age from 

twenty-five to seventy and more, often after access courses or 

extramural work. This—though nobody will expect retired people to 

use their degrees in wealth creation—is to be strongly encouraged. 

For the comparatively small number of students involved we shall 

introduce scholarships large enough to mitigate the hardships which 

three years without earned income entail for some potentially 

excellent but middle-aged students.  

WIDER CONSEQUENCES 

As a consequence of these reforms there will be a reduction in the 

size of secondary and tertiary education. There will be fewer people 

in disguised unemployment. For those who lose their jobs, that will 

be—as it was for steelworkers and coal miners in the not-so distant 

past—immediately a misfortune. But the misfortune will be a 

necessary consequence of their having held jobs that should never 

have existed in the first place. Of course, it won’t be teachers alone 

who would have to be looking for new jobs but also many young 

people. For them, we cannot look upon it as a misfortune that they 

will no longer be wasting three good years of their lives on nonsense. 

      Nor will it be an economic misfortune that the immediate effect 

will be to increase the numbers of unemployed either—any more 

than it was when coal miners and steel workers who were actually 

redundant were declared so. Reality can be faced in the schools and 
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universities too. For once, something happening in education really 

will be comparable with what has been happening in industry. One 

good lesson learned from the last thirty years is that when fake jobs 

are lost real ones can be made. We are not so despondent about the 

British economy as to suppose that no real work could be created for 

redundant academics or their students, though the former will have 

to recognize that work is meant to be useful. 

 


