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				Introduction

				Robert Peal

				In 1993 David Green, now the Director of the think tank Civitas, wrote Reinventing Civil Society. Green argued for a revived sense of civic mission within public services, and on English schools he wrote, ‘there can be no better example of how, if the state does too much, it narrows the scope for personal idealism and achievement.’ Green went on to argue that new schools independent of local authority control should be allowed to form. He explained: 

				A policy of de-regulation will allow new schools to be founded built around teacher commitment where it exists. This approach would be especially advantageous in inner-city areas because it would permit teachers with a special sense of mission to assist the poor by founding new schools. 1

				Twenty-two years on, this serves as a good description of what I currently see taking place within the profession. 

				As a full time history teacher, I feel fortunate to have entered a profession where the rolling back of the state’s influence, and an emerging sense of glasnost,  unleashing a new wave of professional idealism. Gone are the days when the sense of ubiquity within English state schools was succinctly expressed by the phrase ‘bog-standard comprehensive’. Instead, each holiday or half-term I meet teacher friends with exciting stories to tell about what they have seen at Michaela Community School, or at Dixons Trinity Academy, or at Reach Academy Feltham. 

				Reforms towards greater school autonomy, and the freedom to establish new independent state schools, have created a situation where more ‘exemplar schools’ can emerge, and make a radical contribution to the education debate. 

				Seeing a remarkable school in action has a power to alter one’s views on education in a way that no graph, effect size or education conference discussion can equal. Due to recent reforms, the number of such exemplar schools is ever growing. Be it the GCSE results at King Solomon Academy, the Russell Group university entrances at the London Academy of Excellence, or the record breaking key stage 1 results at Ark Conway Primary School, exemplar schools are providing instructive models for the rest of the education sector to admire and emulate. As the achievements, and more importantly the methods, of such schools become better known, improvements should cascade through the sector.

				Frequently, I have heard or read educators say that a visit to one school – Mossbourne Academy in Hackney – fundamentally changed their mind on an educational issue, most normally the potential to establish good behaviour with the intake of an inner-city comprehensive. In his book Education, Education, Education Andrew Adonis, the former Labour Minister for Schools and founder of the academies programme, testifies to the power of visiting such a school:

				I regularly took or sent potential sponsors, and anyone else who needed persuading of the merits of academies, to visit Mossbourne. ‘Let’s not have this argument,’ became my standard response to objections from MPs, councillors and defenders of the old comprehensive model. ‘Just go and see an academy for yourself, and tell me what you think.’ They usually came back saying they wanted one.2

				It was Andrew Adonis who established the current movement towards greater school autonomy fifteen years ago, and the policy was supercharged by the coalition government from 2010. As David Cameron’s former Director of Policy James O’Shaughnessy explains in Chapter 1, Michael Gove took the nascent Labour reform of City Academies, which had produced 204 state schools independent of local authority control, and rolled it out nationwide. Five years later, 60% of all English secondary schools and 14% of primary schools are academies – around 4,500 in total. 

				In addition, new academies known as ‘free schools’ can now be set up from scratch. This makes it possible for ambitious teachers to develop new entrants to the state school system, heralding an unprecedented opportunity for innovation. To see how one inspirational Headteacher is using her newfound freedoms, read Katherine Birbalsingh’s account of her free school Michaela Community School in Chapter 2. 

				However, there is a paradox at the centre of these reforms, addressed by Jonathan Simons in his list of nine future policy challenges in Chapter 6. The coalition government simultaneously claimed to grant more autonomy and freedom to schools, whilst also driving up standards through centralised reforms. Could both claims have been true simultaneously? 

				Such a paradox can perhaps be understood when you split the government reforms into qualifications and curriculum, which have seen centralising reforms, and school administration, which has seen greater autonomy. In essence, the centralising measures of the coalition government were aimed at raising the academic bar, but the means by which schools meet this bar has become – to an unprecedented extent – down to them. 

				For an explanation of the government’s reforms of qualifications and assessment, see Tina Isaacs’s account in Chapter 3. Years of unchecked grade inflation, denied by schools and politicians alike, coupled with manipulation of controlled assessment, have come to an end. GCSE and A-level examinations are to be reformed to become more challenging, and the perverse incentives created by performance measures such as 5 A* to C – which encouraged schools to focus their attentions overwhelmingly on pupils at the borderline between D and C grades – are being curtailed. The Ebacc, along with the upcoming ‘Progress eight’, are new accountability measures that instead encourage schools to focus on the achievement of all pupils across a broad range of academic subjects. 

				Aside from academisation, a range of smaller coalition reforms enhanced school autonomy. Schools no longer have to assess pupil work using National Curriculum Levels; schools can now train their own staff; schools can elect how to support disadvantaged pupils through the pupil premium; and classroom teachers can (if Ofsted are to be believed) use whatever teaching methods they see fit. Illustrative of this greater freedom, between 2011 and 2012, the DfE guidance on 39 different areas ranging from Admissions to Youth Support was cut by three quarters, from 28,455 pages to just 6,978.3

				These reforms reflect an awareness that a grass roots culture change, not a top down political change, is what is needed for English schools to improve. As the Schools Minister Nick Gibb concluded in a speech in November 2014, “good government does not improve public services. It enables public services to improve themselves.”4

				However, for such a culture change to take place, it must be driven by classroom teachers. In Chapter 7, Tom Bennett explains what will be needed for teaching to become a mature profession, profiling some encouraging developments such as the spread of Teach Meets and the growth of researchED. 

				In Chapter 4, Daisy Christodoulou reflects on how the end of National Curriculum levels grants teachers a new level of freedom in designing their own assessment systems. She explains some key principles of assessment that will allow them to do so effectively.

				I am optimistic about the extent to which the teaching profession is rising to meet this challenge. In Chapter 5, the prominent teacher blogger Andrew Old explains how the coalition’s education reforms have been criticised, supported, and in some cases influenced by the increasingly loud voice of frontline teachers communicating via social media – one of the most encouraging developments of the past five years. 

				He counts over 1273 active education blogs, and explains how they have provided the opportunity for teachers to dissent from the mainstream ideas of the education establishment. Blogs about pedagogy have challenged the professional orthodoxy in favour of child-centred teaching methods, whilst anonymous blogs have allowed front line teachers to lift the lid on what was really happening in our schools. 

				Where once groundless fads such as learning styles and Brain Gym were foisted upon the profession, teachers – led by Tom Bennett and the researchEd events – have become far more discerning judges of the evidence concerning how children learn. When one looks back at the fads that were endemic within schools up until a few years ago, such as learning styles, multiple intelligences and Brain Gym, along with the poor quality of research promoted by now defunct quangos such as the GTC, it is hard not to conclude significant progress has been made on this front. 

				These attacks on professional orthodoxies from the blogosphere have been accompanied by government reforms that have weakened the education establishment’s monopoly over the education ‘thoughtworld’. The expansion of school-based teacher training challenges the status of university education departments as the dominant providers of initial teacher training. Meanwhile, a minor ‘bonfire of the quangos’ has taken place, robbing many self-styled ‘educationists’ of the stage from which they previously pronounced their ideas. By his own count, Michael Gove scrapped nine education quangos, in addition to slimming down those that remained. 

				Wherever one stands on the debate over skills and knowledge, or child-centred and teacher-led instruction, it is encouraging that frontline teachers – at the expense of university academics and quangocrats – are finding an increasingly loud voice within such debates. I am delighted that half the contributors to this book are, or have until very recently been, full-time teachers in state schools. 

				In Chapter 8, the American school reformers Doug Lemov and Joaquin Hernandez imagine an argument between two school Heads: one a believer in a knowledge curriculum and direct instruction, the other an adherent to thinking skills and project-based learning. How should their debate be settled? As Lemov and Hernandez write, both should be allowed to pursue their separate ideas, and the argument should be settled by results alone. As they write, ‘choice allows us to stop arguing and start implementing’. In England, we at long last have a schools system where this is becoming possible. 

				If the mark of a successful idea is that its critics go from outright opposition, to enthusiastic endorsement, without ever claiming that their mind has changed – then perhaps the argument for greater school freedom is winning the day. Recently, The Guardian published a ‘long read’, in part profiling one of our contributors Doug Lemov and his chain of American Charters, Uncommon Schools. The author stated: 

				The rise of charter schools and academies has precipitated a Cambrian explosion of new ideas and innovations, stimulating a debate about methodology led by teachers themselves… After years of debate among academics and politicians over how to raise teacher standards, the problem is being solved by the practitioners.5 

				This, coming from a newspaper that ten years ago was publishing fortnightly satirical attacks on ‘Kafka Academy’, and which in 2004 claimed that the city academy programme ‘sounds the death knell of the old comprehensive system’, must show something like progress.6 

				Michael Gove was the fourth longest serving Education Secretary since 1945. Including his time from 2007 as Shadow Secretary of State for Education, Gove spent over seven years with the education brief. Overhearing conversations after Gove’s speeches, I would often hear those opposed to his reforms nevertheless concede that his mastery of his brief was remarkable. 

				The enormous challenge of reforming British education was well testified to by Gove’s predecessors. Kenneth Baker wrote in his memoirs that the Education Department had the ‘strongest in-house ideology’ of all Whitehall departments, whilst one of Kenneth Clarke’s advisers remembered education reform as ‘like walking in treacle.’7 Memorably, George Walden recalled being told that reforming education was like ‘trying to disperse a fog with a hand grenade: after the flash and the explosion, the fog creeps back.’8

				Whether the ‘fog’ creeps back this time is yet to be seen. However, Gove’s reforms may well be significant enough to be sustained by their own momentum. Schools now enjoy a level of autonomy that no future politician will be able to remove; classroom teachers are creating more rigorous school curriculums; and academisation has spawned powerful new players in the education game – namely highly successful academy chains such as Harris and Ark. Michael Gove’s reforms, it could be argued, are only just beginning. 

				The great American reformer and Democrat Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan once wrote that ‘The central conservative truth is that it is culture, not politics, that determines the success of a society. The central liberal truth is that politics can change a culture and save it from itself.’9 What is true of society at large is also true of schools. I am hopeful that recent political reforms have created the conditions in which English state schools are finally able to change their own cultures for the better. 
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