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Conservative education policy (CEP) in Britain since the Thatcher era, much like all Conservative 

policy in Britain since this era, has been fraught with tensions. Looking back over 30 years conjures 

memories of some familiar figures and contradictions. We remember Keith Joseph and his neo-

liberal zeal over freedom for schools and vouchers for parents, but we also remember Kenneth 

Baker and his introduction of a prescriptive National Curriculum with national testing at age 7, or 

indeed Kenneth Clarke, his abolition of HMI and his creation of Ofsted in an unprecedented shift in 

relations between government and the educational establishment. We remember William Hague 



 

The 1997 general election 

In the wake of the 1997 general election, humbled by defeat and under the new leadership of 

William Hague, the Conservatives in Britain promised a period of ‘listening and learning’, admitting 

on education that during the election: 





under Labour’ (Gove, 2008) in which he spoke about educational inequality since 1997 and its 

causes, deploying detailed data from DCSF, UCAS, HESA, the Sutton Trust, the British Cohort Studies, 

evaluations of Sure Start and research by academics at the London Institute of Education in order to 

indicate a failure of government policy to prevent educational inequality from (allegedly) growing.  

As The Guardian put it (25.08.08 accessed 27.03.10) ‘It is meant to hit Labour where it hurts most’. 

In a speech to IPPR (4th August 2008) Gove criticised Labour policy for creating inequality in society, 

and said it was a ‘national disgrace’ that almost half of children from deprived backgrounds leave 

school a single good GCSE. ‘For all Gordon Brown's talk of creating a fair society with opportunity for 

all, the reality is very different’.2 However, Gove’s report was criticised by academics3 for its 

‘extreme carelessness or dis

http://www.epolitix.com/latestnews/article-detail/newsarticle/gove-attacks-government-over-social-inequality/
http://educar.files.wordpress.com/2008/08/a_failed_generation.pdf




teacher training, raising questions over educational quality despite a Conservative rhetorical focus in 

this area. Plans extend beyond Oxbridge, too, with intentions to broaden the base of teacher 

http://www.conservatives.com/News/Speeches/2009/10/Michael_Gove_Failing_schools_need_new_leadership.aspx
http://www.conservatives.com/News/Speeches/2009/10/Michael_Gove_Failing_schools_need_new_leadership.aspx


whole novels and plays has been replaced by extracts, worksheets and freeze-dried 

fragments of literature. And in exam scripts we award marks for candidates who write 

http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/politics/article7052100.ece


 ‘The Sutton Trust has been carrying out research into whether bright pupils from 

comprehensive schools are missing out on degree places.  They found that 60,000 such 

pupils had missed out, but not because of bias against them by top universities, simply 

because they are let down by poor education’ (Conservative Education Society website, 

accessed May 20th





Social Justice has been central to changing Conservative rhetoric on education and social justice, and 

its policy group has produced literature assessing the extent to which Labour has failed to increase 

social mobility.12 On ‘big society’, David Cameron has been heavily influenced by ‘Red Tory’ or 

‘progressive Conservative’ Philip Blond – former member of Demos and founder of think tank 

Respublica in 2009 – and his ideas for ‘popular capitalism’, ‘mutualism’, social entrepreneurialism 

and local community ownership of public services. The think tank Policy Exchange is highly influential 

and has been described by Conservative Chancellor George Osborne as ‘a wellspring of new ideas 

throughout this decade’.13 Policy Exchange has Michael Gove as one of its key founders (together 



(Cowen, 2008) and, as in the case of the New Schools Network, Civitas has had input into the 2010 

Conservative manifesto.17  

 

So what’s the difference between CEP and New Labour? 

One of the basic tasks in any analysis of Conservative education policies is to understand their 

continuities with New Labour as well as and alongside their differences. This was the case in reverse 

for considering New Labour education policies in 1997, and in the case of Labour very little policy 

from before 1997 was directly dispensed with (with the exception of Assisted Places, Neighbourhood 

Nursery Vouchers and Grant Maintained schools), although there was also plenty of new policy. The 

1998 Labour Party conference briefing paper on education listed 47 initiatives. However, a good 

number of these were based upon an elaboration 

http://www.thirdway.eu/2008/01/30/the-third-way-an-answer-to-blair/


headteachers more autonomy, and allowing greater diversity (of some sorts) and a much greater 

emphasis on consumerism. Supply side measures are to be put in place to set education free by 

introducing new providers and new choices, cutting excessive red tape, scrapping unnecessary 

quangos, and creating a streamlined funding model where government funding follows the 

learner.19 

‘We will change the laws - on planning, on funding, on staffing - to make it easier for 

new schools to be created in your neighbourhood, so you can demand the precise, 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/ofsted


However, as described above, ‘new’ Tory policy is also influenced by ‘old’ pre-1997 Tory policy and 

its contradictions. In 1990 Ball identified the influence of ‘neo-liberals’, ‘neo-conservatives’ and 

‘industrial-trainers’ within Conservative Education policies, and Jones (1989, 2003) uses similar 

distinctions.  These different strands are still in evidence, hence Conor Ryan:  

One day Michael Gove is extolling the virtues of free schools, liberated from the shackles 

of Whitehall, with the touchy-feely charms of Goldie Hawn jostling alongside Swedish 

companies to deliver. Days later he is laying down the level of detailed knowledge that 

every youngster should have of their kings and queens, their classical poetry by heart 

and their algebra under the tutelage of the Tories’ Maths mistress Carol Vorderman. 

Gove’s confusion on education policy, one of the few areas where the Tories have at 

least done some homework, seems to mirror his party’s wider confusion as it wobbles in 

the polls. This is exemplified in planning, where Gove has pledged to railroad through 

new local school plans in Whitehall regardless of local objections while his shadow 

cabinet colleague Theresa Villiers apparently wants every parish council to have its say 

on any high speed rail link.21 

Tory policy is not of a piece; as we have suggested above, it is a bricolage of often incoherent 

international  ‘borrowings’, the input of a diverse set of ‘think tanks’ ranging from the Centre for 

Social Justice through to the Red Conservatism of ResPublica, the takeover of many of Labour’s 

‘good ideas’, and the underlying tensions of traditionalism (‘real’ subjects) liberalism (school 

diversity and choice) and economism (vocationalism).  

Even here it is a matter of emphasis rather than distinction – Gifted and Talented, ability grouping, 

discipline and school uniforms have also been very evident in New Labour policies and are distinct 

trends within the Academies programme (ARK, Mossbourne, KIPP). Several of the specific policy 

initiatives favoured by the Conservatives were founded or flourished under New Labour, such as 

Academies and Teach First. 

The area of vocational education also seems marked by differences in emphasis rather than 

principle. The recent New Labour infrastructure of Diplomas and new vocational routes for 14-19 

year olds and ideas like Kenneth Baker’s University Technical Colleges, a new kind of Academy (the 

first to be set up in Birmingham, sponsored by Aston University) will also be taken up and taken 

further but through specia
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http://www.google.com/hostednews/ukpress/article/ALeqM5h85hRwNxpkXlKxXOVNOFE22ETZ2A
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/education/8514878.stm
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/politics/article7052010.ece
http://conorfryan.blogspot.com/2010/03/conservative-contradictions.html


In practical terms the policy and legislative infrastructure for a great deal of Tory education policy 

already exists, particularly those aspects which focus on getting more providers and greater diversity 

and choice into the state school system. This is illustrated in Michael Gove’s response to a question 

at the Spectator conference ‘The Schools Revolution’ in March 2010. When asked if the 

Conservatives would allow for-profit providers to run state schools, he replied that they would, but 

‘within the framework of existing legislation’. There is a plethora of ‘policy texts’, existing legislation, 

regulations, guidance, frameworks, procedures and reports (see the DfE website) which would 

enable Conservative ‘new’ and ‘free’ school initiatives to take off immediately. Academies already 

exist, and there are currently 321 Trust schools,22 for example:   

 Monkseaton High school, England’s first Trust school is run by The Innovation Trust which is a 

partnership between Monkseaton, North Tyneside Council, Microsoft, and Tribal Education; 

 The Futures Learning Trust, made up of 3 primary schools has the Life Channel, Burnley Football 

Club and Liverpool John Moores University as partners;  

http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/schoolorg/
http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/accredited/faq.shtml


What does all this portend? 

The disarticulation of the state education system in England is already well underway, and the 

Conservative programme will perhaps take this process further and faster. Trends established by 

New Labour towards a system of ‘fragmented centralisation’ will continue as ‘new’ schools are set 

up, new providers enter the system and more Academies are created. Within all of this the teaching 

workforce will experience further ‘flexibilisation’. The role of local authorities in service delivery and 

adminstration will be increasingly replaced by commissioning work.  

It is always dangerous in policy discussions of this kind to important assumptions about coherence or 

the ultimate resolution of policy contradictions. Nonetheless, we can ask what the outcomes or 

consequences will be of the tensions and contradictions of principle noted earlier. Will schools really 

have freedom to innovate without government intervention? How will this fit with plans for strong 



Which principles matter most will become clearer over time, and these will determine how modern 

or indeed compassionate CEP turns out to be.  Within the new Con-Lib coalition government, and 

with Michael Gove as the new Secretary of State for Education, which promises on education will be 

kept – particularly given earlier manifesto clashes between the Conservatives and the Liberal 

Democrats – remains to be seen. Still, what is clear now is that we may well be at the beginning of 

the end of state education. 
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