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but also from the belief that time is running out for public education to prove its worth. The 
danger is that, as the economies of developed countries grow, more and more people will see 
private education for their children as a rational lifestyle option. If this were to occur, they would 
become less and less willing to pay taxes to fund public education, which over time would 
become, in the devastating phrase of the sociologist Richard Titmuss a generation ago, a poor 
service for poor people. It is hard to imagine how social cohesion could be achieved and how 
cascading ever-growing inequality from one generation to another could be prevented under 
these circumstances. 

Only if public education delivers, and is seen to deliver real quality, can this unwelcome prospect 
be avoided. We believe that successful reform is possible, that public education can meet the 
needs and aspirations (not just the needs) of all students in our diverse, modern societies, and 
that it need not take forever. That is the vision before us. 

The opportunity 

In England we have an opportunity, possibly unique, to achieve that vision across an entire 
system of 24,000 schools and 7 million students. The government has a large majority and real 
power. Expenditure on education is increasing in real terms year on year (over five per cent real 
growth last year, over 8 per cent this year, and three further years of real growth already 
promised). 
The decisive factor in whether or not we are successful will be leadership – at government level, 
at intermediate and local level, but above all at school level. We need leaders who understand 
the vision and the goals, who understand the meaning of leadership in the early 21st century 
and who have the skills not only to improve schools but to transform them. These are relatively 
easy words to write, but the challenges they convey are immense. This paper is designed to 
explain the big picture of education reform in England and thus to set the context for leadership 
development and the new National College for School Leadership. 
Furthermore, a combination of macroeconomic policy and changes in the tax and benefits 
system will mean that, by the end of this fiscal year, over 1.2 million children will have been 
taken out of poverty since May 1997 with obvious benefits for education itself. If it is not possible 
to reform education successfully in these favourable circumstances, it is hard to imagine when it 
would be. 
In seeking to achieve this vision we are highly conscious of our starting point. In a 1995 study of 
adult literacy the UK fell behind most European countries and Australia, performing similarly to 
the United States. On maths for 13-year-olds (in the 1995 TIMSS), England fell below the OECD 
average, as the graph below illustrates. 

 
Meanwhile the proportion leaving school unqualified or with low levels of qualification is 
unacceptably high compared to other developed countries. 
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Clearly, this relatively poor starting point provides a greater impetus to reform. The extent to 
which any given government seeks a transformative approach to reform is influenced by both 
this starting point in terms of performance and its degree of ambition. After comparing our reform 
to eight others we arrived at the following categorisation. 

 
 
This explains in part why we in England are so keen to learn from experience in the USA - a 
fellow transformer - and why there is such strong support for our reform among the electorate. 

In the modern world, though, electorates are fickle and impatient. They do not take the words of 
politicians on trust. Why should they? They may be prepared to give a new government a little 
time to settle in, but only a little. Much as they might share the long-term vision of a world-class 
education service, they will not wait patiently for 5 or 10 years to see if it is delivered. They want 
immediate evidence that it is on the way. Hence the central paradox facing education reformers 
in a democracy – a long-term strategy will only succeed if it delivers short-term results. 

High challenge: high support 

In order to move from the evidently underperforming system of the mid-1990s to the world-class 
vision, and to do so while generating short-term results, we have developed a policy approach 
best described as ‘high challenge, high support’, which is illustrated below: 
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In my job you are, like the manager of a sports team, only as good as your most recent results. 
Earlier this month all 700,000 11-year-olds in England took the year 2000 tests. These results 
will be crucial to the credibility of the government reforms. It is important to remember, though, 
that test results are only a representation. In the case of the tests we use they are a good 
representation, but what matters most is the reality of what students in schools know, 
understand and are able to do. The most heartening evidence so far of the impact of the 
strategy is not last year’s test scores but the fact that teachers and heads can see the difference 
from day to day in the capacity of their students. The diagram below, taken from an independent 
opinion poll, show what primary headteachers think about the impact of the strategies on 
standards. Sixty per cent believe the literacy programme has had “quite a lot of impact” or more. 
In numeracy they are more positive still. 

How confident strategy will raise standards

Very confident
31%

Fairly confident
59%

Not confident
7%

DK
3%

 
Secondary headteachers confirm these findings; they can see the difference in their new 
cohorts. The progress so far is only the beginning. Our intention is to pursue the strategies 
consistently, to refine them constantly, and to invest in professional development for primary 
teachers through to 2004 at least. Each year the professional development programme will be 
based on analysis of what pupils and teachers have (and have not) been able to do well in the 
previous year. Precision-targeting of professional development across a system is, I believe, one 
of our most important strategy innovations, ensuring both quality and cost-effectiveness. While 
the overall strategy impacts directly on teaching, learning and student achievement, a series of 
other measures are designed to provide the necessary underpinning: 
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Each aspect of this comprehensive programme will be trialled over the next two years starting in 
about 200 secondary schools this September (2000). From September 2001 it will be extended, 
and by September 2002 the full programme should be in place and making an impact on every 
one of our 4,000 secondary schools. 

Excellence in Cities (EiC) 

Excellence in Cities (EiC) is a programme designed to transform both the reality and perception 
of secondary education in England’s largest conurbations. Its purpose is to convince both 
parents and students that publicly-provided education can meet both their needs and their 
aspirations. If the programme is to succeed, it will need to guarantee high standards for all in the 
essential core of learning and, simultaneously, open up individual pathways and aspirations for 
each student. In short, it will need to provide both equity and diversity. 

From the point of view of the individual student the diagram below prepared by Vicki Phillips, the 
inspirational Superintendent of Lancaster (PA.), depicts precisely what we aim to achieve for 
each individual student. 

 
We have developed four core beliefs which inform every decision from national level to individual 
classroom. The statement we sent to participating schools reads as follows: 

High expectations of every individual 

EiC will encourage all schools to have high expectations of every individual pupil, and all young 
people to have high expectations of themselves. It will seek to meet the needs and aspirations of 
all young people, whatever their gifts and talents, and to remove systematically the barriers to 
their learning, whether inside or outside the school. No pupil’s education should be confined or 
restricted because of the school they happen to attend. 
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circumstances would shift from driving reform to creating the conditions and – crucially – the 
culture for a transformation which would be led and created by the schools themselves. This is 
precisely the shift that has happened in successful businesses, with the centre shaping overall 
direction and culture while front-line units lead innovation and respond to ever higher customer 
demands. 

3. School reform will globalise 

Just as financial services globalised in the 1980s and media and communications in the 1990s, 
so in this decade we will see education reform globalising. The impact of the international 
comparisons of the 1990s, such as TIMSS, was profound. Increasingly, researchers and policy-
makers have extended their horizons beyond national boundaries in the search for solutions. 
This process will go much further as technological change and globalisation gather pace. The 
death of distance, best characterised by e-business, will not leave education untouched. We will 
see the globalisation of large elements of the curriculum. We in England will want to be sure that 
our 14-year-olds are as well as educated as students in the USA, Germany or Singapore, not 
least because ultimately they will be competing in a global job market. In any case, physics is 
the same in Kentucky as it is in Kent. Media and communications organisations will prepare and 
market internationally excellent interactive materials which will influence curriculum, standards, 
pedagogy and assessment across international boundaries. They will also re-engineer where 
and how learning takes place. It is hard to predict how this will happen; successful school 
systems will be those that are open-minded and sensitive enough to spot it when it does. 

The school will remain crucial providing the foundation of learning, the induction into democratic 
society, and the constant support that every individual student needs. However, it will cease to 
be the provider of all learning for each student. Instead, while it will provide some, it will also 
seek learning opportunities in other schools, in out-of-school learning settings (such as 
museums), in the community, in the workplace or over the internet. It will be an advocate for the 
student and a guarantor of quality. Increasingly, teachers and principals will think not just outside 
the boundaries of their school building but beyond their city and their country too. To anticipate 
this, in England we intend to provide international exchange opportunities for 5,000 teachers a 
year, and from next year – through the new Leadership College – offer every principal the 
opportunity to link to their peers abroad. 

4. The central question for public authorities will cease to be “Who provides?” 
Instead they will ask “How is the public interest to be secured?” 

We must ask ourselves from where the energy, knowledge, imagination, skill and investment will 
come to meet the immense challenge of education reform over the next decade. 

For most of the 20th century, the drive for educational progress came from the public sector, 
often in combination with the religious or voluntary sectors. Towards the end of 20th century, as 
frustration with existing systems grew, this legacy was challenged by a growing vibrant private 
sector, especially in the USA but also in many other parts of the world, including China, Africa 
and South America. The challenge for the 21st century is surely to seek out what works. The 
issue is not whether the public, private or voluntary sector alone will shape the future, but what 
partnerships and combinations of the three will make the most difference to student 
performance. 
There is a rich field for research and development here, and we need to know more. In England 
we are consciously experimenting by creating new vehicles for partnership with the private 
sector. So far, we have: 




