Educational Policies under the Conservative Government 1979-1997
Conservative governments saw education as failing to provide a sufficiently skilled workforce. Britain’s lack of industrial competitiveness was partly blamed on schools. They also believed that schools were failing pupils and needed to raise the standard of education. 

The 1988 Education Reform Act introduced a number of changes aimed to make increase parental choice (parentocracy), make schools compete with each other (marketisation), establish greater government control over what was taught in schools and reduce influence of Local Education Authorities.

Key innovations of the 1988 Education Reform Act:

1. The introduction of the National Curriculum in England and Wales.

2. A system of national assessment primarily through SATs (Standardised Assessment Tests) at 7, 11, 14, and 16.

3. Schools could ‘opt out’ of their LEA and become a Grant Maintained School

4. Open enrolment gave parents the right to choose which school their children attended.

5. Formula funding of schools meant that the funding a school received was based on the number of pupils it attracted.

6. Schools had to publish exam results and truancy rates.

7. Regular inspections by Ofsted with exam results made public.
8. Schools were allowed to specialise in technology, science, e.g. CTCs

How did these policies try to increase competition between schools?

· Open enrolment meant that schools had to compete with each other for pupils. Parents became ‘customers’ who could ‘buy’ education where they wished in the new ‘education market’. Before the changes, schools had catchment areas and it was quite difficult for parents to send their children elsewhere.

· National testing means that every pupil is externally examined several times in his or her school career. The performance of schools can therefore be compared. Before national testing, the lack of any common form of measurement meant that parents had no way of comparing the performance of different schools. 

· League tables containing data about SATs, GCSE and GCE results as well as truancy rates have by law to be published every year. This means that there is an easy and clear way to compare the performance of different schools. 

· The creation of different types of schools, - Grant Maintained, CTCs, etc. means that there is greater parental choice which forces schools to compete with each other for pupils.

Criticisms of changes to the education system 1979-1997

· League tables do not take into account the social composition of the school’s intake.

· Once a school starts to get good exam results, it soon becomes over-subscribed, attracting more able pupils, enabling it to achieve even better results. Other schools lose pupils, lose finance as a result and produce still weaker exam results. Strong schools become stronger and weak schools become weaker.

· Grant Maintained Schools initially received a better funding than schools that stayed in the LEA, putting them in a stronger position than LEA schools.

· Only a few CTCs were created so the vast majority of parents did not have the opportunity to send their children to a CTC.

· Some CTCs and GM schools operated systems of selection (via examinations, SAT results, and interviews). 

· Open enrolment has not always given parents more choice, as schools are still limited in terms of the number of pupils they can accept. 

· These changes created the old grammar school/ secondary modern divide under another name. Middle-class pupils have benefited most as their parents are better equipped to ‘play the system.’

· The whole system of open enrolment, national testing and league tables has created an education market and as in any market, the result is inequality. Schools with a disproportionate middle class intake achieve better test and exam results, therefore attracting more pupils and more resources, which enables that school to achieve even stronger results. Schools with a more working class intake experience the opposite process. The result is the separation of schools into ‘star’ and ‘sink’ schools in a particular area.

