
 
 

 3

 

VIEW FROM THE CHAIR  
 
Nicola Davies  
 
What a difference a few weeks can make. When I last sat 
down to write my View from the Chair, the outcome of 
the election was not yet clear. In the intervening weeks, 
the new government has embarked on a series of policy 
changes, the speed and scale of which have left many in 
education reeling. But as yet, the government has said 
little which directly relates to our field.  
 
For example, the future funding position for the Ethnic 
Minority Achievement Grant is not yet clear. In response 
to a Freedom of Information request, the government has 
stated that 'The present Government has already 
committed to changes to the funding system through the 
introduction of a pupil premium for disadvantaged 
children. …..As well as the premium, any changes to the 
system will need to support the Government's policy 
objective of giving schools more freedom including 
through increasing the number of Academies and making 
it easier for parents and other groups to start new 
schools. 
 
Nick Gibb, Minister for Schools, in a recent speech to the 
Reform think tank noted that the Government’s 
education policies are guided by three principles: 
freedom, responsibility and fairness. He argued that 
‘Britain’s school system today is, frankly, unfair. Too 
often, opportunity is denied in a lottery of education 
provision where geography or parental income 
determines outcomes rather than academic ability’   
 
The remedy against this unfairness is seen to be: the 
pupil premium which will ‘direct resources to children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, who need it most. 
Headteachers will then have the freedom to decide how 
best to use that money – whether to reduce class sizes, 
provide extra tuition, or recruit the best teachers’.; the 
further promotion of a free market through academies 
and free schools; and the prioritisation of ‘knowledge and 
subjects at the centre of the curriculum’. This ‘back to 
basics’ approach will include a focus on ‘ensuring that 
reading is taught effectively in primary schools’ and a 
slimmed down National Curriculum which will ensure 
that pupils ‘have the knowledge they need at each stage 
of their education’. The knowledge mentioned within 
Gibb’s speech  included: ‘of metals, of Halogens, of 
acids; of what happens when Hydrogen and Oxygen 
come together; …..facts, dates and narrative of our 
history …The rich language of Shakespeare.....basic 
history and geography.  In other words – ‘a core national 
entitlement organised around subject disciplines’ and a 
prioritising of facts over skills.  

 
In his speech, the Schools Minister noted that the ‘The 
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study of 10 
year olds marks England’s fall from 3rd out of 35 
countries in 2001, to 15th out of 40 countries in 2006. 
And a PISA study shows that only 2 countries out of 57 
have a wider gap in attainment between the lowest and 
highest achievers compared to England.’. Interestingly 
he didn’t mention that the 2006 PISA study also found 
that ‘compared to other countries, school principals in 
the United Kingdom report comparatively high levels of 
autonomy for schools’ nor that once socio-economic 
factors are accounted for UK state funded schools and 
private schools show no significant performance 
differences.  
 
But the important question for us is where does a ‘back 
to basics’ approach leave bilingual learners who now 
make up 16% of primary school learners and 11.6% of 
secondary school learners? Depending on the criteria, a 
significant proportion of these learners may be defined as 
‘disadvantaged’ and attract the pupil premium. Whether 
this will translate into the hiring of specialist teachers or 
the provision of specialist teaching and curriculum 
remains to be seen. What is not yet emerging from the 
new government is a view that knowledge is mediated 
through language and that planning for bilingual pupils’ 
development of English and their first languages is a 
crucial part of any education system that has fairness at 
its heart.  
 
As the OECD reports ‘International migration has 
become a key issue in most OECD countries, sparking 
intense debate on how immigrants can be successfully 
integrated into societies and labour markets’.  As Joe Lo 
Bianco commented in a keynote speech to the 2006 
NALDIC conference, what the PISA data really shows is 
that ‘…societies that actually have immigrant language 
support activities produce the best results. Societies that 
allow their immigrant students to sink or swim usually 
produce children who sink’. And our new government 
must not allow our children to sink.  
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