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The fascinating BBC radio 4 discussion on education, schools and parents on Wednesday morning reminds me 

of a diagram by Toby Weaver; he had been the Ministry of Education civil servant whose signature was on my 

‘O’ and ‘A’ level certificates.  

He drew circles around the student: the closest influences were parents and family. Teachers and friends 

mattered too.  

We want every child to grow, to prosper and to recover from difficulties. Adult authority matters. Forgiveness 

and love make a difference. No household can hang out a sign claiming truly that everything is always all right. 

Part of the discussion was about the aims of the movement to comprehensive schooling from the 1950s. It is 

interesting to read the memories of those schoolchildren who were amongst the early gainers.  

I have followed the history of two large schools in south east London. Plans for Kidbrooke (now Corelli) school 

were originally drawn up in 1949, when the architect was asked to pay special attention to ‘the size of the 

school, possible methods in which it could work, the sub-division into units and, above all, the need to 

remember that we were dealing with small human beings’.  

By the time the original plans had been completed new economies had been introduced and, as stated by 

the architect, ‘in the face of new standards for school premises it became necessary to adopt a new planning 

approach so as to eliminate non-essential circulation space, use certain rooms for more than one purpose, 

and so achieve a drastic reduction of cost’. 

The head teacher became a Dame. She was a great teacher and leader. Within three years of her departure, 

not one of the 2,000 girls achieved an ‘A’ level in maths, physics or chemistry.  

Eltham Green school was initially successful too. One pupil went on to be a professor of education. By the 

late 1970s, it was being rescued by the inspirational Peter Dawson, the one who went on to serve as general 

secretary of the Professional Association of Teachers (PAT) rather than the person with the same name who 

was the eloquent head of the NATFHE teaching union. 

I commend the history of the early years of the union created by Colin Leicester and Ray Bryant to be a 

contrast to the unbending autocracy of militant trade unionism in 1970 where there was so often a denial of 

reasoned argument and compromise, where dissenters were regarded as outcasts. There seemed to be an 

emphasis on confrontation. 

Now, times have changed. The force of argument is better than the argument of force. The need to pick, to 

empower and to support head teachers is recognised. An MP can give examples of when and how good 

effective teaching succeeded ineffective schooling. One of my trusteeships had been involvement in the 

transformation of secondary and primary education in an area away from Sussex. 

Aspiration is recognised and encouraged. Teaching and support staff are valued. Parents are involved. 

Family background and home difficulties are no longer the determinants of achievement. 

These are the remembered truths. During times of difficulties consequential to C-19, let us look beyond the 

questions whether nurseries should be open, when exams can sensibly and safely be held,  how soon 

teachers can be vaccinated and how fair it is to charge university students full fees. 

There will be parliamentary discussion, there are differences within and between parties: there will be 

debate on timing of decisions. This is my commitment: with my dedicated team, I will listen to all and then 

in private and in public I will aim to help the vital partnership between pupils, parents and teachers. 

 


