
Emperor Gove has no clothes

Secretary of State for Education Michael Gove bestrides the education landscape, 
not as a colossus, but as a dictator. He proclaims that social justice is dear to his 
heart, that his reforms are targeted at the most needy and vulnerable and that he 
supports the profession with his commitment to strong discipline and freedom from 
bureaucracy. 

The extent of Gove’s fakery is mind-blowing. Put aside for a moment the attacks on 
the poorest children’s standard of living or the attacks on teachers’ pay  and  
conditions. His flagship claim is that academies and free schools are about social 
justice and school improvement. This ranks as one of the greatest hypocrisies in the 
history of education. It dwarfs even Blair’s ‘education, education, education’ mantra. 

Although Gove does not dare set foot in the London Borough of Haringey, he has sent 
his officials, with the collaboration of the Local Authority, to expropriate 4 primary 
schools for his friends in big business. Under cover of school improvement, and using 
an increasingly politically compromised OFSTED regime, he is in the process of 
snatching these schools. Thatcher only snatched the milk – Gove wants the whole 
shebang! 

He knows the policy is unpopular. There was a huge public meeting with local MP, 
David Lammy, Christine Blower and Fiona Millar. There were 1000 protesting on the 
streets. Heads and governors across the borough have made clear their opposition 
too. 

If Gove’s action were really about school improvement, he would could have targeted 
schools in his own constituency that are doing worse than these Haringey schools.

 It appears that Gove’s friends in the academy movement aren’t that interested in 
the worst performing schools. Experience has shown these are too difficult to turn 
round. They want schools that are already improving or have obvious capacity to 
improve. So much for the philanthropic mission of Lord Harris or the charitable 
purposes of chains like AET – the fastest growing edu-business (see box).

It all begs questions: what is the point of academy status? What is its real meaning? 
The answer is not to be found in education policy or research. Gove is not talking 
about how to improve quality of teaching & learning. He is not debating the findings 
of Professor Dylan Wiliam, or Michael Fullan or John Hattie’s groundbreaking 
research published in ‘Visible Learning’ (Routledge 2009).

Gove is pursuing an explicitly political agenda. This has a much wider focus than 
education. Similar approaches are being forced on the NHS and roads as part of a 
‘privatise everything’ mantra. 



Gove often cites Blair as his model for rapid public sector reform but his approach 
owes more to his mentor –Rupert Murdoch. In echoes of a Wapping style approach, 
Gove claims he is ’marching towards the sound of gunfire’.

There can be little doubt that this is what Naomi Klein might call ‘shock doctrine’. 
The break up of local authorities, the creation of an education market with directly 
competing schools,  or the cavalier approach to providing  desperately needed school 
places in the primary sector (estimates vary but we are up to 500,000 places short!) 
illustrate the point amply.

Meanwhile the Treasury is imposing a 15 percent cut in education budgets by 2015. 
This is the chaotic reality of Gove’s education empire. 

Underneath the garbs of power, Gove cuts a wretched figure who has little grasp of 
basic maths let alone what it means to teach or learn. Beyond a small circle of lackeys 
and hirelings – (from both parties, it must be said) Gove has little support or 
mandate. 

All the ‘Big Society’ fakery about giving power to parents is exposed a sham in 
Haringey where parental ballot returns show  huge majorities opposed to academy 
conversion. 

Gove is Murdoch’s man. His mission is privatisation and deregulation in a futile 
attempt to restore the competitive edge of British capitalism.   The question of what 
to do about it is very pressing indeed. 


