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In 2005 Lord Coe, surrounded by East End school children who had accompanied the Great Britain Olympic 
delegation to Singapore, promised the world an Olympics based on inspiration, legacy and youth. 

Meanwhile a Government funded scheme (the School Sport Partnership) which had been growing in various 
regions around the UK started creeping into east London. When Langdon Park School in Poplar was 
designated a specialist Sports College in the same year, the London Borough of Tower Hamlets was given 
the tools to create that inspiration and an Olympic legacy for local young people.

With 58 percent of its children entitled to a Free School Meal, Tower Hamlets is officially the borough with the 
highest levels of child poverty. Around two thirds of young people are non-white British and around half are 
Muslim. 

One would think that these economic and cultural issues alone were enough to throw participation in sport 
and physical activity way down the list of priorities. But Tower Hamlets is also one of the most densely 
populated boroughs in the UK and there are only 6 borough sports clubs holding the Clubmark accreditation 
that highlights they hit particular standards around administration, activity and safeguarding. Under 3 percent 
of adults volunteer at any time to lead and support sports activity in the borough. 

Yet thanks to the School Sport Partnership, Tower Hamlets was soon bucking its context. Between 2005 and 
2010, the curricular allocation for PE at Tower Hamlets schools soared from 99 minutes to 127 minutes. 

This was assisted by the introduction of PE specific support and inset for teachers – particularly non-PE 
specialist class teachers in primary schools and particularly NQTs. It was also inspired by specialist coaches 
working in and around schools who amongst other things, enriched PE by increasing the average number of 
different sports on offer in schools from 14 to 25. 
Sports Leadership amongst young people also increased dramatically. 910 young people gave up time to 
lead activity in 2005 but by 2010 there were 2507 undergoing qualifications and volunteering time to coach, 
manage and officiate. 

In Tower Hamlets, where the population has such a high proportion of young people and an even higher 
percentage of people who don’t volunteer any time to lead sport and physical activity, this has been essential 
and the very best leaders moved onto full time work with us, with the support of the Future Jobs Fund.

The School Sport Partnership scheme was also attracting international attention. Countries around the world 
were sending delegations to find out more about this school-based system which was overseeing such 
significant improvements in youth sport. Many were developing countries looking to put in place a sporting 
system that could contribute to a better society and in Tower Hamlets we have worked with Government and 
educational staff in Iraq, Pakistan and Zambia and have also received visits from Canada and Australia.

 This was a system that had social benefits AND sporting benefits, plus we were beginning to have an 
indirect impact on youth sport participation around the world – another ambition of London’s host bid. 

If young people were being inspired to take up more sport and a genuine youth sport legacy was being 
established in Tower Hamlets, it is safe to say that it could be achieved anywhere. Lord Coe would have 
been pretty confident of overseeing the first Olympic Games that has delivered on all its more significant 
sporting promises.

Then came the General Election of 2010 and a new Secretary of State for Education, Michael Gove.
Under the cloak of the financial crisis he announces: “I have concluded that the existing network of School 
Sport Partnerships is neither affordable nor likely to be the best way to help schools achieve their potential in 
improving competitive sport.”

Our  work in Tower Hamlets showed this to be demonstrably untrue. In 2005,  37 percent of students were 
taking part in inter-school competitive sport. By 2010 that had improved to 49 percent. In Tower Hamlets one 
borough inter-primary school competition had been held in 2004 but by 2010 there were 37. A similar 
increase from 3 to 25 was seen in inter-secondary school competitions. 

School Sport Partnerships cost around 38p per pupil per week. The annual grant of £162million made to the 
Youth Sport Trust to fund the scheme was the most effective investment in grassroots sport ever.



And in Tower Hamlets, overshadowed by a publicly owned Royal Bank of Scotland building that will see 
around £400million dished out in bonuses this year, we understand more than most that £162million is not a 
heavy burden on the public purse when future generations’ health and well being are at stake. 

Prime Minister David Cameron picked up the gauntlet from Gove: “What we experienced over the last 
decade was a lot of money being put into school sport, but without a lot of progress.”

Collectively, with England’s other 450 School Sport Partnerships, aims  of providing a minimum of 2 hours 
PE and sport for young people were the only Government Public Service Agreements that achieved their 
targets year on year. Whilst the Prime Minister may not have agreed with what School Sport Partnerships 
were tasked with working on, or the target-culture used to motivate them, he was completely incorrect to say 
that there had been no progress.

It was suggested that there were other, underlying motivations for the Prime Minister and his Education 
Secretary to take a wrecking ball to such a successful scheme. The age-old Tory suspicion of state schools 
working collaboratively was surfacing again in some quarters. 

With a School Sport Partnership led cricket initiative that took students from across Tower Hamlets schools 
to the best facilities for the best coaching and competition, schools such as Stepney Green in east London 
were competing with the likes of Westminster School (alumni including Nick Clegg) and winning, and were 
even giving the likes of Eton (alumni including David Cameron) a good run for their money. 

The decision to end the scheme seemed so cynical, misguided and unforgiveable that those affected by the 
decision felt obliged to mobilise. 

 Debbie Foote, a Sports Ambassador from Grantham in Lincolnshire and the Youth Sport Trust’s youth panel 
lead helped to galvanise young people, teachers, coaches and families across the UK to oppose the 
Government’s decision. A petition was launched which was to gather almost a quarter of a million signatures 
in a short space of time.

On November 15th 2010, 60 Head Teachers wrote to the Secretary of State calling for an immediate 
reinstating of the programme. Shortly afterwards Ed Miliband opened Prime Minister’s Questions with 3 
consecutive questions about the decision. This was followed up with a lengthy opposition day debate on 30th 
November. 

Lambeth School Sport Partnership organised a rally in Westminster and Tower Hamlets led the campaign on 
the day with over 150 of our young people turning out on one of the coldest days of the year to voice their 
opposition and lobby MPs and Ministers. They were joined by sports stars including Denise Lewis, Darren 
Campbell and Gail Emms, who along with 72 other Olympic athletes had written to the Prime Minister only 2 
days earlier, demanding a re-think.   

Debbie Foote and Shuheb Karim (Stepney Green School) delivered their “Save School Sport” petitions to 10 
Downing Street and David Cameron announced that Ministers would “re-visit” plans to scrap the programme. 

As we entered the Christmas break, and the Queen’s annual message underlined the value of sport in the 
lives of young people, it seemed as though sense and a track record of hard work and effectiveness would 
prevail. 

After some delays, manoeuvring, spinning, and an incorrect assessment from the media that the 
Government had reversed its decision, we were in fact left with less than 20 percent of our original funding, a 
much narrower brief with many ill-considered elements and an abolition of the annual national audit which 
would have illustrated just what catastrophic effects these changes had had. 

In Tower Hamlets, where improvements in opportunity and increases in participation had been so clear we 
received continued support and encouragement. 

Tower Hamlets Schools, with some support from the Children, Schools and Families directorate of the 
Council, propped up our organisation for the remainder of 2011/12. It has been almost entirely thanks to the 
patience, energy and vision of Langdon Park’s Head Teacher Chris Dunne that we remain here still able to 
equip young people with the knowledge and opportunities that allow them to identify with the athletes that will 
arrive on their doorsteps from around the world in the coming summer. 

Unfortunately so many areas of the UK, including within the 2012 host boroughs, are no longer able to boast 
the same thing. 



In a society where annually, the rich get richer and the poor poorer this engagement and identity with big 
events such as the Olympics is essential. We have seen a summer of riots which can in part be put down to 
youth disengagement and this has been followed by a dramatic rise in youth unemployment. 

Sport can play its part in tackling crime, social cohesion, unemployment and other issues facing young 
people such as educational attainment and childhood obesity, and a school-based model for sport means all 
young people can benefit, not just the small percent that opt into participation outside of school.

It is a national scandal that those opportunities and benefits will now only be available in some areas and 
they will only be accessible to young people in spite of their government, not because of it.


