
Six Decades of Failure – what’s not to like according to Gove?

Becky Matthews from Maidstone, Kent looks at the experience of that county’s education system – and gives a 
warning for all.

The future of education in England is being trialled here in Kent – in fact Kent has been trialling a divisive and 
failing system since the 1940s.  

With Gove’s privatisation schemes the rest of you are heading back to the future.  Here’s how it is in Kent: 
children take the 11+ test in September of Year 6. All but a handful will be ten years old; the July and August 
born barely beyond the age of nine.  This test will determine whether a child is offered a place at a grammar 
school or a secondary modern school. 

Kent is wholly selective. The larger towns will have four or more grammar schools, usually single sex. All the other 
schools are secondary moderns – although that term is never used in this authority. They are ‘High Schools’,  
‘Academies’, ‘Wide Ability schools’ and some are even called ‘Comprehensive’.  The 11+ test results allocate 25% of 
the cohort as “suitable” for grammar school education although after primary Headteacher and parental appeals 
about 30% of Kent children go to a grammar.  The 11+ test is referred to here as the PESE (Procedure for Entry 
into Secondary Education) - there is lots of language obfuscation about selection and school types.

During the 18 years of Tory rule the Tory local authority was entirely relaxed about the disparate educational 
opportunities available in Kent. Prestigious grammar school buildings sat alongside (literally) down-at-heel 
secondary moderns. The funding for the ‘easy to teach’ and large 6th forms in the grammars went much further 
than it did in the secondary modern schools who took all the AEN and FSM students and spent much more on TAs 
and support services. 

Grammar schools have always been able to predict their intake – they will be full, whereas the secondary moderns 
had to wait until after the appeals process to know how many year 7 students they would get with all the 
budgetary implications hanging in the air.  When I first came to Kent and found this extraordinary system still 
surviving I wondered why the professionals weren’t up in arms. I now know that many teachers in Kent are Kent 
born, trained at Christchurch in Canterbury and have little or no experience of a comprehensive school system. 

Primary schools have a survival interest in getting a good pass rate into the grammars – that is the only piece of 
data parents really care about.  The imperative of the selective system permeates every nook and cranny of 
education in Kent.  Tutoring for the ‘test’ starts in infancy for some children and few go through the test without 
coaching. It is a ‘dog eat dog’ scenario and exposes the reality of rampant competition in an authority which has 
little interest in a holistic view of education provision in an area.

Then came New Labour, ‘no selection’ became ‘no more selection’ and the children of Kent were once more hung out 
to dry – this time by Blunkett and successive Labour education ministers.  There were some changes though. 
There was a focus on the attainment in all schools and the disparity in outcomes in Kent was highlighted. Kent had 
National Challenge Schools, ‘failing’ schools were turned into academies and there were many new buildings, but 
New Labour did not have the political will to tackle the main cause of endemic school failure in Kent – the selective 
secondary system. 

With Gove’s agenda, primary and secondary education is likely to become even more divisive; it seems that 
independent schools are likely to become state sponsored selective schools, the privatisation of academies and the 
development of free schools is going to make accountability even more difficult than it already has been in Kent. 
Kent has just announced that there are 29 secondary ‘challenge’ schools – these are schools with very low 
attainment and that number excludes the New Labour academies which attempted to mop up Kent’s ‘failing’ 
schools. Kent is keeping the names of these challenge schools secret  and soon, no doubt, they too will be 
‘disappeared’ from LA accountability.  Grammar schools are proposing ‘satellite’ sites in towns which do not have a 
selective school – distance from the host grammar school is no objection.



It is bleak in Kent and many children here get a very raw deal from state education.  However, the answer is not 
to be found by making government and local authorities less responsible and less accountable or by allowing private 
companies to take over. 

 The answer to delivering good state education for all is by making sure that admissions processes are robust and 
equitable (no selection) and that LAs are held accountable for fair admissions and school standards in their area.  
Instead Gove is hell bent on the opposite strategy. Beware, beware – all this school failure and waste of talent 
could be coming to a town near you soon.


