The 1988 Education Reform Act and its impact on the UK education system

The 1988 Education Reform Act (ERA) was significant to the evolution of the UK education system in that it introduced the national curriculum and standardised testing alongside establishing local management of schools (LMS), removing financial control from local authorities and handing it directly to schools (Ward 2013).
Following a lengthy consensus on education, the 1970’s and it’s new political climate introduced new concerns on the nature of the education system. Ward (2013) cites the ongoing oil crisis and Britain’s loss of colonial control in the Middle East along with the breakdown of traditional moral codes as the source of a need for a political scapegoat. Bartlett and Burton (2016, p.94) note a “growing public concern regarding education which was actively fuelled by the media” with focus on “progressive and child centred approaches” which supposedly led to a lack of discipline and direction in children’s learning ultimately failing to teach children basic skills. These basic skills were argued to be the foundations of success for the new rising global economies in Asia which were undercutting British business. The education system needed to be reconstructed in order to make British industry a competitor on the world stage “by becoming more vocationally orientated” (Ward 2013). This new political landscape culminated in Callaghan’s 1976 Ruskin speech (cited in Ward 2013, p.5) which pointed the finger at schools for not preparing young people for industry and being the cause of “the nation’s economic and social ills”.
With Margaret Thatcher’s conservative government coming to power in 1979, a new political ideology, neo-liberalism, was wielded to confront the “economic and social ills” of the country. It is important to consider the principles of neo-liberalism which emphasises the freedom of individual choice in highly competitive markets that are unencumbered by state regulation. This is characterised by “rolling back the state” resulting in reduction in welfare programmes, taxation and the privatisation of nationally owned services such as utilities, transport and as we will see, to an extent, education. Neo-liberalism stands in contrast to the Keynesianism that had dominated Western economic policies since the end of the second world war and argued for state intervention in the economy through investment in public infrastructure.
To assess the impact of the 1988 ERA, we will first look at the establishment of the national curriculum. According to Kelly (1990, p.5) The national curriculum established a set of subjects and their content along with “detailed statements of levels of attainment regarded as the norm at four key stages”. Kelly (1990) goes on to argue that the national curriculum, along with broader aspects of the 1998 ERA, were framed by those who see education as a means to an end, that end being (citing DES 1987, p.3) “to secure for all pupils in maintained schools a curriculum which equips them with the knowledge, skills and understanding they need for adult life in employment”. We can gather, then, that the national curriculum was to be a mechanism by which the government could assure that education was serving the purpose of training students for working life above all other purposes.
[bookmark: _GoBack]This focus on training leads into the effect the 1988 ERA had on the teaching profession. Gray (2007) cites Apple’s (1987) vision of the “impending technification of teaching”, explaining that the national curriculum and assessment would erode the autonomy of teachers through top down management and control through inspection. Fowler (1990, p.88/89) notes a hostile response from teachers towards the act referring to; scepticism of the political motive behind the national curriculum, distaste for the “conveyor belt” system likely to damage the established qualities of the profession, anxiety and scepticism of standardised testing imposing constraint on teaching situations and grievance that teachers as professionals had not been consulted in the formulation of the curriculum. Tomlinson (2001) adds colour to this by stating, citing Phillips (1998), that the state was blatantly influencing the curriculum to serve an agenda with an example being Thatcher herself steering the history curriculum towards a nationalistic bias. Kelly (1990, p.103) writes that this lack of control and “narrowing of professional scope” led to a significant decrease in job satisfaction among teachers leading to early retirements and a “consequent teacher shortage… and sometimes to closures and/or part closures [of schools]”.
It is worth noting here that the establishment of the national curriculum is inconsistent with the neo-liberal ideology. To centrally control the curriculum actually removes a significant element of free choice in that there is only one curriculum to choose from. To explain this, Chitty (2004, cited in Ward 2013) citing Stuart Sexton, argues that the national curriculum served to cloak the marketisation agenda of the 1988 ERA.
This marketisation of education is another significant impact of the 1988 ERA. The act saw the introduction of local management of schools (LMS) which removed financial control from local authorities and placed it with individual schools. This allowed for schools to become business like in their operations and allocate their spending in order to maximise their appeal to potential students in a newly formed education market (Bartlett and Burton 2016). This market required a marketplace and it is here that the national curriculum serves the neo-liberal ideology. National standardised testing and publication of school league tables were to be the means by which consumers of education would be able to make choices regarding which school could offer the best product.
In practice, this system has diminished the inclusive and “available to all” brand of education strived for by the 1944 act and the introduction of comprehensive schooling in 1965. Reynolds (1992) writes that LMS influences schools to view students as products with students who achieve highly under the national curriculum thus requiring the least amount of resources being regarded as quality products. She argues that schools will strive to admit these students in order to enhance their standing in league tables at the expense of children who may need extra help and would require more resources to reach the same level of achievement under the national curriculum. This illustrates a dynamic in which the market choice is actually placed upon the school as consumer and the student as the product, a role reversal from the intended consequence of marketisation in education and the establishment of LMS.
Most significantly, the 1988 ERA opened the door for further marketisation reform. Although not conservative, the Blair New Labour government of 1997 continued the work of instilling market values in the education system. According to Ward (2013, p.7), under the New Labour government
	“School league tables were strengthened with the setting of targets at all levels:  national targets for literacy and numeracy, as well as targets for LEAs, for schools and for individual pupils. Performance related pay for teachers was introduced, failing local education authorities were taken over by private companies and school building was financed by profit-making organisations in the Private Finance Initiative (PFI). The privatisation of school meals, cleaning and other services begun by the Conservatives continued. All were designed to bring capital and private enterprise into the system.”
The 2010 coalition government continued the marketisation spree. Michael Gove developed New Labours academies programme altering it to force failing schools to become academies and permitting the application of any school to follow suite providing they met certain criteria (Ward 2013). As academy status allows schools to teach outside of the national curriculum, questions of whether the curriculum’s establishment was in line with Neo-liberal ideology become null and Sexton’s aforementioned argument holds greater weight. Academies are also permitted to hire unqualified teachers which further undermines teaching and its professionalism.
In conclusion, the 1988 ERA has held great significance in the evolution of the education system. With the introduction of a new ideologically driven government, the progress made towards inclusive education by the post-war governments has been broken down, if accidently, by the introduction of market competition between schools. The same process has eroded the professionalism and autonomy of teaching through a centrally planned curriculum followed by rigorous testing and inspection. Alongside teachers, the role of the student has morphed from the benefactor of the educational process to a product standing in testament to the success or failure of the school they attended. We can see, two decades on, that the 1988 ERA was a watershed moment in that it changed the approach the government took, and would continue to take, towards education. The new approach moved away from the consensus that education is a public good that should be funded by the government and practiced with autonomy by professionals towards a closely monitored market system influenced more by economic ideology than educational knowledge and theory.
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