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ANDREW MARR: 

The introduction of free schools, a huge increase in the number of academies, changes 

to the exam system and the curriculum. Education reform in England was a big 

priority for the Tories driven forward in the coalition by the zealous Michael Gove, 

but is it delivering the desired results? Well not according to the international league 

tables. The new Education Secretary Nicky Morgan is with me now in her first 

interview on this show. Good morning and welcome Nicky Morgan. 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Good morning. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

Now you’ve also announced today some very, very ambitious new targets for basic 

literacy and numeracy in schools. You want us to go from 23 (I think it is) and 26 on 

the international league tables now right up to number 5 in five years. How is that 

possible? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well we want every child to have the best possible start in life and so getting English 

and Maths, those absolute basics right, has to be at the core of our education system. 

We’ve already announced obviously in this parliament, we’ve introduced things like 

the phonics check, which checks reading at the age of 6. We’ve got 100,000 more 

young people able to read better as a result. And all of our reforms this parliament 

have shown standards increasing and I think that’s absolutely right because I think 

you know it is an outrage that under the last government, for example, 1 in 3 of our 

young people was leaving primary school unable to read, write and add up properly. 

         

ANDREW MARR: 

Well they could read and write a bit because I know Andrew Dilnot has pulled you up 

on that actually. 

 

NICKY MORGAN:  

Absolutely, yes. 
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ANDREW MARR: 

Now to be absolutely clear, therefore, in five years’ time all 11 year olds will leave 

British schools knowing the answer to 12 x 12, being able to read a novel, and being 

able to write an entire short story by themselves? 

    

NICKY MORGAN: 

Absolutely and I think that’s what parents and families will expect as a minimum 

from our exam system. As I say, we have to be ambitious for our young people. If we 

don’t get it right at primary, then it becomes much harder for children to catch up 

when they’re in secondary schools. 

          

ANDREW MARR: 

Now this is obviously a big challenge for the teachers and so forth, but it’s also about 

money. Now tomorrow David Cameron I know is going to make a speech in which 

he’s going to say that he wants everybody to get the same standard of education that 

he had when he was young. And that’s an Eton education – very, very expensive. So 

have you at least been able to ring-fence the schools budget as part of your manifesto 

promises? 

  

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well we’re going to have more to say on schools funding very shortly, but what I can 

say is that I am absolutely fighting for the schools budget to be protected. And I think 

what we have seen in this parliament is you know we have taken some very difficult 

economic decisions, but because we have a strong economy, because of the decisions 

that we have taken, we are able to put money into schools and we’re investing in new 

school places, in new school buildings, as well obviously in frontline education.  

   

ANDREW MARR: 

And so you’re fighting for the schools budget to be protected. And if you’re saying 

that publicly, we assume that you’re going to win that battle, but is that from primary 

all the way through or is that just primary schools? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well we have made it very clear that it is the schools budget, so it is the 5 to 16 year 
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olds in particular. Having said that, we have of course as a government put a billion 

pounds into early years education in this parliament too. But it goes back to the point, 

the announcement that we’re making today, which is actually about getting the basics 

right really early on, and that’s why the investment is in the schools budget. I know 

that there are … 

       

ANDREW MARR: 

So you’re talking 5 to 16 rather than 3 to 18? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well exactly. As I say, we have put money into early years as well. I was going to 

come on to say that I do know that there are … I go round the country. I spend a day a 

week visiting schools and colleges up and down the country. I know there are 

questions about 16 to 19 funding because obviously we have raised the participation 

as well, we are funding that. But as I say the focus particularly on the early years … 

     

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) So you’re suggesting that might not be ring-fenced? 

   

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well that hasn’t been ring-fenced in this parliament. As I say, we’re going to have 

more to confirm on that very shortly, but I am making clear and I think everybody 

from the prime minister downwards realises the critical part that education plays – the 

life-transforming importance of a good education system in this country. 

   

ANDREW MARR: 

Okay I think everybody watching will conclude that you have won the battle to 

ring-fence education for schools in England from 5 to 16 and you’re nodding about 

that. Can we move onto the rest of your agenda looking five years ahead? Do you 

want all schools to be academies? 

  

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well I do think that becoming an academy is a very important step for schools and I 

do think it’s absolutely right as a Conservative, we very much trust heads and teachers 
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and governors to run those schools. We’re not going to say and I’m not going to say 

that every school must become an academy, but I do think that when other schools in 

an area look - they see the freedoms, the innovations that academies have – they want 

to pursue that. And we have in this parliament a marked increase, a huge increase in 

the number of schools becoming academies and of course the setting up of free 

schools. But you know I am conscious … 

    

ANDREW MARR: 

You’re not setting numerical targets? You’re not saying 100 per cent academies by 

the end of the next parliament or 2,000 free schools by the end of the next parliament 

or anything like that? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

No because I want the schools to make the decisions for themselves and that’s what 

we are seeing happening. I’m conscious though we talk about structure… 

   

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) So after another … Sorry. 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well we always talk about structures and different types of schools and everything 

else, and at the end of the day I think you know we need to stand back and just say 

you know our plan for education has been about having the best teachers, the highest 

standards in our schools. And we think that academies and free schools absolutely 

deliver that, but I work with all schools obviously in the state sector. 

     

ANDREW MARR: 

What about free schools being able to make a profit? One way you could boost free 

schools would be allowing companies who are going into this market to make a profit. 

That would greatly push free schools. 

     

NICKY MORGAN: 

I don’t see that as being an attractive option. I don’t think that’s something that we 

want to see in our education system. And that’s not something I have to say that the 
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schools have been asking for when I have been going around. I mean I think people 

who set up free schools, they do it absolutely because they are unhappy with the 

provision in their areas, because there is a need for more places, and I think the 

system we have allows them to set up you know excellent schools. And I go to the 

Falcons free school or schools around the country. I see excellence in our education. 

  

ANDREW MARR: 

Now you’ve changed the way schools are being graded and, as a result of that, it 

appears that English schools are doing worse at the moment, not better. 

  

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well no, I think last week’s league tables actually showed the power of our reforms. 

What they didn’t do was obviously last year’s results absolutely stand and the 

students who have those results can be confident of the hard work they have. But we 

have to - going back to the point, the announcement today about being able to 

compete with the best in the world – we have to have absolute confidence in the exam 

standards. 

   

ANDREW MARR: 

But to be clear, a lot of schools have been downgraded. Do you think that 

downgrading is fair? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well no what they’ve done is we’ve raised the bar … 

  

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) Well they actually have, sorry. I mean numerically they have been 

downgraded. 

  

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well we’ve raised the bar and therefore more schools for this year have fallen below 

that floor standard. There are two very specific … 

     

ANDREW MARR: 
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So things are getting worse? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

No because there are two very specific reasons why we have done that. The first was 

that only the first entry into GCSEs count. Schools were asking students to re-sit 

exams until they got themselves over the – often – C/D borderline. And also we’ve 

taken out a lot of vocational qualifications which weren’t benefitting young people, 

weren’t qualifications valued by universities/employers. And I think …  

    

ANDREW MARR: 

(over)You see … 

    

NICKY MORGAN: 

… no I think that’s really important because I think our young people deserve … 

They work hard. They have to know … 

      

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) But with respect, as they always … Always a dangerous phrase – with respect 

– but, with respect, you can’t have it both ways. You know you’ve changed the 

trading system for schools, presumably because you thought it was unfair and 

inflationary and all the rest of it. As a result of that more schools are falling down the 

table. Therefore they’ve getting worse surely? 

   

NICKY MORGAN: 

No because a… 

   

ANDREW MARR: 

I can’t see any other conclusion one can draw. 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

No. Last summer’s results, we saw that A levels and GCSE results remained very 

stable and, as I say, young people can have confidence in the results that they 

achieved. But we are raising … we are absolutely raising the bar because we want our 

schools to compete with the best in the world. And I go round the country. I see 
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fantastic teachers putting in hours - dedicated, hardworking professionals up and 

down the country, students working very, very hard, and I think it is an outrage if our 

young people are leaving the education system with exam results which then don’t 

help them to get into the world of work, for example.    

  

ANDREW MARR: 

Now when we were talking to your office, the one thing they said Nicky Morgan 

wants to talk about more than anything else is Michael Gove. (Morgan laughs) She 

wants to talk about Michael Gove, Michael Gove, Michael Gove all the time. So in 

helpful mode, therefore, the Independent is suggesting that he is getting all your 

papers through back channels and is in effect helping to drive from the back seat your 

department. How do you react to that? 

   

NICKY MORGAN: 

I just think this is a complete load of nonsense. I have to say Michael has been 

nothing but supportive, as have other former education secretaries from different 

political perspectives. I think education’s one of those things that when I go round the 

country since I got this appointment everybody has an opinion on education, and 

you’d expect obviously former education secretaries – and I’ve spoken to Gillian 

Shepherd, David Blunkett, Ken Baker – and Michael has been nothing but supportive. 

But … 

     

ANDREW MARR: 

Are you disturbed that he’s still getting the paperwork? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well I think it’s a complete load of old nonsense. I have to say the story at the end of 

the day … 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) What do you think he’s not getting the paperwork? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well I have no reason to suspect that that is the case. Nothing … no conversations 
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I’ve had have given me any indication that’s the case. You know I am in charge of the 

Department of Education. We are all united in our reforms. 

      

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) And if he was getting the paperwork … If they said, “Oh I’m terribly sorry, 

Secretary of State, actually he is seeing all the paperwork” would you be alarmed by 

that? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well I don’t think that would be … I mean the chief whip is of course going to see 

paperwork that goes for a number of departments. Having been in the whips’ office, I 

know the chief whip has to be across all portfolio areas. But, as I say, I am very much 

in charge of the Department of Education and we are all as Conservative colleagues 

united in the reforms that we’ve seen, which has been the right thing for young 

people. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

And are you speaking to him?  

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Yes. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

Because we used to see a lot of him and, as I was suggesting, we don’t see very much 

of him these days. But you are still talking to him on a regular basis? 

  

NICKY MORGAN: 

Absolutely, absolutely – Michael’s been nothing but supportive. Whenever I’ve asked 

him a question since I took up this position, he has been incredibly helpful. But he’s 

very clear he is the chief whip. And I have to say, again having been a whip, the chief 

whip has a busy role. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

Let’s move to the other big issue, which is British values I mentioned at the top. Now 
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if you took an average British person from Edwardian times or even the beginning of 

the 20
th

 century and time travelled them onto this sofa and you said segregation of 

girls and boys, they’d say yes that’s British values. If you’d said wives obeying their 

husband, they’d say yes that’s British values and so forth. So what are British values? 

   

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well British values are laid out very clearly. Particularly they have been in the 

Prevent strategy. It’s things like – and I think it is things that we all take for granted 

sometimes in this country and sometimes it’s not very British perhaps to talk about 

them – but democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty. And I think the most 

important one, the one I want to see in our education system – and the best schools are 

already doing this – is about respect for people of other faiths and other beliefs. And I 

think that is … it is very, very important. And, look, society changes. I remember 

having a debate with the vicar before I got married about whether I was going to obey 

my husband, and my husband said, “Have a go. I think you’re going to lose this 

battle”, and he did and I didn’t use those words. And I think that’s why … you know 

things do change. But those are the core values and I think it is important that all our 

schools are promoting them. And, as I say, the best schools are doing this already. 

     

ANDREW MARR: 

Yes, so this is particularly targeted at some schools who are not and we’ve had 

another report recently about the Birmingham situation which is not resolved. Do you 

think there is a problem of radicalisation still in Birmingham and does it go beyond 

Birmingham as well? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well I think what we know now is we know what happened last year. I think there are 

still … there’s been a lot of work in Birmingham thanks to Mike Thomason, who we 

appointed as the commissioner, and others who are working very hard. And in the 

schools. I should just say I mean there’s been a huge effort in the schools that were 

caught up in the events last year. You know teachers and others have left, but of 

course there’s always going to be a danger which we are watching for very carefully. 

We don’t have evidence that this is happening anywhere else, but we will obviously 

act on intelligence and one of the things we’ve done as a department is set up this 
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counter-extremism group, so we will listen out for any intelligence that is passed to 

us. And I should just take issue. The British values are not targeted at particular 

schools. The point is that all schools are doing this. 

     

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) Well there’s no point in telling Eton they have to teach British values, I mean 

presumably? 

  

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well why not? I mean at the end of the day it’s all schools. As I say many schools …  

  

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) One assumes they do.  

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well exactly. Many schools up and down the country – I’m not really interested in the 

7 per cent; I’m interested in the 93 per cent – and many schools are doing this already 

wherever I go up and down the country. But there are some for whom this is a new 

thing and governors and others are thinking very hard how to work this into the 

curriculum. 

   

ANDREW MARR 

I can just about remember being a kind of bored, slightly truculent child sitting in a 

classroom, and I don’t see any way in which a teacher standing at the front of the 

classroom saying “You must be liberal, you must be in favour of democracy” would 

have changed anything in my head. Are you really convinced that this can change real 

people’s views in real schools, in real communities? 

  

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well I am, but I think what I wouldn’t expect is there to be “You know today we’re 

going to have a class about you know British values.” What you expect … I would 

expect is those to be woven through the curriculum. So things like democracy being 

taught, whether it’s debating or whether it is talking about other faiths and beliefs and 

the way that other people will conduct, what happens in a mosque, what happens in a 
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Church of England church, for example, what happens for people who don’t have any 

faith and actually different lifestyles and everything else. I mean you know it is 

unacceptable. I think we’ve seen in recent weeks the growth of, for example, 

anti-Semitism and the fact that actually homophobia will be tolerated in schools, 

homophobic bullying – which actually again we take very seriously as a department 

and are supporting funds and organisations to crack down on these things. As I say, I 

think perhaps it’s sometimes not perhaps British to talk about these things, but it’s 

very, very important.  

    

ANDREW MARR: 

Are you involved in protecting Jewish schools? You talked about anti-Semitism. 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Yes. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

I know that the Jewish communities are very worried at the moment. Are special 

measures in place around the country? 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well yes. I mean I’m not to go into obviously the details … 

   

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) No I wouldn’t expect you to. 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

… but absolutely we as a department fund security for Jewish schools. We work 

obviously with other government departments. And I think and I said in the House of 

Commons recently – and I think there’s cross-party agreement on this – that all our 

young people must be able to go to school without fear of any attacks or any 

intimidation or bullying. 

    

ANDREW MARR: 

Alright. One non-education related question, if I may. There’s going to be a vote in 
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the House of Commons this week on three-parent embryos as it were. I don’t exactly 

understand the science myself, but it’s clearly highly controversial. Which way will 

you vote? 

    

NICKY MORGAN: 

Well actually I haven’t actually made up my mind, to be honest with you. I’ve had a 

number of people contacting me you know both ways and I think it is going to be a 

matter, an issue … 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) The churches are extremely worried. 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

The churches are worried and I understand that. On the other hand, I think that we 

have some amazing science in this country and I hear from the families whose lives 

have been affected by children born with these conditions. 

  

ANDREW MARR: 

Alright. Nicky Morgan, thank you very much indeed for joining us and good luck. 

 

NICKY MORGAN: 

Thank you. 

 

ENDS 


