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JEREMY VINE: 

Now new free schools are at the centre of Michael Gove’s education reforms. There’ll 

be about 200 of them in existence by the end of this year, and the Chancellor 

announced funding for another 180 in the Spending Review. Clearly free schools are 

going to be one of the battle lines at the next election because Labour wants no more 

of them. That is what the Shadow Education Secretary Stephen Twigg said in a big 

speech earlier this month, and he is with me now to talk about Labour’s policy in 

more detail. So welcome to you. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Good morning, Jeremy. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

Your attitude to Michael Gove’s free schools is confusing. You don’t like them, but 

you’re going to keep them. You’re actually going to extend them, aren’t you? 
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STEPHEN TWIGG: 

We don’t like them for a number of reasons. Right now, in many parts of the country, 

there’s a serious shortage of primary school places, and I think the priority for new 

schools should be the areas that most need new schools and yet the Government is 

fixated on this free schools programme. There’s several reasons that I have concerns 

about free schools. Firstly they’re allowed to employ unqualified teachers. I don’t 

think that makes any sense. I want teaching to be a high status profession. How can it 

have a high status if you can employ unqualified people to teach in the classroom? 

And, secondly, Michael Gove decides where these schools go. Local communities 

don’t get a say, and in many cases local communities haven’t wanted these schools to 

be created. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

But 180 more have just been announced. They’re coming on-stream. What happens if 

you win the election, you get into power and they haven’t been built yet? Do they go 

ahead? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Well I’ve been very clear that the schools that are open if we win in 2015, they will 

stay open subject to the same conditions as any other school. We’re not going to close 

down schools that are already open.  

 

JEREMY VINE: 

Even though you don’t like them? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

What we will do is make changes and bring them into line with other schools. So, for 

example, we would say to them you’ve got to employ qualified teachers in the future. 

We would say to them that they’ve got to be part of the local community of schools. 

My attitude is that I want all schools working together to be good schools. Michael 

Gove’s approach is only to focus on free schools and academies, which I don’t think 

makes any sense. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 
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Okay, we’ll come back to that, but the question I asked was the 180 more that have 

just been announced may not be built if you win the next election. Do you then 

reverse them? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

What we’ll have to do is see what progress has been made nearer the time. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

(over) You don’t know? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

I’m not going to be in the business of throwing away public money if money’s been 

spent on creating a new school, but equally I’ve got to look at where these schools are 

being created. I’d make an appeal to Michael Gove and George Osborne on that. 

They’ve announced 180 new schools. Put them in the areas that most need extra 

school places. 

    

JEREMY VINE: 

It’s confusing, isn’t it, because you’re going to extend to all schools the freedoms that 

academies, which Labour set up and free schools currently have? But then you’re 

going to, as you say, take them away by giving councils extra oversight, so what on 

earth is going on? 

    

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Well we want to extend freedoms where those freedoms improve standards, so … 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

And take them away again. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Let me be clear. Academies have freedom over the curriculum, so teachers, head 

teachers in academies can make decisions about how subjects are taught. I think that 

makes sense. I want teachers to make these decisions, not politicians, so let’s extend 

that freedom from academies to other schools. But academies have the freedom - if 



 

4 

you can call it that - to employ unqualified people to teach. I don’t think that makes 

any sense, so I think all schools should be required to have qualified teachers. It’s 

actually making all schools good schools by having high standards. Let’s have 

curriculum freedom, but let’s also have teachers who are qualified to teach. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

We’ve been talking about your policy and you haven’t even mentioned your big idea, 

which is these parent led academies. Now this is the new, the type of school that 

you’ll bring on-stream, and people look at them and say well they’re just free schools 

- free schools under a different name. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

The rhetoric of free schools of course was about parents, but most free schools 

haven’t been set up by parents. What I’m saying is, yes, if parents want to set up 

schools, they can set up parent academies. They can set up parent maintained schools. 

That’s something … 

    

JEREMY VINE: 

(over) But they’re free schools, aren’t they? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

(over) We created parent maintained schools … 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

(over) That’s what they are. They’re … 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

… eleven years ago. But they’re not … 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

(over) They’re free schools. They’re free schools. 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

They’re not free schools. 
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JEREMY VINE: 

Why not? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Firstly because they won’t be allowed to employ unqualified teachers. Secondly 

because decisions are going to be made at a local level, not overriding local 

communities.  

 

JEREMY VINE: 

(over) Oh by councils. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

And, thirdly … by councils and communities. You know I’ve been to visit 

communities where communities overwhelmingly didn’t want the school to be 

created. I was in Beccles last week, in Suffolk, where the local Conservative MP 

didn’t agree with the creation of the free school when there’s a good academy in the 

village that is going to lose out as a result. How does that make any sense? 

  

JEREMY VINE: 

How is any mum and dad supposed to understand this policy? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Well the policy is very clear. The policy’s about having good schools in every 

community and not being fixated, as this government is, on one type of school over 

another. If you want a new school now, it has to be a free school. That doesn’t make 

sense. You can have a good maintained school, a good academy, a good trust school. 

Why is it that the Government thinks the only way you can get good new schools is 

through their free schools programme? And we’ve seen further press reports today. 

Some of the free schools are not doing well on their early inspections. The jury is still 

out as to how good the schools will be.   

JEREMY VINE: 

(over) Well you praise others, you praise others. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 
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(over) Indeed, I was just going to say that. Some fantastic people have set up free 

schools, of course they have. In Liverpool, Everton in the community has done 

something amazing - which I support, which the local councils support. Of course 

when the only show in town is free schools good people are going to set them up, but 

there’s no guarantee that these are going to be good schools. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

You mention, Mr Twigg, again and again that you don’t want unqualified 

professionals teaching. It has been pointed out that David Miliband has been teaching 

in his local school for two years, so that’s the end of that? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

No, it’s a ridiculous thing to say. His local school is a maintained school and all I’m 

saying is that the rules apply in that local school should apply to academies and free 

schools as well. There is a world of difference of a member of parliament spending 

half a day doing some teaching in their school and people being employed full-time 

on the school role. There have always been visiting teachers going in. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

(over) And Shadow Education Minister Tristram Hunt - same again, he teaches … 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

(over) I’ve done it, I’ve done it myself.  

 

JEREMY VINE: 

(over) So you will still be able to get in … 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

(over) I’ve done it myself. Teach First, which is a fantastic organisation that we 

supported when I was a minister, has a week in which politicians and others can go in 

and teach. I spent an hour teaching a Year 9 class at Holly Lodge School in my 

constituency. That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about schools taking on 

full-time staff who are not qualified. Now it’s always been allowed for schools to take 

on people who are unqualified provided they work towards a qualification, and all I 
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want is for academies and free schools to be affected by that policy in the same way 

that maintained schools are. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

Okay, GSE reform is also a big subject … GCSE reform, a big subject for you, and 

you’ve been very critical of the Education Secretary here. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

I’m very critical of the Education Secretary. I think we’re seeing a narrowing of the 

curriculum, which is not right for young people but also is not right for our future 

economy. One of the best reports on education in the last year was published by the 

CBI, and the CBI told us that yes of course we want high standards in academic 

subjects but we also want a broad curriculum so young people have the skills for the 

jobs of tomorrow. Michael Gove’s approach I think is very backward looking in not 

addressing the economy of the future. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

(over) What is wrong with his … What’s wrong with his analysis that children need to 

learn facts, time tables, poetry, dates of kings and queens and all of that? And rigour? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

He makes a false choice. I’m in favour of rigour, but rigour needs to be about skills as 

well as facts. You can have both. Let’s have high levels of core knowledge, but let’s 

also have young people who can communicate, who can speak and listen, who can 

work as part of a team, who have critical analysis skills. Those are the things that I 

fear will be lost by the exclusive focus on facts and also by focusing entirely on 

certain subjects rather than others. What about what we’ve got called the “forgotten 

50 per cent”, the ones who don’t get the chance to go to university? I think they’re 

being let down by this system as well. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

Well what did you make of … Diane Abbot spoke up for them in the House of 

Commons and backed Mr Gove and she talked about working class children and said 

the emphasis on rigorous education helps the poorest. She said if you don’t have 
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parents to put in a word for you in a difficult jobs market, you need the assurance of 

rigorous qualification and core academic qualifications. Didn’t she blow you out of 

the water with that? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Not at all. No, I absolutely agree with her. Of course we need that. It’s not a choice …  

  

JEREMY VINE: 

(over) She seemed to be siding with Mr Gove though. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

(over) … between having that and having high quality vocational education. It’s not a 

choice. We need both, we absolutely need both. We’ve said, for example, that English 

and Maths should carry on till 18. We’re quite unusual as a country in saying that 

people can give up the home language and maths when they’re 16. I want rigour, but I 

want rigour in engineering. This government got rid of the engineering diploma. We 

need engineering jobs in the future and people who are properly educated and trained 

to do those jobs. It’s very, very backward looking, Michael Gove’s approach. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

The suggestion is that you don’t expect much and you don’t test hard and you inflate 

the grades and nobody wins. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Well not at all, not at all. When there’s grade inflation, we’ve got to root that out. But 

Michael Gove himself has accepted that standards went up while Labour was in 

power. Let’s have high quality exams, but let’s also ensure that we have a broad and 

rich curriculum. 

 

JEREMY VINE: 

Stephen Twigg, Shadow Education Secretary, thank you very much. 

 

INTERVIEW ENDS 

 


