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ANDREW MARR: 

If Labour win the next election and the Shadow Education Secretary Stephen Twigg 

becomes Secretary of State, he’s going to inherit an education system which has been 

substantially remodelled by Michael Gove. GCSEs and probably A levels will be 

reformed; hundreds more academies will have arrived; new free schools too - the pace 

is pretty rapid. So would Labour try to overturn these changes if they return to power? 

Stephen Twigg is with me now. Welcome. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Thank you very much. Good morning, Andrew. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

Good morning. Let’s start off with the sort of structure of schools. Huge numbers now 

of academies, a programme started under Labour, greatly extended, and free schools 

too. Are such schools to be welcomed? Would you like to see more of them rather 

than fewer? 

 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 
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Well of course the previous Labour Government started the Academies Programme, 

but our approach was completely different to Michael Gove’s. In our case, it was 

about improving schools that were underperforming - particularly in areas of great 

social and economic need. I think the problem with this programme is that it suggests 

that the only good things that are happening in education are in academies and free 

schools. There are plenty of brilliant schools that aren’t academies or free schools -  

I’ve been to some of them this week, for example Highlands School in Enfield - so I 

would take a different approach that would be less focused on the name on the gate 

and more focused on celebrating excellence in all of our schools. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

But given that it’s been such an important thing. You initially said you were relaxed 

about more academies and free schools. You seem less relaxed than you were now. 

Are you actually saying that under Labour government would not be rolling forward 

more of this; would stop it, possibly even roll it back? 

  

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Well I want good schools in every neighbourhood, and you get good schools that are 

academies and you get good schools that aren’t academies. The reason I said that I 

was relaxed, Andrew, is that what I think matters most is the quality of teaching and 

the quality of the relationship between the school and the wider community.  

 

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) But as Tony … 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Academies do that, but so do non-academies. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

But, as Tony Blair said, structure matters very much indeed; the structures are 

important. So what about the future for schools which have freedom to move a little 

bit way from the National Curriculum, have freedom to organise themselves 

differently without local authority involvement? Do you welcome that? Do you want 

to see more of it or not? I’m still confused. 
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STEPHEN TWIGG: 

I spoke about this at the Labour Party conference because I think there are freedoms 

which actually should be extended to all schools. I’ve spoken about the benefits of a 

longer school day. Some academies have adopted a longer school day. I don’t see any 

reason why a maintained school that is still part of the local authority shouldn’t be 

able to do that as well if they want to. Equally … 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) But local author… local authorities who want to take back control of 

academies, of free schools, under Labour would they be able to or not? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

I don’t think it’s about control. No-one is arguing that local authorities should control 

schools. 

   

ANDREW MARR: 

No, no, no. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Indeed local authorities haven’t controlled schools for twenty-five years. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

But you know exactly what I’m talking about. The local education authority control 

over schools, is that going to be extended again under Labour or are we going to be 

living in a world of free schools, free academies? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

It’s not about extending local authority controls. It is about schools working together 

at a local level, including working with their local authority. Even today, 90 per cent 

of schools are not academies or free schools … 

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) It sounds … 
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STEPHEN TWIGG: 

… and yet we have a government that has nothing to say … 

    

ANDREW MARR: 

Okay, okay. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

… about the excellent work that’s happening in many of those schools. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

I’m just … I’m still confused as to whether you are going to extend academies or not, 

or indeed reduce them. It’s a fairly straightforward yes or no. We’ve been round a few 

times … 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

(over) But I think it’s the wrong question and I’ve had this interview with a number of 

interviewers … 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

(over) Well it is none… Nonetheless … 

  

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

(over) I think it is the wrong question. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

Nonetheless it is the question I am asking and it seems to me to be a reasonable 

question. So I ask you again yes or no? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

What I’m going to do is allow local authorities to have more of a say and, 

importantly, local communities and parents to have more of a say about what schools 

are provided in their area. That might be academies, but it might also be new local 

authority community schools … 
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ANDREW MARR: 

(over) Local referendums? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

… coming through. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

Local refer…? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Probably not through referendums, but through proper local consultation and local 

authority decision making. I think that works. We’ve got a crisis in primary school 

places at the moment and yet we’re having new free schools established in many parts 

of the country that are half empty. We had a free school in Bradford where the 

Secretary of State pulled the plug at the last minute. 

  

ANDREW MARR: 

Okay, so some of the powers that academies currently have will be taken back in 

some cases and go back to local authorities? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

No, it’s not about taking powers away from schools. What I’m in favour … 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

Okay. Alright … 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

… I think it’s important that I’m clear about this. One is that there are certain 

freedoms that I think should apply to all schools. The other is that I think there are 

certain entitlements that parents should be able to expect whatever the type of school. 

So I would say, for example, that the requirements on school food, nutritional school 

food that currently don’t apply to academies and free schools, those kinds of 

requirements should extend to all schools. 
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ANDREW MARR: 

Alright. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Nobody wants to go back to local authorities running schools. It’s about schools 

working well together at a local level. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

Exam reform. EBACs (so-called) and ABACs coming. ABACs, the reform of the A 

level system, may well be in place by the time of the next election. Are those reforms 

as it were welcomed and secure under Labour? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Not all of them. And the first thing to say is we had a fiasco this year in terms of the 

GCSE English grading. I’ve been in schools this week in Southampton, in Leeds and 

Enfield where that is the big issue. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

But having … 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

We need to get trust and confidence back in the exam system now before we talk 

about reform for next time. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

Having one national board in charge of everything, as Michael Gove suggests, would 

be one way of getting round that kind of thing, wouldn’t it?  

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Some of the things that are being proposed make sense. A single national board does 

make sense. What I think doesn’t make sense is moving back to purely linear exams 

that take no account of the coursework that a student does throughout their two years 

of study. That is what he’s proposing with the EBAC certificates and I think it’s 

wrong. 
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ANDREW MARR: 

Are you not also, however, concerned that coursework and modules have resulted in a 

softer system? I mean Britain has been sliding down the international scales of school 

achievement and did under Labour, and the attempt is to produce something that is 

more rigorous and tougher edged. That’s what Michael Gove wants. Surely you 

welcome that? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

I want rigour, but I’ve said that I want the rigour of the future, not the rigour of the 

past. He’s talking about an exam system that’s based on the one that we invented back 

in the 1950s, one that doesn’t focus on the sort of skills that employers tell us that 

they want from young people. For example, speaking and listening skills are 

absolutely vital to being effective in this country. If you move back to linear exams, 

you don’t assess them. The ability to work consistently, not just memorise facts for an 

exam, is really, really important. So yes let’s have rigorous exams, but let’s also have 

rigorous coursework. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

On yesterday’s big public sector march in London, Ed Miliband talked about cuts 

being inevitable, being necessary, and he was roundly booed for that. Is it an 

important moment in his leadership that he is able to say we are going to cut budgets 

to large numbers of trade unions and be booed? Is it a Tony Blair moment? 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

It was a very brave speech yesterday. He said yesterday exactly what he said at the 

Labour Party conference. I was on the march with nurses and teachers and others and 

it was only a small section of the crowd that booed him. There are certain people who 

come to these demonstrations who will always boo the Leader of the Labour Party 

whatever he says. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

And what about your message to the National Union of Teachers? What would you 

say to them that they might not like to hear? 
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STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Well firstly what I’d say is that teacher morale is at an all time low with Michael 

Gove. I want to work with teachers, including their unions, but I want responsibilities 

as well as rights. If a teacher isn’t up to the job and they can’t improve, they shouldn’t 

be in the classroom. That’s the tough message and I think the unions should be 

supporting me in saying that because it’s about the best teaching in all of our schools. 

 

ANDREW MARR: 

Mr Twigg, thank you for joining us very much indeed. 

 

STEPHEN TWIGG: 

Thanks Andrew. 

 

INTERVIEW ENDS 


