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Education: the battle for our state schools
Melissa Benn talks to Epigram about her fears for the state school, and her dreams for a truly comprehensive education system. 

With the creation of free 
schools and academies, Melissa 
Benn believes the last two 
governments have attempted 
to return to a tiered schooling 
system, with comprehensive 
schools getting left out in the 
cold. Speaking before a talk in 
Bristol, she made clear that 
the current overhaul of our 
education system is not in 
everyone’s best interests. 

What is the state of our 
education system?

I think our school system is in 
something of a mess. I think 
what the coalition government 
is doing is intensifying that 
mess. I think contrary to 
what they say about eroding 
inequality, they will intensify it.

The places that are being 
cut are comprehensives and 
community schools. Those that 
are in the local authority family 
have lost out in particular 
with the transfer of money to 
academies, on the grounds that 
they will need money. But its 
been pretty well established, by 
the Financial Times, and others, 
that they have been given too 
much money… So in effect 
government policy is a sort of 
tax on comprehensives.

Private schools are clearly 
a big issue here. Would you 
get rid of them, given the 
choice?

You cannot make it illegal for 
a parent to choose to spend 
money on educating their 
children. That is a fundamental 
human right. I think the Left 
would be very critical of me not 
going so far as to say abolish 
the private schools. All I want 
to do with this book was to say 
“they are clearly a big problem”. 
And they are a problem at the 
centre of our educational 
system. Ideally I’d like to see 
the state system so good that 
private schools become like 

they are in France – marginal 
institutions.

And what would an 
appropriate system look 
like?

I look to Finland. The systems 
that look the most sensible 
have schools that offer a mix 
of academic and vocational 
learning up until about 16 
– you don’t specialise too 
early, because if you do that 
you tend to put your working 
class children in vocational 
education, and often the 
apprenticeships aren’t actually 
there. Particularly in this 
economy, you’re sentencing 
them to no work. And I don’t 
see why, if you’re very academic, 
you have to immediately go 
into Geography, Maths, and 
Science – how about mixing 
that with a broader range 
of skills. If you want to be a 
plumber why shouldn’t you 
study philosophy as well? I 
don’t see why we have to be so 
intent to categorize everyone. I 
think that would allow people 
to follow their natural bent, but 

also avoid having to divide our 
children too early.

Surely free schools have the 
potential to offer this kind of 
flexibility?

I am a believer in people doing 
it themselves, so why am I so 
suspicious of the free school, 
which is supposed to be parents 

Bristol model – that it’s in a 
well-off area, but the building is 
in a not so well off area, so its 
not taking local children. The 
other one is Toby Young in West 
London, who rejected his local 
school and has set up what is in 
effect a sort of pseudo private 
school. I don’t think the most 
exciting ideas in education at 
the moment are in the area 
of traditional rote-learning 
curriculum. There are so many 
different, interesting ideas and 
approaches to learning, and I 
would like to see our schools 
develop in that way.

How do you feel about the 
prospects for school leavers 
looking to go to university 
right now?

I think that rising tuition fees 
are a huge, huge problem. I say 
this as a parent. I see a lot of 
people who don’t want to take 
on that debt. I don’t know quite 
when this happened, but when 
did Oxford and Cambridge, and 
the Russel group universities, 
become the only universities 
in the world? We seem to 

have become even more elite 
than we were. And here’s a 
government saying it’s all 
about helping poor children to 
get better educated. But they’ve 
cut EMA, they’ve tripled tuition 
fees, and they’re going to judge 
every school in the country on 
whether it sends children to 
Oxbridge. It doesn’t seem to me 
to be the way to do it.

So, in a nutshell, what does 
the government need to do?

Firstly: phasing out of 
selection. Secondly: fair 
admissions in a local area, 
with all schools striving to be 
balanced and socially mixed. 
There are many successful 

comprehensives – sometimes 
when geography throws up 
a good mix, or in the case of 
Mossborne, where the head 
has just managed to engineer 
an incredibly successful mix 
– high attainers, low attainers, 
and it just brings everyone up. 
Thirdly – you do need to have 
a common educational offer – I 
don’t think a parent in Bristol 
wants to send their children 
to have a completely different 
education from a parent in 
Bradford. Fourth thing: given 
the inequalities we have in 
society, given the children we 
really need to focus on are of 
lower income, I think we need 
to really concentrate resources 
on schools in poorer areas.

Melissa Benn, daughter of  
former Labour leader Tony Benn, 
by the Bristol harbourside.
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doing it for themselves? Its 
because I don’t think that’s 
what it’s really about. I think 
it’s about government opening 
the doors to private control of 
our schools. Very few of the 
first 24 free schools were set 
up by parents - Bristol was one. 
There are problems with the 

“ 
If you want to be a 

plumber why shouldn’t 
you study philosophy 
as well? I don’t see 
why we have to be so 
intent to categorise 
everyone.  ” Melissa Benn’s new book looks back through 

the history of our school system’s creation, 
picking out what went wrong along the way. 
Highly critical of the tri-partite system of 
Grammars, Secondary technical schools and 
secondary moderns which began in 1944, 
she goes on to heavily criticise the reforms 
of both present and previous governments.

www.melissabenn.com

How to get involved 
in volunteering.

There are many opportunities for students to get involved in their local 
community, with projects ranging from education to social support.

To volunteer for  one of UBU’s  programs you will need to attend 
an induction session, which are happening on the folowing dates:

UBU Volunteering
T: 0117 9545888
E: ubu-volunteering@bristol.ac.uk

2 - 4PM
2 - 4PM
5.15-7.15PM
2 - 4PM
10 - 12AM
2 - 4PM
5.15 - 7.15PM
2 - 4PM

Wednesday 26th October
Friday 28th October
Tuesday 1st November
Friday 4th November
Friday 18th November
Wednesday 23rd November
Monday 28th November
Friday 9th December

Assisting teachers dealing 
with recently arrived refugee 
children who do not have 
English as their first language. 
STAR also campaign for better 
rights and access to services 
for refugees. 

Looking for students to give 
1 - 2 hours a week in local 
primary schools.

Contact:
ubu-star@bristol.ac.uk

Volunteering in Schools:
Students can work in primary, 
secondary and special 
educational needs schools 
in the local community, as 
classroom assistants, one-
to-one mentors and reading 
aides. They also run a 
program introducing sixth 
form students to the world of 
robotics.

Contact:
ubu-schools@bristol.ac.uk

Volunteers needed for 
mentoring one-to-one and in 
group situations with young 
people who are considered ‘at 
risk’ of commiting crime in 
Bristol. Working alongside the 
Youth Offending Team to help 
facilitate positive development 
in a young person’s life by 
working to a set of defined 
goals.

Contact:
mentoring@bristol-mates.

The University runs a 
Widening Participation 
scheme sending students into 
schools as tutors, mentors 
and ambassadors for highter 
education.

Contact:
wpur-office@bristol.ac.uk


