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“I was given pretty firm instructions not to open with ‘ladies and gentlemen, boys and 
girls,’ for fear of sounding like I’d ran away from being a circus master to come and work 
in politics. 
 
So I’ll open simply by saying thank you; thank you to the teachers of this school and to 
the students for hosting me today, and allowing me to speak to some of the most 
promising young people in the country. This school is smaller than average and exists in 
an area which often bears the brunt of unfair government funding regimes; the police 
force in Bedfordshire is funded as a rural service despite encompassing Bedford and 
Luton, and mental health provision in this region, I’m told, is poor. Here in Biggleswade, 
from whence that infamous edition of Question Time was broadcast what seems like 
only yesterday, the number of people educated to degree level is 10% below the national 
average. The number of social tenants is higher than the national average. And 
historically, only 28% of students in this community have gained grade C or above in key 
GCSEs, compared to a national average of 43%. 
 
The background of this school is as a technical college, and Stratton continues to excel in 
this field. Your provision for the tuition of agricultural sciences is second-to-none, as is 
your teaching of electronics, construction, catering, manufacturing and computer 
science. Many students from this school will go on to study at the former polytechnical 
colleges, becoming the industrious army of future generations, propelling our economy 
forwards. And in the school’s sixth form, whose intake rises every year, we see more and 
more students studying A Levels and going on to procure degrees, whether through 
attending university or through apprenticeship schemes. 
 
The most important thing to children and young people in this school is that they have 
choice and freedom; the power to decide their own destiny, to choose their own subjects 

 



 

and build their own pathways into the future. And as an academy school, exempted in 
most areas from following the national curriculum, able to agree its own contracts and 
able to develop its own ethos and policies outside the control of the LEA, this school - like 
thousands of others around the country - has delivered transformative development in 
its facilities and transformation in the lives of the young people who walk through its 
doors. By empowering teachers and students as they are empowered here, our 
education system does them the greatest service of all. 
 
But reform is badly needed in our education system more broadly, and I want to set out 
the clear, effective, Conservative vision for change in our education system aimed at 
transforming aspiration into achievement and at expanding the bounds of opportunity 
for all. 
 
Within five years of a Conservative government taking office, all schools in England 
would be required either to have attained, or to be in the process of attaining, academy 
status. As grant-maintained schools, free from the political control of local councils, 
schools would be able to set their own policies, manage their own facilities and budgets 
and make decisions about what is best for the communities they serve. By developing as 
functioning businesses as well as places of education, schools would expand the range 
of services provided to the community and become hubs for wellbeing and lifelong 
learning throughout the towns, villages and indeed the cities of this country. 
 
Within five years of a Conservative government, we would establish a National Education 
Service to operate in parallel with the National Health Service. All state-funded schools 
would become part of this NES. Without a specific exemption, it would be illegal for such 
schools to select students on the basis of academic ability; whilst it would be permissible 
for oversubscribed schools to set admissions criteria, including holding interviews with 
prospective students, it would not be permitted to grant admission based on academic 
ability or socioeconomic status.  
 
At the same time, parents would be liberated from the requirement to send their child to 
the nearest available school, being given the right to apply for any school of their choice. 
There would be no limit upon the number of schools a parent could apply for, and the 
parent would be able to rank schools in order of preference, with a general guarantee 
that the parent would secure one of their top three choices assuming the schools in 
question were within the relevant catchment area or the parent had accepted 
responsibility for ensuring their child was able to attend the school. 
 
Inevitably, the best schools - those whose students showed the most progress from 
entry to exit - would be oversubscribed; these schools would attract the most students, 
the best teachers and consequently the most inward investment from the government. 
Such successful schools, operating, as they would be, as academies, would then be 
supported by the government in taking over the running of less successful schools, 
delivering transformative change across our education system. 
 
In order to encourage diversity of provision and a broader range of subjects outside of 
the traditional academic pathway, the Conservatives would establish a new fund to 
support schools in developing technical and vocational courses. We would fund the 
establishment and operation of school farms, workshops, computer rooms and 
laboratories, and we would require every school to grant its students a completely free 



 

choice in which GCSEs they wanted to pursue - provided, of course, that English and 
Mathematics were amongst them. 
 
The Conservatives would reintroduce grammar schools as specialist secondary schools 
for the most academically able and interested, with entry to such schools being 
determined by two assessments of equal weight in ability and in interest in studying 
more traditional, rigorous subjects. Access to grammar schools would be possible at any 
time in a child’s life, and any student could be re-assessed at any time of their choosing 
up to twice within a single academic year. Of course ability should play a part in deciding 
which children are suitable for attending the most academically rigorous schools; but 
interest should also play its role. Such schools would be highly specialised, with a 
presumption that students in attendance would go on to study A Levels and 
subsequently secure an academic degree. 
 
Other secondary schools, rebranded as Higher Technical Colleges, would offer a broader 
range of subjects, and would receive more advanced funding in order to facilitate the 
tuition of a wider variety of technical and vocational subjects. English and Mathematics 
would be required as standard for all pupils, but beyond this every student would have 
free choice of what to study. 
 
In order to maintain a clear parity between grammar schools and higher technical 
colleges, students at both sets of institution would study the same qualification up to the 
age of 16; GCSEs, which would be rebranded as Secondary Education Diplomas and 
reorganised in order to grade students according to fixed performance percentiles 
rather than changeable and arbitrary boundaries, would be studied by all. 
 
Alongside GCE Advanced Levels, which would be rebranded as Academic Advanced 
Diplomas, the Conservatives would introduce new Technical Advanced Diplomas of 
equal weighting and standing but with a focus on the more technical and vocational 
subjects of higher technical colleges. TADs would, like AADs, enable students to pursue 
university or higher apprenticeship tuition. 
 
In terms of university, I can confirm that the Conservatives will commit to working with 
universities and students' groups to find a new equitable settlement that helps funding 
and students. We would replace all maintenance grants with interest-free loans to be 
paid back on an incremental basis only if and when a graduate begins earning more than 
the national mean salary. We would also take steps to broaden the range of options for 
degree studies, funneling more money into degree apprenticeships and encouraging 
businesses to ‘sponsor’ undergraduates with package degrees which included a 
guaranteed placement for one or two years in industry. We would seek to ensure that 
degree programmes with a placement in relevant work became the norm rather than 
the exception. 
 
Lifelong learning is important too. As our economy becomes ever more flexible, more 
changeable and more diverse, it is important that individuals are able to adapt, develop 
their skills and move into new careers as and when they wish to do so. 
 
I can therefore announce that, for every working adult over the age of 21, the 
government will fund an annual Personal & Professional Development Fund - or PPDF - 
worth up to £500 tax-free per person per year to be used for accredited training 



 

schemes. Employers would be required to grant up to ten days of special leave annually 
for the purpose of employees’ personal development, whether funded by the state or 
privately, and we would also introduce new requirements for employers to take 
proactive steps to ensure the development of their employees. 
 
The Conservative Party would maintain the right to vote at 16, set to become law 
following the passage of the Reform Bill, and would introduce mandatory Politics & 
Citizenship classes for all students up to that age. Such lessons would cover the history 
of democracy in Britain, the functioning of our executive, judicial and Parliamentary 
systems, and the importance of voting. Registration for voting would become mandatory 
at the age of 16, with schools encouraged to support students in registering correctly. 
Politics & Citizenship lessons would also cover the key British values of liberty, justice, 
democracy and equality before the law, and instill in young people a sense of duty and 
responsibility. 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, the Conservatives have a vision to help every individual achieve 
their full potential: to open the doorway of opportunity and let the light of achievement 
flood in. From aspiration to achievement there is only one answer: that answer is the 
Conservative Party. 
 
Thank you very much.” 

 


