
CHAPTER 15

MICHAEL GOVE REPLIES TO AN 
‘URGENT QUESTION’ ON THE FREE 
SCHOOLS POLICY (21 JUNE 2010) 

Ed Balls (Morley and Outwood) (Lab/Co-op): (Urgent Question): To ask the 
Secretary of State for Education to make a statement on the free schools policy, 
which was announced in a press notice on Friday 18 June. 

The Secretary of State for Education (Michael Gove): I thank the right hon. 
gentleman for this opportunity to update the House on our progress on reducing 
bureaucracy in the schools system, giving more power to front-line professionals 
and accelerating the academies programme, which was begun with such distinction 
under Lord Adonis and Tony Blair. 

During the Queen’s Speech debate, I outlined in detail our plans to extend academy 
freedoms. I mentioned then that we had more than 1000 expressions of interests from 
existing schools. I can now update the House by confirming that more than 1700 
schools have expressed an interest in acquiring academy freedoms, with more than 
70% of outstanding secondary schools contacting my Department – a remarkable and 
heartening display of enthusiasm by front-line professionals for our plans. As I have 
explained before, every new school acquiring academy freedoms will be expected to 
support at least one faltering or coasting school to improve. We are liberating the 
strong to help the weak – a key principle behind the coalition government. 



As well as showing enthusiasm for greater academy freedoms in existing schools, 
teachers are enthusiastic about the opportunities, outlined in our coalition agree-
ment, to create more great new schools in areas of disadvantage. More than 700 
expressions of interest in opening new free schools have been received by the 
charitable group the New Schools Network, and the majority of them have come 
from serving teachers in the state school system who want greater freedom to help 
the poorest children do better. 

That action is all the more vital, because we inherit from the previous government 
a schools system that was as segregated and as stratified as any in the developed 
world. In the most recent year for which we have figures, out of a school cohort of 
600,000, 80,000 children were in homes entirely reliant on benefits, and of those 
80,000 children only 45 made it to Oxbridge – less than 0.1% and, tellingly, fewer 
than those who made it from the school attended by the Leader of the Opposition. 

Given that scale of underachievement, it is no surprise that so many idealistic 
teachers want to start new schools, such as those American charter schools backed 
by President Obama, which have closed the achievement gap between black and 
white children. In order to help teachers do here what has been achieved in 
America, we announced last week that we would recreate the standards and diver-
sity fund for schools, started by Tony Blair and abandoned under his successor. We 
are devoting to that fund £50 million saved from low-priority IT spending – less than 
1% of all capital spending allocated for this year – and we are sweeping away the 
bureaucracy that stands in the way of new school creation, with the reform of plan-
ning laws and building regulations. 

Five years ago, the then Prime Minister said outside this House: 

What we must see now is a system of independent state schools, underpinned by 
fair admissions and fair funding, where teachers are equipped and enabled to drive 
improvement, driven by the aspirations of parents. 

We have pushed higher standards from the centre: for those standards to be maintained 
and built upon, they must now become self-sustaining to provide irreversible change 
for the better. 


