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GENERAL SECRETARY’S SPEECH : CONFERENCE 2010
President, Delegates

Christine Blower, General Secretary of the National Union of Teachers, the largest teachers’ union in the UK and in Europe.  Last year, I told Conference how proud I had been to be your Acting General Secretary.  This year let me say thank you for affording me the privilege of being the General Secretary of this great Union.  It’s a very big job but I’m both proud and pleased to have the opportunity to rise to the challenge.  The National Union of Teachers, standing up for education for a fairer future.  I’m also particularly pleased that, since last year, we have made a step forward in our quest for professional unity. 
As I said yesterday, in July 2009, we launched our official partnership at the TUC with UCU.  Half a million education professionals standing up for education in every phase from pre-school throughout life-long learning – that is a force to be reckoned with.  We are very pleased to have welcomed UCU’s President Elect, Alan Whitaker, on Friday.  I am delighted to tell you that I have accepted an invitation to address the UCU Conference in June.
But before I say any more, let me congratulate our President, Gill Goodswen, on her excellent address and faultless conduct in the Chair, thanks very much Gill.  Needless to say you will be an excellent ambassador for the Union Gill and I look forward to working with you throughout your Presidential year.

We meet, colleagues, in Liverpool.  It’s a wonderful venue in a terrific location.  But for many of us on our journey here, our thoughts must have turned to Steve, Steve Sinnott who hailed, as everyone knows, from this great City and for whom this Conference would have been a homecoming.  There is very much that I could say about Steve, a lot of it was very well covered by the President in her Address, so I’m going to limit myself to this.  Steve would have been very pleased with this Conference.  He had looked forward to this Conference in Liverpool and I am sure he would have described this Conference as ‘smashing’.
I trust that you have all had the opportunity to go to the Steve Sinnott Foundation stand to buy a magazine and make a contribution to this project which stands as legacy for a man passionately committed to education for social justice, to education for liberation.

Last year, as we left Conference, I was delighted to confirm that if we didn’t get sufficient change from the Government on Key Stage 2, we would move to ballot for a boycott of the National Curriculum tests.  In May, I was delighted to be in the hall at the NAHT Conference when they passed the identical motion to that which we had passed at our Conference.  And I can tell you, the excitement in the hall was palpable.
Since then, Mick Brookes and I have shared platforms all over the country, England that is.  Not in Wales, which is, as you know, a SATs-free zone.  Some of the footage we have of smiling teachers, parents and governors extolling the virtues of SATs-free education are frankly a joy to behold.  The opportunity for that to be the experience of Year 6 classes the length and breadth of England is within our grasp.
If you are in the constituency for this ballot and you have already voted, I want to say thank you very much for voting YES, thank you not just on behalf of our members but on behalf of all those 10 and 11 year olds whose lives will be much more fun this summer than they otherwise would have been.

If you still have a ballot paper at home, your first job is to go home and vote YES.

This is industrial action with no downside.  Children will be taught, teachers will feel less stressed on behalf of themselves and those whom they teach, parents and carers will be told how their child has done across the whole of the year across a whole range of subjects and critically no-one will be reduced to a level by the tests.  Children will be praised and made to feel confident about what they can do, not made to feel a failure for what they can’t.

We are really delighted to have welcomed Mick to our Conference and will, no doubt, continue the close working relationship we have established with the NAHT.

Now because Mick has decided to be very disciplined and kept to time in his speech, he didn’t tell you this story so I’m going to.  It’s apparently a SATs question.  Some of you who have taught this Year 6 might even know it.  It’s about a teacher who takes some children on a picnic.  They take with them 45 sandwiches and each child is entitled to three sandwiches, so how many bananas will the teacher have to take so that each child can have one banana?  Now I think you have probably worked out that this is fascinating and interesting way to find out whether children can divide 45 by 3.  The teacher noted that one of her children had written down 17 and she knew that he could do 45 divided by 3, so she said to him, “Why have written down 17?” and he said, “Well you know what bananas are like, there’s always a couple that get squashed, so I just threw in a couple extra”.  Now, isn’t that a much better answer.

So, here’s the question and I think we know the answer to this question.  This is a question posed by Maggie Atkinson, the Children’s Commissioner for England last month.

“Are our children and young people to be happy, engaged in and challenged by the sheer excitement of learning, doing, exploring, supported by adults who let them learn whilst stretching themselves, taking risks but not being completely foolish or foolhardy, becoming rich (although not exclusively in the financial sense) and learned human beings.  Or are they little bundles of measurable outputs trained in a mechanistic model of education?”
Well, the National Union of Teachers says “YES” to risk taking and exciting approaches to learning and “NO” to children as little bundles of measureable outputs!

Maggie Atkinson did go on to say, you’ll be pleased to hear, this mechanistic model of education is “softened by creative and sometimes downright defiant schools in locations all over England”.
Probably we need a bit more defiance in some of our schools, don’t we colleagues?
It is interesting to note that the Children’s Commissioner post was created in 2004, with the backing of all three main political parties.  The Commissioner is required to have regard to the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child.  This is a convention up to which the British Government signed in 1991.

Some of the Articles are about basic human rights, and here are three of them: the right to be safe, the right to a name, and the right to be educated in the round, not only to pass exams.

I think that’s a pretty high authority on which to rely when we say the SATs regime is wrong and it must go.

Before we get any further, let me quote Lionel Shriver.  She wrote very famously: “We have to talk about Kevin!”
It’s been very odd, hasn’t it colleagues, not to hear Kevin Courtney from Camden, from the microphone.  Not to hear those impassioned but remarkably well timed interventions.  Well, you might miss him as a Conference delegate, but I can assure you the Union is very lucky to have him as Deputy General Secretary.  Actually Conference, I am very lucky to have him as Deputy General Secretary and I can’t tell you with what enthusiasm, and perhaps just a little apprehension, Kevin joined the HQ team – even before we started to pay him.
You will not be surprised to know I’ve asked Kevin to co-ordinate campaigning activities – it’s Kevin’s immense strength and I’m delighted, as I’m sure you are, that he can now deploy that for the benefit of the Union as a whole.
Meanwhile, at the opposite end of his career with the Union we will, in July, say goodbye to John Bangs.  Those of you who have been NEC attendees (National Education Conference) over the years, make sure you don’t miss this one as it will be John’s swansong.  He might be retiring from the Union but I tell you it’s only because someone made him an offer that he absolutely couldn’t refuse.  Actually two people made him offers.  He will be, at the same time, a visiting professor at the Institute of Education and he will be working for Education International on the very important work that the Trade Union Advisory Committee does with OECD.  I think that’s a great legacy.  I place, on record, my thanks to John for all the work he has done over the years for the National Union of Teachers.
I have enjoyed many a discussion with John.  They have ranged from intricate details of the OFSTED framework to the joys of the glorious beaches at Cape Cod with the occasional chat about art.  The Union will miss you John but you will remain a friend and, of course, you will always be welcome in Hamilton House.  And I just want to say that delegates I’m sure will want to congratulate John on having become a Granddad for the second time over this weekend.  Dedication to duty that he was here.
Delegates who pay attention to the platform will have, of course, seen a new face.  Clive Romain joined us as Senior Solicitor back before Christmas.  He will certainly be familiar to some delegates as he joined us from the London Borough of Brent.  Welcome, Clive – and thanks for all the advice!

There have, of course, been other comings and goings.  In moving the SFC report, Jerry mentioned Nuala McGinn who had been with the Union for, goodness me, 30 years and she will be tremendously missed but I am pleased to tell you that we have an absolutely fantastic team.  We have commitment and enthusiasm in spades from staff and officials in Hamilton House, in the regions and Wales.  I am tremendously proud of the whole team and delighted to work with such enthusiastic colleagues.

Just as well we’ve got a good team really because it looks like there’s going to be a General Election in a month from today and the biggest responsibility on the National Union of Teachers is to get out and talk to prospective Parliamentary candidates to make sure that they hear about our policies which would, at a stroke, improve the education service.  In fact, you heard a list of these yesterday from the Treasurer when he seconded the Priority Motion.  We have the policies and strategies, it’s now up to us all, every member, to support and promote them.
Our key message in the General Election must be Public Service, Not Private Profit, it’s about who runs schools and how and for whose benefit.
For a very long time now we have been standing against the tide of privatisation which continues to undermine the existence of free State comprehensive education. 
Standing against this tide would bring an end to the discredited academies model and the return of current academies to maintained status. 
We all know that there is no independent evidence that academies are delivering improved results.  We all acknowledge in this Conference that there are big problems with Ofsted and we all acknowledge in the National Union of Teachers that it’s not in our interests to have any schools in difficulties.  But, the fact that 5 out of the 30 academies inspected in 2008/2009 – even before the new framework was put in place – ended up in special measures or with notice to improve shows that academies are clearly not the panacea to school improvement. 
The next Election could see a further erosion of local authority community schools at a quite dizzying pace.  Michael Gove has shown enthusiasm for the Swedish experiment with ‘free schools’.  Well, certainly ‘free’, colleagues, to the private companies making profits from them. Forget about choice and diversity, this ‘free-for-all’ market approach to schools will just lead to a few children succeeding at the expense of the majority.  Another of the approaches to running schools favoured by Michael Gove is the Knowledge is Power Programme.  I encourage him to read this book by Diane Ravitch.  In fact, I’m going to send him a copy.  I had the pleasure of hearing Diane speak at a conference in early March of this year.  She was an advisor on education in the Bush administration but has, I am pleased to say, come to see the error of her ways.  And as we all know, there is none so zealous as a convert.
Diane’s book is an in-depth but very readable look at how testing and choice are damaging public education in the States, it is part of her contribution to trying to turn around the juggernaut of privatisation and the spurious notion that tests and school choice drive up standards.
This is part of what she has to say about KIPP schools.
“One persistent question is whether KIPP enrols all kinds of students, as regular public schools must.  Like other successful charter schools, KIPP admits students by lottery; by definition, only the most motivated families apply for a slot.  Charters with lotteries tend to attract the best students in poor neighbourhoods, leaving the public schools in the same neighbourhood worse off because they have lost some of their top-performing students.  They also tend to enrol fewer of the students with high needs – English-language learners and those needing special education.”
And, of course, KIPP schools, like other Charter schools, find it very easy to exclude or otherwise ‘counsel out low performing and disruptive students’ and where do these children go – back into public education.

The front cover of Newsweek magazine of 15 March 2010 showed that a hard line approach to perceived ‘school failure’ prevails in the US as it does here.
It showed this blackboard with the repeated line “We must fire bad teachers”.

But there is worse news.  Recently, President Obama congratulated a school district in Rhode Island for sacking the entire teaching staff of a high school on the basis of unacceptable test scores from the pupils.  And just in case anyone thinks that it might be a good idea to try that over here, I have a simple and straightforward message – “No You Can’t!”
Now before I quote any further from Diane Ravitch’s book, let me say this: No one in this hall, in this Union or I suspect any other teachers union, wants children and young people to achieve anything less than their best.
But the combined pressure on schools to meet targets which have nothing to do with them, targets not generated in and by the school, pressure from league tables with the attendant threat to jobs, Ofsted with its unacceptable framework and a prevailing culture in many schools that evermore can be expected from teachers has to stop.

Here is how Diane Ravitch, talking in the US about congress’ goal that all children will be 100 percent proficient by 2014.  She makes the difference between a belief and an attainable goal and she quotes researchers Finn and Hess who say, ‘Only politicians promise such things.  The law, they say, is comparable to Congress declaring ‘that every last molecule of water or air pollution would vanish by 2014, or that all American cities would be crime-free by that date’.  Ravitch then goes on to say, ‘I would add that there is an important difference.  If pollution does not utterly vanish, or if all cities are not crime-free, no public official will be punished.  No state or municipal environmental protection agencies will be shuttered, no police officers will be reprimanded or fired, no police department will be handed over to private managers.  But if all students are not on track to be proficient by 2014, then schools will be closed, teachers will be fired, principals will lose their jobs, and some – perhaps many – public schools will be privatized.  All because they were not able to achieve the impossible.”

These, colleagues, are some of the reasons why we continue to struggle for the maintenance of good quality State comprehensive education, a Good Local School for Every Child and why we say Government needs to trust teachers to do the job that they go to work every day to do. 
We also, of course, have a very well worked out policy on class size in this Union.  It’s 20 by 2020.

It’s a great policy but some may ask, as I was asked on the BBC on Saturday, how this can be afforded, especially at a time of economic difficulty.  Well, some of the answers are in the motions you passed earlier in this Conference, some were in speeches that you made in support of them.  But others can be found in the research the TUC, in particular, has done.

In the TUC’s budget submission this year, six ideas were put forward with estimates of what could be raised in one year:

· Tax Relief Cap 



-
£10 billion
· An Empty Property Tax


-
£5 billion

· A general anti-avoidance principle

-
£1 billion

· Collecting tax already due by improving 
-
£20 billion

  HMRC resources
(and, by the way, this would be good for our colleagues in PCS whose jobs, of course, remain persistently at risk)
· Abolishing the Domicile Rule

-
£3 billion

But the biggest idea of all:
A Major Financial Transactions Tax, now going popularly by the name of the Robin Hood Tax, this could bring in £35 billion a year.  The Chancellor chose not to pursue this option in his budget.  
But the fact is nationally and internationally, the campaign is growing.  And, of course, the Union is one of the many unions who have signed up as a supporter of the campaign for the Robin Hood Tax.  It’s not just trade unions.  The campaign has gained the support of a wide range of celebrities: Sienna Miller, Emma Thompson, Bill Nighy and the Archbishop of Canterbury to name but a few.

And the actor, David Threlfall – he’s that guy from Shameless, if you watch it.  He had a piece in, of all places, the Sun, and it is available on the paper’s website under the title ‘Why Robin Hood must take from the rich banks and give to poor kids’.
So, our class size policy can be afforded.  As can our public services, our pay and our pensions but only if this Government and the next make the right choices and we have to make sure they do.

We continue in the National Union of Teachers to have concerns and the plight of the least fortunate not just here at home, but internationally is at the heart of our policies and actions.
At home we must continue to strive to make every school a place of safety – as well as of fun for all – students and teachers.  We have adopted very good positions on the work to be done to eradicate discrimination and harassment.  No one, teacher, pupil, administrative support staff, no-one should go to school to face bullying or harassment or discrimination on any basis.  We must stand together and say that what might start as name-calling can end in hate crime.

To that end, not only will the National Union of Teachers seek to ensure that discrimination in schools is ended we will work in the wider society to end the rise of racists and fascists who seek to divide us.  We will continue to oppose the British National Party, as we have agreed in the Priority Motion.
Working alongside the UAF, LMHR and the Hope not Hate campaign we can get the message to voters, not just in Barking and Dagenham and in Stoke on Trent, but as we’ve heard from this rostrum anywhere the BNP stands, that their message of hate and division cannot be allowed to undermine community cohesion and the social justice for which we strive.  Colleagues, in our schools, in our councils, in our communities, No Pasaran, they shall not pass.
There is a slight tendency at times for our agenda to seem as though it errs on the side of what we are against.  Certainly, that’s sometimes what the journalists think.  But I am very clear that we actually have a positive programme of what we believe the best education for all would look like.  We are absolutely committed to work for the Millennium Development Goal and universal primary education by 2015.  I encourage schools this year to sign up to the 1 Goal campaign.  We continue to work to secure the massive improvements needed in the lives of many teachers worldwide and I thought the international debate this year was particularly interesting on that.  Many teachers may not be paid for months at a time and in Colombia six teacher trade unionists have been killed in the past three months.  We really have to make sure that international solidarity is very high up on our agenda.  But also we have passed other great policies in Liverpool.  We have decided to work with the Campaign for the Book.

I was delighted Alan Gibbons accepted an invitation to address Conference.  He is a good friend of the Union – as well, of course, as a member.  His own writing has given pleasure to many young readers.
I’m delighted, too, how many of you took up the invitation to bring a children’s book to Conference.  I found the choice very hard.  In the end I chose ‘The Paper Bag Princess’, although I did also bring ‘Don’t let the pigeon drive the bus’ but I just know that’s my sense of humour.  But there are so many great books.
Reading for pleasure – how important it is to instil this in the children we teach.  It’s not about decoding is it?  It’s about enjoying.  It’s about reading aloud to children and with children.
Conference has agreed to affiliate to the Campaign for the Book but I would be delighted to recommend to the Executive that we also sign up to the Campaign called: ‘Just Read’.

This Campaign will urge the government – any government – to include a compulsory module in initial teacher education on the role of children’s books – that is whole books, not bits of books – and reading for pleasure in the teaching of reading.
We haven’t yet persuaded the current opposition that synthetic phonics is not the Holy Grail when it comes to the teaching of reading.  But will continue to say that teaching reading is, of course, vital but it is vital that professional judgement of teachers about what will work for the children they work with every day is the approach to reading.  And teaching reading should include an understanding that reading for pleasure plays a significant role in the development of children as readers.
Some of you have heard me quote this before but, as I really like it, I’m going to say it again.  It’s a quote from an activist from the National Education Association in the States.  This is what she said:
“I was supposed to be a welfare statistic…  It is because of a teacher that I sit at this table.  I remember her telling us one cold, miserable day that she could not make our clothing better; she could not provide us with food; she could not change the terrible segregated conditions under which we lived.  She could introduce us to the world of books and that is what she did.
What a world!  I visited Asia and Africa.  I saw magnificent sunsets; I tasted exotic foods; I fell in love and danced in wonderful halls.  I ran away with escaped slaves and stood beside a teenage martyr.  I visited lakes and streams and composed lines of verse.  I knew then that I wanted to help children do the same things, I wanted to weave magic.”

That, colleagues, is what teachers do.  It’s what teachers did for Nick Raine, delegate from Nottingham.  He told us so. 
In the National Union of Teachers, our professional and pedagogical concerns motivate us to stay in our classrooms and keep engaged with educational debates and to go on attending CPD courses.

But we are also, of course, trade unionists.  We know that teachers need and deserve good pay and conditions and decent pensions, which are, of course, deferred pay.

Following our debates this weekend, we must pledge to engage in campaigns to oppose cuts in the vital public service of which we are a part and in public services in general.  
Next weekend on April 10th, there will be an opportunity to be on the streets, ahead of the General Election, to say: 
· we support the call for a decent State pension, not one that leaves 1 in 4 older people in poverty; 

· unemployment at 2 million, many of whom are young people, is unacceptable.  It is a disgrace that the unemployment rate for 18-24 year olds is three times the rate for 25-50 year olds;
· that 7 million households where a child lives in poverty is genuinely an affront to a civilised society; and
· that choice and competition in the National Health Service is as unacceptable as it is in education because we all know it’s just a smokescreen for privatisation.
As the flyer says: Let’s speak out now against the threats to the welfare State and public services.

Let’s speak out loudly and clearly and together with our colleagues and friends from across the trade union movement and beyond.

President, colleagues, the National Union of Teachers is a campaigning union.

We campaign on behalf of children and their rights and on behalf of teachers and our rights.

We speak on behalf of our members when they have a great story to tell and when they are in difficulties.

In the past few months we have campaigned vigorously against pressures and injustice faced by members due to the Ofsted regime and we have had successes.  The retiring General Secretary of ASCL is on record as saying that it isn’t worth complaining about Ofsted.  
But we know from the success story you will have read in ‘The Teacher’ that it is.  A great primary school doing a terrific job, Miles Coverdale School, was handed a Notice to Improve by Ofsted.  It was a perverse judgement.  It was inaccurate, it was just plain wrong and thanks to support from the Union at local and national level, the Notice to Improve has been withdrawn.
The Union has been vigorous in raising these problems with the new framework and more widely too.  Frank Dobson MP tabled an early day motion for us in Parliament, which has been signed by over 80 MPs.  So worried now is Ofsted that they have written to every single MP to try and put their side of the story. 
Together we can win more victories against the unfairness of the Ofsted regime.  

Our colleagues in Wales have campaigned very hard over the last year for fair funding for children in Wales and against the disgraceful disparity with funding in England.  Per pupil funding in Wales is, on average, £527 less than in England.  Hard campaigning work from the National Union of Teachers has led to an acknowledgement from the Assembly Government that the funding issue needs to be addressed.  Together, over the coming year, we can turn that acknowledgement into urgent action.
And then for no apparent reason, in June last year, the Government announced the idea of a licence to practise in the 21st century schools white paper.  It beggars belief that someone in Government thought that that it would be a bright idea to deliver 21st century education by making teachers jump through even more hoops.  Together – adding to the 25 thousand signatures we already have, we can strike the fatal blow against licence to practise because frankly nobody thinks it’s a good idea. 
And of course, Conference - together we can ensure that teacher assessment – properly, professionally determined – is that which informs parents and children how they are doing in school and together we can end SATs and league tables. 
Colleagues, it’s a very big agenda.  We have resolved to do a great many things – all important for teachers and children.
We have heard many, many wonderful, inspiring, witty, insightful and well-researched speeches from delegates.  These speeches in support of policies for education, for public services, for fairness and social justice.  Policies to defend the poorest in our society against attacks, which they and we will face.  We offer solidarity to those unions already engaged in the struggle to defend jobs, conditions or the safety of the services in which they work; PCS, RMT, Unite and, of course, we will stand with UCU as they fight to defend jobs in further and higher education.
The National Union of Teachers, the largest teachers’ union in the UK and Europe, is ready to rise to the challenge, any and all challenges that we face. 
Let’s get on with it, Colleagues.

GS SPEECH 2010
8
29 April 2010
Created: 22 March 2010/SA

Revised: 29 April 2010/CS


