Ruthless. Radical. Obdurate. Is this the new face of Michael Gove?

The education secretary has claimed his mission is to liberate Britain's schools from political control. So why is he trying to tell a London primary school what to do?

· Toby Helm and Daniel Boffey 

· guardian.co.uk, Saturday 7 January 2012 
Six months after becoming education secretary, Michael Gove spelled out his vision for schools in a BBC interview. "The big shift in approach on education that we are taking – which is different from what happened before – is that we trust teachers and we trust heads," he said. The message chimed with David Cameron's promise to "put people in charge" of their public services as the state is rolled back and professionals are freed to get on with their jobs. In a speech last week Gove quoted Tony Blair describing an academy school as being one "in charge of its own destiny".

So speaks the charming, softly spoken Gove, whose stated mission is to devolve power, respect the wishes of teachers and parents and get the big state out of the way. It is the Gove who often appears in the media, all reasonableness and smiles, always seeing the other person's point of view.

Yet if you are a parent, teacher or governor at Downhills primary school in Haringey, north London, this weekend you might well not recognise that Michael Gove. Everyone involved with the school is against its becoming an academy – a state school independent of the local authority which is allowed to set its own curriculum. At Downhills they don't see what the change will achieve and value the support that their school, in an ethnically mixed part of Tottenham, receives in its current status, under local council supervision.

In January last year 92% of Downhills parents who returned a questionnaire said: "I am happy with my child's experience at this school." Yet the secretary of state, using one of 50 powers he has awarded himself under new legislation since the coalition came to power, claims to know better and is involved in a battle to force it to do as he says and submit. Gove says the school has been underperforming for years, and appears to have little time for those who argue it is on the mend. In a speech last week he put on his less accommodating, more menacing face, accusing the opponents of academies of being "ideologues happy with failure". He added: "Change is coming. And to those who want to get in the way I have just two words: Hands off."

Downhills' head teacher, Leslie Church, says the school's results have been getting better after it was placed on a notice to improve, and has asked the minister to wait until the next Ofsted report before acting. But the Department for Education will have nothing of that. The dispute is escalating. The school has now called in lawyers and is accusing the secretary of state of acting illegally.

Downhills is just one example. David Wolfe, the barrister acting for the school, is also representing three others in similar disputes with Gove over attempts to force them to become academies. Wolfe expects more will follow. Inevitably feelings are running high in local communities and among teachers. On Monday the local Labour MP, David Lammy, will attend a public meeting at Downhills, where he was a pupil, to protest at Gove's action. Lammy has also secured a Commons debate on the issue for this week.

The unions, too, are moving in to protect the wishes of their members, as relations between Gove and the teaching profession go from bad to worse. Confidential briefing documents prepared for MPs by one of the main teaching unions reveal concerns that Gove is on a mission to turn hundreds of "underperforming" schools into academies, run by external sponsors "regardless of the wishes of the school community". The document adds: "The figure could run into thousands of schools if the criteria outlined by the government for forced conversion are carried through in all cases." It says that it sees "forced academy conversions to be all of a piece with the government's efforts to dismantle state comprehensive education, in particular maintained local authority schools".

A leader of a teaching union told the Observer that Gove was clearly preparing the way to "marketise" state education: "It is obvious. The agenda is to remove all schools from local authority control, bring in the market and allow the private sector to make a profit. It is the great untold story of what Gove is up to."

If Gove's record in the job so far is anything to go by, the unions have reason to be worried. Before the last election he said he had no intention of allowing private companies involved in state education to make profits. Now he says he has no ideological problem with their doing so, although Nick Clegg has insisted that they will not, so long as his party is part of the coalition.

Malcolm Trobe, deputy general secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL), said Gove was different from other education secretaries. "We have had several secretaries of state who have been pretty open about centralising power. What we are seeing with Gove is a hidden agenda."

Ever since he started in the job Gove has set a scorching pace, removing obstacles in his way with a ruthless determination. In the summer of 2010 he faced criticism from both Labour and Tory MPs for using parliamentary procedures normally reserved for emergency counter-terror laws to rush through legislation to create more academy schools. The powers he has given himself include rules allowing him to acquire land from local authorities and private companies to help him increase the number of academies and free schools.

At times Gove's haste has caused him problems, as witnessed by the chaos over the cancellation of the Labour government's Building Schools for the Future programme. Last year tensions were caused after he and his advisers used their private email addresses to exchange information, bypassing civil servants, although it was claimed this was merely to isolate political business rather than to avoid any lack of urgency. Gove moves fast. There are 1,529 academies in England now, compared with 200 in May 2010. His supporters contest the claim that he is centralising power, arguing that academies and free schools are free to set their own curriculum – so it is all really about increasing freedom, after all. But this argument was challenged at the weekend in a new report by the Centre for Market and Public Organisation, which compared him to the emperor Napoleon. "De jure freedom over the curriculum is all very well, but the decisions of schools are strongly driven by the incentive framework in which they are placed. This means that the national exam system and the central importance to schools of the performance tables will often override any desire to try something new."

Criticisms that he is a closet centraliser will not worry Gove. His success in driving through change is fast making him a darling of the Conservative right and the party's grassroots. He was recently awarded the title of politician of the year by ConservativeHome website, based on a poll of its readers. Announcing the award, Tim Montgomerie, the site's editor, described him as a "brilliant education secretary".

Montgomerie believed Gove was just at the beginning of his mission. "If Gove stays in post – and Clegg is thwarted in his ambition to install a big beast Liberal Democrat alongside him – he could well become a historic education secretary. I have no doubt that many of his plans have yet to see the light of day."

