Michael Gove is hailed as a rising star. He does not deserve it

Michael Gove's policies are not a disaster for our schools or our children. They are just an irrelevance and a monumental waste of money
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In a government of disasters, unfulfilled promises and U-turns, one minister continues unflustered, unturned and largely uncriticised. While NHS reforms have stuttered – and their architect, Andrew Lansley, has been jettisoned from the health department – and doubts grow about the practicality, equity and affordability of Iain Duncan Smith's universal credit, Michael Gove's plans for education steam majestically ahead. The Daily Mail has hailed the education secretary as "the cabinet's greatest success story". In his autumn statement, the chancellor, as well as giving the go-ahead for the abolition of teachers' national pay scales, praised Gove for cutting 1,000 jobs at the Department for Education – a quarter of its workforce – and handed him an extra £1bn, mainly to fund new academies and free schools, the standard-bearers of his policies. Downing Street briefings are clear: Gove is top of the class. When Tory MPs discuss future leaders, he is mentioned as often as Boris Johnson.

Gove's policies for schools are almost as far-reaching as Lansley's for health, amounting to a Whitehall takeover of a service that, for well over a century, has been run by local authorities. Private providers, accountable through contracts with Gove and his successors, will play a central role. The curriculum and examinations will be transformed, restoring the traditional academic diet that characterised the 1950s grammar schools. Such grand schemes are necessary, Gove argues, because English schools are failing and must be released from falling standards, obstructive unions, "trendy" teachers and the "dead hand" of local authorities. Yet there is scant evidence that English schools face any kind of crisis or that Gove's policies will deliver improvements. Stellar rating rests on little more than a journalist's talent for telling a good story (he was a news editor and columnist for the Times) and some distinctly dodgy statistics.

Gove's chief justification for inflicting transformational change on schools is that "we are falling further and further behind other nations". He quotes triennial international tests of 15-year-olds in 2000, in which, he says, English children came seventh in the world for reading, eighth in maths and fourth in science, but says they had fallen to 25th, 27th and 16th respectively by 2009 (a cohort educated entirely under Labour). But this decline is a myth. Because of sampling errors, the 2000 and 2003 results were declared invalid by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, which runs the tests, and in October, Andrew Dilnot, chair of the UK Statistics Authority, reprimanded the education department for using them to make comparisons. Other international tests of maths and science – which are, in any case, better designed to test school performance – show no decline and put England's performance in the world's top five, beaten only by Pacific Rim countries. A "global index of cognitive skills and educational attainment", published last month by the educational branch of Pearson, put the UK ahead of the US and all other European countries except Finland.

Gove's belief that dramatic improvements will follow if schools are taken out of local authority control and given academy status rests on equally flimsy foundations. Academies were originally developed by New Labour to replace what were perceived as "failing" schools in deprived areas. They got private sponsorship, generous funding and glitzy new buildings. Their outstanding results, Gove argues, justify extending to the majority of schools the benefits of academic status. His department issues press releases highlighting academy successes, but rarely praises results in council-run schools.

Exhaustive analysis by the Local Schools Network, a campaigning body, reveals that academies perform no better, and sometimes a little worse, than state schools in comparable circumstances. Look, for example, at schools where fewer than 35% of pupils achieved five GCSEs including English and maths at grades A to C in 2008. Academies recorded an 18.6% improvement in results by summer 2011. Those that stayed with their local authorities, however, managed a 19.1% improvement. English schools – in defiance of sceptics, including me – have, in recent years, narrowed the attainment gap between children from poor homes and those from more affluent backgrounds. Children from poor families are doing better at school. That is certainly cause for celebration. But it has happened in schools of all types; whether or not they are academies makes little difference.

And why should it? Pupils, teachers and parents are what matter most about a school, not its label nor which set of bureaucrats control it. Politicians love to declare thatsay they have invented new categories of schools, which will magically raise standards. However, an OECD report, published in 2010 after a study of research from around the world, discovered "no strong indications" of "inherent differences between new and existing schools".

It is not Gove's habit to examine evidence before forming his policies.

He announced this year, for example, that GCSEs would be scrapped and replaced with English baccalaureate certificates. The latter will, he says, be more rigorous than GCSEs; more capable of stretching the most able but also more engaging for the less able; more suitable as preparation for both further study and employment; more successful in commanding public confidence; and more reliable in maintaining standards year on year. Just in case potential Tory voters worry their children will fail this super-test, Gove assures them the majority of entrants will pass.

Glenys Stacey, head of Ofqual, the exams regulator, wrote to him last month warning: "There are no precedents that show that a single assessment could successfully fulfil all of these purposes." In other words, Gove is about to turn the exam system upside down in pursuit of the impossible.

The same could be said of all his educational policies. His mission is essentially an ideological, not an educational one. By removing schools from local authority control – nearly half of all secondary-age pupils already attend academies or free schools – he opens the way for chains of private providers to expand their role dramatically, just as NHS reforms do. There is no evidence that any of the chains, despite slick public relations, improve school results significantly. The best that can be said is that, at least in the short term, they don't make things much worse. Gove's policies are not, as his fiercer critics claim, a disaster for our children. They are just an irrelevance and, with £8.3bn already spent on the academies programme in two years, a monumental waste of money. Hardly a stellar performance.
