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Education policies: general election 2010

As the election approaches, what are the education policies offered by Labour, the Conservatives, the Liberal Democrats, the Green party and Ukip?

We look at the policies on primary and secondary schools, further education, universities, special educational needs, early years, and adult learning from Labour, the Conservatives, the Liberal Democrats, the Green party and Ukip.

Labour's education policies

The Labour manifesto on education - Our full analysis of the Labour manifesto
Primary and secondary schools
Labour pledges to give one-to-one tuition to every child falling behind in primary school and pilot a scheme to give all primary school children a free school meal. Teach First, a scheme that recruits top graduates into teaching in secondary schools, would be extended to primary schools. The party would make parents sign up to a behaviour contract when their child started primary school. This would mean they undertook to take them to school each day on time.

Labour says it would create a specialist Mandarin teacher training course so that many more primary schools have access to a qualified primary teacher able to teach the language. All primary school pupils would be offered "constructive activities" between 8am and 6pm during term-time in their school, or a neighbouring one.

The party wants 1,000 secondary schools – roughly a third – to be part of a chain of schools, or federations, run by an executive headteacher. The party would rely heavily on the expertise of the country's top teachers to help out in under-performing primary and secondary schools. More secondary pupils would study single science courses and modern foreign languages, while Labour's flagship diploma qualification would be rolled out, bringing together academic and vocational courses. Every secondary pupil would be given a personal tutor.

Further education
Labour would continue with its policy of keeping young people in learning until 18, with education maintenance allowances retained and an entitlement to an apprenticeship place in 2013 for all suitably qualified 16- to 18-year-olds. FE colleges would be given greater freedom to respond to local community needs, while students would be given clearer information on the quality of courses on offer, with a "traffic light" grading system for all courses and colleges. On vocational training, University Technical Colleges and Studio Schools would be set up, offering a mix of practical learning and paid work. New apprenticeship scholarships would enable the best apprentices to go on to higher education. And careers advice for young people, including for younger children, would be overhauled.
Universities
On higher education, the party wants 75% of 18- to 30-year-olds to obtain a degree or an advanced apprenticeship. Higher education would be expanded, with priority for places given to part-time students and foundation degree students. The party won't take a position on tuition fees until an independent review reports, after the election. Labour would guarantee mentoring and help with Ucas forms for all students from low-income families.

Special educational needs
Parents of children with special educational needs would have the right to a choice of school, like other parents. Ofsted, the children's inspectorate, would be given responsibility for inspecting schools on SEN, information for parents would be improved and the tribunal process made easier, so that children with SEN and disabilities can access the auxiliary aids they need in schools. Other intiativies already under way will remain, such as the Achievement for All pilots to improve outcomes for children with SEN, funding for 4,000 additional teachers to undertake specialist dyslexia training by 2011, the requirement for SEN co-ordinators to have qualified teacher status by September, and the review of the supply of those teaching children with profound and multiple learning disabilities.

Early years
Pledges include an expansion of free nursery places for two-year-olds and 15 hours a week of flexible, free nursery education for three- and four-year-olds. Despite the tough public finance climate, Labour retains a commitment to free childcare for all two-year-olds. Working parents would be given more flexibility over the hours their children can attend nursery education and when they start school. Sure Start children's centres would become one-stop shops, open to all families, offering affordable childcare, healthcare and parenting advice as part a new national under-fives service. Federations of children's centres run by community groups and voluntary organisations would be encouraged, and Labour would also introduce measures to improve standards and the qualifications of the childcare workforce.

Adult learning
Advanced apprenticeships would be expanded, creating up to 70,000 places a year. 

The Conservatives' education policies

The Conservative manifesto on schools, The Conservative manifesto on universities and skills
Our full analysis of the Conservative manifesto
Primary and secondary schools
The Conservatives want to develop primary and secondary schools along Swedish free school and the US charter school lines. That is, small, autonomous schools set up and run by parents, teachers, universities, faith groups and voluntary groups. The national curriculum in primary schools would focus on traditional subjects such as history, science and maths. They would create smaller class sizes and would introduce a reading test at age six. Any primary or secondary school that is in special measures for more than a year would be taken over immediately by a successful academy provider. They would make Sats tougher.

The Tories want to cut bureaucracy and inspections so teaching staff can spend less time in the office and more in the classroom. They would encourage setting and strict uniforms. All secondary schools would be able to offer IGCSEs, Cambridge Pre-U and separate science GCSEs.

Further education
The Conservatives promise to create an extra 100,000 apprenticeships and pre-apprenticeships each year, by giving small and medium-sized businesses a £2,000 bonus for every new apprentice they hire, and making it much easier for firms to run apprenticeships. They would also provide an extra 100,000 college places over two years so unemployed young people can improve their skills, create 100,000 new "work pairings" over two years so they can get meaningful work experience and mentoring from businesspeople. The Tories would also overhaul careers advice by providing expert advice in every secondary school and college. Many FE quangos would be abolished. They want to recreate technical schools, which vanished in the 1950s, offering pupils aged 14 to 19 training and apprenticeships to become skilled tradespeople. 

Universities
The Tories would provide 10,000 extra university places for this year and pay off the student loans of maths and science graduates who became teachers and stayed in teaching. The Conservatives won't take a position on tuition fees until an independent review on student finance has reported after the general election. The Tories would give universities more say over the school curriculum and delay the research excellence framework – a way of measuring universities' research output –because they consider the measurements not robust enough.

Graduates would be incentivised to pay off their student loans early.
The party would also establish joint university-business research and development institutes and would provide university and further education scholarships for the children of servicemen and women killed while on active duty, backdated to 1990.

Special educational needs
On special educational needs, the Tories would impose a moratorium on the "ideologically driven" closure of special schools, ending the bias towards the inclusion of children with special needs in mainstream schools.

Early years
Parents would be entitled to free nursery care for pre-school children. The Tories would review the way the childcare industry is regulated and funded to ensure that no providers, including childminders, are put at a disadvantage. Sure Start would be retained, but would be taken back to its original purpose of early intervention, by increasing the focus on the neediest families, and better involving organisations with a track record in supporting families. The Conservatives would provide 4,200 more Sure Start health visitors – giving all parents a guaranteed level of support until their child starts school, to be paid for out of the Department of Health budget. All funding for early intervention and parenting support would be brought into one budget, and the Tories would also set out a new approach to help families with multiple problems.

Adult learning
The Conservatives would set up a new careers service for adults. The Community Learning Fund would help adults who want to learn new skills or restart their careers.

The Liberal Democrats' education policies

The Liberal Democrats on education - Our full analysis of the Liberal Democrat manifesto
Primary and secondary schools
The Lib Dems say they would find an extra £2.5bn a year to spend on schools to cut class sizes and provide one-to-one tuition or catch-up classes. They estimate that an average primary school could cut class sizes to 20 and a typical secondary school to 16.

To ensure all schools are "free from meddling politicians", an Education Freedom Act would ban politicians from getting involved in the day-to-day running of schools. The national curriculum would be scrapped and replaced with a 20-30 page minimum curriculum entitlement. 

All schools would have to teach at least one foreign language and separate sciences, but otherwise schools would be free to decide the best curriculum to offer their pupils. As part of the inspection process, schools would be expected to demonstrate that they were providing a broad and balanced curriculum to all pupils.

The minimum curriculum entitlement would also provide broad guidance on religious education at a national level to ensure that RE in state-funded schools educates young people about the main religious belief systems, but does not specify what pupils themselves should believe and practise. The Lib Dems also want to place more emphasis on creativity in teaching. 
The Lib Dems would implement proposals from Mike Tomlinson's 2004 report on 14-19 education. GCSE, A- and AS-levels, as well as vocational courses, extended projects and work experience would form building blocks to an overall general diploma.

Further education
The Skills Funding Agency and the Higher Education Funding Council for England would be merged into a single Council for Adult Skills and Higher Education (Cashe), responsible for all post-19 education and skills funding. Local authorities and Cashe would be expected to work with Jobcentre Plus to minimise 16-18 youth unemployment and those not in education, employment or training (neets) to ensure funding is appropriately targeted to help unemployed adults gain new skills and access education opportunities.

A young person who does not want to return to college and get a further qualification or complete an internship would be referred, by Jobcentre Plus, to a work programme such as the Flexible New Deal after 90 days.

Universities
The Lib Dems' ethos for higher education is that studying at university should be free and admissions based on ability, not bank balance. The party would phase out "unfair" tuition fees over six years, saving students nearly £10,000 each. The brightest teenagers in the most deprived areas would be guaranteed a place at university.

The Higher Education Funding Council for England and the Skills Funding Agency would be merged into a single Council for Adult Skills and Higher Education (Cashe), responsible for funding all post-19 education and skills funding. Higher education and adult skills budgets would be ringfenced, while a separate board would oversee research funding.

A national bursary based on household income would be introduced, so that students would get the same amount regardless of which university they attended.

Special educational needs
Children would take a diagnostic assessment when they start school. The assessment would look at reading, comprehension, numeracy, communication and writing skills. The results would enable teachers to identify any extra support needed. The Lib Dems would also end the policy of trying to reduce the number of children educated in special schools and instead would encourage the co-location of special schools alongside mainstream schools. For those educated in mainstream schools, part of the extra £2.5bn investment would go to help teachers provide more individual support, one-to-one tuition and reading or maths recovery. Teacher training and the continuous professional development of teachers would also be improved to ensure that all teachers learn how to recognise SEN and provide appropriate support.

Early years
The curriculum for three- to five-year-olds (the Early Years Foundation Scheme) would be replaced with a slimmed-down framework. Instead of 19 learning goals, the Lib Dems would establish a system "which encourages creativity and recognises that children learn in different ways". Childcare funding would be protected as it is, but ultimately (when it becomes affordable) the Lib Dems want to introduce free, universal childcare provision for children aged 18 months-five years for 20 hours a week. There would also be reforms to the childcare workforce, with every nursery led by a graduate and members of the childcare workforce having NVQ level 3 or higher (currently, around one in five childcare workers are not qualified to A-level equivalence). Children's centres would be used as training institutions to be accessed by local providers.

Adult learning
Apprenticeships for over-21s would be fully funded to encourage more employers to offer them, so that employers are no longer expected to pay the off-the-job training costs of their adult apprentices. Adults over 25 wanting to take their first level 3 qualification (equivalent to A-levels) would no longer have to pay fees.

The Green party's education policies

The Green party on education - Our full analysis of the Green party's manifesto
Primary and secondary schools
The Greens would emphasise all children being able to attend a good local school. They would introduce a target of reducing average class sizes to 20 pupils by the end of parliament, spending £500m on 15,000 more teachers, paid for by a 50% income-tax rate on those earning more than £100,000. The Greens believe small schools have a greater sense of community and a more positive ethos, which can reduce behavioural problems. The party would create more smaller schools by breaking up larger institutions into smaller ones. It would provide free school meals for all, and half a day a week of physical activity for every child.

The curriculum would be made less restrictive, allowing teachers more freedom over what, and how, they teach and greater flexibility for pupils. Remaining Sats tests would be abolished and a broader range of less exam-heavy assessment that enhances the learning of the individual child introduced. 

Academies would be phased out because the Greens believe it is wrong to allow business and other outside organisations to have too great an influence over schools. The party would try to end private education by embarking on a programme of voluntary assimilation of private schools into the state sector and removing charitable status from remaining private schools.
School standards would be assessed through "value-added results" and school inspections that would include school self-evaluation.

Further education
The Greens pledge a massive expansion of apprenticeships through green workforce training and environmental community programmes. These would create 350,000 training places and offer job opportunities to 700,000 unemployed people, in particular the young unemployed. After 14, pupils could opt for a variety of vocational courses and apprenticeship-based learning. 

Higher education
Tuition fees would be abolished and student grants introduced (to be replaced at a later date by citizen's income, a grant payable to all UK citizens to be used for training and education), thereby removing the needs for student loans. Minority subjects would be protected, while higher education facilities would offer greater support for mature students and those with families. The Greens would reverse the focus on students embarking on degrees immediately after school or further education, instead encouraging people to go to university when they feel ready and have an active desire to study at this level. Universities (like schools) would be expected to reduce their carbon footprint, through more conservation and use of renewable energy.

Special educational needs
All people with special educational needs would have the opportunity to be educated in a mainstream school, and the education system would be expected to meet everyone's needs, whatever the level of need may be, in accordance with the UK Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. As some pupils cannot be integrated into a mainstream school due to severe learning or behavioural difficulties, the Greens would fund more special resource units in mainstream schools, but would retain some special schools.

Early years
A gradual expansion of care, including Sure Start, for those not yet at school. Early years education would concentrate on social cohesion, play, relatedness and character-building, as well as knowledge and skills.

Adult learning
The Greens pledge a commitment to lifelong learning. As adult education is constantly evolving, they say they would adopt a flexible approach to new courses while ensuring that core aspects of education are preserved even where enrolment is low. Numeracy, literacy and parenting skills classes would always be free at the point of delivery.

Ukip's education policies

Ukip's statement on education - Our coverage of Ukip's election campaign launch
Primary and secondary schools
Ukip wants to return to a postwar-style system. It would reintroduce corporal punishment and allow heads the ultimate say on pupil exclusions. It would bring back grammar schools, through selection based on a "comprehensive test" at 11, and reintroduce O-levels. Schools would be able to select pupils based on their suitability for the education provided – putting vocational skills, craft skills and sporting ability on a par with academic ability. Teachers and schools would have more control over the curriculum. The QCA would be replaced by an independent body and Ukip would return the focus in primary schools to the "three Rs". Sex, relationship and drugs education would be abolished for under-10s and optional for 10- and 11-year-olds. Education would no longer be an instrument of social mobility. The party believes schools have become "crucibles for social engineering" and would stop them teaching "political correctness or EU propaganda". Control would be "franchised" out to private companies, charities, religious institutions, universities or other educational establishments. Ofsted and local education authorities would be abolished and their responsibilities handed to governing bodies. 

Further education
Ukip would lengthen and enhance entry to employment programmes for those not in education, employment or training, to overcome anti-work attitudes. It would also revise the NVQ courses, emphasising their distinction from degree courses in that they offer practical rather than academic training.

Universities
University education would be funded by grants, but only for "those who really should be at university" and targets to get 50% of school leavers into HE would be scrapped. Ukip would review all HE institutions to decide which ones "really deserve to be called universities" and which courses merit degree status. Universities the party deems fail to meet these standards would be redesignated as technology and training colleges. All European studies courses and lectureships would be abolished because, says Ukip, they are little more than avenues for pro-EU propaganda. The Office of Fair Access, which promotes fair access to university education, would be axed. All students would be given vouchers for a proportion of their costs and they would be allowed to top up the vouchers by working or taking out commercial student loans. Teacher-training colleges would be separated from universities.

Special educational needs
Ukip would re-examine the policy of including children with special needs in ordinary state schools, which it believes has failed. It would support special schools for children with learning difficulties. Ukip also says that children with "severe physical handicaps" should be educated in special schools.

Early years
Ukip would introduce a flat-rate, non-means-tested voucher covering half the cost of a full-time nursery place. The nursery voucher would replace early years' funding, Sure Start, the childcare element of working tax credit, and the tax relief on employer nursery vouchers.

Adult learning
Ukip says it fully supports adult learning, both through the Open University and adult education classes.

