What Michael did
The Conservative Party will give you freedom to teach how you want to.

(Michael Gove, speech to ATL Conference, April, 2010 – weeks before taking office)
There is no calling more noble, no profession more vital and no service more important than teaching.

(Gove’s foreword to the White Paper, The Importance of Teaching, 2010)

I’d venture to suggest that these sentiments passed over the heads of most serving teachers. And even if we were charitable or naïve enough to believe them, it’s certainly not what it has looked like to the thousands of teachers who were raising a glass on the evening of the reshuffle, thinking that the holidays had come early.

But we shouldn’t have been at all surprised by anything he did. The one thing of which Gove could never have been accused was dithering. Fifteen days after the election in May, 2010, the Queen’s Speech promised that ‘legislation will be introduced to enable more schools to achieve academy status, giving teachers greater freedom over the curriculum and allow new providers to run state schools’. On the very same day, all schools with an OFSTED ‘outstanding’ rating were written to inviting them to apply for academy status. Just over a month later, the Academies Act was passed, leaving in its wake all other proposed legislation including the Terrorism Prevention Bill, so adamant was Gove that the brave new world of expanding academies and new providers could start their murky business by the following September. By then the credo of Gove and his companions glared at us from the DfE website:
Ministers are committed to giving schools more freedom from unnecessary prescription and bureaucracy. They have always made clear their intentions to make changes to the National Curriculum that will ensure a relentless focus on the basics and give teachers more flexibility.

What Gove failed to tell us was that this so-called freedom and autonomy could only be enjoyed on a ‘comply or die’ basis. The unremitting regime of scrutiny, production of test results (in an ever narrowing band of subjects) and the continuing discourse of the introduction of performance–related pay meant that the freedom and autonomy at which Gove had hinted might have been enjoyed by a few at a managerial level, but for the average classroom teacher, often forced into compliance against her/his better instincts, any such freedom was an illusion. The central paradox of the promise of autonomy as long as the prescribed ‘goods’ were delivered was not lost on teachers.
For Gove to have pretended that he considered teachers and their profession as ‘noble’ is a grotesque lie. Nothing illustrates this more clearly than the insult implicit in the notion that a well-meaning amateur can get on with the job of teaching as well as a trained professional. Such disrespect is compounded when we consider his plans for the training of our ‘next generation of outstanding teachers’. In one of a number of hastily cobbled together documents produced in the twelve months following his accession to office, Gove ties himself in knots by firstly talking of the fact that ‘we have in our schools today the best generation of teachers we have ever had’ but that this situation will be enhanced by allowing an expanded range of ‘high quality providers into the system’ who would be able to improve the recruitment system, principally through providing on-the-job training, either paid or unpaid, depending on the whim of the school itself. So, to recap: we have the best generation of teachers ever, largely trained through Higher Education providers, but we’ll make matters so much better by opening up the market to allow any old cheapskate to train our teachers (using, no doubt, pre-prepared materials from one of the major publishing houses). And just as a telling aside, in a document dealing with the training of these outstanding teachers, amongst all the talk of financial incentives, open markets for providers and the value of in-house training (‘justified’, incidentally, by some of the shoddiest research and sources it has ever been my misfortune to investigate) the term ‘pedagogy’ is not used at any point.
If we are to judge a man by the company he keeps, then it can only be observed that Gove was either stupidly loyal to some overly colourful characters or a touch careless in his choice of companions. Most teachers would probably be alarmed to know that until he became too much of an embarrassment, Gove took advice from Dominic Cummings who was happy to tell us that ‘discussions on issues such as social mobility entirely ignore genetics and…are at best misleading and often worthless’. Or there’s Toby Young, praised by Gove for his transformation from entertainment hack to education guru, setting up his free school in west London and now on his third head teacher in three years. And Anthony Seldon, master of exclusive Wellington College who tried his hand at being a Head at a federated academy but who has now called it a day. 
All of the above would be good knockabout stuff if it weren’t for the fact that the utter commitment of Gove and his party to the free market as the driver for our children’s education has led to the daylight robbery of assets, taxes and funding - money that should be in the public purse - being siphoned off to a ragbag of vainglorious profiteers and ideologues. In the few days prior to his departure, two news stories broke that, to be frank, makes me wonder why every teacher in the land hasn’t walked out every single working day – never mind the occasional one-day strike. The first concerns allegations of fraud at Haberdashers' Aske's Federation Trust lauded by Gove as one of his favourite academy chains. The second is the almost ludicrous tale of the owner of Carphone Warehouse who could become the chair of Ofsted – a story so entirely absurd that it was worth checking that it wasn’t a misplaced April Fools’ jape.  To reiterate the point – whether this is tragedy or face, we shouldn’t allow ourselves to tolerate it.
And while all of this has been unpleasant for us as teachers, children in our schools have been subjected to a meagre diet of rehearsal, coaching, interminable lesson objectives and a regime of labelling and measuring, despite the heroic efforts of so many teachers to provide them with something better and to subvert that ugly misnomer – the standards’ agenda. Gove has sent the message to them that unless they’re good at a narrow band of subjects (the ones which he and his chums so enjoyed in their halcyon school days) their achievements count for nothing. He has told them that if, by dint of their hard work and commitment, they have done well in examinations, that those examinations are too easy and their certificates worthless. He has raised the stakes on the need to pass examinations at one final sitting, removed a range of skills such as speaking and listening and, in a way that utterly typifies his time in office, has consistently ignored the advice and experience of teachers and academics.  He has thought nothing of being complicit in a situation whereby if children should find themselves in a school that falls foul of his dubious inspection regime, they should expect the public vilification of that school. And through the programme of forcing schools into academy status, he has demonstrated all the qualities of a weak and cowardly bully that these children’s teachers strive so hard to protect them against.
As he spends his days in the Chief Whip’s office, whispering sweet policy nothings into the ear of his leader, Gove will not be giving us a further thought. Like the dangerous driver who has left a trail of devastation in his wake and is oblivious to his actions as he ploughs merrily onwards, the young people and teachers whose lives he has so damaged will cause him not one moment of concern. He leaves us with the deserved reputation as one of the most vilified and derided of Secretaries of State in living memory.
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