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“Without a consistent integrated agenda that seeks coherent change 
right across the learning experiences of children, piecemeal change is 
always going to be disappointing.” 
      J Abbot and T Ryan 
                ‘The Unfinished Revolution’ (2000) 
 
 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
 

This brief paper attempts to provide a structure for the consultation on 
a “Devon’s Vision for Learning”.  The exercise was launched at an 
event at the Exeter University Great Hall on 6 January 2004, to which 
all Devon schools and a number of partner organisations were invited 
to send representatives.  On that day I said that the purpose of 
producing a Vision for the Education Service in Devon was to provide a 
set of relevant coherent principles, aspirations and ideas in order to 
give us direction for the coming decade: something which reflected the 
needs of twenty-first century citizens in Devon communities.  

 
 I have said elsewhere that my ambition is that Devon should be an 

excellent LEA, with excellent schools, noted for our courage and 
creativity, and attracting national and international interest.  That 
cannot be achieved without the strong sense of common purpose 
which I hope the Vision for Learning will provide.  Following our 
discussion this term, we will be producing a consultation document 
early in the Summer Term which will lead to the publication of the final 
document in the Autumn Term.  Devon Vision for Learning will underpin 
the production of the County Council’s first Single Education Plan 
which will be published in December 2004 and will cover the period 
April 2005 to March 2008. 

 
 
2 THE NATIONAL CONTEXT 
 
 (a) POLICY 
 
 Whilst I am keen that our vision relates to the needs of Devon 

we must have regard to the national and international context of 
education policy.  We know that the government has an 
ambitious and complex agenda for education, which can be 
simplified as follows: 

 
 improving the range and quality of early years education 

and targeting resources on disadvantaged youngsters 
 

 a National Primary Strategy which concentrates on 
tackling school underperformance in SATs and 
broadening curriculum opportunities 
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 a transformation of secondary education through a 

national strategy for KS3 and the creation of a 14-19 
phase of education providing a broader range of 
curriculum opportunities for young people related to their 
needs, with a particular emphasis on raising the status 
and improving the quality of vocational education 

 
   the remodelling of the school workforce 
 

 the greater integration of services supporting vulnerable 
children with the aim of placing schools at the heart of co-
ordination, health social care and educational specialist 
support. 

 
 You might wonder what scope this leaves for a Devon Vision for 

Learning.  There is, indeed, still a strong degree of prescription in much 
of this national policy but there is much evidence that points to a 
willingness from central government to support locally based 
innovation, based on a recognition that improvements resulting from 
centrally imposed policy are either slowing or unsustained.  The 
challenge for us is to shape ideas which we can develop with the 
support of the DfES. 

 
 
 (b) CURRENTS OF THOUGHT 
 
 Much of the latest research challenges much that is 

characteristic of the current model of education policy.  This 
thought- provoking work should do just that: provoke us to think 
about ways in which we can do things differently.  I have been 
especially struck by three recent publications.  The first of these 
is Learning to Succeed : the next decade.  This is a follow-up 
report to the highly influential 1993 publication of The National 
Commission for Education.  Many of the recommendations of 
the original report – especially those relating to literacy and 
numeracy have become the cornerstones of national policy, but 
in other important respects policy has failed to build on the 
earlier work of the Commission. 

 
  The key findings in the follow-up report are: 
 

(i) significant progress was made in the period 1993-2003 
for some groups of youngsters. 

 
(ii) however, the achievement gap is widening; in particular 

the range of achievement at 15 is much wider than in our 
competitor economies.  The best qualified 40% of the 
population earns as much and is as productive as the 
best qualified 40% in our competitor economies.  In the 
UK the least well qualified 40% are significantly less well 

 3



paid and less productive than their counterparts in our 
competitor economies. 

 
(iii) complex issues of under-achievement, disaffection and 

disengagement persist and are worsening. 
 
 
 The report challenges us by suggesting that the 40% of young 

people currently leaving school with little to show in terms of 
qualifications should be a priority – in particular we need to aim 
at providing a Level 3 skill for most of our non-graduates. 

 
 This indicates to me that the debate about raising standards and 

inclusion has been a sterile one and that we should be talking of 
high expectations for all youngsters. 

 
 The second publication is “Education Epidemic” by Professor 

David Hargreaves.  He argues that the ‘command and control’ 
model of public service reform is not suited to meeting public 
needs in the twenty-first century.  He argues for 

 
• many dynamic networks of schools and other providers 

operating collaboratively across local areas 
 

• a new network of local and regional intermediary bodies, 
often incorporating Local Education Authorities and 
Learning and Skills Councils, dedicated to improving 
system capacity 

 
• a reshaped Early Years sector …. treated as a priority 

investment 
 

• a teaching force encompassing a far wider range of 
expertise with radically improved skills in innovation, data 
handling and use of research knowledge, and the ability 
to adopt and adapt teaching strategies designed for 
diverse learners and purposes 

 
• leadership capacity dispersed widely across high 

performing school and community networks. 
 
 Whilst some of this may seem a bit ‘think tanky’, the basic 

premise is that a locally determined set of reforms can deliver 
improvement in areas where top-down strategies have reached 
their natural limits.  The purpose of these reforms is to create an 
environment which encourages educators to learn to do things 
differently in order to do them better and supports the spread of 
ideas. 
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 Hargreaves draws an interesting contrast between business and 

schools.  In business, organisational changes over the past 50-
100 years have been deep.  Schools, however, are “surprisingly 
similar to the schools created by the industrial revolution”.   
Much of this thinking reflects the thesis of John Abbot and Terry 
Ryan’s influential The Unfinished Revolution (2000) which 
stresses that learning is not synonymous with schooling. 

  
 The third publication is entitled A Prospectus for Progress : a 

position statement from the Association of Chief Education 
Officers, which was distributed to Directors of Education on 2 
February 2004.  The Prospectus advocates a number of 
changes at national level including 

 
(i) a broadening of the range of indicators on which schools 

are judged 
 

(ii) a requirement on schools to co-operate in order to meet 
the needs of individual youngsters 

 
(iii) a requirement on all schools to meet the needs of 

vulnerable or challenging youngsters to avoid a 
disproportionate burden falling on some schools 

 
(iv) encouragement for all places of learning to establish 

meaningful links with neighbouring institutions in the 
phases above and below, with a view to easing transition 
across phases. 

 
 
3 LOCAL CONTEXT 
 
 (a) SOCIETY AND ECONOMY 
 
 If we are to have a convincing vision for the future it should rest 

on a clear understanding of our local context. 
 
 Devon –  
  The Place 
 

- between 1951 and 2001 the population of Devon 
increased by 45%. 

 
- Devon is characterised by 30 market and coastal towns, 

each with a rural hinterland. 
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  The People 
 

 Devon is an excellent place to live 
 

- but not for everyone – for instance, nearly 40% of the 
population of Torridge live in wards which are among the 
25% most disadvantaged nationally. 

 
 - but our young people leave and the population is ageing. 

 
 
  Enterprise and Employment 
 

 Devon has a strong tradition of entrepreneurship;  15% of 
the population is self-employed as against the national 
average of 10%. 

 
 Unemployment is low (1.8%) but average salaries are 

19% below the national average.  50% of households in 
Devon have an income of less than £15,000 a year. 

 
 The average cost of a home in 2002 was £150,000, an 

increase of 95% since 1999.  In many parts of the county 
an average house costs 8 times average earnings. 

 
 GDP per head in Devon is only 77% of the national 

average. 
 

 The three largest employment sectors are 
wholesale/retail/repair (19%), health and social work 
(13.1%) and manufacturing (12%).  Hotel and catering 
account for 9% of the workforce. 

 
 Highly productive knowledge based sectors are under-

represented, but Exeter is seeing a rapid growth in such 
employments. 

 
  Nearly 10% of the workforce is in the education sector. 

 
 

 Issues for Education 
 

• The decline in the birthrate will mean a gradual decline in 
the overall pupil population in the next decade.  This 
decline will be more marked in rural areas and many 
primary schools will face dramatic reductions in numbers 
on roll. 
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• Devon has many small schools – around 120 with fewer 

than 100 on roll.  Many of these schools will be affected 
by declining pupil numbers. 

 
• In the next 15 years 60% of the teacher force in Devon 

will reach retirement age. 
 

• Pupil and student attainment in Devon schools is broadly 
at the national average although the rate of improvement 
is slower than nationally.  In the primary phase the 
performance of pupils in Devon schools is broadly 
comparable with that in similar authorities, but in the 
secondary phase comparisons are less favourable.  In 
particular the percentage of youngsters achieving 5 A*-G 
GCSEs is in the bottom quartile of shire counties. 

 
• Attendance levels at Devon schools are comparable in 

the primary phase to similar authorities, but again the 
position for secondary schools is slightly worse.  
Exclusions from secondary schools are more frequent 
than in similar authorities. 

 
• Devon schools are funded at around 10% below the shire 

county average. 
 
• Devon schools have a long tradition of collaboration 

through the Academic Council structure. 
 
• 15% of youngsters at 17 are not in any form of education 

or training – that is over 1000 youngsters every year. 
 
 We know that according to Ofsted judgments the quality of 

teaching and management and leadership in our schools 
compares favourably with other LEAs, and this suggests that 
doing more of the same will not be the answer.  

 
 
4 PRINCIPLES 
 
 How then should what we know about the national (indeed 

international) and local contexts guide our thinking about the future? 
 
 To stimulate our discussions on the principles which should shape our 

vision I put forward the following: 
 
  Learners, not institutions, should be at the centre of our thinking. 
 

 Our focus should be on outcomes for learners and not just 
benchmark indicators. 
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 We should have high expectations for all learners, and promote 
such aspirations among learners, local communities and within 
the education profession. 

 
 Our structures should promote collaboration between 

institutions. 
 

 We should encourage innovation and support the spread of the 
knowledge gained through innovation. 

 
 Schools or groups of schools should be the focus for integrated 

services to vulnerable children. 
 

 We should recognise the key role of parents/carers as 
educators. 

 
 
 
5 ASPIRATIONS 
 
 We know that young people in the twenty-first century are growing up 

in a complex world.  There are undoubtedly more opportunities for 
young people than ever before, but they are faced by bewildering 
choices, challenges and distractions.  It is also clear that today’s 
youngsters will need to learn new skills throughout their lives.  In many 
ways youngsters enter adulthood ill-equipped for this world and to that 
extent the ‘system’ is failing. 

 
 We should have the highest aspirations for young people in Devon in 

relation to  
 
  the ability to manage their own learning 
 
  the pursuit of healthy and active lifestyles 
 
  confidence and the ability to manage relationships 
 
  participation in democracy and social activity 
 

 understanding the modern workplace and the skills necessary to 
succeed in it 

 
 pride in local heritage hand in hand with tolerance of diversity 

and an outward looking approach 
 
  the exploitation of their creative abilities. 

 8



 
  

We should also have high aspirations for ourselves 
 

 Devon should have a national / international reputation for 
excellence in education. 

 
  Devon should be an exciting place to teach and learn. 
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6 KEY QUESTIONS 
 
 In order to adhere to our principles and pursue our aspirations we will 

be faced with some important questions.  The answers to these will 
help shape changes to policy and practice. 

 
 
1  How can we give children the best possible start? 
 
2          How do we articulate and promote our aspirations for young 

people? 
 
3          How do we engage young people, parents/carers in helping to 

shape the future of education in Devon? 
 
4  How do we measure and reward success? 
 
5  How best do we promote and foster innovation? 
 
6          How can we most effectively broaden and strengthen the role of 

Academic Councils and other school networks? 
 
7          How best can we harness the capacity of partners such as 

Higher Education institutions? 
 
8  How best do we promote Lifelong Learning? 
 
9          How do we approach the future of small schools and education 

in rural areas more generally? 
 
10  How do we attract and retain creative and enthusiastic staff? 
 
11         How can the County Council as LEA best add value to what 

happens in schools and other learning environments? 
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