LOSE-UP

Kenneth Baker

When Kenneth Baker spoke
in the opening debate of the
1979 parliament, hetalked of
walking 'the narrow strip of
land that lies between
sycophancy and rebellion'.
His political record and
background - former pro-
tege to lain Macleod, former
PPS to Edward Heath, for-
mer minister for information
technology - suggest that
Baker stands firmly on the
pragmétic, technocratic
wing of the Tory party. His
style has always been care-
fully crafted to avoid ideolo-
gical controversy or commit-
ment. "The essence of Con-
servatism,’ heoncewrote, 'is
not to be found in monetar-
isn or incomes palicies -
they are both tools of econo-
mic management, and it may
be necessary to use onemore
at onetimethan at another'.

There is something curious-
ly fragmented about Baker's
approach. Read his speeches
and articles and you will
rarely find a connected argu-
ment, a sense of an intellect
grappling with problems and
journeying towards coherent
solutions. His speeches have
been aptly compared to those
of a man drawing on a
mixture of old Chinese
proverbs and Christmas
cracker mottoes.

Thecontrast with hisprede-
cessor, Sir Keith Joseph, is
sharp. Joseph presented his

licies as a grand strategy
or dragging British educa
tion into the second half of
the 20th century. More clear-
ly than any other postwar
education minister, of Left or
Right, he dqrazsped that the
fundamental weakness of
education is its failure to
deliver anything for the
mass of the population, parti-
cularly for what he called
'the bottom 40%'. The new
General Certificate of Secon-
dar% Education, for dl the
problems of its implementa
tion, iIIustrateEI Joseph's
ity to tackle genuine
edc?ilgcat%nal needsg:J for
schoolwork to be more close-
ly related to practical ap-
plications, for exams that
tested oral aswell as writing
ability, for an exam system

that set objective standards
and, above al, for secondary
schooling that offered the
large majority of children a
taste of success rather than
consistent failure.
Towardsthe end of histerm
of office, the word went
round Tory circles that
Joseph, one of the founding
intellects of Thatcherism,
had become the prisoner of
his civil servants at the
Department of Education.
No such accusation could be
made against Baker. The
footwork is dazzling, and
sometimes the department
huffs and puffs to keep up.
Here a national curriculum,
there a city technology col-
lege, here a new teachers
contract, there ‘benchmarks
for literature that children
should read by 12 and 15. The
ideas come thick and fast;
the problem is to give them
form and substance.
Baker is that familiar En-
glish phenomenon, the arts
graduate who has learnt to
manage technol without
ever realy understanding
how it works. Hewas born in
1934; his father was a mid-
dle-ranking civil servant in
the Ministry of Supply. His
grandfather was a socialist
and an associate of Ker
Hardie and once considered
standing for parliament.
After St Paul's and Oxford
(where he read modern his-
togg he joined Shell as a
graduate trainee, movin? la
ter to a small menswear firm
and then to a merchant bank.
He entered parliament, after
winning a by-election in
Acton, in 1968. Though he
lost the seat in 1970, another
by-election took him back to
the Commons. He held junior
office in the Heath adminis-
tration but his close associa-
tion with the falen leader
condemned him to six years
in the wilderness after
Thatcher'saccession.

In the end, he had to write
his own job description. In
1981, he sent the prime
minister a 10-point plan for
an information technology
unit, with its own ministry,
inside the Department of
Industry. Thatcher took the
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bait and the papers dubbed
him 'the Minister in Charge
of the Future'. He presented
Dalek-style ultimata to in-
dustry: ‘automate or li-
quidate', 'modernise or spe-
cialise.

Enthusing about how the
next generation would be
‘computer literate' and about
the prospects for 'sunrise
industries, he echoed Tony
Bennin his'Mintech' phase.

Baker'sinstincts are expan-
sionist. He ensured that ev-
ery British school had its
micro years ahead of the
French; but how the micros
wereto beused and how such
resources as teacher time
and software were to be
found were problems left for
otherstowork out.

Thisis typical of the Baker
approach. Heisgood with the
spectacular, headline-creat-
ing initiative. The plan for 20
city technology colleges,
free of loca authority con-
trol, made him a hero with
last year's Tory Party con-
ference. But the damage to
comprehensives attended b
the majority of children will
be incalculable. Good scien-
ce and maths teachers,
already in short supply, may
be lost to the colleges. So, if
Baker's selection criteriaare
followed, will the best-
motivated pupils - at pre-
cisdly the time when urban
authorities are planning to
close schools because of
faling rolls and are strug-
?Iing, in particular, with
uture A-levd provision.

Only now is it clear that
industry, which was sup-
Posed to sponsor the col-
eges, also has doubts about
theinitiative.

Baker has hinted, without

ever ling it out, that the
technology colleges are pro-
totypes for the school system

of the future. Schools would
be run by independent trusts,
with funds paid, directly
from Whitehall, according to
the number of pupils
attracted. Thus, the despised
local education authorities
would be put out of business,
schools that failed to recruit
pupils would close, parents
(through their power to de-
termine school income by
their choices) would become
the chief arbiters of educa-
tiona standards. The effect
would be to create a market
system in education; it would
work in the same way as the
voucher system.

How ironic that Joseph, the
Thatcherite guru, should re-
ject vouchers only for them
to be revived in new form by
Baker, the supreme prag-
matist. But Joseph’'scerebral
approach demanded cohe-
rent solutions that would
stand up; he quickly grasped
that a'market’ in compulsory
education was a logical im-
possibility. Pragmatists, be-
causethey are not interested
in placing ideas within a
coherent political frame-
work, are more easly
seduced by the superficialy
attractive. o
Peter Wilby
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