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            Foreword

            BY LORD HARRIS OF PECKHAM

         

         I had no intention of getting involved in running a school until one day in the 1980s, when I was invited – summoned would be a better word – to 10 Downing Street by the Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher. I had some experience of these meetings and knew it would not be a discussion about the weather. A few years earlier she had persuaded me to chair a new board at Guy’s Hospital, which would be run on independent lines with control of its own budget. I had spent five exhausting years there, and I think we achieved a great deal. But I was trying to run the biggest carpet business in Europe, and I was in no mood to take on another challenge.

         This time she had something else in mind for me. ‘Philip, I want you to run a school,’ she said, catching me completely by surprise. I knew nothing about schools and my own viiieducation, such as it was, ended when I was fifteen. However, this would not be an ordinary school, she told me, but one of the new experimental schools, a City Technical College (CTC), that she planned. It would be taken out of the control of the local councils and run on independent lines, led by a sponsor from the private sector who would invest £1.5 million of their own money. She had chosen me as one of the first sponsors.

         There was no arguing with Mrs Thatcher, and by the time I left I had agreed to take on a school – but only one. Little did I know that one day there would be more than fifty Harris schools with 5,000 staff and teachers and over 50,000 students, at least half of them from the most deprived backgrounds in London.

         I was allotted Sylvan’s High School in Crystal Palace, which was one of the worst comprehensive secondary schools in London, where I was told on a typical day up to 40 per cent of pupils were absent and the GCSE pass rate was only 9 per cent. Teachers lasted six months and heads for not much longer. Discipline was either non-existent or extreme and expulsions were common.

         I had tackled many challenges in my business life, but nothing as daunting as this one. Yet with the help of a brilliant new headmaster, Lyndon Jones, in a few short years we ixturned that school around. By 1996, when Prime Minister John Major officially opened it as a CTC, the pass rate was 54 per cent and average daily attendance was over 90 per cent. It has been rated ‘Outstanding’ by Ofsted (the government body responsible for regulating schools) four times, and today it is regarded as one of the best state schools in the country.

         When Tony Blair, the new Prime Minister, who took over in 1997, heard about what we were doing at Crystal Palace, he invited me back to Downing Street and quizzed me on how I had done it. He wanted to know whether the formula would work in other failing schools. ‘Will you open some new schools for me, if we help you?’

         It was Blair, and his education guru and minister Andrew Adonis, who formally changed the CTCs into academies (which operated on very similar principles), but it took Michael Gove, the most impressive Education Secretary I ever worked with – and there have been seventeen – to supercharge their growth when he took charge in the new David Cameron government in 2010. The Harris Federation, under its chief executive Sir Daniel Moynihan, was at the forefront of his reforms, taking on and turning around failing schools, some of them even worse than Crystal Palace.

         Today, all Harris academies are rated either ‘Outstanding’ or ‘Good’ – the highest ratings – by Ofsted. More than xhalf of our school-leavers go on to take degrees, and in 2025 Harris Westminster Sixth Form College sent more students to Oxford and Cambridge than Eton – and we’ll beat that in future years. I want 100, more than any other school in the country.

         In a speech he made in 2012, Michael Gove generously acknowledged my role in the transformation of the country’s education system. ‘Every single one of the schools he [Harris] takes over,’ he said,

         
            gets at least an additional twenty per cent or more young people to pass five good GCSEs compared to the record when the local authority ran it. Some get 40 per cent more. His schools in Merton and South Norwood get 50 per cent more. And some of these schools have only been in his control for a couple of years.

         

         They aren’t ‘my’ schools of course – most of the credit should go to Daniel Moynihan, described by the Conservative education minister (Sir) Nick Gibb as ‘one of the most effective school leaders in the country’. Gibb also remarked that he was so impressed with the Harris academies that ‘I even enquired about having one in my own constituency’. Dan has built up a team of inspired staff and I want to thank them and the ximany dedicated principals and teachers who have made the Harris Federation one of the top performing school trusts in the country.

         Every year over 6,000 bright young people leave a Harris school, and it gives me great pleasure to see them go off into the world destined for a better life than the one in which many of them grew up. Harris alumni are already emerging in top roles in every corner of society: finance, business, academia, law, the civil service, welfare, medicine and the full spectrum of professions and apprenticeships. That’s what makes it all worthwhile – and that’s why I do it.

         My decision to take on the schools project all those years ago was one of the best I ever made. It changed the lives of many, many children. It also changed my life in the process.

         
             

         

         Lord Harris of Peckham

Kent, 2026
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            Preface

         

         
            ‘The academy system has transformed Britain’s educational landscape.’

            The  Economist, 2014

         

         In an era when so many pundits and columnists talk about ‘Broken Britain’, education stands out as a rare success story. In 2009, the last year of the Gordon Brown government, England (Wales and Scotland have a different system) ranked twenty-seventh in the world for maths and twenty-fifth for reading. Five years later, by which stage the Harris Federation managed twenty-two secondary schools and nine primary schools, it had climbed ten places, leading The Economist to make the bold comment that heads this preface. A decade later, The Economist returned to the subject with an article under the headline, ‘The strange success of the Tories’ schools 2policy’. The article began: ‘After 13 years of Conservative government, the country’s public services are not in fine fettle. There is an exception. Under the Conservatives, England’s schools have improved.’

         In fact, they have improved considerably and – despite a long period of austerity under the Conservative Chancellor George Osborne and his successors – they have gone on improving. On 16 May 2023, a report by PISA, the gold standard of international measurements for education, showed that England was the best performing country in Europe for reading and maths. The Times was so impressed it that it carried a front-page story under the headline, ‘The Best in the West.’

         The international comparisons now show that more students in England study sciences and maths than ever before, and maths has become the most popular subject at A-level. In 2010, 68 per cent of English schools were rated ‘Good’ or ‘Outstanding’ by Ofsted inspectors. Now the figure is 88 per cent. ‘In a stint of government in which achievements are few,’ commented The Economist in 2025, ‘schools stand out. What went right?’

         What went right was the success of academy schools, pioneered by Philip Harris and a few other far-sighted individuals, which now make up 80 per cent of England’s 3,500 state secondary schools and 40 per cent of its 16,500 3primary schools. The improvement in the education system, says Michael Gove, who played a big part in it, is ‘one of the most significant cross-party achievements of the last two decades. It’s been that rare thing, an unqualified public policy success, that has demonstrably transformed children’s lives for the better.’

         For a man who was to have such a profound impact on the English state education system, (Lord) Phil Harris had an inauspicious start, leaving Streatham Grammar at the age of fifteen with one O-level (in maths). He was severely dyslexic, struggled with English and languages but excelled at maths and sports, captaining his school team in both cricket and football. He might have become a professional footballer, playing for his beloved Arsenal, but for a cartilage injury to his knee which never fully repaired. Instead, after his father died of cancer at the age of thirty-nine in 1957, the young Phil had to abandon his education to help his widowed mother run the family carpet business, which consisted of a market stall and three small carpet shops in Peckham.

         By the time he was in his thirties, the three shops had grown to 300 and his company, Harris Queensway, was valued at over £500 million on the London Stock Exchange. The Harris family was the biggest shareholder.

         In an extraordinary career which has run over six decades 4(and is still running), he has created three major carpet companies, starting with Harris Carpets (later Harris Queensway), then Carpetright and finally Tapi Carpets, which in just ten years has grown into the biggest carpet retailer in Europe.

         He has made several substantial fortunes along the way and given much of it away to the many charities he has sponsored, including the Harris schools. At Margaret Thatcher’s personal request in the early 1980s, he took on the chairmanship of Guy’s Hospital, chosen as the spearhead for the Conservative government’s ambitious plan for trust hospitals to reform the NHS (Guy’s was the first). A new £200 million tower block, to which he made a generous donation, was to be named Harris House after him – but politics got in the way and he moved on (it’s now called Guy’s Tower).

         He and his wife Pauline raised – and personally donated – millions to the charity Birthright (now Wellbeing of Women), persuading Princess Diana to become the patron of an organisation which has made a major contribution to women’s health over the past forty years.

         Working with the late Duke of Edinburgh, he played a major role in the restoration of the 1,000-year-old Westminster Abbey, served as treasurer of the Conservative Party and even has an Oxford College, Harris Manchester, named after him (it features a full-size bronze statue of his father, Captain 5Charles Harris MC, wearing the Military Cross awarded to him by Field Marshal Montgomery in France in 1945).

         His proudest achievement however, the one for which he will be remembered 100 years from now, is the creation of the Harris Federation of academy schools.6
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            Chapter 1

            The City Technology College

         

         The common belief in educational circles is that academy schools, now the mainstay of England’s state education system, began when Tony Blair was elected Prime Minister in 1997. A year before the election, Blair had defined his three priorities as ‘education, education, education’, prompting the rejoinder from John Major, the then (Conservative) Prime Minister, that he had the same priorities – ‘but not necessarily in the same order’. Within a year of winning the election, the new Labour government launched a major programme to convert failing state comprehensive schools, whose educational results lagged far behind other countries, into academies, which are basically state schools that have been freed from the dead hand of local authority control and granted more freedom to manage their own affairs.8

         Blair, and his education minister Andrew Adonis, get – and deserve – a lot of the credit for developing the modern system which has done so much to improve the general level of education in England and Wales. But the concept of an academy school in fact dates from a decade before that – and Phil Harris was there at the beginning.

         His involvement with schools came about like this. Through most of Mrs Thatcher’s reign as Prime Minister (1979–1990), Sir Philip Harris, as he then was, served on an informal council that advised her on corporate matters. It consisted of an august group of businessmen, all of them successful in their fields, between them employing nearly a million people. They met, usually in the Cabinet Room in 10 Downing Street, about once every three months when the Prime Minister presided over a lively discussion on the big business issues of the day: the privatisation of state industries such as British Airways (whose chairman, Lord King, sat on the council), BT and British Gas; corporate taxes; City regulations; competition law; trade union legislation; industrial policy and so on. Mrs Thatcher was keenly interested to hear their views, their problems and their suggested solutions and she took copious notes. She always had a couple of ministers with her, usually the Chancellor of the Exchequer Sir Geoffrey Howe and, later, 9his successor Nigel Lawson, or the trade minister, whoever that happened to be at the time (there were ten in Thatcher’s eleven years in power).

         One of the topics that kept coming up was youth unemployment and what to do about it. The British manufacturing industry, which still accounted for 40 per cent of the economy (GDP) in the early 1970s (as of 2025 it was 8 per cent), had become hopelessly uncompetitive, and all over the country factories were closing. Whole industries, once the bedrock of Britain’s economy, effectively disappeared in a twenty-year period and workers in the shipbuilding, coal, textiles, chemicals and motor industry were laid off in their thousands. By 1986, there were 3.2 million people unemployed, representing 13.6 per cent of the workforce, a million of them between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four. Mrs Thatcher had been severely shaken by the rioting that had erupted in Brixton in the early 1980s when, for three days, mobs – predominantly young, unemployed men – fought police, attacked buildings and set fire to vehicles. Order was eventually restored but there were serious concerns in government circles that social unrest and more widespread riots were not far away. Unemployed youths would be at the centre of them.

         At one of the Downing Street meetings in 1986, with 10rumblings of further riots across the country, the Prime Minister went around the table and demanded of each businessman in the room: ‘Why don’t you employ more young people?’

         The response was pretty much the same: too many of Britain’s state schools were producing youngsters who were barely literate and were basically unemployable. The level of innumeracy was horrifyingly high, and the newspapers were full of stories about violence in classrooms, loss of discipline and truancy in schools. Teachers were demoralised and complaining – with some justification – that their pay had fallen behind other professions and there had been widespread industrial action which closed some schools for months.

         Mrs Thatcher, however, was far from satisfied with the answers she was getting. Her next question was typical of her: ‘Well, what are you going to do about it?’ She sent them away with that message ringing in their ears. Most of them thought that was the job of government, not their responsibility, but they promised to do their best, probably making no more than a token gesture. They had plenty of other matters to occupy them and youth unemployment was well down the list. Sir Philip Harris, whose roots were in south-east London – among the most deprived areas in Britain – was one of the few who took her seriously.11

         A few weeks later he received an invitation to attend an all-day conference in the House of Lords, chaired by (Lord) David Young, the Trade Secretary and a good friend of his, on the subject of reforming the state education system. Mrs Thatcher was there and, to everyone’s surprise, given all the urgent issues she had to deal with, she stayed all day. Kenneth Baker, the Secretary of State for Education, chaired the meeting, but the man who led much of the discussion was his special adviser, Cyril Taylor, a brilliant but eccentric right-wing academic who had been campaigning for radical reform of the state education system, including the involvement of the business sector, for years.

         Taylor deserves a special place in the history of today’s education system and the modern academy was basically his concept. When she first read one of his papers, Margaret Thatcher marked him down as a ‘wet’, but she changed her mind after Dr Robert Runcie, the Archbishop of Canterbury and Taylor’s former tutor at Cambridge, persuaded her that he had something very interesting to contribute to the education debate. She heard him out and soon came to admire what one commentator described as Taylor’s ‘American-inspired chutzpah’, fostered during the years he spent in the US, where he acquired an MBA from the Harvard Business School. She appointed him director of the Centre for Policy Studies, the 12think tank she had helped found (with Sir Keith Joseph) aimed at ‘rolling back the state and reforming public services’, and charged him with developing a policy, however radical, to restructure the education system as the first essential step to tackling youth unemployment.

         Kenneth Baker had long been an admirer of Taylor’s and brought him into government as his special adviser on education, a role which he was to occupy under four Prime Ministers, including both Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. Taylor proved far from popular with the civil servants who resented both the disdain with which he treated them and his direct access to government ministers. He was a multi-millionaire who had made a fortune by founding, and then selling, the American Institute for Foreign Study (AIFS), and refused to take a salary or even claim expenses from the government. He didn’t care who he offended. ‘He would bustle into the office as if he owned it, with his latest idea on how to reform Britain’s schools,’ one senior civil servant complained. ‘He’s like a firework you have to point in the right direction.’

         The conference which Harris attended was organised by Taylor who, supported by both Thatcher and Baker, had assembled an impressive group of senior City bankers, industrialists and academics, including Heather Brigstocke, the 13formidable head of St Paul’s School for Girls, one of Britain’s top
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