
Conservative Education 

 

 Great Britain is known as one of the major parliamentary democracies in Western 

Europe, specifically the Westminster System of democracy, which carries with it different tenets 

and requirements within the government. One of the recent bills that has come into contention 

with the public has been the education bill proposed by the Conservatives led by Prime Minister 

David Cameron in his coalition government with the Liberal Democrats led by Nick Clegg. The 

education bill will raise tuition up to three-fold depending on what universities would do. This 

bill has led to riots in the city of London and a sense of uneasiness in the government in the 

aftermath.  

 The government in Great Britain has almost always run in a single party majority, usually 

either the Conservatives or the Labour Party. This year, however, has been quite interesting in 

British politics as there has been a coalition government for the first time since World War II. 

What happened during the election in 2010 resulted in a hung parliament, whereby no single 

party had a positive majority of seats in Parliament. The United Kingdom is divided into 650 

different sections, which has a Member of Parliament (MP) representing it. To get a majority in 

Parliament, you need at least 326 and the Conservatives who were leading only had 307 seats
1
. 

The Labour Party who was the majority party only had 258 seats and the third leading party was 

the Liberal Democrats under their party leader, Nick Clegg. Both Labour and Conservative 

courted the Liberal Democrats to get into a coalition with but in the end, the Liberal Democrats 

chose to join up with the Conservative Party citing the fact that they were the leading majority 

and that the Labour Party was not in the best of light after the disastrous term under former 

Prime Minister, Gordon Brown.  

 After a shaky election, the new government was formed under Prime Minister David 

Cameron, leader of the Conservative Party taking Nick Clegg as his Deputy Prime Minister and 

promising a coalition of strength and one where the Conservatives would listen to the Liberal 

Democrats. It is quite interesting to see both parties together as they are on almost opposite sides 

of the political spectrum in their issues. The Liberal Democrats has typically focused on pushing 

the social agenda whilst the Conservatives sought to create a system of more dependence and 

less spending. One of the biggest things that was promised by the Conservatives was to work out 

electoral reform, which was an issue that the Liberal Democrats were championing. The Liberal 

Democrats sought to create a more representative electoral system rather than the current one 

which is not. However, recently, the one issue that has created a lot of tension on both sides and 

in the country is the recent education reform that is focused on raising tuition in public 

universities by almost threefold. This reform was started by the agenda setter, being the Prime 

Minister, David Cameron.  

 In order to get any law through, it has to be proposed as a Bill first to be reviewed under 

Parliament
2
 in the House of Commons where all the MPs reside. The House of Lords is the upper 

branch of Parliament but they do not really have much say in anything other than holding up the 

passage of a Bill into an Act to be made into a law. Since the education reform bill is still in the 

bill stage, it is still being discussed in Parliament and will require at least 326 signatures and 

supporters within Parliament in order for it to pass. Education has been a very steady policy in 

Great Britain with previous governments emphasizing the fact that the cost of tuition would not 

rise for a long time. The tuition has been capped at ~£3000 but with David Cameron’s new 
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proposal, tuition is set to rise to £6000 with universities having the permission to raise the tuition 

to £9000
3
. Prime Minister Cameron has defended his position on the bill stating that “it will 

make sure that our universities are well funded and we won’t go on increasing so fast the fees for 

overseas students” also citing the fact that universities don’t necessarily have to raise the tuition 

to £9000 but that they are merely given the option and that it must only be done in “exceptional 

circumstances”. However, a study by the Higher Education Policy Institute has found that all 

universities will end up charging the max amount to avoid being seen as “low quality” 

establishments
4
.  

 All of this presents a very significant challenge for David Cameron and the Conservative 

Party. Since they are not a majority part on their own, they must pull on the help of the Liberal 

Democrats but at the same time, the Liberal Democrats are not too fond of the policy with many 

MPs choosing to not support the Bill. The Liberal Democrats during the general election had 

always espoused the position that they would not raise tuition fees in any sense. They had signed 

a National Union of Students pledge to abolish student fees before the election in May. However, 

Nick Clegg has recently pledge his support stating that “this (the tuition hikes) is an 

extraordinarily difficult issue and I have been entirely open about the fact that we have not been 

able to deliver the policy that we held in opposition. Because of the financial situation, because 

of the compromises of the Coalition government, we had to put forward a different policy.” He 

has also added that the tuition hike would make sure that those who earn the least will pay much 

less than they do at the moment and that those who earn the most will pay more to provide a 

subsidy to allow underprivileged students to go to university. Despite these reassurances, he has 

faced very harsh criticism and has been called a “liar” on different occasions for going back on 

his original word with the NUS. When asked if he would meet the NUS again, he declined 

saying that met regular students often enough.   

 Nick Clegg’s support of the Bill has certainly helped the Coalition government maintain 

a sense of unity as they move forward to debate this bill and decide whether these tuition hikes 

will indeed come into being in 2012. However, despite this fact, a few Liberal Democrat MP’s 

have decided not to support the Bill and will vote against it rather than abstain, which would 

cause more damage to the reputation of the Coalition government. Under the Coalition 

Agreement that was signed on the creation of the Coalition government, Liberal Democrat MPs 

are allowed to abstain from a particular vote but rarely will Liberal Democrats ever vote against 

something that is brought forward by the majority party. The fact that some Liberal Democrats 

like Mark Williams of Ceredigion
5
 are willing to vote against the Bill is a sign of some potential 

dangers to come. If 20-30 Liberal Democrats choose to upset the apple cart and vote or abstain, it 

will send a clear message to the majority party and to the rest of the government that the rumored 

“marriage of convenience” might be just that.  

 The public is quite divided on the issue with students expressing vehement discontent 

with the propose tuition hikes having to suffer the most from the situation. Riots took place in the 

streets of London on November 11, 2010 as a small group of students broke away from the 

original peaceful protest of the tuition hikes and caused significant damage to the area. Violent 
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protests rarely occur in the UK and it sends a clear message to the Coalition government that it 

could be the start of something quite dangerous to continue the support of such a tuition hike. 

 In conclusion, the Coalition government created by David Cameron and Nick Clegg of 

the Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties respectively face a large challenge in trying to 

pass this new Bill that advocates the tuition hike in order to reduce the budget deficit and bring 

the debt under control. It will be interesting to see how to see how it will all play out in 

Parliament and whether ultimately this tuition hike will stay or be forced to be amended to take 

into account the views of the public.   
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