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Since the last issue of Education Journal Review we have
had a number of unwelcome shocks, from numerous
changes of editor as people, for perfectly good reasons,

found that they were unable to perform the duties of editor, to
the coronavirus pandemic that we have all had to endure.
    The result of this has been an unusual amount of
disruption to our publishing schedule. We have now resolved
these problems and all three issues of volume 26 will be
published this September, 2020. This will be followed by the
three issues of volume 27 which we intend to publish in October
and volume 28 which we will publish by the end of December
2020. 
    The editorial content of this issue is similar to that of the
last issue, volume 25 number 2. (The number of issues per
volume has increased from two to three with the current
volume.) Four papers on contemporary issues are presented.
That is followed by a series of reviews on all parliamentary
select committees on educational topics. The delay in
publication has meant that the reports in this issue are from
2018. However, with the rapid publication of the rest of this
volume which will take place later this month, we will soon catch
up and be able to present all the relevant parliamentary reports
up to the present time.
    Finally, we present a review of a report from the National
Audit Office on improving mental health services for children
and young people. While this was written towards the end of
2018, it is even more relevant now after six months of lockdown
and, for most children, absence from school. The NAO is a
body independent of government and ministers that is
responsible to Parliament. It is overseen by the Public
Accounts Commission (not to be confused with the Public
Accounts Committee, another parliamentary group, a number of
whose reports are also reviewed in this issue.) 

Demitri Coryton
Editor

Preface 
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‘Get readers on the wavelength
of emotions’: A preliminary 
thematic survey. 
By Emma Butler and Ben Screech 
Department of Education, University of
Gloucestershire 

Abstract: This article will introduce and discuss a new research
project being piloted by the University of Gloucestershire, in
Cheltenham, UK (funded by the European research funding
body ERASMUS); and carried out in collaboration with
research partners and NGOs in Italy, Romania and Lithuania.
The title of this project is: ‘get readers on the wavelength of
emotions’ (abbreviated to the acronym ‘GROWE’). In addition
to introducing the project, this article also aims to critique a
wide range of contemporary sources reflecting the key ideas
and objectives central to ‘GROWE’. We will argue the case for
the importance of the development of disciplinary literacy
taught in the context of social and emotional literacy skills
development, as they relate to a secondary school context. In
addition to this, we wish to reveal potential ‘gaps’ in the
current research that our curriculum and associated ‘toolkit’
(devised in the form of an ‘open educational resource’ [OER])
will seek to fill. 

Keywords: literacy, policy, practice, secondary schools,
curriculum.

Ostensibly, GROWE will develop both teacher
trainers’ and teachers’ competences to address
students’ literacy and emotional learning needs.
Teachers of diverse disciplines (not just language
and literature teachers) will develop their skills to

implement disciplinary literacy and students will use meaningful
reading and writing activities and master these strategies using
diverse authentic texts for young people. The European
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Literacy Policy Network (ELINET) recommends that all teachers
receive effective initial teacher education and professional
development in literacy teaching and learning in order to be
suitably prepared for the tasks of ensuring all Europeans are
able to read and write at a level that enables them to function
and develop in society, at home, at school and at work, in order
to achieve their aspirations as individuals, family members,
workers and citizens (ELINET, 2016). This recommendation
makes the case for the necessity of disciplinary literacy
approaches in achieving the stipulated goals. 

Disciplinary literacy focuses on the specifics of reading,
writing, and communicating within a discipline. Essentially, the
concept is interested in the ways of thinking, the skills, and the
tools used by experts in the disciplines (Shanahan &
Shanahan, 2012). Each discipline has a specialized vocabulary
and components unique to that discipline and secondary
students need to be therefore taught the “nuanced differences
in producing knowledge via written language across multiple
disciplines” (Moje, 2007, p. 9), which can be best achieved by
using authentic (i.e. not school textbook) texts – high quality
fiction and non-fiction literature for young people. 

Dunkerly-Bean & Bean assert that: “‘Disciplinary literacy
is based upon the idea that literacy and text are specialized,
and even unique, across the disciplines. Historians engage in
very different approaches to reading than mathematicians do,
for instance. Similarly, even those who know little about maths
or literature can easily distinguish a science text from a literary
one…” (2017). 

Disciplinary literacy then, emphasises mastery of the
key knowledge, abilities and language inherent to specific
academic disciplines. It implies that literacy skills must span the
curriculum and not be purely the domain of English classes. In
keeping with the current ERASMUS agenda as well as our
beliefs as a partnership of educators driven by a mutual sense
of shared social responsibility, our research and intervention will
notably also be focused on supporting young peoples’
development in contexts of socio-economic disadvantage.
Uniquely however, our project will endeavour to ‘tie’ disciplinary
literacy teaching to social and emotional learning development.
Our main objective in GROWE is essentially to increase our
partner organisations’ capacity to support teachers in
developing their students’ literacy and social-emotional skills in
tandem. In so doing, we aim to develop and test an in-service

Emma Butler and Ben Screech
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teacher training course to prepare teachers for addressing
students’ literacy and social-emotional learning needs and
subsequently to this, to develop the aforementioned ‘toolkit’
(OER) indicative of good practice, to inspire teachers to adopt
effective strategies for developing their students’ literacy and
social-emotional skills in lower-secondary settings. 

In terms of assessing the ultimate impact of our project,
we anticipate that 12 teacher educators will be trained how to
deliver the teacher training programme. As a result of this, 100
trained teachers will become highly skilled in developing
literacy and social-emotional skills in the classroom while
teaching various age groups and disciplines. 2500 students will
therefore improve their literacy and social-emotional skills as a
result of participating in classroom activities that pursue these
goals explicitly, in addition to discipline-related learning
objectives. Overall, 4 schools in four different European
countries will adopt school-wide practices to improve literacy
and social-emotional skills in an integrated manner, to support
their students’ academic success and personal growth.

The ‘European Pillar of Social Rights’ states that
European citizens have the right to ‘quality and inclusive
education, training and lifelong learning in order to maintain and
acquire skills that enable them to participate fully in society’
(European Parliament, Council of the European Union and
European Commission, 2017, p.11). The document’s emphasis
on education and opportunity aims to address a perceived
shortfall in social capital across the European Union. The
European Commission has identified eight key competencies
which will equip its citizens with the knowledge, skills and
dispositions necessary to engage in lifelong learning (European
Commission, 2018), and thereby becoming active citizens who
will thrive in an increasingly complex world. Two of these
mutually reinforcing competences are ‘Literacy’ and ‘Personal,
Social and Learning’. The GROWE project’s  integrated model
of intervention will support disadvantaged students in the four
participating countries to build their competences in these two
key areas. The reason for this stems from our belief as a
research partnership, that improved literacy skills and improved
social and emotional skills, whilst ensuring lifelong learning
capacities, will, in turn, foster more engaged citizens who will
lead healthier and more meaningful personal and working lives
in the future.

Emma Butler and Ben Screech
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The recently announced scores from the Programme of
International Student Assessment (PISA) revealed that over 10
million students across the 79 participating countries were
unable to complete the most basic reading tasks and that the
top 10% of students in terms of socio-economical advantage
outperformed the bottom 10%, a statistic of particular relevance
to the GROWE project. This gap in literacy achievement,
equivalent to approximately three years of schooling, has
remained largely unchanged in over a decade (Schleicher,
2018). There is evidence that this gap is mirrored within
European countries and that the trend of underachievement
has worsened over the last decade (European Commission,
2018). One in five 15-year-olds lacked basic literacy skills in
2016 (European Literacy Policy Network [ELINET], 2016),
whereas the figure has now increased to one in four
(Schleicher, 2018). The Organisation for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) identified, partly in response to this
disturbing picture, that students will need a ‘broad mix of skills,
including strong cognitive and socio-emotional skills’ to thrive in
our rapidly changing knowledge-based society (OECD, 2019).

The 2018 revision to the European framework outlining
the key competences for lifelong learning reveals some
significant modifications from the recommendations adopted
and disseminated to member states in 2006. Two of its eight
original competences, ‘Learning to Learn’ and ‘Social and Civic
Competences’ (European Commission, 2007), have been partly
amalgamated, but also reconceptualised: the ‘Learning to
Learn’ competence has been updated to a ‘Personal, Social
and Learning’ competence, and ‘Social and Civic’ competence
to ‘Civic’ competence (European Commission, 2018). In
isolating civic competences from social competences, greater
prominence has understandably been given to the need for
democratic and engaged citizenship in today’s increasingly
connected and globalised societies. In regrouping and blending
personal and social competences with learning competencies,
however, greater emphasis has been awarded to the widely
accepted need for developing strong life-skills in today’s
uncertain and complex world (Council of the European Union,
2017; UNICEF, 2012). In addition to this however, and perhaps
more significantly for the GROWE project, in aligning the
knowledge, skills and attitudes associated with personal and
social competences more closely with the learning process, the
affective and social dimensions of learning itself can be more

Emma Butler and Ben Screech
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firmly acknowledged.
Extensive research has been carried out over the last

two decades examining the role social and emotional skills play
in facilitating academic growth, in preparing young people more
effectively for the world of work and in ensuring deeper
personal fulfilment (Zins et al., 2004; Cefai and Cavioni, 2014;
Park et al., 2017), and much work has been done to develop
programmes in each age phase of the education systems
across the European Union which help support students’ social
and emotional development (Cefai et al., 2017). A careful
review of this combined body of research will be necessary to
ensure its recommendations form the basis of GROWE’s
integrated approach to literacy and socio-emotional needs.
However, it is first necessary to narrow our focus to look at
social and emotional development, to initially understand how it
can be conceptualised, to then be able to examine in greater
detail, why it is so critical in supporting academic learning. 
Social and emotional learning (SEL) concerns the holistic
development of young people which will enable them to relate
to the world and navigate its opportunities and challenges
successfully (Yoder, 2014). It is a process, according to the
Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning
(CASEL), through which they will acquire and apply the
necessary knowledge, skills and dispositions to understand and
manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and
show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive
relationships and make responsible decisions (CASEL, 2019a).
CASEL has identified five core competencies which underpin
this process. They cover affective, social and cognitive
competences and the emphasis falls on intrapersonal skills and
interpersonal skills. The five competences are: self-awareness;
self-management; social awareness; relationship skills; and
responsible decision-making. CASEL defines each competence
and sets out a range of associated skills (CASEL, 2019b).
Intrapersonal skills (emotional regulation, impulse control, goal
setting and self-efficacy, for example) are needed for effective
functioning as an individual whilst interpersonal skil ls
(communication, empathy, relationship building and teamwork,
for example) are needed to interact successfully with others
(Domitrovich et al., 2017). 

This model has been widely adopted internationally and
has been used as the basis for universal whole-school
approaches to SEL (Weissberg and Cascarino, 2013).

Education Journal Review • Vol. 26 No. 1
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Variations of these competencies have been proposed and
examined under a range of different labels, such as life-skills
(Council of the European Union, 2017; Botvin and Griffin,
2004), 21st Century skills (Puerta, Valerio, and Bernal, 2016;
Silva, 2009) or non-cognitive skills (Puerta, Valerio, and Bernal,
2016; Dweck, Walton and Cohen, 2014), but whatever terms for
these competences are used, they have been associated over
the last two decades with a wide range of outcomes spanning
physical and mental health, employment and income
(Goodman et al., 2015; OECD, 2015; Domitrovich et al., 2017).
The case for whole-school SEL programmes indicates,
however, that whilst the mastering of these core competencies
supports emotionally literate young people, it also supports
more academically successful young people. 

Durlak et al.’s (2011) landmark study documents the
multiple benefits from SEL and builds on earlier investigations
into the l ink between SEL programmes and academic
achievement conducted by Zins et al. (2004). Durlak et al.’s
meta-analysis of 213 school-based universal SEL programmes
found that such programmes unsurprisingly led to
improvements in socio-emotional skills. An increase in prosocial
attitudes and behaviours was identified, which, alongside a
greater school connectedness, resulted in a simultaneous
decrease in conduct issues, emotional distress and reduced
drug use. Significantly, however, this study found that these
benefits were accompanied by an 11-percentile point gain in
academic performance. The more recent longitudinal study,
conducted by Taylor et al. (2017) investigated whether such
gains were short-term or long lasting. This international meta-
analysis of 82 school-based SEL interventions found similar
improvements in socio-emotional skills, attitudes and behaviour
and similar decreases in conduct problems and emotional
distress 6 months to 18 years after the SEL programmes
ended. A striking 13 percentile difference on average was
found, however, in the academic achievement of those students
who had been involved in SEL programmes over those who
had not over three years later. The meta-analysis therefore
makes a strong case for the lasting benefits of SEL, not only
with regards to socio-emotional skills but also with regards to
academic skills.

Further European-based studies have confirmed these
findings. Wigglesworth et al.’s (2016) UK study, a complement
to and extension of Durlak et al.’s earlier work, echoed the 2011

Vol. 26 No. 1 • Education Journal Review
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meta-analysis, finding similar short-term and immediate
benefits of SEL. Sklad et al.’s Dutch study looked at the longer-
term benefits and focussed on more recent school-based SEL
programmes than Durlak et al.’s meta-analysis, limiting its
analysis to the 13 years previous to publication. The benefits
over the longer term were found to be stronger for social and
emotional skills and prosocial behaviours, but increased
academic performance was also identified. Thus, the benefit of
schools focussing on SEL is irrespective of national and cultural
contexts. A further pertinent finding from this meta-analysis is
the effectiveness of promoting SEL in secondary education.
Despite a wealth of evidence which suggests that laying firm
social and emotional foundations in the preschool and primary
years is vital (Jones, Greenberg and Crowley, 2015; Goodman
et al., 2015), the findings from Sklad et al.’s study suggest that
secondary schools can offer just as effective a context to
develop SEL as pre- and primary schools. Indeed, the
importance of SEL and the affective dimensions of learning
have long been acknowledged in early years curricula. The
2012 revision of the English Early Years Foundation Stage, for
example, identif ied Personal, Social and Emotional
Development as a ‘prime area’ of learning to be focussed on in
the earliest years, and set out the Characteristics of Effective
Learning, a set of affective and cognitive skills to underpin the
learning process, which practitioners have the statutory duty to
promote across all areas of learning  (Department for
Education, 2012). However, Dusenbury et al. (2014; 2015)
make the compelling case that SEL instruction should continue
beyond the preschool and primary years. The GROWE project
aims to focus on students who are in the early stages of their
secondary education.

Although the studies further identified that the benefits
of SEL are universal and are not limited by social, economic,
cultural or geographic backgrounds (Taylor et al., 2017),
promoting SEL may be of particular importance for students
coming from socio-economically deprived backgrounds. Yoder
(2014) recognises that disadvantage brings with it additional
stressors which can impede effective learning, but Goodman et
al. (2015) identify that students from disadvantaged
backgrounds have, on average, weaker social and emotional
skills than their more advantaged peers. This indicates that the
benefits of SEL, and the resultant gains in academic
achievement, will be disproportionately distributed, unless

Education Journal Review • Vol. 26 No. 1

Emma Butler and Ben Screech



9

particular focus is placed on closing the gap in social and
emotional capacities between students from advantaged and
disadvantaged backgrounds. This is of key significance for the
GROWE project.

Ultimately then, long term academic progress can be
supported by SEL programmes throughout all educational age
phases, irrespective of the settings’ geographical locations and
the socio-economic communities they serve. However, the
GROWE project is not proposing a school-wide SEL
programme, but an integrated model whereby social and
emotional competences are nurtured alongside literacy skills
throughout the curriculum. This requires an understanding of
the role emotional and social factors play first and foremost in
the learning process, but also in the development of literacy
skills more specifically.

The critical role emotions play in cognitive performance
is becoming widely acknowledged (Pekrum, 2017; Pekrum et
al., 2011; Pekrum and Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2012) and research
is increasingly focussing on understanding the impact epistemic
emotions (surprise, curiosity, confusion, frustration and
boredom, for example) and achievement emotions (hope and
pride in response to success and anxiety and shame in
response to failure, for example) can have on the learning
process and learning outcomes (Pekrun et al., 2017), especially
with regards to adolescents’ educational experience (Pekrun,
2017). Emotions can be evoked by information processing
during a learning episode, but crucially will affect cognitive
processes such as attention, memory, problem-solving and the
use of learning strategies which are all critical in knowledge
acquisition. 

Learning is also at its heart relational and students learn
and develop within a complex network of relationships
spanning their teachers, their peers and their families (Zins et
al., 2004). Studies have been conducted which have indicated
that students learn more when working in groups than when
they work independently (Darling-Hammond et al., 2008). The
negotiation and construction of meaning through dialogue leads
to deeper understanding (Lent, 2016). Therefore, students’
abilities to not only regulate their emotions but also to manage
their relationships wil l  either facil i tate or impede their
engagement with the learning process and will thus ultimately
drive success or failure in their academic achievement.
Intrapersonal skills will enable students to maintain the positive

Vol. 26 No. 1 • Education Journal Review
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epistemic and achievement emotions, whilst regulating the
negative emotions, and interpersonal skills will enable students
to establish supportive, rewarding relationships, based on
tolerance and respect, which will support collaborative working
(Domitrovich, 2017; Hagelskamp et al., 2013; Weissberg and
Cascarino, 2013).

Hill et al. (2008) highlight that academic growth is
fostered more effectively by SEL programmes, than
programmes focussing on academic skills alone. Equally, Elias
(2004), in reviewing the impact of the particular SEL
programme Social Decision Making and Social Problem
Solving (SDM/SPS), concludes that pedagogical approaches
need to infuse academic learning with social and emotional
teaching across the curriculum. Explicit social and emotional
skill instruction, followed by opportunities for application in
order that the skills become generalised, needs to be situated
throughout the curriculum. Promoting SEL is crucial, but
discrete SEL programmes are not sufficient. Using Elias’
metaphor of SEL offering students a beacon for safe passage
through their school and future life, the light provided by a
strong understanding and effective application of social and
emotional skills should be kept alight across the curriculum. By
integrating socio-emotional learning and literacy, the GROWE
project will seek, through its teacher-training programme, to
embed exactly this light throughout the curriculum.

Zins et al.’s 2004 investigation into the evidence-base
for the role played by SEL in academic success concluded by
identifying critical research issues for the future. The need to
further examine pedagogical approaches and the
implementation of SEL curricula were highlighted, alongside
developing supportive and caring learning environments and
fostering partnerships between parents and teachers (Wahlberg
et al., 20014). The work done by CASEL has picked up on
these threads. Its guide to school-wide SEL essentials (CASEL,
2019c) offers schools research-informed guidance and tools to
achieve systemic implementation of SEL. Weissberg and
Cascarino (2013) identify two mutually reinforcing strategies as
being key: the systematic teaching and modelling of socio-
emotional competences with opportunities for students to apply
them throughout their school day and the establishing of safe,
equitable and engaging learning environments involving
students’ peers, family and school community. Incorporating
SEL strategies at class and school level will ensure rich and

Education Journal Review • Vol. 26 No. 1

Emma Butler and Ben Screech



11

supportive learning environments (Charles A Dana Center and
CASEL, 2016). The Center on Great Teachers and Leaders
(GTL) identified ten teaching practices, falling into two domains,
which will promote SEL: social teaching practices and
instructional teaching practices. A set of social teaching
practices (TP), such as student-centred discipline [TP1] and
responsibil i ty and choice [TP3], focus on the explicit
development of social and emotional competences, providing
structures for students to acquire these. A set of instructional
teaching practices, such as cooperative learning [TP5] and
classroom discussions [TP6], seek to offer students
opportunit ies to apply and further develop their SEL
competences (GTL, 2019). These recommendations will inform
GROWE’s integrated model of intervention. 

Taylor and Dymnicki (2007), in their response to Zins et
al.’s conclusions, observe that ample research has been
conducted on how to teach content-specific SEL curricula and
how to develop supportive and caring learning environments,
but that if SEL is to fulfil its promise to further support academic
learning, more focussed research needs to be carried out into
how to infuse SEL skills into existing curricula, as well as how
to create opportunities for students to learn through authentic
experiences. Some work on this is currently being undertaken,
with SEL core competencies being mapped against subject
specific standards and SEL strategies being integrated within
subject-specific teaching (Charles A Dana Center and CASEL,
2016). A research project in the US, for example, found that
integrating SEL strategies into instructional approaches within
the mathematical curriculum led to specific gains in students’
mathematical performance across a range of competences
(Ravitz, 2013). A further study focussing on a mathematical
intervention, ‘Intensified Algebra’, which covered core
mathematical content, the application of mathematical
reasoning and explicit teaching of key attitudes and behaviour
essential to success, found that the students were two-and-a
half times more likely to succeed with this intervention, than
with an intervention focussing on maths skills alone (Tidd et al.,
2015). The GROWE project aims to build on this work by
investigating how the explicit teaching of SEL skills can be
embedded within the teaching of literacy skills across the
curriculum, incorporating them into experiences of authentic
texts. 

There is overwhelming evidence that literacy plays a
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significant role in individuals’ happiness and success (Dugdale
and Clark, 2008). There is a well-proven, if complex,
relationship between literacy and a range of life outcomes,
covering physical and mental health, economic well-being,
family life, civic engagement and criminal offending (Morrisroe,
2014). Adults with poor literacy levels are more likely to have
poorer health, to be financially worse off and to live in deprived
communities (Gilbert et al., 2018). Poor literacy drives poverty,
can lead to social, economic and cultural exclusion and
therefore undermines social cohesion: it presents a barrier to
social justice (Dugdale and Clark, 2008).

With these statistics in mind, the need to tackle poor
literacy in education is a well-recognised priority across Europe
(European Commission, 2018). Three out of four of the
participating countries in the GROWE project achieved only a
level 2 in the most recent PISA rankings for reading
(Schleicher, 2019, p.6) and ELINET identified a ‘long tail of
underachievement’ in lower achieving readers in the fourth
(ELINET, 2016, p.8). Indeed, the gap in reading performance
between students from high socio-economic backgrounds and
low socio-economic backgrounds in this country was higher
than the European average, although this gap has been
recently narrowed (Schleicher, 2019), seemingly reversing the
previously identified stagnation in literacy improvements
(Kuczern, 2016). Nonetheless, in 2019, 120 000 disadvantaged
10-11-year-olds fell below the expected standard in reading at
the end of their primary career (Quigley and Coleman, 2019).
Literacy unlocks the curriculum; as academic success across
the curriculum depends on sound literacy skills, these 10-11-
year-olds will start their secondary school career from a
severely weakened platform.

It is clear that literacy matters, and the GROWE project
will build upon pedagogical approaches which will support
students’ developing literacy skills across the curriculum,
drawing on the latest evidence-based recommendations. But
what is meant by literacy? It is essential to first clarify the
specific set of skills the project is hoping to nurture and what
they might look like in the diverse curricular subject areas. For
over two decades, researchers have been investigating the
development of literacy skills, not within the literacy classroom,
but across the curriculum within secondary settings. Early
attempts to challenge the assumption that literacy instruction is
solely the responsibility of literacy teachers, and to tackle poor
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l i teracy rates by involving all subject teachers, were
unsuccessful (Moje, 2008), as were attempts to improve
secondary literacy levels by boosting primary children’s literacy
skills (Shanahan and Shanahan, 2008). A range of factors,
spanning students’ and teachers’ knowledge and belief about
literacy, school structures and the dominance of subjects in the
division of the curriculum, have been identified for the former,
but the failures of both prompted a consideration of what it
means to learn in each distinct subject area and how
knowledge is differently constructed within each. A
reconceptualised view of literacy has resulted: literacy within
secondary schools needs to be approached from the vantage
point of disciplinary learning theory rather than literacy theory
(Moje, 2008). Disciplinary Literacy (DL), a term coined in 2002
by the Institute for Learning at the University of Pittsburgh
Learning Research and Development Centre, is consequently
an approach which acknowledges that knowledge production,
evaluation and dissemination is distinct in each subject area
and thus requires distinct ways of reading, writing, talking and
thinking to be explicitly taught (Shanahan and Shanahan,
2008). Key aspects of a DL approach, according to Moje
(2008), are the discourses and practices each subject pursues,
the identities and identifications each subject offers and the
knowledge base each subject requires. These three central
ingredients need careful consideration by teachers, teacher-
trainers and researchers if the literacy needs of secondary
school students are to be met. If secondary teachers felt
previously that teaching literacy was the preserve of literacy
teachers, they can now feel empowered: they are tasked with
teaching literacy as it relates to their discipline in which they are
expert (Lent, 2016).

The University of Pittsburgh launched a DL framework
in 2002, which identified five key principles: knowledge and
thinking must go hand in hand; learning is apprenticeship;
teachers are mentors of apprentices; classroom culture
socialises intelligence; instruction and assessment drive each
other (McConachie and Petrosky, 2010, p.23-4). These
principles, exemplified in Lent’s (2016) guidance and suggested
tools for implementing DL strategies, comprise a rigorous
approach to supporting discipline-specific ways of reading,
writing, talking and thinking, ensuring deep content expertise is
achieved across the curriculum. The Education Endowment
Foundation (EEF) has recently published seven evidence-
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based recommendations for implementing DL (Quigley and
Coleman, 2019) ranging from ensuring teachers build subject-
specific academic vocabularies to a focus on supporting
students’ abilities to read and access subject-specific academic
texts. The pedagogical approaches suggested for the latter
revolve around teaching students to become strategic readers,
able to draw on a suite of reading strategies, such as activating
prior knowledge, questioning, clarifying and predicting. How
these principles (McConachie and Petrosky, 2010) and
recommendations (Quigley and Coleman, 2019) align with the
teaching approaches identified as supporting SEL (GTL, 2019;
CASEL 2019c; Weissberg and Cascarino, 2013; Charles A
Dana Center and CASEL, 2016), discussed previously, will form
a principal focus of the GROWE project. 

The principles offer echoes of Claxton’s Learning Power
(Claxton, 2002), a dispositions-based approach to learning
which seeks to empower students with transferable cognitive,
affective and thinking skills. Claxton’s 4Rs of resilience,
resourcefulness, reflectiveness and reciprocity drive the
learning process and enhance students’ autonomy. Aspects of
‘resourcefulness’ (cognitive capacities such as reasoning,
making links and questioning, for example) resonate with the
need to master subject-specific habits of thinking in DL’s first
principle. Indeed, aspects of ‘resilience’ (affective capacities
such as perseverance and focus, for example) would equally
underpin and strengthen this process, mirroring the first two DL
principles. This emerging overlap in pedagogies becomes
clearer when the nature of teacher-student relationships in both
DL and SEL is brought into the picture. Central to both DL and
SEL is the understanding of the teacher as coach rather than
didact, a pedagogical posit ion which nurtures student
autonomy. The requirement to observe democratic norms and
offer meaningful choices, aspects of GTL’s third social teaching
practice ‘Responsibility and Choice’ (GTL, 2019) aligns well
with the third DL principle ‘teachers are mentors of apprentices’
(McConachie and Petrosky, 2010). The need in both DL and
SEL frameworks to consider the wider ecology of the settings
pin-points further planes of alignment. DL’s fourth principle,
‘classroom culture socialises intelligence’, acknowledges the
relational aspect of learning and encourages a collaborative
approach to engage in deep disciplinary learning. Indeed,
Deakin-Crick et al.’s (2007) investigation into the various factors
contributing to learner-centred classroom cultures identifies a

Education Journal Review • Vol. 26 No. 1

Emma Butler and Ben Screech



15

range of critical domains: teachers’ abilities to facilitate positive
personal relationships, encourage higher-order thinking and
protect emotional safety within school structures and processes
are three which ensure a student-centred psycho-social
ecosystem. Links can be drawn to Weissberg and Cascarino’s
(2013) observations on the importance of learning
environments to promote SEL, but also to GTL’s fourth teaching
practice ‘Co-operative Learning’ (GTL, 2019), which aims to
support students’ abilities to work collaboratively towards a
collective goal to achieve meaningful understanding, and the
fifth ‘Classroom Discussions’ (GTL, 2019), which aims to
support students’ abilities to listen attentively and build on each
other’s thinking. We can draw a tentative conclusion that the
greater the SEL competences, the deeper the DL learning: the
GROWE project will seek to explore, and potentially validate,
this possibility. 

McConachie and Petrosky propose a foundational
model for DL: it requires teaching and learning ‘on the diagonal’
(2010, p.22). To achieve deep learning, where critical thinking
and problem-solving flourish, disciplinary content knowledge
needs to blend with discipline-specific habits of thinking. The
integrated model of intervention that the GROWE project will be
designing will similarly require teaching and learning ‘on the
diagonal’. For our students to achieve a desirable balance of
the necessary knowledge, skills and dispositions to ensure their
competences in literacy and in socio-emotional learning, DL
needs to blend with SEL. Both teachers and students will need
to consider the specific requirements and principles of DL
alongside those of SEL so that students can develop across
both dimensions, drawing on and maximising cognitive and
affective skills and opportunities, to ‘learn on the diagonal’.
Elish-Piper et al. also consider how a DL approach can support
learners in terms of what they term ‘mastery of learning
outcomes’ (2016, p.87). Such an emphasis on ‘mastery’ does
bring their research into closer proximity with UK-specific
pedagogy - wherein the notion of ‘mastery’ is more established
than DL. Mastery approaches are concerned with ‘deep
learning’; with the idea that the highest quality educational
practices are concerned with mining the depths of a subject,
rather than skirting their peripheries. 

This constitutes some key food-for-thought in terms of
our overall approach with GROWE. We need to consider how
to ensure our integrated model of intervention becomes
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‘purposeful’. This approach would be less concerned with
check-lists and success-criteria, and more with developing a
masterful depth of learning that includes transferable elements
across disciplines. Crucially too, we are committed to giving our
students a range of social and emotional learning skills, in
tandem with their mastering of the specif ic academic
disciplines. Cain’s volume on mastery privileges the notion of
what he terms ‘journey over destination’ (2018, p.2). In this way,
he considers the need for teachers to ‘focus less on outcomes
(measured by narrow assessment criteria’) and more on
process’ (2018). This again, will comprise an underpinning
philosophy in terms of our approach to GROWE and its
potential impact on young people. One of the key SEL traits we
hope to embed is that of intrinsic motivation – of learning for its
own sake, and therefore the requirement to assess needs to be
secondary to the need for providing materials and approaches
which are  engaging, dynamic and likely to have a positive
impact on an adolescent audience providing what Seel and
Attewell term ‘an important turning point in re-engaging
[disadvantaged teenagers] in the learning process’ (1998,
p.255). 

That said however, assessment for DL does need to be
factored into our approach with GROWE, and how we achieve
this / what this could look like, will become one of the primary
focuses of the toolkit / OER development. With assessment in
mind however, Peters et al. (2016) suggest the need for this in
terms of DL to be highly consistent, systemic and ‘coordinated’
(2016, N.P.A) across the disciplines in question, to allow for the
skills pupils need to respond to certain techniques (e.g.:
questioning), to be reinforced and consolidated across classes.
Peters et al. advocate for the need for: “‘Assessment tasks to
be dynamic, vigorous, purposeful, ongoing and interactive […]
Assessment must be flexible; based on important strategies,
methods, skills and techniques and based on significant,
meaningful, and worthwhile disciplinary content.” (2016, N.P.A)

We would also add to this, the cruciality of assessment
having a self-reflexive component, wherein students are
encouraged to reflect not just on their learning of disciplinary
content, but also on the progress they are making in terms of
their learning more generally, and specifically in terms of this
project, their SEL and subject-specific reading skills. In addition
to this however, Peters et al. also highlight the need for
teachers of DL to have regular opportunities to think about and
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reflect on their own practice, particularly in terms of the way
they carry out assessment for learning. (To this end, they
discuss the usefulness of ‘video records of practice’).
Embedded within theoretical discussions centring on DL, we
also encounter the phrase ‘threshold concepts’ or ‘threshold
knowledge’ appearing routinely in the literature. Introduced in
the early 2000s by Meyer and Land (2001), the ‘threshold’ in
this sense, is viewed as a ‘portal’ which the learner must pass
through at a certain early stage of encountering a new subject,
whereupon: “A new perspective opens up, allowing things
formerly not perceived to come into view. This permits a new
and previously inaccessible way of thinking about something. It
represents a transformed way of understanding, or interpreting,
or viewing something, without which the learner cannot
progress, and results in a reformulation of the learners’ frame of
meaning.” (Meyer, Land and Baillie, 2010, p.9). 

Such shifts in ‘perspective’ are crucial in our mission for
GROWE, and the affective aspects of this (its ‘transformative’
and ‘reformulating’ elements to cite Meyer and Land), we
foresee as having a pivotal aspect on the identity development
of learners. This will particularly be the case when we are able
to reflect back to teachers and learners how far they have
travelled, and how their conception of being a learner has
changed as a result of their interaction with the GROWE model. 
Considering how children read and the relationship and
transference of their existing reading skills to a DL programme,
where they will be identifying and utilising entirely new reading
skills unique to specific disciplines, in addition to further honing
more traditionally ‘literary’ reading skills such as inference and
deduction, will be a crucial aspect of our research and writing of
the GROWE training curriculum and subsequent toolkit. There
is also a danger however, that the temptation may be to apply
an ‘English-lens’ to the way we read concepts and content
across the disciplines. Avoiding this will be crucial, and one way
of ensuring this is, as discussed previously, to seek content-
specific advice from experts. In addition to this however, Lent
suggests that at the root of engaging disadvantaged teenagers
and / or reluctant readers with reading across the disciplines is
the need to initially ensure that a good breadth of high-quality
texts are available to cater for myriad interests, reading abilities
and tastes in different curriculum areas; in addition to ensuring
adolescent learners are encouraged to ‘shape their own
reading through autonomy and ownership’ (2015, p. 126). 
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Lent also indicates the importance of reading
constituting an ‘active’ and dynamic process in the DL
classroom, highlighting the cruciality of ‘deconstructing’,
‘stopping and talking’, ‘challenging’ and ‘writing questions’. In
addition, the role of questioning in terms of DL is something that
is raised routinely by Lent, as well as other texts listed in this
literature review. With this in mind, we would advocate for the
adoption of at least some of Chambers’ taxonomy of questions
designed to encourage ‘book talk’ with young people indicated
in his book entitled: Tell Me: Children, Reading and Talk (1993).
Whilst these are primarily intended to be used to unpack
fictional texts, there are many questions that can be adapted to
relate to both the overall experience of reading, in addition to
the content knowledge students are developing through their
engagement with texts, for example a question such as: Which
aspects of the book helped you to understand the subject best
and why? Which could help learners to elicit key content
information from the text, to back up their newly-acquired
knowledge of the subject?

We would ultimately suggest that the key thing we need
to bear in mind, as researchers relatively new to this area of
pedagogy, is the importance of maintaining a child-centred
approach in our writing of the GROWE curriculum and
associated tool-kit / OER. We believe this is particularly the
case given our research and final product centres on young
people in contexts of disadvantage, so seeking strategies to
engage and, to quote Lent to ‘give ownership’ (2015, p.126) to
young people over their reading (and; by proxy, their learning),
is of considerable importance. This, we would argue, is
particularly the case given that our target demographic has just
passed the transition from primary to secondary school and, as
the Woolcott Research findings demonstrate: ‘something
happens to the reading experience of young people to make it
seem a lot less enjoyable when they reach secondary school
than it was in primary school’ (2001, p.19). With this in mind, we
would therefore argue that with the inclusion of primary
specialists within the GROWE partnership team at the
University of Gloucestershire, we are in a potentially useful
position in this regard, to consider which aspects of primary
literacy (and cross-curricular combinations with literacy)
practice may effectively translate to a lower-secondary setting,
and how to bring about both ‘enjoyment’ and engagement in
texts for  the students who, we believe, will ultimately stand to
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benefit from GROWE. 
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Abstract: Case study, Cees de Boer:
When Cees de Boer was born in 1966, he was a healthy boy
who weighed more than 8 pounds. It was striking that as a
baby he often “froze” when he was touched. His mother (Mrs.
Klaassen) called him "as stiff as a board". She says that during
the first year he cried a lot, even though, as she called it, "all
conditions were met (clean diaper, enough milk)". Sometimes
Cees seemed completely inconsolable, although he regularly
responded well to his father, despite the fact that father was
often away from home because of his busy job. This was
frustrating, because "as a mother you are still constantly busy
with your child” and with the other children mother
experienced "affection (satisfaction) in return", which she
didn’t experience with Cees. From the second year of life it all
went a little bit easier, Cees was a little slow compared to his
brother and sister with regard to the milestones (standing,
first steps, first words) and he had problems with his balance
until he was almost 4. Sudden sounds could get in his way, he
then showed withdrawal and was unattainable. At the age of
4 it was clear that he started shaking to and fro, and thus got
himself (his fright, or fear) under control. His mother says she
felt powerless, because she could not reach him at those
moments.

In the kindergarten Cees was mostly daydreaming, he
seemed absent. He had little or no contact with peers, but
started to tell stories in which all classmates were present. He
literally took the stories of the kindergarten teacher. When the
teacher imagined that the children were cars or planes at the
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gym class, Cees told at home about all cars (the other
children), and about their structural characteristics (clothing
colours, length). Cars were the favourite toys of Cees; he was
constantly arranging them and placing them in his bed. When
the structure was broken, Cees did not rest before having
recovered everything. Cees had a great interest in technical
things, such as cars, of which he recognized and could identify
every model and type. He was also able to trace number
plates at a very young age. Tolls, swings, garlands and bells he
found it all very fascinating, he could spend hours looking only
at swing movements. At school, in class 1 (now group 3), he
turned his ink pen around on the table top, for example, and
he could keep doing this for a long time, to the annoyance of
the teacher. He was hard to break through when performing
this kind of action. This resulted in a trajectory via
paediatrician to "neurologist" and the diagnosis followed:
autism. At that time, this was a very unusual diagnosis, and it
was generally assumed that Cees would not develop
intellectually well.

He showed many of the characteristics that prevailed
at the time (early 70s): misunderstood fascinations,
meaningless repetitive actions, reduced learning ability,
retreat in one's own world, little or no interaction with peers.
It was also stated that the bonding was probably not well
established. Looking backwards, his mother felt guilt and
shame: "It was as if I were a cold mother who had not been
able to build a bond with Cees, while I was successful with his
brother and sister ". This also drove father and mother apart,
because his father thought there was nothing wrong with
Cees. And, as mother tells us now, "Cees also got along very
well with his father, it was a real father's child, while my ex-
husband was only limited present at home". Mrs Klaassen: "At
that time, Cees was about 8 years old, I decided that it would
be better if Cees got the care he needed, in a special home".
Her ex-husband refused to take that step: "a short time later,
we split up and my ex-husband has taken care of Cees.
Eventually Cees was very bad in subjects such as geography,
history and language. However, in arithmetic he soon showed
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a special insight, which was noticed by the master in class 5
(group 7). The master challenged him, and it soon became
clear that whatever problem he presented, Cees could solve it
in no time. For example, count all numbers from 1 to 100
together. Cees thought for a moment and then said: "That is
50 times 101; 100 + 1 and 99 + 2, 98 + 3 ... 51 + 50 ". The
master made it more difficult by asking for the addition of all
numbers between 20 and 30, and in no time Cees reached the
general rule.

In puberty, Cees became interested in girls because he
fell in love with Anna. Although he never reached her in those
years (he did not know how, he was too shy) he began to see
social interaction as a complex mathematical system. He
obtained his gymnasium diploma with as many science
subjects as possible. However, in the meantime art had also
gained his interest and in the end he became a successful AI
professor. Miraculously, he met again with Anna at the
university, and wham, it’s a perfect storm: Cees and Anna
have a family with 2 children, who are both studying at
university. People in Cees's surroundings still find him a bit
"different", but in general they are fond of him and certainly
also in the way he manages to analyse social situations very
"formally" and from there comes with insights that are of
added value on the more "everyday intuition" of his
fellowmen. In his work as a professor, Cees regularly meets
"fellow autists", people with a great talent, but who are
sometimes dramatically poorly able to turn this into labour or
broader life success. This gives Cees a drive to demonstrate
that things can be okay, and occasionally he comes forward as
the recipient of both. However, many other experts have
difficulty with his success story, they find that Cees too little
stresses that "being different" can indeed also be a handicap,
and can lead to loneliness and isolation ...

Keywords: autism, neurodiversity, learning ability, maths
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1. Introduction: Autism versus neurodiversity
Nowadays the term “neurodiversity” is used more and
more to indicate people with a form of autism and/or

ADHD. The idea here is not to view autism or ADHD as a
disorder or a deficit, but as a natural variation in the
development of cognitive processes in the human brain
(Cascio, 2012, Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2015); Robertson et al.,
2008). However, psychiatry labels it an autistic spectrum
disorder, with an emphasis on disturbed behaviour. Speaking of
a disorder has to do with the fact that people often invoke help
when a child or adult shows or experiences problem behaviour.
Just at that moment something is often "disturbed" in the
relationship with the others, the school, the work, etc.

Many teachers and parents, too, may initially be
comfortable with the term “disorder”. Actually this is very
understandable. It often clearly does not go well with the child
when they seek help for their pupil, or child. There is a question
of deviant behaviour that can disrupt the processes in the
classroom or the family. After examining a child psychiatrist and
a neuro- or developmental psychologist, and the diagnosis of
ASD follows, this is seen as an acknowledgment of the
problems. It was not the teachers, or the parents, there is
indeed something wrong with the child. Moreover, with the
diagnosis, all kinds of help can be asked and given, such as
remedial teaching, coaching of parents, teachers and the child
in order to deal with the problem behaviour, or medication with
the aim of making the behaviour more manageable.

However, it is quite possible that the problem behaviour
is temporary, and that i t eventually disappears to the
background. But once people have started to take a hold on the
diagnosis and thus feel that "all the pieces are in place", in
practice the diagnosis will easily work as a stigma, a label that
is in fact a mock statement. For example, a child may be very
afraid of behaving in a group for a period, because it does not
(yet) oversee the social interaction patterns. The result may be
that it withdraws, and in the classroom makes an absent or
daydreaming impression. If it is then also nervous and, for
example, repetitively moving back and forth ("shaking"), then
often autism is diagnosed. But that does not mean that these
problems still exist 10 years later. We first go deeper into both
the diagnosis of ASD and the prevalence in the Netherlands
(2), and the (traditional) theoretical underpinnings of the
concept of autism (3) to return to the neurodiversity (4) and
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some preliminary findings from our Beta talent research(5).
Finally some concluding remarks will be presented in the form
of new hypotheses.

2. Autistic spectrum disorder: the diagnosis and
prevalence in the Netherland
Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is diagnosed on the basis of
the DSM 5 psychiatric handbook. There are 5 criteria: 1.
Persistent deficits in social communication and interaction, 2.
Limited repetitive behavioural patterns, limited interests and
activities (including "very limited, fixed interests that are
abnormally intense or focused ") 3. The symptoms are present
from the earliest childhood (but are sometimes only recognized
later), 4. The symptoms cause clinically significant suffering or
limitations in social or occupational functioning or in the
functioning in other important areas of life and 5. The disorders
cannot be better explained by an intellectual disability or global
developmental delay and the social communication must be
less than befits the cognitive level.

However, the criteria turn out to be so ambiguous that it
is not immediately possible to determine whether someone has
"ASD", or not. This is remarkable, because in general it is
possible to determine unambiguously on the basis of criteria of
a number of things whether something or someone complies
with it or not: the presence or absence of a hydrogen atom in a
compound (water does, rust does not), whether or not to
possess a female sexual organ (men do not, women do),
whether or not someone has bleeding disease, or PKU, etc. To
determine whether someone meets the criteria for ASD, a
psychiatrist is needed - a specialized physician who has
performed a long and difficult education - while a child aged 6,
for example, can determine whether someone speaks with an
American or with a London accent.

In other words, it is not possible to determine by anyone
whether a specif ic person does or does not meet the
characteristics of ASD (despite the fact that these
characteristics are listed in the DSM in a simple and very
legible list). This is because a presumed characteristic (e.g.
shortages in social communication) can manifest itself in
several ways: someone can hardly speak, another autistic
person never stops talking about his / her misunderstood
fascinations. Moreover, in the classroom one autistic child is
constantly talking about a certain planet, or about a video
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game, and it is difficult to break through with the curriculum.
The other child is absent. In both cases, the own "inner world"
(thoughts, dreams, emptiness, or whatever) is difficult to break.
But also an "ordinary" child can sometimes be temporarily less
approachable. In addition, an autistic child can occasionally be
approached "undisturbed" (normally). And now we only zoomed
in on one aspect. A great diversity of forms of expression also
applies to the other aspects. One child is constantly moving
forward and backward in the classroom (repetitive actions),
another child is only moving his head back and forth in bed
before going to sleep (shaking), playing with his fingers, or has
tics. But a child with Gilles de la Tourette also has tics (Graaf, &
Tieleman, 2017). In any case, it is clear that the diagnosis
cannot easily be read to someone.

In the Netherlands, some people are not officially
diagnosed, but live with "the suspicion that they have autism"
(Begeer et al, 2014). Often these persons are adults, because
if there is a suspicion that if a child has autism, the diagnosis
sometimes offers certain advantages. For example, a school or
family can receive facilities to get help (for example, coaching).
This is less of a practice yet for adults, although (partial)
incapacity can lead to a (partial) benefit, but whether this is
experienced as an advantage is far less clear than, for
example, that an additional financial allowance for a school is
attractive in case of minor problems. This is sometimes called a
perverse incentive, because having a diagnosis can also have
drawbacks, for example that it will work as a "self-fulfilling
prophecy." We will come back to this later. Anyway, there are
people ("autists") who have been diagnosed with ASD by
psychiatrists. Most people do not have a diagnosis of ASD.
Some of them might be able to get such a diagnosis. If we now
limit ourselves to people with a diagnosis, we may ask
ourselves whether they are all "disturbed" in a similar way. Are
they all likewise outside society (or school)?

A short tour through autism practice gives an
unambiguous answer: no! Some people who once had a
diagnosis of ASD are very successful, or even world-famous,
such as "Brainman" Daniel Tammet (diagnosed by - among
others – autism expert par excellence Baron-Cohen).
Meanwhile, Daniel has written a small bookcase full of
bestsellers and performs as a speaker around the world. Other
successful people with the diagnosis of ASD are easy to find in
various disciplines, from rock stars to Nobel laureates, from film
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stars to entrepreneurs. Various lists of well-known and
successful autists circulate on the internet.

Back to the diagnosis. In 1943, paediatrician Hans
Asperger was the very first doctor to state the diagnosis.
Shortly thereafter, the diagnosis was also used by his colleague
Leo Kanner. There was an immediate difference in the
development of a diagnosis, even though it was almost
immediately clear that Asperger and Kanner theorised about
the same type of persons, about the same "deviation". For
Kanner it was a disorder, for Asperger a deviation from the
normal, with both potential advantages and disadvantages. The
"inventor" of the diagnosis (Asperger), described the diagnosis
by case studies of some of his own patients. All of these
patients were still at a young age and they were fascinated by
something that was hard to understand by the outside world.
Later on, one of his patients became a world-famous professor
of astronomy (Fritz V). Four of the other six children he
described also became successful scientists, and for Asperger
there was a somewhat one-sided often cognitive ability, which
seemed at the expense of more age-conforming (normal) social
interactions. Children were also called "little professors" by
Asperger, they could think deeply about and have knowledge of
a subject that was not of interest to other children of that age.
However, Kanner immediately emphasized the disturbed
connection with peers, not understanding the games and social
behaviour of other children.

And indeed, if you are going to look at people with a
diagnosis of ASD, you will meet with these exceptional talents,
also those who are not successful and sometimes even
completely out of society. The NVA (Dutch Association for
Autism), together with the Free University in Amsterdam, has
calculated that 19% of adult autistic people do not have a
structural day supplement (no work, no day treatment). Are
these the most severely affected people with a diagnosis of
ASD? Then it is good to see how the cognitive qualities are
within this group, as Hans Asperger as stated from the outset
has seen the special cognitive qualities as core property.

Indeed, many people in this most affected group have
above average qualities: 63% have an IQ above 115, 20%
above 130 (so highly gifted). An IQ of 130 or higher occurs in
the normal population about 2.5 times per 100 people.
Evidence for the link between the diagnosis of ASD and high
cognitive capacity can also be found elsewhere quickly. ItVitae
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(a now well-known educator of people with giftedness and a
diagnosis of autism to a job in the high-tech ICT industry) has
been filled with candidates for a few years after its foundation!
A registry for doctors with autism, which was set up two years
ago by a general practitioner with autism, also had more than
100 "members" in the Netherlands after just a few months.

So even with the recent figures of the Dutch interest
group NVA (Netherlands Association of Autism) at hand, there
is still dispute between Hans Asperger, who emphasized the
special talents of autists, and Leo Kanner, who emphasized the
disorders. The DSM diagnosis emphasizes the disorder, and
thus connects with Leo Kanner. However, the figures in table 1
and 2, which originate from the data of the NVA and all autists
included in the study in the Netherlands, point more strongly in
the direction of Hans Asperger. The average IQ (111.4) in the
NVA survey in the Netherlands is over 11 points above the
Dutch average (100). It is remarkable that the increased
intelligence has not been included in the diagnostics. For
example, up to a few years ago, people spoke of high-
functioning autism if someone had an IQ of 80 or higher
(sometimes even 70 or higher). As if one did not realize that
most autistic people had an elevated IQ and that in fact autism
with a low IQ is more exceptional than the other way around
(see tables 1 and 2).

Table 2 shows that the differences in IQ in children are
not as pronounced as in adulthood. Children with ASD score on

Table 1: Table based on the calculation of data from "All autism, all different" (Begeer et al., p. 52)
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Autism and Labour: IQ 25-40 41-55 56-70 71-85 86-115 116-130 > 130 N IQ
Regular paid work 0 0 5 25 159 208 99 496 116
Education or study 0 3 10 20 104 142 58 337 114
Volunteer work 0 0 2 17 90 113 62 282 117
Internship 0 1 6 14 40 28 9 97 105
Work while retaining benefit 0 1 4 4 25 22 5 60 111
Social employment 0 1 10 10 24 9 6 60 97
Work / care farm 5 4 6 15 20 9 4 63 89
Day activities Day care 22 17 36 24 36 21 16 171 81
Day treatment psychiatric institution 0 0 0 4 6 6 4 20 109
Paid working scheme 0 0 1 6 13 6 3 29 103
Looking for a job 0 0 2 6 41 53 20 123 115
No structural day spending 1 0 7 17 93 142 73 331 117
Other 1 3 9 15 95 101 75 298 115
Total 29 30 98 177 746 860 435 2367

Average IQ overall 111



average 5 points higher than "normal" children. Yet it is possible
that giftedness and autism are sometimes confused. Gifted
children also develop different from ordinary children, as
demonstrated by Shaw et al (2006). A lot of fixation on certain
subjects, a hyper focus and the tendency to less age-based
interaction are mentioned in the development of giftedness. In
the group of autists from the NVA research, many more people
are also highly gifted (IQ above 130) than in the normal
population. The lowest IQs, on the other hand, are much less
common than in the normal population. Some people with a
diagnosis who have become famous will have had their
diagnosis by mistake. Perhaps their (high) giftedness, or
individuality (geniality) in the early childhood variant was
confused with autism, which they later grew over. But if a high
IQ occurs structurally more often in a group with ASD, could
autism be an IQ enhancer? Not simply because there are also
people with a diagnosis who do not have a high IQ or do not
have clear cognitive talents. In the most affected group (the
"home sitters") we have just talked about, 32.3% of an IQ has
lower than 115, of which even a part lower than 85 (7.3%, in the
normal population 16%)! The situation is therefore quite
complex: So there is an adjustment disorder, which can only be
determined by very well-trained professionals, but whether the
diagnosis leads to isolation or to high achievement or
performance (to disability or "Nobel Prize") is not possible to
determine in advance. Clearly both occur. Then you may
wonder what is most common.

35

Table 2: based on the calculation of data from "All autism, all different" (Begeer et al., p. 50)
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Autism and Education IQ 25-40 41-55 56-70 71-85 86-115 116-130 > 130 N IQ
Primary education Regular Basic Education 0 1 0 17 149 132 33 331 112

Special education 2 7 12 20 44 16 5 105 93
Special Basic Education 0 13 36 112 201 76 13 447 96

High school Regular Secondary Education: Low 0 0 0 13 54 13 1 81 100
RSE mid level 0 0 0 0 34 51 9 94 116
RSE high level 0 0 0 0 14 59 46 123 121
Secondary education: low level 4 20 35 31 94 28 6 218 89
Secondary education: Mid-High level 0 0 0 1 39 66 25 129 120
Special Needs classes 0 0 7 16 19 2 0 44 88

Continuing education Secondary vocational education 0 0 1 18 81 38 9 147 105
Higher education 0 0 0 1 20 51 11 83 119
University 0 1 0 1 7 37 27 73 125

Other 0 2 11 26 75 67 34 215 108
Total 6 44 101 254 831 637 229 2090

IQ total group 105
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"Handicap", many psychiatrists and psychologists will
say. However, there are at least as many people with a
diagnosis who are happy with their performance and
achievements, like Cees in the case study. In short, we will not
get out of this way either! Again the contradiction that has
existed since the diagnosis: Asperger versus Kanner. However,
not only are (more) people diagnosed with ASD now (estimates
range from 1 in 10,000 in 1965) to 2 to 6 in 100 now (Hertz-
Picciotto, & Delwiche, 2009; Lyall et al., 2017). Reasons for the
increase have led to a different way of thinking about "autism",
much more in terms of neurodiversity, where social changes
are also an important factor in the increase. We will come back
to this later. Not only is there an increase in the number of
diagnosed patients, there is also a huge increase in scientific
interest in autism.

In recent decades, many things have been mapped, for
example differences between people with and without diagnosis
with regard to other psychological and cognitive measures and
disorders: on average people with a diagnosis are more
intelligent in terms of an IQ test, score lower on an EQ test,
suffer more often from depression, addiction and Obsessive
Compulsive Disorder, etc. In the highest scoring group of gifted
individuals, the diagnosis of ASD occurs significantly more
often than in "normal" population. LGBT is significantly more
common in the group of people diagnosed with ASD than in the
"normal" population. But if you look at the studies performed on
other "disorders" (for example, giftedness, or hyper sensitivity,
which is not even an "official" diagnosis), similar deviant
associations with regard to characteristics as intelligence,
(other) psychopathology, LGBT, suicide, etc. can be found.

In the meantime autism is just as much a "diagnosis" of
the public, as of psychologists and psychiatrists. For example in
dozens of series, "autistic" (or Asperger-inspired characters)
shine in the leading role: the Bridge, the Good Doctor, Bones,
Elementary, Sherlock, etc. The diagnosis is now perhaps more
publicly owned than that it is still scientific (Draaisma, 2009). A
very important reason for this is lack of clarity, as we have just
seen: the "battle" between the Asperger and the Kanner
“camp”.

In conclusion, there is no clear picture and no
unambiguous situation. We have a condition that can (and can
only) be determined by a small percentage of highly educated
professionals. This condition allows a multitude of possible
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future scenarios with regard to qualities, happiness, success
and factors such as co-morbidity. The cheapest conclusion is
that the diagnosing professional group itself is the cause of this
confusing situation. The fact that there is something different
about some people, who less automatically connect to school,
work, hobby, etc., is often agreed, even though the autistic
condition may be temporary and caused by factors other than
an alleged disorder (a fight separation where a schoolchild is in
the middle of, or poor nutrition, or (social) hygiene, for
example). In order to get more clarity on the issue, let’s have a
look at different theoretical explanations and views that
contributed to the diagnosis of autism. It will turn out that there’s
still controversy. Neurodiversity may provide new insights.

3. "Classic" theories on autism
The Theory of Mind (ToM) relates to establishing links between
information from the environment (external) and the available
mental information (internal), in order to be able to predict
behaviour from there (Baron - Cohen, Leslie and Frith, 1985).
The Sally-Anne test was developed to see whether a child
takes into account the information that another person has or
does not have. Children get to see a series of pictures: a boy
hides a toy in a locker and goes outside to play. His mother
takes the toy and puts it in another box. The question to the
child who watches the pictures is where does the boy look after
playing: (1) at the place where he has hidden it, or (2) at the
place where it is now. When they look at the pictures, autistic
children would have no or less theory of mind and thus choose
2. There was talk of a disturbed empathy.

The second theory, the Weak Central Coherence theory
(WCC) states, among other things, that autistic people have a
poorer common sense, are mainly focused on details and are
not or are not able to read between the lines. Frith and Happé
(1994) see weak central coherence as the core feature of
autism. A neuro-typical child can combine stimuli (hearing,
seeing, feeling, smelling and tasting) from different sources in
order to create a meaningful whole. There is then central
coherence. In autistic patients, the stimuli would be fragmented
and not or difficult to transform into a centrally coherent whole.
However, there is a lot of attention to detail, and there is also a
rapid over excitation and consequence complaints, including
delayed information processing, context blindness (forgetting
names, faces, facts, knowledge and skills in a different
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situation), generalization problems (linking new information to
existing information), literal thinking, associative thinking
(switching from one thought to another) and distractibility. This
would make the world easily perceived as chaotic for people
with autism. Happé and Frith (2006), however, see the focus on
detail as a possible "talent" within the autistic spectrum: through
reduced integration, autists could focus on details, and in
professions such as software testers, that could be an
advantage.

A third theory focuses on a deviant executive function in
people with autism. For example, Hill (2004) discusses aspects
of the executive functions that would lead to characteristic
problems: poor planning, reduced cognitive flexibility, reduced
inhibition (i.e. distractibility and reduced concentration),
reduced ability to generate new ideas and self-monitoring (Hill,
2004). According to Hill, autists would be less good at planning
actions and problem-solving problems, as well as suppressing
obvious but wrong reactions, adjusting strategies and
organizing organized search skills. However, research by
Davids et al (2016) in which different tests have been used to
examine the cognitive flexibility and problem-solving capacity
(parts of executive functioning) on the basis of an existing
neuropsychological test battery, has shown that there are no
significant differences between people. with autism and the
control group without autism (Davids, et al., 2016). However,
people with autism did need significantly more time on tasks
where assignments had to be planned as well as performed.

Contrary to both the WCC and the executive functioning
theory, research by Baron-Cohen shows that people with
autism can sometimes integrate information exactly, on various
levels and from there also develop completely new ideas.
Analysing and "out of the box" thinking, he often saw more and
more as a core quality for slightly older autistic people. More
and more he began to see autism as an "differentness", a
variant, instead of a disorder (Baron-Cohen, 2002). Not only he
criticized the WCC (some autists can very well learn to see the
big picture), but he also criticized his “own” ToM, in stating that
autists may take longer to reflect on other people's attitudes,
but sometimes can manage to learn this extremely well
(formally). He came up with a new theory: the extreme male
Brain theory. According to Baron-Cohen, the tendency to
structure strongly would be a typical characteristic of the male
brain, with a strong focused attention on systematization.
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However, current neuroscientific suggests that the male brain
theory has some serious shortcomings, because the similarities
between male and female brains turn out to be much larger
than the differences (Joel et al. 2015). However, this doesn’t
mean that the distinction between people with respect to
analysing and structuring may form a fruitful starting point for
new insights, as we will see in the next section.

4. Neurodiversity
There is no clear picture, and a diagnosis (label) certainly does
not let one predict what life will look like after the diagnosis has
been made. It is precisely for this reason that scientists have
opted for a positive psychological line of thought. From this, the
term neurodiversity has emerged. This term often includes both
autism and ADHD. We will discuss this further in this section. To
begin with the term diversity. 

Long ago, working and, for example, fulfilling political
functions and the right to vote for a political party within
democracy were reserved for men. It was then thought that
women were not built to work outdoors. A carpenter, lawyer, or
doctor, for example, was obviously a man. About a hundred
years ago, there was an emancipation movement. Now most of
the work is done by women and it has been shown that the
diversity in sex has brought about a huge improvement in
quality in just about every conceivable direction, from science
to construction and from art to entrepreneurship. Time and time
again the "other" approach and look at things that women
brought in have proved extremely enriching. After the
successes of gender diversity were generally acknowledged
(which took much longer than you might think, even today there
are still segments where men are overrepresented, for example
at the highest administrative positions), there was an eye for
diversity in other areas: ethnic origin, religion, race, sexual
orientation and therefore nowadays, neurodiversity.

In Harvard Business Report, Elliott (2018) showed that
companies are more successful at very many different aspects
if they employ employees with ADHD and autism in the same
teams in which so-called neuro-typical people are employed.
There is more mutual understanding, more openness with
regard to uncertainties, more creativity and greater production.
Many top companies, including Microsoft and Google, currently
work according to the idea of neurodiversity.

So far the term diversity in the concept of
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neurodiversity. With neuro it is indicated that children and
adults with ADHD or autism often perceive and process
information in a different way. They fi l ter and convert
information differently and think in patterns. It seems that the
nervous system is organized in a (slightly) different way than
the so-called neuro-typical (ordinary) people. For example,
often the perception of neuro-diverse persons seems to be
strongly focused on details. Sometimes the big picture is
overlooked. The processing of information can be difficult in
busy areas' where people talk and move a lot. Thinking is
predominantly "formal", in logical chains of causes and effects
("mathematical"). These 3 aspects can also be very well
connected. If an ordinary (neuro-typical) person tries to solve a
logical problem at a party, he / she will probably also quickly
say that everyone must be quiet. Autism researcher Baron-
Cohen therefore states that autistic people are primarily
focused on systematizing, where neuro-typical people primarily
focus on human interaction (2002). Neuro-diverse people also
appear, as it turns out after analysis of the NVA report, to score
an average of 11 IQ points higher than the average Dutch
person. For this reason, Baron-Cohen introduced the EQ
(Emotional Quotient) test, which measures more the social
emotional "intelligence", and indeed many autistic people seem
to score below average. Although there are also autists who
have learned to apply their high system intelligence to social
interaction systems, they score high on both IQ and EQ tests.

Therefore it is not easy to specifically describe a typical
person with autism or ADHD. It is clear that there’s a different
development. Precisely because the school is well equipped for
the more "average" pupil, there is a considerable chance that
the "neuro-diverse" child will get into trouble at school. For
example, the child often learns things in a different order. When
classmates are engaged in certain aspects of the social game -
for example, playing with each other, or exchanging game
cards - the neuro-typical child is digging alone (or with a
"buddy") into something that is not necessarily very much at
that moment. That can be a game, a Fantasy reality (for
example Star Wars), or a scientific direction (e.g. space travel).
From a more general perspective, which the teacher has for
example on the children, these fascinations are not in line with
the other children and are not just understood. Moreover, the
neuro-diverse child is sometimes difficult to reach and
approach.  "Normal" teaching material is not always suitable to
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get attention from the neuro-diverse child. Easily, the child falls
behind.

Often, neuro-diverse children have a fascination with
structure. Organizing orders, for example all toy cars, or cuddly
toys from large to small, or grouping them by colour, is often
seen in the introduction, as is the case with Cees in the
introduction. Arithmetic, in which numbers are already arranged
on a number line, contains a lot of structure and is therefore
often more in the spotl ight than subjects that are less
unambiguously structured. Incidentally, there is a striking
difference between Dutch and English: the Dutch language
contains many irregularities in spelling and grammar, where
English is highly structured. It is for this reason, for example,
that Baron-Cohen describes that neuro-diverse children are
often well at spelling, while in the Netherlands it is noted that
neuro-diverse children are often less good at spelling. For Cees
(introduction) it all worked out, but there are also many
examples of neuro-diverse people who are less likely to get, or
find the connection.

5. The research. 
In our project we have guided 12 persons with autism to work.
Inclusion criteria were that a higher education diploma had to
be obtained, that there was motivation to work, but that
candidates nevertheless did not yet have succeeded in
obtaining a job. Moreover, every person must have been
diagnosed with ASD.

The intended process of guidance should last for one
year. Discrete steps were taken in order to eventually obtain a
job: an intake in which a multitude of (neuro) psychological tests
were performed, a series of 10 coaching sessions, each taking
one hour a week, and one group session each month in which
all candidates and coaches participate. The idea was to help
each candidate to find the own strengths and weaknesses.
From this we could succeed in taking over activities that stood
in the way between successful performance and weaknesses
that were conditional. For instance taking enough time to rest,
or arriving at work in time. 

The candidates: The group consisted of 10 men and 2
women. Measured with the adaptive AMN test (cognitive skills,
IQ and personality traits), each candidate turned out to have an
IQ in the highest region, while their personality traits showed
more variety. The AMN test is authorized by Department of
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Health, Science and Education of the Netherlands. The
personality scales of AMN are: dynamics, working attitude, self-
reliance, hope for success, self-confidence, intrinsic motivation,
solidity, impulsivity. The overall view was low or (below)
average on almost all personality scales, except for the last two
scales: solidity and impulsivity, which tended to oppose each
other. Almost half our candidates scored high on solidity and
low on impulsivity, and the other candidates scored just the
other way round. These last candidates were the typical out of
the box thinkers, very creative, whereas the other candidates
were more fixed. Despite very good competencies and most of
our candidates scored very low on self-esteem and self-
efficacy. 

The results: Six of the 12 candidates have found a job
at the level of their diploma. Of the candidates that are not yet
guided successfully to an appropriate job (6), there are two
candidates that found a job but at a significantly lower level
(service mechanic / driver, and filling / warehouse work in a
store). Two candidates dropped out on their own account, the
first of them was unemployed for 2 years when he succeeded
on his own in finding a job even before we officially started our
project and so we didn't count him in (he did not want our
coaching during the first period of his new job). The second
"drop out" became frustrated because in his opinion there was
too little progress in finding a job and he didn't like the other
candidates in the group sessions (typical "autistic" he called
them). The other 2 candidates for whom we didn't yet succeed,
have very special talents (one has a cum laude PhD in
mathematics, the other invented three dimensional rendering
algorithms in the past, which made him wealthy). These
specialists are even harder to place. However, despite the fact
that the project is over, these candidates are still being
supervised, and we intend to continue as long as they need it.

Constraining factors were found in some candidates in
the strong need for structure and regularity while at the very
same time there was an equal strong need for (intellectual)
challenges. In labour, both needs sometimes turn out to be
perpendicular to each other: a job is well structured but
therefore predictable and less challenging, or a job is
challenging, but also unstructured in other aspects than
cognitive challenges. We learned that especially in the potential
highest achievers (those candidates with the most
special/specific qualities) it is hard to meet both demands, while
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only in a perfect match the neuro-diversity does not play any
role at all. Looking through the eyes of our candidates, a lot of
work is about anything in general and almost nothing in
specif ic. Looking through the eyes of employers, our
candidates are able to change the business but there is not
always that much need for change. Employers think they need
innovative thinkers, but in practice they have not enough tasks
to keep our candidates at work.

Sometimes, the candidates work very fast and
surprisingly well in challenging circumstances, but all the same
they tend to structure themselves so little that they are likely to
flame out. As a consequence they need a relatively long time to
recover. Managers do not always understand this process, they
must either accept this, of slow down the employee when still in
a flow. To meet this demand, the workplace must be arranged
differently. Some general demands (small talk, hygiene) are
sometimes less self-evident or even difficult to our candidates,
while they are simple for neuro-typical employees. However,
subject-specific matters are often extremely well understood
and thus simple for our candidates, which is hard to understand
from a neuro-typical point of view. As a result, employers (and
lecturers) also structure the work content for autistic people,
where it is often not necessary at all. On the contrary, this easily
results in mutual misunderstanding. Because of their deeper
insights, our candidates sometimes see shorter or rather
seemingly more complicated solutions, which are not (yet)
understood by others. On the other hand, structure is often
necessary with regard to taking breaks, taking part in social
conversation, providing sufficient rest, etc. In the project, we
provided coaching on the job for both the candidate but
especially for the fellow worker and the employers.

We learned another thing. Many times during the group
sessions in our lab - the preparation phase - we witnessed that
our candidates enjoyed being and working together. There was
a lot of humour and typical autistic small talk (puns), talking in a
formal manner on relationship subjects. Moreover, some of our
candidates were helpful to each other and our students. One
candidate told us in the final interview: "The fact that one
appreciates what you have to offer already helps you to enjoy
yourself". 

In two of our candidates we met another constraint.
Those two candidates set such high demands on themselves
and their products, that their tasks processed too slow. Their

Vol. 26 No. 1 • Education Journal Review

Jan Willem de Graaf  et al 



44

production was too small. In one case this was for very good
reasons, however. For example, one of the candidates was
asked to make a logo for a company. In the end it turned out to
be beautiful, but in almost any thinkable detail it was preceded
with briefly experimenting with angles between the lines within
the letters, and in colours and shapes. In short, it took a lot of
the energy and patience of both the candidate and of the
boss/client. In the end, this was well received, but in the
guidance there has been continuous focusing on the 80-20
rule, just as long as the candidate really internalized this rule,
and also actually went on working faster. 

We realized that the guidance we offered was very
customized, and that it is often at odds with the guidance that is
normally taught. Neuro-typical people must often be
encouraged to look more critically at their work, which isn't
always the case in high functioning autistic persons.

6. A few concluding remarks and recommendations
for further research. 
During the preparation phase of our program, we saw
completely "normal" high gifted autistic people, most of the time
enjoying being and working together with each other. This
strengthens the idea of neurodiversity, in which autism isn't
seen as a disorder, but as a necessity, a variation in humans.
Secondly, most of our candidates showed beautiful and deep
insights which could help employers to succeed in becoming
better, or more innovative. However, although they think they
do, employers do not always demand innovative and out of the
box thinking. We end with three hypotheses with respect to
neuro-diverse candidates.

Hypothesis 1: in seemingly everyday stress / arousal,
the typical candidate still narrows the scope within which
attention is given and from which work and thought is
performed. As an advantage this may generate focus and in
time result in the development of a specific talent ("one track
mindedness” as a talent). However, it also provides the danger
of unadjusted (inappropriate) behaviour and / or judgment.

Sub H1: Digital behaviour ("autistic behaviour") is
gradually different between neuro-typical and neuro-diverse
persons. As stress increases, every person will have more
difficulty in integrating various aspects of tasks. More energy
will be focused to complete the most important tasks. In people
with "autism" this is already visible under "normal"
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circumstances. In "neuro-typical" people this will only occur in
extreme circumstances (e.g. a terrible headache). Stated in a
metaphor: a "normal" metal is only liquid at extremely high
temperatures, whereas mercury is already liquid at room
temperature.

The question becomes whether autism is a syndrome or
a symptom. A symptom of, for example, air pollution (Raz et al.,
2015), a deviant intestinal flora (Cryan & Dinan, 2012), for
example as a result of Caesarean section (Curran et al., 2015),
deviant motor skills (Travers et al, 2013), abnormalities in
genetics (Skuse, 2000), testosterone (super male hypothesis,
Baron-Cohen, 2002), anxiety (Davis et al., 2011), illness, etc.
Research suggests that, besides many others, all of these
factors form a possible factor in the "pathogenesis" of autism.
All these factors can evoke behaviours such as shutdown,
anxiety responses and hyper focuses. This can lead to many
negative issues, but also to a number of advantages: for
example through hyper focus and deep interest in something in
particular ("fixation"), very specialist talent and even sometimes
genius can be developed (see also Simard-Meilleur, 2014). The
disadvantage is the chance of staying behind, not learning
lessons if others do learn it, so that growing into deficit can
occur (Duijff et al., 2012). Can, because matters may also be
caught up, or learned at a later time (see hypothesis 2).

Hypothesis 2. Neural Darwinism (see Edelman, 1987):
in autism, development does not take place with respect to
age-appropriate aspects in the “normal” order. A deviant
developmental sequence, because one aspect is taken very
seriously, may result in that the other aspects may be lagging
behind. According to Edelman, development is always a battle
for limited resources of all aspects / areas / competencies. In
autism, the battle is different. For example, the child learns
everything from a specific (historical / technical) event, but does
not immediately develop engaging in social interaction and
playing with peers. For example, a narrow scope may have
arisen as an escape from the inability to recognize / develop
certain aspects at a specific moment in your development. The
narrow scope can subsequently lead to a development of talent
as hyper focus. Then the time can be that the inability actually
disappears, while the talent that has appeared from this
remains (it is ingrained, in the hardware).

Hypothesis 3. Autism as a transient state. Geno-
phenotype, range of reaction: due to the occurrence of hyper
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focus and the negative symptoms (shutting yourself out,
disabling the world, breaking the connection), (temporal)
"genotype" and "phenotype" become each other is equal and
thus the "range of reaction" disappears, or the learning from the
environment. If someone "learns" to stay in connection (and not
to go hyper focusing), someone with the results from previous
acquired hyper focus capacities in the past can function
"normally" in the world and thus potentially not autistic but only
talented in life.

Further research is needed
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The Phonics Screening Check
2012-2019: a critique
By Margaret M Clark OBE

Abstract: The Phonics Screening Check, introduced in 2012,
now dominates early years education in England, constraining
classroom practices as schools struggle to achieve a higher
percentage pass each year. The check is administered to all
children in state schools at the end of Year 1, when about six
years of age, and should they fail to achieve a mark of 32 out
of 40 it must be retaken at the end of Year 2. 

Driven by this policy a great deal of money is spent not
only by government but also by schools, including on
commercial materials recommended by government. Detailed
tables of results for 2019 were published on September 26. A
new six-year contract has been awarded to Capita to oversee
this assessment. Yet there is little independent evidence that it
has improved literacy, the claimed research basis for the
government and Ofsted’s insistence that synthetic phonics be
the only way to teach reading is suspect and there has been
no consultation with the teaching profession on its future. In a
comprehensive article in Forum 61:3 2019
(https://dx.doi.org/10.15730/forum.61.387) I review the
extensive published evidence on both this policy and Baseline
Assessment. Reference is cited from internationally recognised
literacy researchers, eighteen of whom from UK, USA,
Australia, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland
contributed to one of my recent edited books (Clark, 2017,
and Clark, 2018). In this current article I report new
information but direct readers to my many publications on
this issue for further references.

Keywords: phonics, screening check, literacy, synthetic
phonics
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1In a special issue of Education Journal in 2019 five of
my more recent articles on synthetic phonics and the
Phonics Screening Check were republished. That
special issue (together with one on Baseline
Assessment) is accessible together with a report

published in September 2018 on an independent survey we
conducted on the views of headteachers, teachers and parents
on the Phonics Screening Check (Clark and Glazzard, 2018).
That report and the special issues can be read and
downloaded from  https://newman.ac.uk/knowledge-base/the-
phonics-screening-check-2012-2017. We had responses from
230 head teachers, 1,348 teachers and 419 parents, most of
whom thought there should be a consultation on the future of
the check. Many thought it should either be abolished or at
least cease to be mandatory.

2. My evidence has now been sent to members of the
Education Select Committee and to Damian Hinds, (former
Secretary of State for Education) and Nick Gibb (School
Standards Minister). The only response I received from DfE
was an unsigned letter from a member of the team at the
Standards and Testing Agency pointing out that in 2011 a
consultation with teachers did take place, something of which
we were already aware. Indeed, there were criticisms even then
of the proposed policy and check. No attempt was made to
respond to my evidence. 

In our survey we found that the views expressed by the
teachers and parents indicate that the government should
seriously consider either discontinuing the check or at least
make it voluntary. Of  concern, in particular were the inclusion
of pseudo words, the pass/fail nature of the check, and many
parents were concerned at adverse effect on children’s learning
experiences in school and their reading including those who
could already read with understanding.

3. I sent two Freedom of Information Questions one on
expenditure on the Baseline Assessment currently being piloted
by NFER, the other on the Phonics Screening Check. The
response to the latter I report briefly here.

4. In 2012 Sir Michael Wilshaw, then HMCI, stated that
Ofsted would start a series of unannounced inspections solely
on the training of phonics teaching in providers of primary initial
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teacher education, and that Ofsted would sharpen its focus on
phonics in routine inspections of all initial teacher education
provision (see Clark, 2016: 127). Together with colleagues I
have investigated the effect of this policy by means of an
independent survey of courses for initial teacher education in
England. There will be a further short article on the latest
developments with the Phonics Screening Check to be
published in Education Journal magazine later this year (2020).

Results of the check in 2019
The results of the Phonics Screening Check and key stage 1
assessments for 2019 were released on 26 September. The
percentage of year 1 pupils who met the expected standard in
phonics fell slightly (82%); however, 91% met the standard by
the end of year 2. Over a four-year-period these results have
been broadly stable. As in previous years detailed tables are
provided by school and pupil characteristics, by local authority,
by special educational needs, by disadvantage and by ethnicity.
The pattern is relatively similar to previous years and as in
previous years there is a sex difference with girls scoring higher
than boys (85% of girls and 78% of boys pass in year 1), and
again no difference between those whose first language is
English and those with a first language other than English. 

However, as in previous years one major discrepancy is
between the oldest and the youngest pupils and yet again no
comment is made concerning this and it is a discrepancy that
might be overlooked by anyone looking merely at the table by
month of birth. The children born in September are a year older
than the children born in August. The percentage pass for
September born children is 88% in year 1 (86% boys and 91%
girls). For those born in August the percentage pass is 74%
(70% for boys and 78% for girls).

It is disturbing that no comment is ever made by DfE or
any ministers on this important educationally significant finding.
I have each year drawn attention to this important fact that
means that at the end of year 1, 27% of boys and 20% of girls
will have been recorded as failures! Surely this is an important
and disturbing finding that should not have been overlooked.

Current evidence and continuing claims
Nick Gibb, School Standards Minister, continues to claim that
government policy is evidence-based, and that the phonics
policy has resulted in improvement in attainment in reading in
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England’s primary schools. However, SATs for Key Stage 2
published on 9 July 2019 show a slight fall in reading attainment
of two points from 2018 to 73% in 2019. Nick Gibb has cited the
rising percentage pass on the Phonics Screening Check (PSC)
each year since 2012 as evidence for the success of the policy.
Such a result is not unsurprising in view of the current high
stakes nature of a school’s percentage pass on the check. This
year the results just released have shown no further rise and he
was able only to cite that yet again Free Schools continued to
have a slightly higher percentage pass than state schools. We
have no way of knowing how similar the children are in these
schools. 

As recently as 1 July 2019 in an education debate in
parliament Gibb was complimented by Robert Halfon, chairman
of the Education Select Committee: “I pay tribute to the work of
the Minister for School Standards. And particularly the work he
has done to improve literacy in our schools which will be
remembered for years to come and will have a huge influence
on thousands of children across our schools.”  (Hansard, 1 July
2019, Volume 662.)

The other evidence to which Nick Gibb has referred on
numerous occasions is England’s improvement on the Progress
in International Reading Study (PIRLS) in 2016 where the
country’s ten-year-olds rose from joint 10th to joint 8th since the
previous assessment in 2011. These claims citing PIRLS were
made by Nick Gibb in France at a G7 meeting on 5 July 2019. 

The following quotations are from the DfE Press release
(www.gov.uk). “Speaking at a G7 meeting of education
ministers in France this week, Minister Gibb reaffirmed his
commitment to drawing on best practice and evidence from
across the world when looking to improve the education
system. Many of the government’s reforms introduced since
2010 have been based on world-leading successful practices
identified in other countries…” 

At no time has Nick Gibb referred to lessons that
England might learn from either Northern Ireland or the
Republic of Ireland.  Both these countries ranked statistically
higher than England in PIRLS, yet they take a very different
approach to reading-pedagogy and to collaboration with
teachers. Nor does he acknowledge possible alternative
explanations for this rise in ranking (See Part II Evidence from
PIRLS 2016 in Clark, 2018).

The Department for Education has not consulted either
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teachers or parents as to whether they regard the PSC as
providing valuable information, or about whether the PSC
should remain statutory (see Appendix I in Clark and Glazzard,
2018). Yet there is now considerable research evidence that
preparation for the check is increasingly prevalent in the early
years in primary schools, even as early as nursery, with
frequent practice of pseudo words (which form half the words in
the check) and even setting for phonics-teaching. 

Literacy Learning in the Twenty-first Century: what the
focus on decoding neglects
In an article in FORUM 59(3) in 2017 I stressed how important
it is that teaching initial literacy should commence with an
analysis of the skills and knowledge that young children bring to
the learning situation when they start school.  Brought up in a
print-filled environment, some children are already on their way
to appreciating that written language is a meaningful
communication. I cited insights that should influence policy and
practice. Yet many politicians ignore such evidence and
misrepresent or even ridicule academics who challenge their
policies. 

Decoding is now stressed as the way to teach reading
by the government and by Ofsted, including in reception
classes. By contrast, little attention is paid to high frequency
words and their value for young children learning to read. 

I acknowledge that while high frequency words account
for about half the total words in written English, to read it is
essential to be able to recognise speedily also the words that
appear much less frequently. These words account for over 90
per cent of the different words in written language. Children, if
they are to read with understanding, need to develop strategies
for speedy recognition of words they have not met before. 

Thus, like most academics I do not deny the importance
of phonics in learning to read. However, the evidence is that
this approach is better practised within context rather than in
isolation. Time spent decoding words in isolation, or as in many
schools in England on practising pseudo words to enable
schools to achieve a high percentage pass on the PSC, would
be better spent studying the features of real written English. 

Ideology rather than evidence - whose ideology?
Synthetic phonics 'first, fast and only' is not the evidence-based
policy claimed by the government. Until recently the research
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cited by Nick Gibb in support of the synthetic phonics policy for
initial teaching of reading was that conducted in
Clackmannanshire in Scotland around 2005 and this is still
cited also by Ofsted. Clackmannanshire is a small rural county
in Scotland with 18 primary schools.  

In an interview in 2018 Nick Gibb added a reference to
research conducted earlier in the USA by the National Reading
Panel (National Reading Panel, 2000). Readers are referred to
an edited book by Allington in 2002 (see Clark 2016:118-121
and147-156). He includes a critical appraisal of the phonics
aspect of the National Reading Panel Research by members of
the panel who raised concerns about claims made in and for
that report. 

According to Nick Gibb in 2017: “[The PIRLS results for
England] are a vindication of the government’s boldness in
pursuing the evidence in the face of ideological criticism. And
they are a reminder of the damage that can be caused when
dogma flies in the face of evidence.”

The School Standards Minister predicts there will be an
even higher performance in five years with the full
implementation of the phonics policy and rise in percentage
pass on the PSC year on year. There is a possibility that the
effect may not be as he predicts; furthermore, there are many
other literacy initiatives currently which might be entitled to
some credit should reading attainment indeed improve.
According to the international report ‘good readers had an early
start in literacy learning’ and students whose parents engaged
them in early literacy activities had higher reading achievement
than students whose parents engaged them less frequently in
early literacy experiences. Unfortunately, as England was one
of only two countries of 50 participating which declined to
administer the parental questionnaire, we have no way of
knowing the influence of the parents in England on both the
children’s results on the PSC and PIRLS.   

As recruitment and retention of primary school teachers
is currently a problem in England, further lessons might have
been learnt from the PIRLS reports had politicians, or at least
their advisers, studied the actual documents. For example, in
the Republic of Ireland teaching is regarded as a highly valued
and respected career.  The literacy policy, the way it was
developed, and the autonomy granted to teachers may have
contributed not only to their high ranking in international
studies, but also to the high regard for the profession and the
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career satisfaction of the teachers.

Expenditure and future management of the Phonics
Screening Check
Responsibility for the check is now being transferred to Capita
and there is planned expenditure on the check until at least
2024 On July 26, 2019 it was reported: “Capita was awarded
£109 million in July 2018 to deliver the key stage 1 tests, the
key stage 2 tests and the phonics screening check from 2020 to
2024.” (https://schoolsimprovement.net/significant-weaknesses-
in-dfe-oversight-of-sats/)

The Capita website states that Capita has been
selected by the Department for Education Standards and
Testing Agency to manage the administration, processing and
support for all primary national curriculum assessment tests in
England. This is a six-year contract starting in September 2019.
“The award of this contract will see STA moving to a single-
supplier model to oversee the delivery of NCA test operations”.
This involves the printing, distribution and collation of over 9
million test papers annually…. 

On 7 August 2019 I sent a series of Freedom of
Information Questions to the Department for Education. The
following are the answers I received on 3 September:
1. Expenditure on the PSC during 2018 was £758.147.
2. Expenditure on the PSC so far in 2019 was £301,328
and projected spending for the remainder of 2019 is £486,674.
3. Expenditure on the PSC under the Capita contract is
£1,513,155. Some expenditure on the PSC is not covered by
the contract, such as test development activity and monitoring
of the PSC administration in schools. STA has the right to
terminate PSC during the term of the agreement and charges
may apply.
4. The STA will be responsible for the governance and
management of the Capita contract and will retain responsibility
for test development and monitoring activity. 
This clearly is not the full expenditure on the check by DfE and
does not give any idea of the cost to schools.

Even following the first nationwide administration of the
check in June 2012 concerns were expressed about among
other aspects the pass/fail nature of the check; the inclusion of
pseudo words; and its lack of diagnostic features (see Clark
2016: 140). We now have research showing the effects of this
high stakes test on the literacy experiences of young children in
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the early years in school. Furthermore, there is little evidence
that it has indeed improved literacy attainment. Surely it is time
to reconsider this as a mandatory assessment of all children at
the end of year 1 and to consider whether funding allocated to it
each year could be better spent?
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The British General Election of
December 2019: What the
parties promised in education
By Demitri Coryton

Abstract: This article looks at the British general election
manifestos of the main UK-wide parties, the Conservatives,
Labour and the Liberal Democrats, as well as the Greens and
the Brexit Party, and what they promised on education. Within
the UK education is a devolved issue, so although the SNP was
the third largest party in the UK Parliament the election was
not about education in Scotland (or Wales or Northern Ireland)
so only those parties contesting seats in England and with a
reasonable chance of winning either seats or at least large
numbers of votes were included. 

The article ends with an analysis of the education
promises by the Institute of Fiscal Studies.

Keywords: education policy, Conservatives, Labour, Liberal
Democrats, Greens, Brexit Party.

With the exception of the Official Monster Raving
Loony Party, who contested 25 seats at the
December 2019 election, all the Great Britain
wide parties published election manifestos. In a
big change from the last three elections, all the

parties were now promising to spend a lot more money -
billions - on the public services. The days of austerity appeared
to be over, although there were significant differences between
the parties on how much more money they were promising to
spend and what their policy priorities were. 

Education was not the main policy area of the election.
For all the parties except Labour the election was about Brexit,
with the Conservatives and the Brexit Party promising to “get
Brexit done” and the Liberal Democrats and the Greens
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promising to stop it. Only Labour, with a significant minority of
its core vote being fervently in favour of Brexit while the majority
of Labour voters were fervently against it, wanted to talk about
anything but Brexit. Its main pitch was the public services and
the Tory years of austerity, and education had a central place in
its programme for the future. Whatever the Labour Party may
have wanted, the voters and the media agreed that this election
was about Brexit. Perhaps not surprisingly, given the
parliamentary deadlock in the ‘do nothing’ hung parliament of
2017 to 2019, many voters wanted a clear decision. With the
Brexit Party standing down in Conservative seats and the pro-
EU vote split between Labour (a majority of whose supporters
voted Remain), Liberal Democrat and Green, and nationalist in
Scotland and Wales, the result was an 80 seat overall Tory
majority, in practice slightly more than this as the Speaker,
Deputy Speakers and the Sinn Fein MPs from Ulster do not
vote. 

Yet manifestos matter. Despite public cynicism,
politicians take manifesto promises seriously, and so does the
Civil Service when it prepares for a new government. It is
therefore worth examining the education elements of the party
manifestos.  

Conservatives
The Conservatives published their manifesto, Get Brexit Done:
Unleash Britain’s Potential, together with a separate document
on costings, on a Sunday afternoon. In an opening address by
the Prime Minister, Boris Johnson claimed that he would ensure
that people would see “millions more invested every week in
science, schools, apprenticeships and infrastructure while
controlling debt ... We want to move on, with our programme of
investment in education, infrastructure and technology, to
create a high-wage, high-skill, low-tax economy.” 

In the introduction that followed the party claimed that
“we Conservatives believe passionately that every child should
have the same opportunity to express their talents and make
the most of their lives – and that is why we are investing £14
billion over three years to increase funding for every primary
and every secondary school pupil in the country.”

In a substantial section on “investing in our schools” the
Conservatives claimed that their government had presided over
an improvement in educational standards and in pupil
behaviour. For this to continue the party promised to raise
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teacher starting salaries to £30,000 a year, which was “among
the most competitive in the graduate labour market.”  

The Tories also promised that “we will back heads and
teachers on discipline. We will expand our programme to help
schools with the worst behaviour learn from the best – and
back heads to use exclusions. Unlike Labour, we believe that
Ofsted inspection serves a valuable purpose not just in
improving standards but in improving behaviour. We will
continue to help teachers tackle bullying, including homophobic
bullying. No child should be bullied on account of who their
parents are or where they come from.”

In a section that has drawn some criticism because
government policy has resulted in the narrowing of the
curriculum at the expense of the arts, the Conservatives
promised: “We will invest in arts, music and sport. Over the last
nine years we have made real improvements in maths, English
and science, and given more children access to a rich
academic curriculum. We retain our commitment to the core
subjects and also want young people to learn creative skills and
widen their horizons, so we will offer an ‘arts premium’ to
secondary schools to fund enriching activities for all pupils. And
to ensure children are getting an active start to life, we will
invest in primary school PE teaching and ensure that it is being
properly delivered. We want to do more to help schools make
good use of their sports facilities and to promote physical
literacy and competitive sport.”

On skills: “As the centrepiece of our plan, we will create
a new National Skills Fund worth £3 billion over the next
Parliament. This fund will provide matching funding for
individuals and SMEs for high-quality education and training. A
proportion will be reserved for further strategic investment in
skills, and we will consult widely on the overall design.” In the
same section they promised: “Just as universities have been
transformed by significant long-term investment over the last
few decades, we need to make sure local colleges are equally
excellent places for people to learn. We are therefore investing
almost £2 billion to upgrade the entire further education college
estate.” 

On higher education there was a nod to the Auger
review and a pledge to “look at the interest rates on loan
repayments with a view to reducing the burden of debt on
students.” The manifesto also stated: “We also will continue to
explore ways to tackle the problem of grade inflation and low
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quality courses, and improve the application and offer system
for undergraduate students. Our approach will be underpinned
by a commitment to fairness, quality of learning and teaching,
and access.”

In the separate costings document the Conservatives
promised “a £14 billion package giving every secondary school
a minimum of £5,000 per pupil by 2020-21, and every primary
school £4,000 per pupil by 2021-22, with over £700 million extra
funding to support children and young people with special
educational needs, and £400 million to train and teach more
than a million 16 to 19-year olds in Further Education the skills
they need to succeed in the modern economy.”

Labour
Of all the parties, Labour is offering the greatest amount of
change. Gone are the days when Tory leaders were happy to
be described as the heirs of Blair and when both main parties
had similar policies. Labour’s manifesto, It’s Time for Real
Change, promises just that, but with a high price tag. It planned
to spend more money than any of the other parties on
education, and on other areas, and its education policies
attracted more support from those who work in education than
the policies of any other party. 

Labour repeated the promise it made in the 2017
election to create a National Education Service to mirror the
National Health Service. Labour criticised the Conservatives as
the people who have “starved our education system of funding,
transferring costs onto students, staff and communities. They
have lost sight of its value.” Labour promises to “provide free
education for everyone throughout their lives and will nurture
every child and adult to find a path that’s right for them, by
promoting all types of learning, skill and knowledge – technical,
vocational, academic and creative.”

The manifesto said: “Schools are being subjected to
intensified testing, inspection, league tables and competition.
These aren’t improving pupil achievement or narrowing the
attainment gap, but are contributing to a growing teacher
recruitment and retention crisis. The narrowing curriculum is
denying many children access to modern languages, arts and
music, or technical and engineering skills that will be essential
in a world shaped by climate change. The academies system is
over-centralised, inefficient and undemocratic. Parents,
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communities and even teachers are shut out of decisions about
schools and vulnerable children are being let down. And there
is no evidence that academies deliver better results.” Labour
also promise to “provide the necessary funding for children with
special educational needs and disabilities.”

Labour promised to “end the ‘high stakes’ testing
culture of schools by scrapping Key Stage 1 and 2 SATs
and baseline assessments, and refocussing assessment on
supporting pupil progress. We will introduce an Arts Pupil
Premium to fund arts education for every primary school child.
We will review the curriculum to ensure that it enriches
students and covers subjects such as black history and
continues to teach issues like the Holocaust.” Labour will also
“end the fragmentation and marketisation of our school system
by bringing  free schools and academies back under control of
the people who know them best – parents, teachers and local
communities.” Local authorities will be back in charge of
schools. They will “manage admissions.
and have responsibility for school places, including the power
to open schools.” 

Labour promise to bring back the Education
Maintenance Allowance and to “make lifelong learning a reality,
giving everyone a free lifelong entitlement” to training up to
Level 3 and six years training at Levels 4-6, with maintenance
grants for disadvantaged learners. They would also introduce
additional entitlements for workers in industries that are
significantly affected by industrial transition. 

The manifesto promises that Labour would “reverse the
fragmentation and privatisation of further and adult education,
incorporating it into a single national system of regulation that
functions for education as our NHS does for healthcare
provision.”

In the most expensive and controversial of its education
plans Labour said it would abolish higher education student
tuition fees. While very popular with students and a key part of
the party’s offer to attract the young, the practical effect of the
policy would be to benefit those from the richest families while
making virtually no difference to those from the poorest
backgrounds. If a cap on the numbers going into higher
education had to be introduced to stop the cost from spiralling
out of control, that would hit those from disadvantaged
backgrounds the most.

Labour also published a separate document on costs.
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This allocates an extra £5.6 billion to Early Years education, to
expand free tuition through a supply-side funding model,
increased funding rates, reopen SureStart centres and funding
for adapting foster homes for disabled children. There is an
additional £5.5 billion for schools. This would raise a three-year
spending increase from 2019-20 to £25bn, introduce an arts
pupil premium, extend free school meals to all primary pupils
and other additional funding. With skills and lifelong learning the
cost of restoring the Education Maintenance Allowance,
equalising 16-19 funding with key Stage 4 and providing extra
for the Union Learning Fund is budgeted at £1.4 billion. The
cost of implementing the party’s Lifelong Learning Commission
recommendations of free Key Stage 3 and Key Stage 4+ with
maintenance grants and restoring ESOL funding is £3.3 billion. 

Abolishing higher education tuition fees and restoring
maintenance grants for full-time and part-time students would
cost £13.6 billion, but the party believes that there would also
be savings on the existing tuition fee system of £6.4 billion,
leaving the net cost at £7.2 billion. There would also be £1.1
billion more for a National Youth Service. 

The total additional net revenue spending for the
National Education Service was costed at £24.1 billion. Labour
claims that the cost of this would be covered by an increase in
tax on the top 5% of earners, those with income of £80,000 a
year, and mainly increased taxation on businesses. There
would also be substantial extra capital spending paid for by
borrowing.

Liberal Democrat
The Liberal Democrat manifesto, Stop Brexit: Build a Brighter
Future, starts with a promise to stop Brexit but most of the
manifesto is devoted to plans for expanding the public services.
Its big idea in education is to promise to “set up a new Skills
Wallet for every adult, giving people £10,000 to spend on
approved education and training courses to gain the right skills
for the jobs of the future.” This is one of its three priorities for
the next parliament (apart from stopping Brexit). 

Later in the education section it promises to “develop
the skilled workforce needed to support this growth by
introducing a new two-year visa for students to work after
graduation and a major expansion of high-quality
apprenticeships including Higher Apprenticeships, backed up
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by new sector-led National Colleges” and to “develop a national
skills strategy for key sectors, including zero-carbon
technologies, to help match skills and people; our new Skills
Wallets will allow people to retrain and upskill when they need
to.”

On schools “Liberal Democrats will invest in schools to
build a brighter future for our children. We will reverse school
cuts with an emergency cash injection so that pupils have the
resources they need to learn. We will increase teacher numbers
by 20,000 and let them get on with their jobs, instead of
worrying about budgeting for the basics.”

There are also promises on mental health. “Nearly two-
thirds of children and young people with diagnosable mental
health conditions are not receiving treatment, and waiting times
for psychological therapy can range from just over two weeks to
six months, depending on where you are in the country.”

There is criticism of “the high-stakes culture of Ofsted
inspections and testing – especially in primary schools” which
“has led to pupils and teachers being anxious and stressed
about going to school. Creative subjects are being squeezed
out of the classroom.” The party offers “a bold offer of free
childcare from the of age nine months (the end of paid parental
leave), transforming the opportunities for early years education
and helping parents who want to combine caring and working.”  

The party promises to “reverse school cuts with an
immediate emergency cash injection so that pupils have the
resources they need to learn, and let teachers get on with the
job of raising standards rather than having to worry about
budgeting for the basics.” There will be more money for special
educational needs and disabilities and for further education
colleges. 

Recognising the importance of teachers, the Lib Dems
promise to “raise the starting salary for teachers to £30,000 and
increase all teachers’ pay by at least three per cent per year
throughout the parliament.” They will also “introduce a clear and
properly funded entitlement to genuinely high-quality
professional development for all teachers – rising to the level of
50 hours per year by 2025. We will also give extra training to
teachers who are required to teach subjects at secondary level
where they themselves do not have a post A-level qualification.”

In higher education the party promises to “establish a
review of higher education finance in the next parliament to
consider any necessary reforms in the light of the latest
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evidence of the impact of the existing financing system on
access, participation and quality, and make sure there are no
more retrospective raising of rates or selling-off of loans to
private companies.” 

Like the other main parties the Liberal Democrats have
also published a separate document on the cost of their
promises and how they will pay for them. Investment in schools
will cost £10.56 billion a year; early years and childcare £13.99
billion; the Skills Wallet for all adults £1.62 billion; further
education, developing skills and youth services £1.65 billion;
extending free school meals £1.16 billion; and tackling child
poverty £2.82 billion. This will be paid for mainly from the
expected “remain bonus” of £14.3 billion, increases in taxation
and existing budgets.

The Greens 
The Green manifesto, If Not Now, When? promises to end “the
financial squeeze on schools by increasing funding by at least
£4 billion per year.” Class sizes will be reduced to under 20 “in
the long term”. The party promises to free schools “from
centrally imposed testing regimes, OFSTED inspections, rigid
national curriculum and league tables.” OFSTED will be
replaced by “a collaborative system of assessing and
supporting schools locally”. 

Formal education would start at 6, while “those under 6
will remain in early years education, with a focus on play-based
learning and access to nature.” 

The Greens would introduce an English Climate
Emergency Education Act to support schools to teach young
people about the urgency, severity and scientific basis of the
climate and environmental crises, and to ensure youth voices
are heard on climate issues. There will be more outdoor
lessons, and a new Nature GCSE. The Greens want to restore
arts and music education in all state schools, “to enable
children to develop their creative potential.” 

The Greens would remove charitable status from private
schools and charge full VAT on fees. “The private school sector
will be subject to regular independent audits, to ensure private
schools improve accessibility and pay their taxes in full.”

The Greens want to revive the further education sector
to provide a wider choice of academic and vocational learning.
“We will also raise the funding rate for 16–17-year-olds,
followed by an annual rise in line with inflation, at the same time
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as introducing a capital expansion fund for sixth form
providers.”

Students will be pleased to know that the Greens
promise to fully fund every higher education student and scrap
undergraduate tuition fees. Going one step further than Labour,
the Greens also promised to write off existing debt for former
students who studied under the £9k tuition fee regime. There
would also be more money for adult education.

The cost of this breaks down as £2 billion for investment
in skills and training; £4 billion for increased funding for schools;
£7.8 billion for scrapping tuition fees and funding every student;
and £1 billion for increasing adult education.

The Brexit Party
Its non-manifesto, Contract with the People, is largely about
Brexit. On education it will use the money “saved” by leaving
the EU to “invest in young people: scrap interest on student
loans, which will improve the debt recovery rate, and introduce
a new workable apprenticeship scheme.” The party wants to
“further expand parental choice — academies and free schools
have improved results.” It promised to abolish student loan
interest and the target to push 50% of young people into Higher
Education. The party would also “scrap the cumbersome
Apprentice Levy — apprenticeships have collapsed. Improve
tax incentives for employers to take on genuine apprentices.”

IFS analysis of the main party manifestos
All three main parties have made progress in costing their
promises and produced separate documents on the financial
implications of thier manifestos. Even so, none of the manifesto
costings completely added up. This was particularly true for
Labour, which during the campaign added a promise to
compensate the so-called WASPI women (those who had lost
out when the pensionable age for women was raised to the
same as that for men) when the cost of this, about £60 billion,
was not included in their costings book which had already been
published before the policy was announced. 

The independent and much-respected think tank the
Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) published a report on the
manifestos. Following Labour’s pledge to increase school
spending in England by £10.5 billion in cash-terms by 2022–23,
the IFS pointed out that such a move would represent a real-
terms increase of £7.5 billion and allow for a 15% real-terms
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increase in spending per pupil over the next 3 years. 
The IFS said that the spending plans were higher than

current government plans for a £7.1 billion cash-terms rise by
2022–23 and Liberal Democrat plans for a £7.6 billion rise over
the same period. While both plans would effectively reverse
cuts in spending per pupil of 8% since 2009–10, they would still
leave spending per pupil at about the same-level in 2022–23 as
it had been in 2009–10. In contrast, Labour plans would leave
spending per pupil about 6% higher in real-terms than in 2022–
23.

Turning to higher education, the IFS said that Labour’s
policies would increase the total government subsidy to higher
education by around £7 billion per year, assuming that there
would be no changes in student numbers. The figure was
composed of £6bn for full-time standard undergraduate
students, £500m for part-time students doing standard
undergraduate degrees, and another £500m on students on
courses below degree level.

The IFS pointed out that almost all of the additional
spending would come from replacing loans by grants, which
would leave total support for students during study unaffected.
But the analysis showed that the highest-earning graduates
would benefit the most, as the loan repayments of the top third
would be reduced by around £50,000. Low earning graduates
would graduate with lower notional debt levels but they would
be “almost completely unaffected” in terms of actual loan
repayments. However, the IFS warned that its estimates of the
cost of Labour’s plans were likely to be conservative, as the
combination of completely free tuition and the current policy of
having no cap on student numbers could see student numbers
rising further. The IFS pointed out that while bringing back
student numbers caps, which had recently been removed, could
mitigate the problem, it would be likely to harm access to
university for poorer students.

The analysis found that Labour’s plans to support
lifelong learning could lead to a substantial further increase in
taxpayer cost, and without “tight regulation” of the courses
eligible for the scheme, the risk of fraud could also rise. The IFS
said that Labour’s plan to freeze per-student funding for
universities at current levels until 2022, would squeeze
university finances but it would also save around £300 million
for the government. The IFS concluded that several issues
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remained unclear, including what would happen to outstanding
student debt, which Labour had suggested it would “deal with”.
Writing off all student debt would cost around £70bn and even if
only tuition fee debt of post-2012 cohorts were written off the
cost would be around £20bn.

Paul Johnson, Institute for Fiscal Studies Director,
warned that Labour’s commitment to abolish university tuition
fees remained an “expensive giveaway” to the highest earning
graduates and it had the potential to make it difficult to maintain
a system without a cap on student numbers.

Liberal Democrats
Having analysed the Liberal Democrats pledge to increase
spending on childcare, the IFS pointed out that on their own
costings, the plan would see an extra £13 billion of spending in
2024, which would leave spending on free childcare more than
four-and-a-half times as high as it had been set to be under
current plans. The IFS stressed that the plan represented a
prioritisation of universal free childcare over, for example,
programmes targeted at the poorest. The offer of more hours,
which would cover more weeks of the year, to more children,
would be funded at a higher rate than currently. The Lib Dems
would also target younger children (9 months to 2 years) in
working families, which would build on the 2017 introduction of
the 30-hour offer for 3- and 4-year-olds in working families.

But the IFS analysis pointed out that, while additional
free childcare hours would help families with young children
with their childcare costs, the question was whether the new
entitlement would be transformative for the outcomes of
children or their families. The IFS cited existing research on free
childcare in England which had found relatively small effects on
moving mothers into paid work, and it had concluded that
benefits for children’s performance in school were also small
and they faded out quickly.

The Liberal Democrats also plan to match Labour’s
commitment to spend an extra £1 billion on Sure Start children’s
centres, which would reverse the two-thirds budget cut the
programme had seen since 2010. But the IFS argued that the
funding would be most effective in improving children’s
outcomes if it was targeted at more disadvantaged areas. 

In terms of the Liberal Democrat’s plans for higher
education, if maintenance grants were reinstated by reversing
the 2016 reform that had abolished them, £2 billion worth of
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loans would be replaced with grants. But the IFS pointed out
that the long run cost would be much lower, at around £600
million for the 2020 cohort, because a large share of the loans
would never be repaid anyway. 

The analysis concluded that replacing loans by grants
would leave the overall level of maintenance support for the
poorest students unchanged and it would only affect later life
repayments for relatively high earning graduates. There was
also little evidence that such a move would make more than a
small difference to the participation of disadvantaged students.

But the IFS said that stopping student loan sales to
private investors would be sensible and as the Government
could currently borrow long-term at historically low interest
rates, there would be no reason to raise funds by selling assets.
The IFS stressed that the sale made even less sense when
considering the fact that the collection burden remained with the
Government. But halting student loan sales would be likely to
save money for the taxpayer in the long run.

The IFS welcomed the Lib Dems commitment that they
would not make retrospective changes to the student loan
repayment conditions, but it questioned what the benefits would
be of another review of higher education finance, as the recent
Augar Review had already provided a broad and up-to-date
evidence base for policy.

The analysis warned that the new Skills Wallet policy
could cost substantially more or less than the £1.6 billion the
Liberal Democrats had budgeted for it, depending on the
eligibility criteria for courses. The IFS argued that a lax eligibility
criteria could lead to very high costs and pose a risk of fraud
and it noted that Individual Learning Accounts, a similar but
much less generous scheme, which had been introduced by the
Labour government in 2000, had been scrapped completely in
2001 as a result of widespread abuse of the system.

The IFS said that the Liberal Democrats commitment to
spend an extra £10.6 billion on schools in England in 2024–25
as compared with 2019–20, would deliver a boost of £4.8 billion
in real terms and an 11% increase by 2022–23,  compared to
the £4.3 billion real-terms increase (10%) which had been
promised by the current government up to 2022–23. The
analysis found that while both would effectively undo the 8%
cuts to per pupil funding implemented since 2010, it would still
mean more than a decade without spending growth up to 2022.
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The IFS stressed that there were two significant
differences with current government plans. The Liberal
Democrats would boost spending more quickly, by £4.6 billion
next year against the Government’s £2.6 billion and they were
promising an additional two years of increases through to
2024–25, which would take the total cash (real terms) increase
to £10.6 billion (£5.6 billion), which would deliver a total real-
terms rise of 13% by 2024–25. The IFS concluded that the Lib
Dems commitment to starting salaries of £30,000 for new
teachers and a salary rise for existing teachers largely matched
existing government plans.

Conservatives
With the Conservative manifesto published only on a Sunday
afternoon, the IFS reaction at the beginning of the following
week had to be more an immediate response rather than the
careful analysis of the other manifestos. However, the Tory
manifesto is a ‘safety first’ document that in education is little
different from existing government plans. 

The IFS director, Paul Johnson, described it as a
“steady as she goes” manifesto. Total spending would be
several billions more than now, not the several tens of billions
promised by other parties. It represented less than 1% of the
economy. The Tory manifesto promised an extra £7.1 bn for
schools by 2022/23. 

The British General Election of December 2019: What the
parties promised in education
Correspondence to: info@educationpublishing.com
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Select Committee Reports
The following reports are reviewed in this section, and follow on
from the last issue of Education Journal Review:

Delivering STEM Skills for the Economy, House of Commons
Committee of Public Accounts, 47th Report of Session 2017–
19. HC 691. Published on 22 June 2018.

Converting Schools to Academies, House of Commons
Public Accounts Committee, 52nd report of Session
2017/19, HC 697. Published on Wednesday 11 July 2018 

Research Integrity, House of Commons Science and
Technology Select Committee, 6th report of Session
2017/19, HC 350. Published on Wednesday 11 July 2018 

Forgotten Children: Alternative provision and the scandal
of ever increasing exclusions, the House of Commons
Education Committee, Fifth Report of Session 2017–19.
HC 342. Published on 25 July 2018.

Ofsted’s Inspection of Schools, House of Commons
Committee of Public Accounts, 60th Report of Session.
HC 1029. Published on 7 September 2018.

The Apprenticeships Ladder of Opportunity: Quality not
quantity, House of Commons Education Select
Committee, Sixth Report of Session 2017–19. HC 344.
Published on 8 October 2018.

Improving Children and Young People’s Mental Health
Services, Report by the Comptroller and Auditor General
to the House of Commons, National Audit Office, Session
2017-19, HC 1618. Published on 9 October 2018.
£10.00. ISBN: 978-1-78604-214-9. 
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Delivering STEM Skills
Delivering STEM Skills for the Economy, House of
Commons Committee of Public Accounts, 47th Report of
Session 2017–19. Report, together with formal minutes
relating to the report. HC 691. Published on 22 June
2018 by the Stationery Office Ltd.

The Committee of Public Accounts, the oldest and
most powerful select committee in the House of
Commons also known as the Public Accounts

Committee or PAC,  started its report by stating the
obvious and well-known, but none the less still important,
fact that STEM skills are crucial for the UK’s productivity,
and a shortage of STEM skills in the workforce is one of
our key economic problems. The future workforce relies
on many more children and young people being
encouraged to take STEM subjects and enter STEM
careers. 
    Government is not well placed to understand the
extent of the challenge and ensure the supply of STEM
skills, especially in the context of withdrawal from the
European Union. In particular, there remains a need to
address marked gender imbalances in several areas of
STEM learning and work—demonstrated, for example,
by the fact that only 8% of STEM apprenticeship starts
are undertaken by women. The quality of careers advice
in schools is patchy at best, perpetuating misconceptions
about STEM careers. In addition, the way that schools
are funded will restrict the likelihood of pupils moving to
other, more STEM-focused learning providers, such as
the new institutes of technology. To make better-informed
decisions, departments also need to tackle the apparent
lack of industry and commercial experience on their
STEM boards and working groups.
    STEM (science, technology, engineering and
mathematics) in education means the study of these

71

Select Committee Reports

Vol. 26 No. 1 • Education Journal Review



72

subjects, either exclusively or in combination. In
employment, i t  refers to work that involves the
application of STEM knowledge and skil ls, an
appropriate qualification in a STEM subject, or a
particular industry or sector, such as pharmaceuticals,
construction or aerospace. 
    Since the early 2000s, there have been growing
concerns about the supply of STEM skil ls in the
workforce, focusing on achieving increased productivity
and economic growth in an era of rapid technological
change. Exit from the European Union could also affect
the availability in the workforce of people with the
requisite STEM skills. Responsibility in government is
spread across a number of departments. The
Department for Education (DfE) is responsible for the
main learning routes—schools, colleges, apprenticeships
and higher education institutions—and is also
responsible for generating research on skills needs. The
Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy
(BEIS) develops insights into key business sectors, and
leads a STEM inspiration programme, encouraging
young people to consider STEM careers. Other
departments also play an important role. Between them,
government departments spent almost £1 billion between
2007 and 2017 on initiatives to encourage more take-up
of STEM subjects.
    The House of Commons Public Accounts
Committee warned that the Department for Business,
Energy & Industrial Strategy and Department for
Education did not currently have sufficient understanding
of what specific skills businesses really needed or how
Brexit would affect the already difficult task of ensuring
the supply of science, technology, engineering and
mathematics skills in the workforce. 
    The PAC added that because there was no
universal definition of what should be counted as a
STEM subject or job, it was difficult for the Government
to understand what STEM skills were needed. The report
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pointed out that as technology advanced, the skills
required of the workforce would change, but the pace of
change meant that skills development often lagged
behind. While the DfE is conducting an employer skills
survey, which is expected to provide a more detailed
picture of skills supply and demand, the results are not
due to be published until summer 2018. 
    The PAC stressed that the departments’ lack of
urgency had also been demonstrated by its “heavy
reliance” on the work of the Migration Advisory
Committee, which was due to report on European
workers in the UK labour market in September 2018, and
it had been asked to address the issue of the number of
visas available for highly skilled migrants. The PAC said
that it was also concerned that BEIS was uncertain about
whether the public sector pay cap was restricting
organisations’ ability to recruit workers from overseas
with the skills needed to help deliver major infrastructure
projects. The report recommended that, following
publication of the Migration Advisory Committee report in
September 2018, BEIS and DfE should, within six
months, set out the further steps they would take to
ensure that STEM skills shortages were addressed.
    The PAC remained to be convinced that the
proposed Skil ls Advisory Panels would properly
understand national and global skills issues. It pointed
out that the UK Commission for Employment and Skills,
the main body previously responsible for producing
strategic information on skills supply, had closed in early
2017, which had created a vacuum in terms of
government labour market intelligence. The DfE is setting
up Skills Advisory Panels, which will work with Local
Enterprise Partnerships to better understand regional
and local skills needs. But the PAC had previously
reported its concerns about LEPs’ variable capacity and
capability. The DfE plans to establish an initial group of
seven SAPs in 2018, with the intention of evaluating their
success in summer 2019. However, given the nature of

73Vol. 26 No. 1 • Education Journal Review

Select Committee Reports



74

the market for high-level STEM skills, the PAC is
sceptical as to whether SAPs would be sufficiently aware
of national and global skills supply issues to carry out
their responsibilities effectively. The report called on the
DfE to set out what specific steps it would take to ensure
that SAPs were sufficiently aware of national and global
skills supply issues to be fully effective.
    The PAC was also concerned that government
STEM boards and working groups did not include
enough practical industry or commercial experience to
spot key problems and deliver effective solutions. In the
last year, the DfE had set up a cross-government STEM
group, and the Department also had an internal STEM
board to consider STEM issues across the education
pipeline. However, the PAC argued that the groups were
generally staffed by policy experts, and the DfE did not
know which of the group members had any practical
experience, for example, through working in industry. The
PAC added that as such, the groups may be missing
crucial knowledge of STEM issues, which could stop
them from being sufficiently responsive to the changing
demands of employers. The report recommended that by
summer 2018, the departments should review the
membership of all STEM boards and working groups,
and address any shortfalls in expertise, such as in
industry knowledge or experience in STEM learning and
work.

Teacher training
The report noted that the DfE did not know whether
people who had been given financial incentives to
undertake teacher training would remain in the
profession. In 2016, the PAC had expressed concern that
DfE had not known what proportion of those receiving
bursaries and other financial incentives to enter teacher
training (particularly in STEM subjects) had actually gone
on to qualify and teach in that subject. The Department
had agreed to examine the issue as a matter of urgency
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and conclude on the value for money of the bursary
scheme by April 2018. While the Department had
examined the impact of financial incentives on the
number of applications for teacher training, it still did not
know how long the successful applicants had stayed in
the teaching profession, and therefore it could not say
whether the incentives had achieved the desired
outcomes. The report recommended that the DfE should
find out whether financial incentives for teacher training
had delivered value for money and report its findings to
the Committee as promised.
    The PAC argued that the departments were
making insufficient progress in addressing the gender
imbalance in many areas of STEM learning and work,
which was particularly troubling given the Committee’s
previous concerns. After the PAC had examined the
apprenticeships programme in late 2016, it had
recommended that the DfE should set up performance
measures for the programme that would include whether
it was delivering improved access to under-represented
groups across all occupations. Performance measures
had been established for the number of black and
minority ethnic apprentices and those with learning
disabilities. But the DfE did not introduce a target relating
to female apprentices, because it had been satisfied with
the fact that women made up over 50% of apprenticeship
starts overall. But the PAC stressed that only 8% of
STEM apprenticeship starts were undertaken by women.
It added that the gender imbalance was also apparent for
A-levels, where women and girls were well represented
in biology, but l i t t le progress had been made in
increasing the numbers in subjects such as computing
and physics. The report recommended that by the end of
2018 the departments should establish, and start to
monitor progress against, specific targets relating to the
involvement of girls and women in key STEM learning
programmes such as apprenticeships.
    The PAC remained concerned about the quality of
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careers advice in schools and colleges as many young
people perceived STEM subjects to be too challenging,
and they concluded that STEM-related careers were
therefore not suitable for them. The PAC warned that the
Government’s efforts to boost STEM skills in the
workplace would fail if such perceptions continued and
not enough children chose to study STEM subjects. The
DfE’s December 2017 careers strategy acknowledged a
significant gap in the quality of careers advice in schools
and in response, the Department had asked the Careers
& Enterprise Company to focus particularly on STEM
when producing toolkits on what worked. The PAC
pointed out that while careers guidance was one of many
elements that Ofsted may examine when inspecting
secondary schools, Ofsted did not give such schools an
explicit rating that indicated the quality of careers
guidance offered. The report therefore recommended
that the DfE should make better use of data on career
destinations and salaries to incentivise young people to
work towards careers in particular STEM sectors where
there was higher need. It added that as part of the plans
to improve the quality of careers advice, the DfE should
work with Ofsted to consider rating the quality of advice
provided in schools.
    The PAC warned that the current education
funding model would make it difficult for new types of
learning institution, such as institutes of technology, to
establish themselves. It pointed out that because schools
were funded per pupil, they had a financial incentive to
retain their existing students, rather than encouraging
them to move to learning institutions that provided
vocational skills. Many parents and young people
regarded academic learning as inherently superior to the
acquisition of vocational skills. The report stressed that
while the new institutes of technology were intended to
provide an alternative offer from that delivered by school
sixth forms, they would face a major challenge to
persuade pupils to leave the school environment. The
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PAC cited university technology colleges, which had
been in existence since 2010 but many had struggled to
attract enough students to be financially viable. The
report argued that the DfE risked wasting time, effort and
money if it did not learn lessons quickly from past
initiatives. It recommended that as a matter of urgency,
the DfE needed to develop a plan for how new types of
learning institution, such as the institutes of technology,
would attract the numbers of students they needed to be
viable.
    The PAC concluded that the departments had
allowed poor quality provision, especially in
apprenticeships, to continue for too long without being
addressed and many of the old-style apprenticeship
frameworks had delivered poorly designed and
inadequate programmes of learning for several years.
The report noted that some stakeholders had claimed
that a significant proportion of the programmes of
learning did not constitute real apprenticeships. The
Department is introducing new, employer-designed
standards, which are meant to represent more relevant
and higher quality packages of learning for apprentices. 
    The PAC thought that good monitoring systems
would be required to ensure that current and future
apprenticeships were of the required quality. The
Committee added that while Ofsted would play an
important role in assessing the quality of apprenticeship
programmes being delivered by individual providers, it
was unclear whether the DfE had systems in place to
identify poor quality provision in a timely way and take
appropriate action. The report recommended that the DfE
should ensure that it had effective monitoring systems in
place to quickly identify apprenticeship programmes that
were not f i t-for-purpose, along with poor quality
provision, and the action it would take in each case.

77Vol. 26 No. 1 • Education Journal Review

Select Committee Reports



78

Converting Schools to
Academies
Converting Schools to Academies, House of Commons
Public Accounts Committee, 52nd report of Session
2017/19, HC 697. Published on Wednesday 11 July 2018
by the Stationery Office by authority of the House of
Commons.

As of January 2018, the Department for Education
had converted around 7,000 maintained schools to
academies; 72% of secondary schools are now

academies and 27% of primary schools. Academies are
publicly funded but, unlike maintained schools, they are
independent of local authorities.
    In the rush to convert large numbers of schools to
academies, the Department for Education did not pay
enough attention to ensuring that i ts scrutiny of
applicants was sufficiently rigorous. It is now
strengthening how it examines prospective academies’
financial viability and sponsors’ ability to improve the
schools they are taking on, but the Committee believes
that these issues should have been addressed much
earlier and the changes do not go far enough. The
Committee felt that it was particularly worrying that the
Department “still does not seem to be learning the
lessons from high–profile academy failures that have
been costly for taxpayers and damaging to children’s
education.”
    The one-off costs to the Department for Education
of converting schools to academies have been £745
million since 2010–11, but the full cost of conversion,
including spending by schools and local authorities, is
unclear. The Committee concluded that i t was
“concerned, however, that the Department is failing to
give a clear sense of direction for maintained schools,
academies, local authorities, pupils and parents. Its
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policy for converting schools to academies is unclear,
and there is substantial regional variation, not only in the
extent to which schools have become academies but
also in the quantity and quality of support available to
struggling schools.” The PAC was concerned about
levels of support for struggling schools and lack of
direction in the sector. 
    The checks that the Department carries out before
schools convert to academies have not prevented a
succession of high-profile academy failures. When an
academy fails the Department must intervene to find a
new sponsor; it ‘re-brokered’ 2.5% of academy schools in
2016–17. As the PAC has reported previously, the cost to
pupils and the taxpayer of failure are particularly high for
multi-academy trusts. Some trusts have experienced
very serious problems, including well-known examples
such as the Durand Academy Trust, Wakefield City
Academies Trust and Bright Tribe Trust which ran
Whitehaven Academy. The Department should review
academy trust failures to identify lessons for its scrutiny
arrangements. It should write to the PAC by October
2018 setting out the main reasons for the failures and
how it proposes to strengthen its scrutiny of prospective
academies and sponsors to ensure that risks are being
well managed before and after conversion. The
Department should set out how it plans to improve
transparency for parents, to ensure they have access to
information and are built into the accountability system.
The Department should inform the PAC whether it is still
considering whether parents should become members of
academy trusts to help with transparency issues.
    The PAC recommended that the DfE should
require all academy trusts, as part of their funding
agreements, to work with local authorities on school
place planning and school admissions, including for
vulnerable groups of children. The DfE should also
outline how this will be monitored.
    The PAC recommended that the DfE should set
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out, as part of its consultation on school accountability in
autumn 2018, how the Education and Skills Funding
Agency and regional schools commissioners will work
together more effectively. Its proposals should (i) identify
and address unnecessary burdens on schools, and (ii)
ensure that oversight of schools is made more
coordinated and effective.
    The chairman of the PAC, Meg Hillier MP (Lab,
Hackney South & Shoreditch) said: “The interests of
pupils should be paramount in education but the
increasingly incoherent schools system is putting this
principle at risk. Government’s haste in pushing ahead
with academisation has come at a cost, with high-profile
failures indicating signif icant weaknesses in its
assessment regime.”
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Research Integrity
Research Integrity, House of Commons Science and
Technology Select Committee, 6th report of Session
2017/19, HC 350. Published on Wednesday 11 July 2018
by the Stationery Office by authority of the House of
Commons. 

The Science and Technology Committee of the
House of Commons started its report into research
integrity with the fairly obvious but none the less

true statement that “research is fundamental to the
process of pushing back the frontiers of human
knowledge and understanding. Research helps cure
diseases, tackle climate change, and understand the
world around us.”
    The Committee made the equally correct
observation that the UK has an “enviable” reputation for
high-quality research, and that researchers were among
the most trusted groups of people in the eyes of the
public. It was of the view that it was recognised that “the
vast majority of research undertaken in the UK is of high
quality and high integrity”.
    Nevertheless, the Committee’s report noted, error,
questionable practices, and outright fraud are possible in
any human endeavour, and research integrity must be
taken seriously and tackled head-on. The 2012
Concordat to Support Research Integrity provided a set
of high-level commitments in this vein, but, six years on,
while all the most research intensive-universities are
complying with key recommendations of the Concordat,
the Committee found that around a quarter of universities
overall are not fulf i l l ing the basic Concordat
recommendation of producing an annual report on
research integrity.
    Compliance with the Concordat has technically
been a prerequisite for receiving funding from UK
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research councils and higher education funding councils
since 2013, yet the Committee found that non-
compliance has not led to any hard consequences. The
Committee thought that this reflected the fact that the
Concordat has only high-level commitments and
recommendations, meaning that ‘compliance’ is difficult
to assess in practice. “More broadly,” the Committee
noted, “there has been a lack of co-ordinated leadership
to drive the implementation of its recommendations in
universities, such as transparency in declaring the
number of misconduct investigations carried out each
year. The Concordat should be tightened so that
compliance can be more easily assessed, with a
timetabled route-map to securing 100% compliance”. The
Committee welcomed Universities UK’s plans to convene
a meeting of the Concordat signatories to discuss the
issues raised in its report.
    The Committee concluded that what it saw as the
current lack of consistent transparency means that it is
impossible to assess the scale of the research integrity
issue, leading to accusations that parts of the sector are
policing themselves in a secretive way in order to
maintain its reputation or, worse, a perception that
investigations are not conducted properly in order to
avoid embarrassment. If there were to be a high-profile
scandal in the future, it could expose any weaknesses in
the current system. “Fraud appears to be rare,” the
Committee concluded, “but the number of institutions
reporting no investigations each year does not tally with
other available information—the self-reported pressures
on researchers to compromise on standards, an increase
in the rate of journal articles being retracted, and a
growth in image manipulation in articles.” 
    The Committee concludes, perhaps charitably,
that part of the cause may be a lack of understanding of
the principles of statistics among researchers, and it
recommends that greater emphasis should be placed on
statistical rigour. “The sector needs to see increased
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transparency and reporting of problems as a positive
sign that issues are being identified and dealt with
accordingly, rather than as a threat.”
    The Committee saw “a gap in the UK research
integrity system for a new committee to provide a means
of independently verifying whether a research institution
has followed appropriate processes in investigating
misconduct”. There are committees along these lines in
Canada and Australia. While it felt that the primary
responsibility to investigate misconduct should remain
with the employer, the Committee felt that there was also
a need to improve confidence in the existing system of
self-regulation and to adjust for the potential conflict of
interest of ‘self-policing’. 
    The Committee wanted to see its suggestion of a
new committee become responsible for championing
research integrity in the sector, driving the future
implementation of a tightened Research Integrity
Concordat, and pursuing the issues that the Committee
had identified in its report. “The new committee will need
to be established by and work closely with UK Research
and Innovation, and produce an annual report on the
state of research integrity in the UK. This is an
opportunity for the research community to get ahead of
this issue; without such a body being established, there
is a risk that the demand for statutory regulation will grow
in response to any future scandals, despite a consensus
against such regulation within the community.”
    There were other steps that could be taken to
support research integrity rather than simply responding
to problems. The Committee was pleased to hear that
research integrity will form part of the ‘environment’
judgements for the next Research Excellence
Framework, and that there are moves towards
appropriate publishing of datasets, and better reporting
of research methods. 
    The Committee felt that UKRI needed to
understand how the pressures and incentives within the
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research funding system affect research behaviour and
consider where counterbalances are needed to ensure a
healthy research culture. It identified training as key to
ensuring that the right research culture is imbued by
each new generation of researchers and their
supervisors, and to ensuring that errors such as common
misuses of statistics are avoided. 
    The Committee felt that in order to increase the
effectiveness of research, increased emphasis should be
put on the need to publish ‘negative’ research findings,
especially in the field of medicine. “Employers, funders
and publishers of research need to be able to share
information to support investigations of misconduct, and
it is encouraging that protocols are being developed to
help employers to manage cases which cross
institutional boundaries,” the Committee concluded.
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Alternative Provision
Forgotten Children: Alternative provision and the scandal
of ever increasing exclusions, the House of Commons
Education Committee, Fifth Report of Session 2017–19.
Report, together with formal minutes relating to the
report. HC 342. Published on 25 July 2018 by the
Stationery Office Ltd.

Having concluded that mainstream schools should
be bastions of inclusion, the House of Commons
Education Committee pointed out that

“intentionally or not”, that was not true of all mainstream
schools. The Committee said that it had also seen an
alarming increase in “hidden’ exclusions”. 
    The report warned that the school environment
meant that schools were struggling to support pupils in
their schools, which was putting pressure on alternative
providers and conflict between pupils, parents and
schools was putting further pressure onto a system that
should be supporting all pupils to achieve. The
Committee found that while going into alternative
provision had been the best outcome for some children,
to access it children had to be branded a failure or
excluded in the first place, rather than it being a positive
choice.
    The Committee urged the Timpson Exclusions
Review to ensure that it looked at the trends in exclusion
by school type, location and pupil demographics and
examine whether financial pressures and accountability
measures in schools were preventing schools from
providing early intervention support and contributing to
the exclusion crisis. The Committee said that the
evidence it had seen suggested that the rise in so called
“zero-tolerance” behaviour policies was creating school
environments where pupils were being punished and
ultimately excluded for incidents that could and should be

Vol. 26 No. 1 • Education Journal Review

Select Committee Reports



86

managed within the mainstream school environment. 
    It recommended that the Government should
issue guidance to all schools to remind them of their
responsibilities to children under treaty obligations and
ensure that their behaviour policies were in line with
those responsibil i t ies. The Committee also
recommended that the Government and Ofsted should
introduce an inclusion measure or criteria that would
within schools to incentivise schools to be more
inclusive. But the Committee did not believe that Ofsted
should take sole responsibility for tackling off-rolling as it
was partly being driven by school policies created by the
Department for Education. 
    The Committee said that an unfortunate and
unintended consequence of the Government’s strong
focus on school standards had led to school
environments and practices that had resulted in
disadvantaged children being disproportionately
excluded, which included a curriculum with a lack of
focus on developing pupils’ social and economic capital.
The Committee added that there appeared to be a lack
of moral accountability on the part of many schools and
no incentive to, or deterrent to not, retain pupils who
could be classed as diff icult or challenging. The
Committee therefore recommended that the Government
should change the weighting of Progress 8 and other
accountability measures to take account of every pupil
who had spent time at a school, in proportion to the
amount of time they spent there, which should be done
alongside reform of Progress 8 measures to take
account of outliers and to incentivise inclusivity. 
    The report concluded that as the exclusions
process was weighted in favour of schools, parents and
pupils were often left to navigate an adversarial system
that should be supporting them. The Committee called
for legislation to be amended as soon as possible to
ensure that where Independent Review Panels found in
favour of the pupils, they could direct a school to
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reinstate a pupil. The Committee argued that where
responsibility sat for excluded children in a local area had
become “very ambiguous” and therefore the Timpson
Exclusions Review would need to clarify whose
responsibility it was to ensure that excluded or off-rolled
pupils were being properly educated. The Committee
added that the responsibility could lie with the local
authority or local school partnerships, but currently, too
many pupils were falling through the net. 
    The Committee recommended that when a pupil
had been excluded from school for more than five non-
consecutive days in a school year, the pupil and their
parents or carers should be given access to an
independent advocate, whether pupils had been
internally or externally excluded from school, or where
the LA was arranging education due to illness. The
Committee also recommended that the Government
should encourage the creation of more specialist
alternative providers to meet the diverse needs of pupils
with medical needs, including mental health needs. 
    The report highlighted “an inexplicable lack of
central accountability and direction” as no one appeared
to be aware of all the provision that was available, which
impacted on both schools, local authorities and parents.
It added that without someone to take responsibility for
co-ordinating and publishing information about the local
provision that was available, parents and pupils would
remain unable to fully participate in discussions about
alternative provisions referrals. The Committee
recommended that all organisations offering alternative
provision should be required to inform the local authority
in which they were based of their provision and the local
authority should then make the list of alternative
providers operating in their local authority available to
schools and parents on their website. 
    The Committee recommended that Pupil Referral
Units, and other forms of alternative provision, should be
renamed to remove the stigma and stop parents being
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reluctant to send their pupils there. It suggested that the
Government should seek the advice of pupils who
currently attended alternative provision when developing
the new terminology. The report pointed out that while
local authorities had statutory responsibilities to provide
suitable education for pupils, they could have little
oversight or scrutiny over decisions about exclusions and
placement decisions.
    While the report acknowledged that the situation
may be due to inadequate resourcing, which needed to
be addressed, the lack of transparency about exclusion
rates that were available to parents about schools, was
concerning. The Committee recommended that LAs
should be given the appropriate powers to ensure that
any child received the education they needed, regardless
of school type. The Committee also recommended that
schools should publish their permanent and fixed term
exclusion rates by year group every term, including
providing information about pupils with SEND and
looked-after children and schools should publish data on
the number of pupils who had left the school. 
    The report pointed out that schools did not always
have the capacity and specialist knowledge to have full
responsibil ity for the commissioning of long-term
placements for pupils who would often have complex
needs. It warned that a fragmented approach to
commissioning responsibilities and a lack of oversight
and scrutiny in terms of decisions meant that pupils were
being left vulnerable to inappropriate placement
decisions. 
    The Committee said that while the best Fair
Access Protocols worked well because they were local
and they understood the needs of their communities, that
was not always the case and it argued that was not right
that some schools could opt out of receiving pupils back
to mainstream schools or following the Fair Access
Protocol. The Committee therefore recommended that
the Government should issue clearer guidance on Fair
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Access Protocols to ensure that schools understood and
adhered to their responsibil i t ies and encourage
reintegration where appropriate. 
    The Committee stressed that no school should be
able to opt-out and if necessary either the local authority
or the DfE should have the power to direct a school to
adhere to their local Fair Access Protocol. The
Committee also called for greater oversight of exclusions
and the commissioning of alternative provision for all
pupils by the local authority, as children needed a
champion, and schools needed both challenge and
support. The Committee said that there should be a
senior person in each local authority who was
responsible for protecting the interests and promoting the
educational achievement of pupils in alternative
provision, which must be “adequately resourced”. But it
added that the role and post-holder should be different
from that of the Virtual School Head for Looked-After
Children. 
    The report pointed out that the Government
should collect best practice and provide dedicated
resources and guidance to schools to improve behaviour
and reduce exclusion and develop appropriately
resourced Learning Support Units. It added that the
guidance should include that all LSUs should be staffed
by at least one qualified teacher and the Government
should investigate the practice of placing students in
isolation units. The Committee recommended that Ofsted
should carry out thematic inspections of in-school
alternative provision and to achieve Qualified Teacher
Status, all trainee teachers should be required to
undertake a placement outside mainstream education,
for example in a special school or in alternative provision. 
    The Committee did not believe that there were
sufficient checks on unregistered providers and it was not
convinced that the quality and consistency of oversight
was enough not to require there to be registration and
regulation across the sector. The Committee argued that
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no pupil should be educated in unregistered provision for
more than two days a week and schools that
commissioned any alternative provision should be
responsible for the quality of that provision. The
Committee called on mainstream schools to be more
proactive in their engagement with alternative provision,
by being “buddied” with an alternative provision school to
share expertise and offer alternative provision teachers
and pupils opportunities to access teaching and learning
opportunities. 
    In terms of successful outcomes and destinations,
the report stressed that the framework should
acknowledge the fragmented educational journey that
the pupils had had and enable schools to demonstrate all
the achievements of their pupils. The Committee urged
the Government to ensure that it used the very broadest
of measures, including softer skills that pupils had
developed as well as harder outcomes such as
apprenticeship take up. 
    The report concluded that it was “extraordinary”
that the increase in the participation age had not been
accompanied by statutory duties to provide post-16
alternative provision and it argued that such pupils were
being denied access to post-16 education because the
system had not been designed or funded to
accommodate their additional needs. The Committee
stressed that there was a will in the sector to provide
post-16 education to pupils in alternative provision and a
need on the part of pupils. 
    Given the increase in participation age to 18, the
Committee recommended that the Government should
allocate resources to ensure that local authorities and
providers could provide post-16 support to pupils, either
in the form of outreach and support to colleges or by
providing their own post-16 alternative provision. 
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Ofsted’s Inspection of Schools 
Ofsted’s Inspection of Schools, House of Commons
Committee of Public Accounts, 60th Report of Session
2017–19. Report, together with formal minutes relating to
the report. HC 1029. Published on 7 September 2018 by
the Stationery Office Ltd.

While the House of Commons Committee of
Public Accounts recognised that the cut in the
budget of the Office for Standards in Education,

Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) had led to a 52%
fall in its spend on inspecting the school’s sector in real
terms between 1999–2000 and 2017–18, the Committee
argued that Ofsted and the Department for Education
had focused narrowly on the cost of inspection, rather
than the value of getting independent assurance about
schools’ effectiveness. 
    The report stressed that Ofsted had incorrectly
reported to Parliament that it had met the statutory target
for re-inspecting schools every five years, when it had in
fact failed to meet the statutory timescale for 43 schools
(0.2%) between 2012/13 and 2016/17. However, Ofsted
had explained that, in the 43 cases, its staff had made
decisions that had led to the target being breached,
without the knowledge of senior management. In 32
cases, the school had expanded or merged with another,
and Ofsted had erroneously classified the schools as
new; in the 11 other cases, there had been exceptional
circumstances such as schools which had been due to
close.
    Ofsted had told the Committee that it had put new
procedures in place to make sure that any decision to
defer an inspection beyond the statutory target would be
reported to HM Chief Inspector or Ofsted’s Chief
Operating Officer. The Committee recommended that
Ofsted should report annually to Parliament, in its annual
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report and accounts, on how many schools had not been
inspected within the statutory target and the reasons
why.
    The report pointed out that it was unacceptable
that because so many schools were exempt from re-
inspection, they had not been inspected for six or more
years. While schools that Ofsted had graded as
outstanding were exempt from routine re-inspection,
unless Ofsted identified a particular risk, at August 2017,
1,620 schools had not been inspected for six years or
more, including 296 schools that had not been inspected
for 10 years or more. The Committee recommended that
the Department should re-examine the rationale for
exempting schools graded outstanding from routine re-
inspection, and report back to PAC on its assessment in
December 2018.
    The Committee warned that Ofsted’s short
inspections did not allow inspectors enough time to make
a meaningful assessment of a school’s performance or to
help schools to improve. While Ofsted explained that
short inspections involved discussing the school
leadership’s evaluation of the school’s performance and
triangulating that with data and some observation of, and
discussion about, the school; it acknowledged that it was
far short of a full review of all aspects of a school. The
Committee recommended that Ofsted and the
Department should review whether the short inspection
model provided sufficient, meaningful assurance about
schools’ effectiveness, and evaluate the costs and
benefits of alternative approaches, including carrying out
more full inspections. 
    PAC was concerned that Ofsted did not give
parents enough opportunity to contribute their views as
part of school inspections. The Committee said that while
Ofsted appeared to have good intentions to improve how
it engaged with parents, it did not yet have concrete
plans to turn such intentions into actions. The Committee
therefore recommended that Ofsted should report to PAC
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in December 2018, with specific actions and target dates,
for collecting more and better evidence from parents
about schools. 
    The PAC said that while Ofsted had insisted that it had
enough contracted inspectors, at March 2018, it
employed 30 (15%) fewer HM inspectors than it had
budgeted for, and there had also been a shortfall in each
of the two previous years. The Committee noted that
although turnover of HM inspectors had fallen, it
remained high (19% in 2017–18). Ofsted had said that
recruiting and retaining inspectors was one of its top
priorities and that it had a programme of work to improve
the position, for example by reducing inspectors’
workload and improving their training. PAC pointed out
that it had been told that training as an Ofsted inspector
was excellent continuing professional development for
teachers. But the Committee stressed that only
headteachers and deputies whose schools had been
graded as good or outstanding could become contracted
Ofsted inspectors, which meant that the training was not
available to teachers in schools that needed the most
improvement. The Committee recommended that Ofsted
should write to it in April 2019 with an update on the gap
between the numbers of HM inspectors employed and
budgeted for, and the turnover rate. PAC also
recommended that Ofsted should consider opening up its
training to headteachers and deputies working in schools
graded as requires improvement and inadequate so that
the schools could benefit in the same way as schools
that were performing well.
    The report claimed that Ofsted did not make the
most of its unique position to use intelligence from
inspections to lead change and be a force for school
improvement. The Committee pointed out that as HM
Chief Inspector had a statutory role to advise the
Secretary of State for Education on the quality of
schools, her independence and status as the head of a
non-ministerial government department placed her in an
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ideal position to speak freely, without fear or favour. The
Committee argued that as inspectors witnessed the
challenges that schools were facing and the underlying
causes of poor performance, Ofsted should be sharing
such insights with the Department and more widely. 
    The PAC said that although it had asked HM Chief
Inspector for her views on the wider issues affecting the
school system, including the impact of funding
pressures, for example on the breadth of the curriculum,
and concerns about pupils’ mental health and wellbeing,
it had been disappointed that she had not provided
clearer and more direct answers. The Committee noted
that Ofsted had also reduced its school improvement
activity in recent years, and it had published only two
research and analysis reports in 2017, compared with 13
in 2013. 
    Ofsted had told the Committee that it had been
expanding its research programme again, for example,
by undertaking research into the curriculum taught in
schools, including the subjects which were being
dropped, and publishing a report about what schools
were doing to combat child obesity. However, PAC asked
HM Chief Inspector to write to it by October 2018 with
her reflections on the main risks to schools’ effectiveness
and the systemic causes of poor performance, including
the impact of funding pressures.
    The Committee concluded that the “muddled”
system for school accountability and improvement had
led to confusion for schools and parents, and inefficiency
where roles overlapped. It pointed out that although
Ofsted aimed to be a force for improvement, the
responsibility for school improvement rested with a
school’s governing body, the multi-academy trust or the
local authority, and ultimately with the Department. The
report added that when schools were fail ing, the
Department, through the regional school’s
commissioners, was responsible for helping them to
improve. 
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The Committee had asked about the 78 schools that had
previously been graded as inadequate where Ofsted had
not met its target to re-inspect within either 18 or 24
months between 2012/13 and 2016/17. But Ofsted and
the Department could not explain what was in place to
improve the quality of education in the schools and who
was responsible for making the urgently needed
improvement. PAC said that it was therefore unsure
about the basis for the Department’s decisions on
funding for school improvement. It added that the eight
regional school’s commissioners had spent £32 million in
2017–18, compared with the £44 million that Ofsted had
spent on inspecting schools. 
    The Committee noted that in May 2018, the
Secretary of State had set out principles to inform a
review of school accountability and the Department had
plans to consult on detailed proposals in autumn 2018.
The PAC recommended that as part of its review of
accountability, the Department should state where
responsibility for school improvement lay. The Committee
added that the Department and Ofsted should also
assess whether the balance of spending was right
between different parts of the system for school
accountability and improvement, including between
Ofsted and the regional school’s commissioners.
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Apprenticeships 
The Apprenticeships Ladder of Opportunity: Quality not
quantity, House of Commons Education Select
Committee, Sixth Report of Session 2017–19. Report,
together with formal minutes relating to the report. HC
344. Published on 8 October 2018 by the Stationery
Office Limited.

The House of Commons Education Select
Committee concluded that while successive
governments had made major changes to the

administration, content and funding of apprenticeships,
too many apprentices were simply not getting the high-
quality training they deserve and too many, particularly
the young and disadvantaged, were not being given the
support they needed to pursue an apprenticeship and get
on in life. In its report, the Committee suggests how to fix
the situation.
    In terms of quality, the report calls for stronger,
clearer oversight of apprenticeship training and
assessment. New providers should get a monitoring visit
from Ofsted in their first year: before the visit the amount
of training they could deliver should be capped; and if
they failed, they should be out. 
    The Committee recommended that Ofqual should
be given responsibility for the external quality assurance
of all endpoint assessments as the opaque world of
subcontracting needed far greater scrutiny. The
Committee proposed greater controls on lead providers
and a cap on the management fees they could charge. 
    Subcontractors should receive the same level of
attention and be held to the same quality standard as
lead providers. Ofsted should be judging the quality of
the training for itself rather than relying on quality
assurance undertaken by middle men.
    The Committee argued that apprentices needed a
much stronger voice in the system and the Institute’s
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apprentice panel should be given greater formal powers
to make recommendations to its board and an improved
complaints procedure for apprentices should be set up. 
    To help apprentices climb the ladder of opportunity
the report stressed the need for clearer paths to
progression both within standards and in new
progression maps created by the Institute. The
Committee also called for a much stronger focus on
progression through levels of apprenticeships, including
the route to degree apprenticeships. The report urged
the Institute and Government to make the growth of
degree apprenticeships a strategic priority.
    To ensure that the system was working with and
not against employers, the Committee recommended
reforms to both apprenticeship standards and funding
and it proposed increasing the top funding band,
doubling the time employers had to spend their funds
and allowing more levy transfers. 
    The report urged that Government to explore
introducing greater flexibility to the 20 percent off-the-job
training requirement in response to concerns that the
Committee had heard from employers during its current
inquiry and its ongoing work on nursing apprenticeships.
    Turning to social justice, the Committee argued
that the funding system should do more to help the
young and disadvantaged climb the ladder of opportunity,
which would mean more bursaries, increased incentives
for small and medium-sized businesses and social
enterprises, and a new social justice fund to support
organisations that helped the hardest to reach. The
Committee also recommended that the apprentice
minimum wage should be raised, as a step on the road
towards abolition, and stronger enforcement should lead
to employers who evaded the apprentice minimum wage
being sanctioned more severely.
    The report pointed out that while it was
encouraging that most apprentices were paid
significantly more, that should not lead to ignoring the
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needs of those who were struggling to get by. The
Committee stressed the importance of the Government
introducing a kitemark system for good apprentice
employers to encourage best practice and help
apprentices choose the best employer for them.
    The report also called for a benefits system that
would help rather than hinder apprentices and a renewed
focus on the needs of those with learning difficulties
and/or disabilities. The Committee stressed that as
young people needed clearer routes into
apprenticeships, the Government should punish schools
that evaded the Baker clause. (The Baker clause is the
requirement for schools to allow colleges and training
providers to talk to their pupils about apprenticeships and
technical education.) The report added that the
Government must also deliver on its manifesto promises
to reduce apprentice travel costs and introduce a proper
UCAS-style portal for technical education, skills, FE and
apprenticeships.
    Further recommendations included: 
•   The Government should continue to carefully monitor
whether bodies responsible for apprenticeship quality
had enough resources to fulfil their roles and act quickly
to remedy any emerging capacity issues. 
•   New providers judged by Ofsted to be making
insufficient progress should be removed from the register
of apprenticeship training providers.
•   The role of the Institute’s apprentice panel should be
formalised and its recommendations to the Institute’s
board and the board’s responses should be published. 
•   The Government should establish and promote an
improved complaints procedure for apprentices. 
•   While there should be a minimum amount of off-the-
job training, the Government should conduct pilots with
apprentices and businesses to explore the effect of
introducing greater flexibility in the amount required by
each apprenticeship standard. If results were positive it
should introduce greater flexibility across the system. 
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•   Because the transit ion from apprenticeship
frameworks to standards had been mismanaged by
successive Governments and employers had been let
down, the Institute should mandate the inclusion of clear
paths to progression within apprenticeship standards,
which would be linked to a system of progression maps
created and promoted by the Institute. 
•   The Government should increase the top funding band
to better match the full cost of delivery for some
apprenticeships. It should also double the time
employers had to spend their funds to 48 months and
allow them to transfer more of the funds to firms in their
supply chain. 
•   The Government should increase incentive funding for
small and medium-sized businesses and social
enterprises who recruit young and disadvantaged
apprentices, and explore other potential incentives to
encourage recruitment of young and disadvantaged
people. 
•   The Government should extend the existing co-
investment waiver for smaller employers to cover all 16–
18-year-olds, and more disadvantaged 19–24-year-olds,
employed by non-levy-paying employers.
•   The Social Mobility Commission should conduct an
immediate study into how the benefits system helped or
hindered apprentices and the Government should act on
its findings. 
•   The Government must stop dragging its feet over
apprentice transport costs and set out how it planned to
reduce them, in a way which would work for all regions
and areas.
•   The Equality and Human Rights Commission should
conduct a monitoring review of apprenticeship
participation by gender, ethnicity and by people with
learning difficulties and/or disabilities every three years.
Each review should recommend changes to improve
Government policy and employer practice.
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Mental Health Services 
Improving Children and Young People’s Mental Health
Services, Report by the Comptroller and Auditor General
to the House of Commons, National Audit Office, Session
2017-19, HC 1618. Published on 9 October 2018.
£10.00. ISBN: 978-1-78604-214-9. 

The Government has acknowledged that, in the
past, mental health services were seen as of
secondary importance to physical health services.

It has committed to providing parity of esteem for mental
and physical health services. This means that mental
health is valued as much as physical health. An expert
group, convened by the Department of Health & Social
Care (DHSC), defined this as including equal access to
care and an allocation of resources in proportion to need.
    The most up-to-date estimates (from 2004)
indicate that 10% of five- to 16-year‑olds have a mental
health condition, although as little as 25% of children and
young people with a diagnosable condition actually
access services. The DHSC is responsible for mental
health policy, while NHS England is responsible for
overseeing the commissioning of NHS-funded services,
either directly or through clinical commissioning groups
(CCGs). Various other government departments and
arm’s-length bodies also have a role in funding and
delivering these services. NHS England and CCGs
collectively spent one billion pounds on children and
young people’s services in 2017-18 (around 1% of total
expenditure).
    In 2014 and 2015, the Government announced
£1.4 billion of transformation funding for children and
young people’s mental health services. In March 2015, it
set out its vision for children and young people’s mental
health services in Future in Mind. The main programmes
taking this forward are:
•      The NHS’s Five Year Forward View for Mental
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Health programme, which covers all NHS mental health
services in England and has specific objectives to
improve children’s mental health services.
•      The accompanying health workforce development
programme, Stepping Forward to 2020/21, led by Health
Education England.
•      Since 2015, annual local transformation plans
covering all mental health services available to children
and young people in the area, including both NHS and
non‑NHS services. Since the plans were launched they
have been incorporated in the Forward View programme.
•      Transforming Children and Young People’s Mental
Health Provision: a Green Paper, jointly published by the
DHSC and the Department for Education in 2017 and
due to be implemented from the end of 2018. It commits
a further £300 million, with a focus on developing the
links between schools and health services.

Key findings
The NAO believes that the Government faces significant
challenges in transforming children and young people’s
mental health services, as part of its commitment to
parity of esteem between physical and mental health
services. In 2015, the most up-to-date estimate indicated
that only around one-quarter of children and young
people who needed support from mental health services
could access those services. 
    The Government has endorsed a vision for
improving support for children and young people’s mental
health, but delivering this vision will require coordinated
action across different parts of government – for
example, health, education, local government and justice
– and between national and local bodies. Each of these
has its own priorit ies, funding challenges and
accountability arrangements. Experience in other sectors
also suggests that raising the profile of mental health
support and services and reducing the stigma of mental
illness may uncover previously unidentified further
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demand. 
    The current programmes mark what the NAO
described as “an important, but modest, first step
towards tackling issues of parity of esteem”. The NAO
observed that “Government has not set out and costed
what it must do to achieve Future in Mind in full.” Future
in Mind identified 49 proposals. However, the current
programmes to take this forward will not deliver its
proposals in full. The NAO analysis highlighted that the
programmes do not have explicit objectives for some
proposals, particularly those related to vulnerable
groups. The Government has not yet identified what
actions and budget it will need to implement each
proposal in Future in Mind, what progress it has made so
far, and what further work is required to deliver it in full.
    The Government does not have cross-government
accountability arrangements in place to ensure Future in
Mind is delivered as intended. NHS England cannot be
certain all the additional £1.4 billion funding to date was
spent as intended, and does not have strong levers to
ensure that CCGs increase spending in line with their
intentions. Local transformation plans set out how local
areas intend to transform services but national
accountabil i ty is weak. CCGs formed 122 local
transformation plan areas to work with local partners
across England, but these are not aligned with local
authority boundaries, or with the 44 Sustainability and
Transformation Partnerships (STPs) which were
subsequently formed.
    The NHS is working to improve key information on
how many children and young people receive mental
health services, how much it spends on providing those
services, and which treatments are most effective. Yet
the NAO found significant data weaknesses limit the
Government’s ability to understand progress towards
delivering its ambitions around access to children and
young people’s NHS-funded services. In particular, the
Forward View stated that by 2020-21, at least 70,000
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additional children and young people each year should
receive treatment, thereby increasing the access to NHS-
funded treatment rate from approximately 25% to 35%.
The NHS has reported being on track to meet the access
rate target: a one‑off data collection from CCGs indicated
an access rate of 30.5% against the published Forward
View target of 30%, which the NAO found encouraging.
However, the NAO also felt that “the NHS cannot reliably
report progress directly against the 70,000 target: it has
no robust baseline measure and we have further
concerns about the equivalence of the 70,000 target to a
10% increase in access rates. It does not yet have
consistent and reliable data available on the number and
proportion of young people accessing treatment each
year, so NHS England cannot be confident about the
growth rates in access.”
    The number of children and young people with a
mental health condition who need help is likely to be
higher than previously estimated, which will make it even
harder to achieve the Government’s ambition. Slow
progress on workforce expansion is emerging as a major
risk to delivering the Government’s ambitions, and
“understanding progress is significantly hindered by a
lack of data”.  All case study areas cited difficulties in
recruiting as a major concern and there are other
indications that delivery is behind schedule.
There is still what the NAO called “limited visibility” of
what public sector bodies outside the health sector
spend on mental health services, and what services they
provide. Future in Mind emphasised the importance of
prevention and early intervention for children and young
people’s mental health. However, there is very limited
information on support available for children and young
people’s mental health outside the health sector.

Recommendations
The NAO report recommended that the DHSC should:
•      Set out the scale of the challenge, and understand
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the characteristics and trends in the needs of young
people requiring mental health services, building on the
new prevalence data when available.
•      Set out what actions and resources are required to
implement Future in Mind in full, and the main long-term
and interim objectives and outcomes. The plans should
set out what different parts of government are expected
to deliver, be clear about the main uncertainties and build
in opportunities to review plans.
•      Establish clear leadership of the portfolio and
responsibility for taking it forward and bringing together
the national and local bodies, and individual
programmes, intended to deliver Future in Mind.
•      Put in place mechanisms to improve understanding
of spend and activity on mental health support across the
system, particularly in schools and local authorities.
•      Undertake work to better understand the impact of
preventative services and early intervention for children
and young people on the demand for more intensive or
specialist mental health services.

The NAO report also recommends that with respect to
the current programmes of work the DHSC, NHS
England, Health Education England and the Department
for Education should review workforce plans in the light
of progress to date and once the implications of the
Green Paper are clear, to see whether additional actions
are required.
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