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This issue of Education Journal Review is published at
the end of December 2020, a year far worse than
anyone had any inkling it would be a year ago. Some

of the articles in this issue are, inevitably, about the effects
of COVID-19 on education. Everything about COVID-19 has
moved very fast. This time last year nobody outside a tiny
group of health professionals had even heard of it. Now,
two vaccines in the United States and one in the United
Kingdom have been approved by regulators and the Oxford
University/AstraZenica one in particular will be a game
changer in bringing the pandemic to an end. 
    In this issue, and in those of volume 27 to be published
next year, we will publish contributions that record what the
situation was at different times, when our knowledge about the
disease and SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes it, was different
and less than it is now. The World Health Organisation has
warned that however bad COVID-19 is, it may not be the big
one, the pandemic that will be even worse and that will kill even
more people than COVID-19. If we are to learn the lessons from
this pandemic we need to remember how it was tackled as it
developed and not just what happened at the end. We have a
couple of articles on how the pandemic looked as we came out
of the first wave.
    If there was one lesson that shines through from
COVID-19 it is that international cooperation is crucial in dealing
with an international pandemic. A very small number of
international organisations played a quiet but crucial role behind
the scenes, and the OECD and Education International were
two of them. We have an article on the OECD’s TALIS project
and another on a key OECD/EI conference on COVID-19.
    However bad COVID-19 has been, there are some
other issues that are still going on regardless of the virus. The
controversy over the teaching of English in primary schools is
one of them. Margaret Clark contributes a paper on her
research on this and a short article to follow it up with what has
developed since she wrote the paper.   

Demitri Coryton
Editor

Preface 
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The teaching of early reading in
primary schools in England.
Does ideology trump evidence
in the formation of government
policy for primary schools and
for institutions involved in initial
teacher education?
By Margaret M. Clark OBE

Abstract: Since 2006 there has been a growing insistence by
government in England that in the teaching of reading,
primary schools must focus on  systematic synthetic phonics,
not just as one of a range of strategies, but as the method of
teaching all children to read. In 2012 it was announced that
Ofsted would start a series of unannounced inspections of
providers of initial teacher education focusing solely on the
training of phonics teaching. Over the following years, the
government, backed by Ofsted, has increased its hold over
policy and practice on early reading in state primary schools,
in institutions providing initial teacher education and courses
offering further professional development for teachers.
Claimed to be an evidence-based policy, contrary evidence has
been ignored. A Phonics Screening Check (PSC) was introduced
in 2012 as a mandatory assessment for all children in state
primary schools in England at the end of year 1 (for children
about six-years-of-age). This assessment of children’s ability to
decode has become a high stakes test with a school’s
percentage pass a major criterion in Ofsted inspections. 

In this article research evidence is reported on the
effects of this policy based on observations in classrooms, also
the views of teachers and parents on the impact of the Phonics
Screening Check on children’s early literacy experience in

Margaret
M. Clark

OBE 

Margaret M
Clark was

awarded a DLitt
for her early

published
research on

reading and an
OBE for her

services to early
years education.

She has been
elected to the

Reading Hall of
Fame, an

independent
organisation

that recognises
lifetime

achievement in
the field of

reading. She
was Professor

and Head of the
Department of

Educational
Psychology in

the University of
Birmingham and
is now a Visiting

Professor at
Newman

University. 

. 

Education Journal Review • Vol. 26 No. 3



3

primary schools in England. A further research reveals
constraints already placed on the content of courses on early
reading in institutions training primary teachers in England.
The policy revisions recommended in a consultation document
on inspection of courses offering initial teacher education
published by Ofsted (in January 2020), and confirmed in the
handbook will further narrow the content of courses on early
reading. Ofsted’s publication in June 2020 confirms that
institutions will be required to present systematic synthetic
phonics as the only way to teach early reading or be deemed
inadequate. 

While the policy analysed here refers to England,
similar moves have been apparent in both Australia and in The
United States. In all three countries an increasing role in policy
decisions on early literacy is being played by consultants, to
the exclusion of professionals, often consultants with
commercial interests in producing materials to implement the
policies. 

Keywords: teaching reading, synthetic phonics, government
policy, Ofsted

Improving standards of literacy has had high priority inmost countries over recent years, with so called ‘reading
wars’ on how best to teach children to read, particularly

in countries with languages such as English, without
highly consistent orthographies. While declaring their
policies to be ‘evidence-based’, evidence that does not
support current policy is often ignored by politicians who
may dictate not only what is taught in schools but how it
must be taught. 

They often ignore evidence that does not support their
current policy and are backed by an accountability regime
which forces teachers, and even those who train teachers, to
adhere to these policies. This has been true not only in England
since the publication of the Rose Report (Rose, 2006) but also
in USA with the National Reading Panel (see Allington 2002,
2018). The government and Ofsted (the inspection body in
England) have increased their demand that synthetic phonics
should be the only way to teach all children to read. Yet in the
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most recent of a series of reviews of the experimental research
on phonics, Torgerson and her co-authors, repeat their
assertion that Rose overstated the case for synthetic phonics
and that: “there remains insufficient evidence to justify a
‘phonics only’ teaching policy…. and that there is little evidence
of the superiority of one phonics approach over any other.”
[Torgerson  et al, 2019: 234.] In 2005-6 Greg Brooks was a
member of Jim Rose’s committee and with Carole Torgerson a
member of a team contracted to produce a systematic review of
the research evidence on phonics (see Brooks, 2017). 

NB The education policy discussed here is mandatory only in
England, not the United Kingdom, as education is a devolved
power, with Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales having their
own education policies. The Department for Education is
responsible for children’s services and education in England.
Ofsted, the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s
Services and Skills, inspects services providing education and
skills for learners of all ages in England. It is an independent
non-ministerial government department reporting to parliament.
Since 2010 there have been five Secretaries of State for
Education. However, Nick Gibb, Minister of State for School
Standards who has been in post for many years, promotes the
government systematic synthetic phonics policy. He has
repeatedly claimed this policy is ‘evidence-based’, criticisms
are ‘ideological’, and that it has improved the standard of
literacy in England’s primary schools. He has made these
claims in debates in parliament, in written answers to MPs’
questions, in articles and at conferences around the world
(including in Australia). It is for this reason that I have cited
below quotations from him to set the context for an analysis of
unacknowledged relevant research.

Quotations from The School Standards Minister, Nick Gibb
1. Fallacious and unevidenced beliefs about reading instruction
have blighted the early education of generations of children
around the world  .... Unfortunately, the pernicious arguments
that ignore the evidence in favour of phonics still abound….
Extract from a speech by Nick Gibb September 2017 See Clark
2017: 13 for a fuller quotation. He made similar claims in
Australia in April 2017.

2.  ….despite the evidence in favour of phonics – we faced

Education Journal Review • Vol. 26 No. 3
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opposition from various lobby groups: those opposed to testing,
those professors of education who had built a career on
teaching teachers to use the ‘look and say’ approach, and the
teaching unions (See Clark 2018: 3 for this quotation set in
context).

3. Re PIRLS 2016 results for England: 
These results 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 (fuller quotation in context in
Clark, 2018: 31).  

4. On 10 June 2020 Nick Gibb was asked in parliament
three written questions on the government’s synthetic phonics
policy with reference made by the MP asking the questions to
our recently published research on teacher training. In his
answer he stressed that: ‘Providers in their training are
therefore obliged to ensure their courses will ensure their
trainees are able to demonstrate a clear understanding of
systematic synthetic phonics’. In his lengthy answers he
ignored the question as to whether trainees might profit from
learning approaches to literacy which have been successful in
other countries and other parts of UK (see Education Journal
Issue 416: 67).

Does research support government policy that early
reading should be taught only by systematic synthetic
phonics? 
In Learning to be Literate: Insights from research for policy and
practice, Part IV presents research relevant to the questions
posed below (Clark, 2016). In two edited books, there are
contributors from the United Kingdom, the United States, The
Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland (Clark, 2017 and
2018). Several of my recent articles critiquing government
policy insisting synthetic phonics be mandated as the only way
to teach early reading in primary schools in England were
reprinted in a Special Issue of Education Journal (Clark, 2019).
A further two articles (Clark, 2020a and b) summarise more
recent research. Below are a number of questions where
claims have been made by the government yet relevant
research has gone unacknowledged together with references
where readers can find details of this evidence.

Vol. 26 No. 3 • Education Journal Review
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1. Is there one best method of teaching reading to all
children? There is a lack of such evidence. See chapter 14 in
Clark, 2016 and chapter 6 in Clark 2017.

2. Is there evidence that synthetic phonics should be the
only method of teaching reading to all children and were the
conclusions in the Rose Report justified (Rose, 2006). There is
extensive evidence against that view See chapter 13 in Clark
2016 and chapters 7 and 8 in Clark 2017, also Torgerson et al.
2019 for the latest review of the research.

3. Is there evidence that synthetic phonics should be the
only method of teaching reading to all children? There is
extensive evidence against that view (see Clark, 2016). The
Education Endowment Foundation made recommendations for
a balanced programme for the teaching of early reading (see
below).

4. Are academics anti phonics? This was not the case in
2006 when the government in England was still making this
claim. See Appendices I and 2 in Clark 2017 where the
response to that claim by the national literacy associations in
the United Kingdom and Australia are reproduced.

5. Was phonics part of the teaching of reading in
classrooms in England prior to 2012? A large national research
project based on observation in classrooms showed that a
significant amount of time in early years classrooms was
devoted to a diverse range of phonics activities in England
even by 1994. Such evidence was disregarded, according to
Bridie Raban who directed the research, and for political
reasons. See Raban, chapter 10 in Clark, 2018 where she
compares developments in England and Australia.

6. Do the results of PIRLS 2016 prove the success of the
government’s policy as these ten-year-old children were the
first to have sat the Phonics Screening Check in 2012? These
claims seem exaggerated as discussed in Part II of Clark,
2018. There is little evidence of any improvement in attainment
other than on the actual check that can clearly be attributed to
this policy, though the government does cite the results of
PIRLS 2016. The minister made no reference to cautions in the

Education Journal Review • Vol. 26 No. 3
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reports on PIRLS against drawing causal relationships from the
data, nor possible alternative explanations for this rise in
ranking from joint 10th to joint 8th. (See Teaching Initial
Literacy: Policies, evidence and ideology, Clark ed, 2018 Part 
II).

7. Is either the research in Clackmannanshire in Scotland
in 2005 or The National Reading Panel Report in the United
States in 2000 a sufficient evidence-base to justify adoption of
synthetic phonics as the only method of teaching all children to
read? These are the two researches cited by Nick Gibb as the
evidence-base for requiring synthetic phonics to be the only
way to teach children to read. Ofsted also cites the
Clackmannanshire research. These researches have both been
criticised by researchers, the Clackmannanshire study by Ellis
and Moss 2014. The evidence is summarised in Clark, 2016
and 2019. Allington, in his edited book has contributions from
members of the panel who expressed concern at the way the
phonics aspect had been reported (Allington, 2002 and 2018,
see Clark, 2016 and 2019). See below.

8. Do the results and effects of the Phonics Screening
Check justify its continuation as a statutory assessment, and
does it provide useful diagnostic information? The majority of
the teachers and parents in our research project did not feel the
PSC should continue as a statutory assessment, criticising
many aspects of it. While consulting on other aspects of
assessment policy, the Department for Education has not
consulted either teachers or parents as to whether they regard
the PSC as providing valuable information, or about whether
the PSC should remain statutory (See Clark and Glazzard,
2018 and Appendix 1 on lack of consultation). 

9. Should all institutions training primary teachers be
required to insist that their literacy courses promote synthetic
phonics as the only way to teach all children to read? (See
Clark, 2020a, Clark et al 2020 and recommendations by the
Education Endowment Foundation 2017 quoted below).

A critique of the two key researches cited as evidence for
synthetic phonics
In written answers to questions and in his speeches, Nick Gibb
repeatedly claims that current policy is ‘evidence-based’. Until
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recently the research cited by the Minister in support of
synthetic phonics as the only method for initial teaching of
reading was that conducted in Clackmannanshire (a small rural
county in Scotland) around 2005 and this is still cited also by
Ofsted. When considering this ‘evidence’ it is important to note
that:
• The research cited was conducted in 2005
• Its methodology has been seriously criticised (see for
example Ellis and Moss, 2014)
• As early as 2006 a report by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate
in Scotland expressed concern at low standards of literacy in
Clackmannanshire and in 2016 Clackmannanshire
commissioned an independent enquiry which produced a
damning report on literacy standards, as a consequence of
which the county now has in place a different policy to improve
the county’s standards of literacy.

In an interview in 2018 Nick Gibb added a reference to
research conducted in 2000 in USA by the National Reading
Panel. Readers are referred to an edited book by Allington
(2002) which includes a critical appraisal of the phonics aspect
of the National Reading Panel by members of the panel who
raised concerns about claims made in and for that report. A
summary of the evidence is available (in Clark, 2019: 11-12).
The themes referred to by Allington have also been analysed in
studies in England which sought to investigate the connections
between the political espousal of a strong emphasis on ‘phonics
first’ and the rapid growth of both commercial programmes and
of consultancy in schools. Such work identifies the power and
ideological influences of  consultants within policy and practice
in the realm of reading, in particular of early reading  in England
(Ellis and Moss, 2014; Gunter and Mills, 2017). These themes
and their influence on the perceptions of professionals and on
practice in initial teacher education are further explored in our
research report in Chapter 5 (Clark et al, 2020). It should be
noted that a similar pattern can be identified within early
reading policy in Australia as reported by several professional
organisations there. In Reading the Evidence: synthetic phonics
and literacy learning these developments in both England and
in Australia are outlined, In the  appendices the relevant
documents, including those issued by UKLA, and  ALEA and
PETAA in Australia, are reprinted, showing that these
associations were not opposed to the teaching of phonics as

Education Journal Review • Vol. 26 No. 3
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was being claimed by both governments (See Clark, 2017
including the Appendices, and Appendix III in Clark and
Glazzard, 2018).

Research into the effects of government phonics policy on
primary schools in England
Research reported here shows that current policy in England
requiring synthetic phonics only to be the way of teaching
reading to all children in primary schools has had negative,
possibly unintended effects on practice in early years
classrooms in England. This evidence is based on both
observation and recording of the voices of children and
teachers. From reception class onwards (with four to five-year-
old children) practice in real and non-real words in preparation
for the Phonics Screening Check (PSC) dominates many
classrooms. There is evidence from observation, showing
grouping for phonics as distinct from reading, even in nursery
and reception classes (Bradbury and Russell-Holmes, 2017).
Carter in her research presents evidence through the voices of
children (Carter, 2020a) and in a further article, Carter reports
on the voices of the teachers, ‘ those closest to the
implementation of the PSC…’(Carter 2020b). She supports her
own research with evidence from other authors, who ‘found that
teachers had lost sight of why phonics is taught, and that
phonics is not a subject in its own right but a means to an end’.
To quote from her conclusion: “...these practices presented a
tension between teaching to the test and reading development
…” [Carter, 2020b]

A balanced policy for early reading
Children, if they are to read with understanding, need to
develop strategies for speedy recognition of words they have
not met before. Like most academics I do not deny the
importance of phonics in learning to read. However, there is
evidence that this 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,
might be better spent studying the features of real written
English. 

In a recent valuable guidance publication for teachers,
the Education Endowment Foundation l ists key
recommendations for the teaching of literacy at Key Stage 1
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(EEF, 2017). The Education Endowment Foundation is an
independent charity whose purpose is to improve the
educational attainment of the poorest pupils in English schools.
‘EEF aims to support teachers and senior leaders by providing
evidence-based resources designed to improve practice and
boost learning’ (see educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk). It
is therefore odd that the government ignores its evidence-
based recommendations. Three of the key recommendations
are: 

1. Develop pupils’ speaking and listening skills and wider
understanding of language.

2. Use a balanced and engaging approach to developing
reading, which integrates both decoding and comprehension
skills. 

3. Effectively implement a systematic phonics programme.

Note the emphasis is on ‘ integration of decoding and
comprehension’ and that the reference is to a systematic
phonics programme, not to synthetic phonics as the only
approach as currently required in England.

Initial teacher education in England since 2012
In 2012 the Chief Inspector of Standards in Education Sir
Michael Wilshaw issued an edict that: “Ofsted will sharpen its
focus on phonics in routine inspections of all initial teacher
education provision – primary, secondary and Further
Education. Ofsted wil l  start a series of unannounced
inspections solely on the training of phonics teaching in
providers of primary initial teacher education.” (Clark, 2016:
127)

Evidence from professionals involved in initial teacher
education and from newly qualified teachers reveals that many
institutions involved in initial teacher education have narrowed
their literacy courses to comply with this edict. Gardner who
taught in a university in England from 2004 to 2012 as a
teacher educator, experienced the government’s determination
to enforce this policy within universities involved in initial
teacher education (see Gardner: 28 in Clark, 2017). Hendry in
a recent article reports a study in which she observed teachers
in training and interviewed them as they became newly
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qualified teachers (Hendry, 2020). Her study commenced in
2013 which she claims marked an important change in the
delivery of ITE in England: “University-led postgraduate
certificate in education (PGCE) routes were required to
increase the number of days that student teachers spent in
school from 90 to 120 in their 38 week courses.... This change
reflected government scepticism about universities’ contribution
to teacher preparation…and an emphasis on school led
professional training rather than education for future teachers…
As a consequence, university based time to engage with theory
and pedagogy for teaching early reading was limited and the
role of the school-based mentor became increasingly
significant.” (Hendry, 2020: 58) 

In her study she found that: “The participants’
experiences highlighted the focus on phonics teaching as the
main priority in the teaching of reading in the 20 schools
involved in the study. As a consequence the student teachers
received limited examples of wider pedagogy and a rich
environment for teaching reading….With one or two exceptions
reading experiences were focused on phonetically decodable
texts and phonics schemes.”

She concluded that: “In essence when assessment and
curriculum guidance prioritise one method for teaching reading,
universities must work with schools, students and NQTs to re-
establish a broader understanding of what it means to be an
effective teacher of early reading.” (Hendry: 67)

Government policy on synthetic phonics is likely to have
been prioritised since at least 2012 in courses of initial teacher
education in England. We investigated this in a recent research
by an independent online survey which had responses from 38
professionals involved in initial teacher education in England
and with interviews of ten of those who completed the online
survey. The qualitative data supported the data from the online
survey showing that tutors preparing trainee teachers to teach
early reading feel obliged to focus on systematic synthetic
phonics at the expense of developing trainees’ understanding
of a broad repertoire of strategies for teaching reading
development. In addition, the time allocated to systematic
synthetic phonics is having a detrimental impact on the time
allocation for other aspects of English. Given the extensive
research which points to the need for a balanced approach to
early reading development, it is crucial that teacher education
courses support trainees to critically interrogate government
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literacy policy and that trainees are introduced to approaches
that have been successful in the past in England and in other
countries.

This research is now available to read and download
from the Newman website (Clark et al, 2020). An article
summarising the research (Clark, 2020b) is also available on
that site and this information has now been sent to Ofsted,
Ministers, Shadow Ministers and members of The Education
Select Committee.

The future content of courses on early reading in initial
teacher education in England
After the completion of our research, in January 2020, Ofsted
issued a consultation document on initial teacher education
with the new policy to be announced in June 2020 and
implemented in September 2020 (Ofsted, 2020a). Responses
to the consultation document were to be submitted by 3 April
2020. There are numerous statements in the consultation
document referring to the need for institutions to require
systematic synthetic phonics as the only way to teach early
reading. I quoted a number of these statements in Clark, 2020a
and b. Most of these statements remain in the final document,
with only minor changes in wording, though not in intent. One
such statement repeated in virtually identical words in the final
version is: “In primary phase programmes, training ensures that
trainees learn to teach early reading using systematic synthetic
phonics as outlined in the ITT core content framework and that
trainees are not taught to teach competing approaches to early
reading.” (Ofsted, 2020b: 38). NB: In the consultation document
this was followed by “that are not supported by the most up-to-
date evidence…” (Ofsted, 2020a 39). The statement is now
followed on the same page by: “Trainees are taught the
importance of providing pupils with enough structured practice
to secure fluency in both reading and numeracy work”. Note the
emphasis is on ‘fluency’, rather than understanding. 

An institution will be deemed Inadequate if: “EY and
primary training does not ensure that trainees only learn to
teach decoding using systematic synthetic phonics as part of
early reading.” (Ofsted, 2020b: 44). 

In the consultation document, and in the final document
there are no such edicts for any other subjects in primary or
secondary schools. Indeed, no references are cited to justify
this policy which removes from professionals any freedom of
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choice in their presentation of literacy. Associated Ofsted/ DfE
documents have long, and in some cases dated reference lists.
None of the references refer specifically to evidence on
synthetic phonics (DfE, 2019). It would appear that now and in
the future, decoding, and in particular synthetic phonics, and
preparation for the Phonics Screening Check may dominate
reading in reception classes and years 1 and 2 in England, and
recently trained teachers will have had their initial teacher
education courses in the institutions, and their observations in
schools, dominated by synthetic phonics. Any understanding of
the distinction between teaching decoding and teaching
reading seems lacking in both government and Ofsted recent
documents. Government and Ofsted documents do not stress
sufficiently the purpose of reading or the need for a rich
language and literacy curriculum from the early years if children
are to become readers who understand written language and
enjoy reading. The emphasis seems to be on decoding and
fluency.

Ofsted, in the final document, as in the consultation
document, states that systematic synthetic phonics should be
the only method advocated for teaching decoding in early
reading (see pages 38, 44, 47, 49, 53, 55 for quotations) There
were over 300 responses to the survey on the consultation
document and it is claimed that these were in general
favourable. Concern was expressed by some respondents on
the focus on systematic synthetic phonics. However, the
response is that: “Teaching SSP is a requirement of the primary
national curriculum” and that “the clear expectation in the ITE
inspection is that partnerships  will train trainees to teach SSP
in line with government expectations”. (Ofsted, 2020c: 12).

There is however a conflict in the final document as it is
also stated that an institution will be regarded as inadequate if:
“Trainees do not know about up-to-date or pertinent research
and so are unable to apply this knowledge in their subject and
phase”. Ofsted, 2020b: 44). 

Furthermore, there is a clear statement that: “Ofsted
does not advocate that any particular teaching approach should
be used exclusively with trainees”. (Ofsted, 2020b: 22.) 

One must question the role of Ofsted in England and
whether it remains an independent non-ministerial government
department reporting to parliament or as Scott suggested
merely an enforcer of government policy (Scott, 2018).
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Conclusions
I have here listed issues on which there is research evidence
that challenges the stance taken by both the government and
Ofsted and cited sources where students could evaluate these
researches for themselves. This could form the basis for a
research module in institutions training early years and primary
school teachers. Trainees could then emerge from training as
professionals equipped to critique new policies, also with the
expertise and knowledge to evaluate current policy. They would
also be made aware and appreciate that there are very different
literacy policies in other successful countries. They would then
also become true professionals with the knowledge and
information to better critique the repeated claims by the current
government, and on occasion Ofsted, that current policy is
evidence-based and that all criticism are merely ideology. 

The proposed changes in initial teacher education in
England in September 2020 will mean that:
• Tutors involved in early reading courses in initial teacher
education will retain little control over the content of their
literacy courses.
• Early years and primary teachers will not know about
important aspects of early reading.
• Future primary teachers may have little awareness of
the approach to literacy teaching in other countries, or even
that the policies may be different (even in Scotland, Northern
Ireland and The Republic of Ireland). 
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The administration of the
Phonics Screening Check in
autumn term 2020 to Year 2
children in primary schools in
England 
By Margaret M. Clark OBE

The Phonics Screening Check was not administered in
June 2020, as most children were not in school, and
together with the SATs tests all the papers from 2020 were
shredded. However, the Government intends to reintroduce
the check in June 2021 for Year 1 children. In spite of
protests from many teachers, the government has
instructed schools to administer the check to all children in
Year 2 during the second half of the autumn term 2020, that
is the children who would normally have sat the check in
June. Only children in Year 2 who fail to reach the pass
mark will then be required to sit the check with Year 1
children in June 2021 (estimated to be about 25%).

Response from DfE to Freedom of Information Questions:
(The response from DfE was sent on 2 November 2020).
I sent seven questions in October, four relevant to England and
the remaining three concerning use of the check in Australia. In
2019-20 it was claimed that the only costs prior to cancellation
of the check were those of printing paid to Capita Business
Services amounting to £104,357 and the cost of shredding the
PSC papers was £2,800. The estimated cost for the current
Year 2020-21Test Cycle was £329,659. It was claimed that as
Year 2 tests this Autumn term will use past tests this will incur
no cost. It was not, however, indicated who will bear the cost of
printing these test forms, DfE or the schools and of analysing
the results! It was estimated that about 25% of Year 2 pupils
may be required to re sit the check in 2021, at an estimated
cost of £82,711. 

I was informed that: “The Standards and Testing Agency
has a contract with Capita Business Services Ltd ‘to deliver, the
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print collation and logistics of the Phonics Screening Check.
STA’s contract with Capita is currently due to run up to and
including the 2024 Test Cycle”. 

I assume that should DfE decide not to continue with the
check Capita might be entitled to some compensation. 

In answer to my questions as to whether Capita or DfE
received any payment for use of the check by any Australian
States, and/or whether there are any restrictions on their use of
the PSC I was informed that:
“Since the materials are made available under Open
Government Licence, no payments are made for their use by
others”. This answer means that the back tests are accessible
to anyone and therefore could be used, for example, to coach
children prior to testing. Until now the PSC was new each year
and prior to being used was kept under lock and key until
administered. This autumn term the schools are being
instructed to use a past test from 2017, 2018 or 2019, all of
which will therefore be readily available.

The use of the Phonics Screening Check in Autumn Term
2020: the views of the teachers
Alice Bradbury in a working paper reports her survey of the
views of teachers on the impact of the use of the PSC with Year
2 in the autumn term 2020. There were 1,246 responses from
Year 2 teachers, though not all answered every question. The
survey will remain open until the end of the autumn term so
these are only preliminary results. The survey has not explored
whether the teachers feel the PSC should remain a statutory
assessment and therefore their responses may be based on the
assumption that it will recommence in June 2021.
1. The majority of Year 2 teachers did not agree with the
statement that doing the PSC would have a positive impact on
their teaching during the term. However, some of those who
agreed did so because these children had not sat the check in
June when in Year 1.
2. The majority of Year 2 teachers and headteachers did
not regard the PSC as helpful in identifying children who are
struggling in reading’ because they already have this
information, although a quarter of the respondents felt it did give
them helpful information. Many felt that the check was
motivated by a need to hold schools to account.
3. Many respondents felt that an additional test this year
added an unwelcome pressure to the children and to the
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teachers.
4. The check was regarded by many of the respondents as
having a negative effect on the curriculum and the teaching of
pseudo words was mentioned by some and the negative effect
on fluent readers by others.

Concerns were expressed by many headteachers about the
requirement to conduct this testing within the COVID-19
regulations and with staff absent due to self-isolation. It is
recommended in the working paper that repeat of the check in
June 2021 by any Year 2 children who do not reach the
threshold mark on the check should be voluntary.  It is also
recommended that there should be discussion about the future
of the check, “particularly the lack of useful information
provided, and the potential for negative impacts on children who
are struggling”. The working paper has been released very
quickly after a limited survey on this issue and does not explore
wider issues as to the concerns of many teachers, parents and
researchers as to the way in which this check is now
dominating the early years experiences of many young children
in England. The reference for the working paper is: Bradbury, A
(2020) The use of the Phonics Screening Check in Year 2: ‘It’s
getting in the way of what the children need right now’. HHCP
Working Paper 1. London: UCL Institute of Education.

The guidance for schools administering the Phonics
Screening Check to Year 2 pupils during the second half of
the 2020 autumn term
These instructions were issued by the Standards and Testing
Agency in 2020 Administering the Phonics Screening Check to
Year 2 pupils in the 2020 autumn term STA/20/8558/e ISBN
978-1-78957-569-9.

The information was sent to school staff, maintained
nursery schools with eligible pupils and local authorities.
Schools are required to administer a past version of the check
to eligible year 2 pupils during the second half of the autumn
term and submit the results by the end of term to their LA. By
22 January 2021 the LA must submit the phonics data to DfE.
All pupils aged 7 by the end of the 2020/21 academic year must
take the check (most pupils wil l  be in Year 2). The
responsibilities of headteachers and LAs are noted and children
who are exempt. Schools may choose from past papers for
2017, 2018 or 2019, but it should be noted that schools can use
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check materials from different years for pupils in the same
cohort, if required!! Details of who should administer
the check, when and where are detailed. However, it is stated
that:
A member of staff who is trained in phonics and has experience
delivering phonics sessions to pupils must administer the check
on a one-to-one basis. They should also familiarise themselves
with the training video to understand how to score the check
consistently. It appears that the data will be stored by DfE and
used to determine which pupils have not met the expected
standard and are therefore expected to take the check in 2021
alongside Year 1 pupils. It is not stated whether the pass mark
will be as in previous years 32 words read correctly. The results
must be recorded in the pupils CTFs and they have to be
reported to parents.

Final comment: The instructions cover many pages yet there is
no reference to Covid-19 and its effects on the teachers or
pupils, to whether teachers who would be qualif ied to
administer the check might be available, or whether they or any
of the children might indeed have the virus. This testing seems
to put an unnecessary stress on both the children and the
teachers. It can take up to twenty minutes to test each
individual child, and in a quiet area away from the other
children. Who will teach the other children during this time?
There must be costs involved in printing the tests, recording the
results and analysing the data, yet no estimate of this was
made in response to my Freedom of Information Questions or
to who will meet these costs. The circumstances in which these
tests are being administered must give rise to serious questions
as to the reliability and the value of any data that arises, and
possible adverse effects on other aspects of the curriculum if
preparation for these tests is given priority. 

NB The latest news on the administration of the Phonics
Screening Check to year 2 pupils from the Standards and
Testing Agency was on 7 December 2020. I discovered this
from their site https://www/gov.uk/government/
organisations/ standards-and-testing-agency). On that date
amendments were made to three of the instructions:

3.1 Pupils who should take the check; 
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5.2 Check administration; 

7.3 How DfE will use the data. 

Attempting to find what these amendments were, I opened the
pdf file on the site to discover that although the instructions are
still dated September, they incorporate these changes, with no
indication that there have been changes, or what is now
different! I based my comments on the original instructions and
have a copy of these so I can compare the two versions.

It is disturbing that as late as 7 December amendments
were made. By then most of the pupils would have been tested.
I wonder why amendments were made, who was responsible
for making these amendments and for ensuring that all the
relevant information was transmitted to the headteachers and
LAs. I intend to investigate this further. I have sent Freedom of
Information Questions to which I should have a response by the
end of January 2021.
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Teaching and Learning, the
second volume from TALIS
By John Bangs and Demitri Coryton

Abstract: The trouble with any OECD research project, and
TALIS is no exception, is that they are so vast. Trying to cover
everything in this second volume of results from TALIS and its
launch event in the space of a few pages is impossible. TALIS,
the Teaching and Learning International Survey, is an
international, large-scale survey of teachers, school leaders
and the learning environment in schools.
     Its main goal is to generate internationally comparable
information relevant to developing and implementing policies
focused on school leaders, teachers and teaching, with an
emphasis on those aspects that affect student learning. It
gives a voice to teachers and school leaders, allowing them to
provide input into educational policy analysis and
development in key areas. It is also a collaboration between
participating countries and economies, the OECD, an
international research consortium, teachers’ unions and their
global body Education International and the European
Commission.
     In this article we look at the second volume of results in
the most recent round of the survey. This was TALIS 2018
Results. Volume 2. Teachers and School Leaders as Valued
Professionals. TALIS, OECD Publishing, Paris, France. Published
on Tuesday 24 July 2020. ISBN 978-92-64-44129-3 (print) ISBN
978-92-64-80597-2. (PDF). https://doi.org/10.1787/19cf08df-
en. It covers an introduction to the second volume of the
report, the launch event and a review of the report.
     TALIS 2018 is obviously pre-COVID but remains fully
relevant. The OECD is trying to make education systems
resilient. TALIS' findings, although pre COVID. have like every
other effect of COVID laid bare the weaknesses of teacher
policy e.g. lack of professional development on IT.

23Vol. 26 No. 3 • Education Journal Review

John Bangs 

Demitri Coryton
taught politics
at British and

American
universities for

a quarter of a
century. In 1996

he co-founded
the Education

Publishing
Company and
the magazine

Education
Journal, which
he now edits. 

John Bangs was
previously Head
of Education at

the National
Union of
Teachers

(England and
Wales). He is

now special
consultant at

Education
International

and chair of the
OECD Trade

Union Advisory
Committee's

Working Group
on Education

and Skills. 

Demitri
Coryton 



24

Keywords: teaching, OECD, policy, international, unions,
research, leadership

The origins of TALIS were in that other OECD research
programme PISA, which assesses what 15-year-olds
can do. After the first round of PISA it was suggested

that a teachers’ questionnaire should be added for the next
round. This was considered at an OECD conference in
Berlin in 2001, where the USA objected. It was therefore
agreed that a separate study of teachers would be
undertaken, and so TALIS was born.
    TALIS must serve the goals of i ts three main
beneficiaries: policy makers, education practitioners and
researchers. First, it must help policy makers review and
develop policies that promote the teaching profession and the
best conditions for effective teaching and learning. Secondly,
TALIS must also help teachers, school leaders, and education
stakeholders to reflect upon and discuss their practice and find
ways to enhance it. Thirdly, TALIS must build upon past
research while informing the future work of researchers. As with
the OECD’s other major global research project, PISA, TALIS
has grown with each round of the project. The first cycle of
TALIS was in 2008 and was conducted in 24 countries. 
    The second cycle came five years later, in 2013, and
involved ten more countries than 2008. In 2014 four more
countries joined. For TALIS 2013 the programme was
broadened to include primary school teachers and also involved
some schools that had participated in PISA. The current round,
known as TALIS 2018, now involves 48 countries and
economies. Some include primary schools as well as
secondaries, although not all countries are involved in the full
programme.
    Nine main themes were selected for inclusion in the
TALIS survey: teachers’ instructional practices, school
leadership, teachers’ professional practices, teacher education
and initial preparation, teacher feedback and development,
school climate, job satisfaction, teacher human resource issues
and stakeholder relations, teacher self-efficacy. Two cross-
cutting themes were added to this list: innovation, and equity
and diversity.
    TALIS results are based exclusively on self-reports from
teachers and school leaders and, therefore, represent their
opinions, perceptions, beliefs and accounts of their activities.
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No data imputation from administrative data or other studies is
conducted. Giving a voice to teachers provides insight into how
they perceive the learning environments in which they work and
how policies that are put in place are carried out in practice.
But, as with any self-reported data, this information is subjective
and may, therefore, differ from data collected through other
means. The same is true of school leaders’ reports about
school characteristics and practices. In addition, as a cross-
sectional survey, TALIS cannot measure causality. 
    The analyses presented in this report are conducted
with an emphasis on the following aspects: 1) reporting of
results about both teachers and school leaders throughout the
report; 2) meaningful international comparisons; 3) trends; 4)
contextualisation of results and 5) cross-theme analyses.  
    The TALIS research shows that while 90% of teachers
are, on average, satisfied with their job, only 26% think that
society values their work. 18% of teachers suffer a lot of stress
and 49% report that excessive administrative work causes
stress. On average, only 39% of teachers are satisfied with their
pay. However, averages across participating countries conceal
a great deal of variation between countries. There are a record
17 ‘goals’ and 43 ‘policy pointers’ within which there are further
detailed recommendations. For the first time TALIS explores the
severity of stress among teachers. Eighteen per cent of
teachers experience a lot of stress with only 9% of teachers
saying that they experienced no stress. Over thirty percent of
teachers experience a great deal of stress in Portugal, England
(UK) and Hungary with the US and Iceland at around 25%.

The launch of TALIS
The education world had its own seismic upheaval triggered by
COVID-19. For the first time the OECD’s Andreas Schleicher
presented a major report in a webinar. There was no mix of
Education Department officials, reporters, policy wonks and
teacher union officials gathered somewhere in an inner London
school or a discrete think tank in the West End. The only two
actual appearances were Andreas Schleicher himself and host,
ex Schools Minister, Jim Knight - both in casual teleworking
mode. You could only guess at who the other seventy-five
participants were. The OECD had rightly taken the tough no-win
decision to release its report at this time before things got
worse.
    Which is a shame because in normal circumstances
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TALIS deserves a much higher profile. For the first time the
OECD has looked at the data from teachers in forty-eight
countries and come out fair and square in favour of the teaching
profession. It is probably the most comprehensive, international
study of teachers’ views ever published. Collating all the data
from both volumes of TALIS 2018, TALIS makes no less than
forty-three recommendations covering every aspect of teacher
policy. Despite the obvious drawbacks of viewing it as an off-the
peg teacher policy for adoption for all countries, it is hard to
resist that conclusion.
    Yet Schleicher’s presentation didn’t just focus on the
report. Entitled Teacher Professionalism in the face of COVID-
19, he said that this was not a time for despair. We have
agency, he said, and only mindful behaviour could avoid a
breakdown of our education systems. Highlighting the fact that
the move to online education could actually accentuate student
disadvantage, he argued that empowering teachers to innovate
and to take control of their professional lives was the best way
of narrowing the gap. Far from the pandemic making TALIS 
irrelevant, he said, it contained many pointers on how education
systems could adapt- and the agency that renewal was the
teaching profession itself.
    His presentation prompted questions from Tim
Brighouse, David Puttnam and Alison Peacock. Puttnam made
a sharp point. “Why hadn’t anyone thought of scaling up the
Open University to cover primary and secondary schools? After
all they had the experience. I asked why hadn’t a single country,
not even England, shown any interest in the OECD’s proposed
special project on linking teacher well-being to student
achievement?” Schleicher responded by saying that teacher
autonomy and collaboration had to be strengthened and that he
hoped countries would return to the project.
    The big take-aways were the report’s focus on the
importance of teacher leadership and the need to tackle teacher
stress. For the first time, TALIS included questions on the
sources and nature of teacher stress, largely at the insistence
my own organisation, Education International. It revealed that
only 9% of teachers reported that they suffered no stress while
18% reported experiencing a great deal of stress. So how did
England (UK) fare in the findings? In many findings England
appeared as an outlier: the highest percentage of teachers
expressing dissatisfaction with the profession; with Portugal, the
highest percentage experiencing a lot of stress and a country
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with one of the highest percentages of teachers feeling that
they did not have control of their work. Yet, TALIS found that
teachers in England had a much higher expectation of their
students’ achievement than most countries.
    During his presentation Schleicher shared his anxiety
that school communities could be fractured by prolonged
closure. What is obvious from TALIS is that if classroom
teachers are given much greater voice and influence, not only
in their teaching but in the running of schools and education
systems themselves, it is much more likely that school
communities will not be irrevocably damaged by COVID-19. 
    Significantly, the report recognises the importance of
teacher union support for TALIS. It acknowledges Education
International’s importance in developing and implementing
TALIS. Indeed in its final comment the report suggests that the
reason why teachers in some countries in South America
believe that their governments both fail to value their views yet
are influenced by them is because teachers, ‘may still have
alternative mechanisms or pathways, (e,g, Union
representation, industrial action), through which they are able to
shape policy development’. Inevitably there are a small number
of proposals in TALIS which raise eyebrows which are not well
thought through. Trading small group teaching off for larger
classes is one example. However, they are minor points
compared to TALIS’ optimism for the future of education at a
time of great crisis. It’s a very necessary report if education is to
recover.

The report
On top of being knowledgeable about their subject and how to
teach it, teachers are also expected to be experts in child
development, classroom management, administration, and
even psychology, and to update their knowledge base
throughout their career. It is for these reasons that teaching is
referred to as a “profession” rather than simply a “job”. Likewise,
the expectations for school leaders have gone beyond their
traditional role as administrators, and now include team
leadership, instruction, networking and effective communication
with parents and other stakeholders. But the “professionalism”
of teachers and principals varies in its forms across countries
and contexts, and can be influenced both by policy and the
behaviour of teachers and school leaders themselves.
    The extent to which teachers and school leaders live up
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to this status of professionals in the 48 countries surveyed is
the main focus of the 2018 cycle of the Teaching and Learning
International Survey (TALIS). TALIS aims to give teachers and
school leaders a voice on this issue by asking them about their
working l i fe in school, covering everything from the
characteristics of their school environment and how they
interact with colleagues, to teaching practices and participation
in continuous professional development. Teacher
professionalism is analysed in TALIS 2018 by looking at five
pillars: the knowledge and skills required to teach; career
opportunities and working regulations; the collaborative culture
among teachers; the responsibility and autonomy afforded to
teachers; and the status and standing of the profession. This
second volume, Teachers and School Leaders as Valued
Professionals, addresses the final four pillars: prestige, career
opportunities, collaboration and autonomy.

How do society and teachers view the teaching
profession?
Whether a career is seen as prestigious or not can have an
impact on both the kinds of candidates that enter the profession
and the job satisfaction of those already in it. The majority of
teachers in OECD countries and economies in TALIS (90%) are
satisfied with their job, and most of them (91%) do not regret
becoming a teacher.
    Despite this, an average of only 26% of teachers in
OECD countries and economies  participating in TALIS think
that the work they do is valued by society. Longer-serving
teachers are also more likely than their younger colleagues to
say that the profession is undervalued, suggesting a degree of
professional disillusionment as teachers progress along the
career path. Furthermore, 14% of teachers aged 50 years or
less express a desire to leave teaching within the next five
years, i.e. well before they reach retirement age.
    Acute stress at work is also strongly associated with
teachers’ job satisfaction and their intention to continue
teaching: 18% of teachers report experiencing a lot of stress in
their work, and 49% report that having too much administrative
work is one of the main sources of stress.

What are the main features of teachers’ employment
contracts and how do they feel about it?
The majority of teachers in OECD countries and economies in
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TALIS are employed on permanent contracts, with only 18%
reporting that their employment contract is temporary. But this
figure jumps to 48% for teachers under the age of 30. While
temporary contracts offer some flexibility, teachers working
under contracts of less than one year also report feeling less
confident in their ability to teach in roughly one third of the
countries surveyed. In terms of salaries, 39% of teachers and
47% of principals are satisfied with the pay they receive, on
average across OECD countries and economies in TALIS. It is
not particularly common for appraisal processes to be tied to
career progression in the form of pay increases or a bonus, with
an average of only 41% of teachers reporting that this happens
in their school. However, the proportion of teachers working in
schools where this does happen has increased significantly
since the last cycle of TALIS in over half the participating
countries and economies. It should also be noted that this
practice is more likely to occur when the school management
team has some authority over teachers’ salaries.
    Teachers who report that their school provides staff with
opportunities to actively participate in school decisions and
supports their professional development are also more likely to
say that they are satisfied with the condit ions of their
employment contract (apart from salaries).

How do teachers work together as professionals and what
impact does this have?
Central to many professions is a core network of practitioners
who collaborate regularly. In teaching, such professional
collaboration takes the form of team teaching, providing
feedback after classroom observations, engaging in joint
activit ies across different classes, and participating in
collaboration-based professional development. Teachers in
OECD countries and economies in TALIS are quite likely to
employ basic collaborative practices like discussing the
development of specific students with colleagues (61% of
teachers on average do this) and, to a lesser extent,
exchanging teaching materials with colleagues (47%). However,
far fewer teachers engage in the deeper forms of professional
collaboration, which involve more interdependence between
teachers, with only 9% of teachers saying they provide
observation-based feedback to colleagues, and 21% engaging
in collaborative professional learning at least once a month.
    Such low instances of professional collaboration may be
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worrisome, considering the impact collaboration can have on
promoting 21st century teaching: teachers who regularly
collaborate with peers in this way also tend to report using
cognitive activation practices more frequently in class).
Professional collaboration is also associated with higher job
satisfaction and teacher self-efficacy. 
    Feedback from peers is a unique form of collaboration
that puts teachers at the centre as experts of their own practice.
On average across OECD countries and economies in TALIS,
71% of teachers who received feedback from colleagues found
it useful for their teaching. Feedback appears to be most
effective for teachers when it is delivered in a variety of ways,
rather just one repeated method.

How much control do teachers and school leaders have
over their practice and working environment?
The practice of teaching in class remains at the teacher’s
discretion: over 90% of teachers say that it is up to them to
select teaching methods, assess students’ learning, discipline
students and set the amount of homework to assign.
Determining the overall course content, however, appears
slightly less commonly within the teacher’s purview, with only
84% of teachers reporting that they have some control over
this. More efforts should be made to involve teachers in the
decision-making processes of their schools. On average across
OECD countries and economies in TALIS, only 56% of
principals report that teachers have a role in the school
management team. In addition, only 42% of principals report
that their teachers have a significant responsibility over a large
share of tasks related to school policies, curriculum and
instruction. Teachers also have little responsibility over staffing
and budgets; but budget allocation appears to still be within the
school’s control, with 68% of principals reporting that schools
have significant responsibility in this area.
    On 15 December 2020 the OECD published Lessons for
Education from COVID-19. A Policy Maker’s Handbook for More
Resilient Systems. It provides practical guidance and support in
presenting the current state-of-play in over 40 education
systems, and efforts to improve pedagogical practices in the
midst of the pandemic. It proposes three key lessons and
related policy pointers for the current academic term and
beyond. These are flexible learning, educator skills, and student
equity. 
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What did the research tell us
about the incidence of COVID-
19 in children during the first
wave of the coronavirus
pandemic? A DFTB COVID-19
Evidence Review in April 2020
By Alasdair Munro, Alison Boast, Henry
Goldstein, Dani Hall, and Grace Leo. Don’t
Forget the Bubbles, 22 April 2020. (Don’t Forget
the Bubbles is an online group of mainly
paediatricians from Australia and Great Britain.)
www.dontforgetthebubbles.com

Abstract: At the start of the coronavirus very little was known
about the SARS-CoV-2 virus or the COVID-19 disease that it led
to. Doctors were faced with a very fast moving situation. This
evidence review of what paediatricians knew about the effects
of COVID-19 on children was put together very quickly by
Don’t Forget the Bubbles, an online community of mainly
paediatrician doctors based in hospitals in the UK and
Australia, in particular but not exclusively London and Sydney.
It reflects what was known at a time not far from the start of
the pandemic.

Keywords: paediatrics, SARS-CoV-2, coronavirus, COVID-19,
children, epidemiology, newborns, comorbidity.

While scientists and medics were learning more all
the time, there was still a great deal that they did
not know about COVID-19 in April 2020. It

appeared that most children did not suffer much harm from
COVID-19, but a small number did and some died. 
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At the time that the DFTB evidence review was
published, in April 2020, here had been a rise in the number of
children of all ages presenting with a multisystem inflammatory
state requiring intensive care, and there was a growing concern
that a COVID-19 related inflammatory syndrome was emerging
in children in the UK.

In order to help facilitate the best possible care for
children with COVID-19, the review team sought to aggregate
and rapidly review all of the original research being produced
pertinent to children. Speed has been essential, and in order to
keep pace with the rapid production of new evidence, the team
proceeded with informal, rapid, evidence synthesis. The
authors note that “due to the speed with which the evidence
has been produced, much is of low quality. Many studies
include few patients.” 

There are three other significant issues:
1. Heterogeneous denominators. There is a significant amount
of heterogeneity in the way cohorts or cases have been
collected, and many of these are not directly comparable.
2. Overlap. Much of the current evidence has come from a few
regions in China. We have tried to identify where cases series
were at risk of including the same patients multiple times, but
this remains a risk.
3. Non-peer reviewed evidence. Many included papers have
come from pre-print servers. Whilst they appear of sufficient
quality to be useful, they require caution when interpreting.

Epidemiology   
Following the initial epidemiological data released from China, it
appeared children were significantly less affected by infection
with SARS-CoV-2 than their adult counterparts. This was
reflected both in total case numbers, but also severity, with very
few cases in young children and no deaths in children under 10
years old in the initial report. This finding has been reproduced
in subsequent data from other countries, most notably Italy,
which showed much lower rates of infection in children and no
deaths in those under 30 years of age. Low numbers of
childhood cases have been seen in the rest of Europe, as well
as the USA, where one third of childhood cases are in late
adolescence. Some concerns exist that low case rates reflect
selective testing of only the most unwell, however data from
South Korea and subsequently Iceland which have undertaken
widespread community testing, have also demonstrated
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significantly lower case numbers in children. This has also been
seen in the Italian town of Vo, which screening 70% of its
population and found 0 children under 10 years positive,
despite a 2.6% positive rate in the general population. More
detailed information has emerged from China into childhood
severity of COVID-19. A large number of children appear
asymptomatic. Critical illness was very rare (0.6%) and
concentrated in the youngest infants. It should be noted that
large numbers of “suspected” cases in this group leave room for
a significant number of illnesses to have been caused by other,
familiar respiratory viruses. In the USA CDC data, infants
appear most likely to be hospitalised, although rates of
paediatric intensive care units (PICU) admission do not appear
to be significantly different as yet. To date, deaths remain
extremely rare in children from COVID-19, with only a handful of
reported cases.

Transmission 
Precise details regarding paediatric transmission remain
unclear. Low case numbers in children suggest a more limited
role than was initially feared. Contact tracing data from
Shenzen in China  demonstrated an equivalent attack rate in
children as adults, however this has been contradicted by
subsequent data in Japan which showed a significantly lower
attack rate in children. This, coupled with low case numbers
would suggest at least that children are less likely to acquire the
disease. The role of children in passing the disease to others is
unknown, in particular given large numbers of asymptomatic
cases. Notably, the China/WHO joint commission could not
recall episodes during contact tracing where transmission
occurred from a child to an adult. A recent modelling study from
the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine however
has suggested the most plausible explanation for low case
rates was that children are more likely to be asymptomatic,
rather than less likely to acquire the disease. Studies of multiple
family clusters have revealed children were unlikely to be the
index case, in Guanzhou, China, and internationally. A SARS-
CoV-2 positive child in a cluster in the French alps did not
transmit to anyone else, despite exposure to over 100 people. 
Several studies have now shown that SARS-CoV-2 can be
detected by PCR in the stool of affected infants for several
weeks after symptoms have resolved. This has raised the
possibility of faecal-oral transmission. Research from Germany
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failed to find any live, culturable virus in stool despite viral RNA
being detectable, suggesting this represents viral debris rather
than active virus. Further studies will be needed to shed further
light on this.

Clinical features 
A significant proportion of children with COVID-19 do not
appear to develop any symptoms, or have subclinical
symptoms. In the absence of widespread community or
serological testing, it is uncertain what this proportion is. The
most detailed paediatric population data from China showed
13% of confirmed cases had no symptoms (cases detected by
contact tracing). Considering both confirmed and suspected
cases, 32% of children aged 6-10 years old were
asymptomatic. 

Clinical features in symptomatic children are somewhat
different to adults. Children tend to have more mild illness. The
most common presenting features are cough and fever,
occurring in over half of symptomatic patients. Upper respiratory
tract symptoms such as rhinorrhoea and sore throat are also
relatively common, occurring in 30-40% of patients. It is not
uncommon for children to have diarrhoea and/or vomiting
(around 10% of cases), even in some cases as their sole
presenting features. Blood tests also show slightly different
features to adults. Lymphocytopaenia is relatively rare in
children, with the majority having normal or sometimes raised
lymphocyte counts. Inflammatory markers such as CRP and
Procalcitonin are often raised but only very mildly. Slight
elevations in liver transaminases appears common.

Radiographic features in children are also somewhat
different to their adult counterparts. Chest Xrays are often
normal, and many CT chest scans are also normal. When
present abnormalities are often less severe, however a
reasonable number of children have bilateral pneumonia.
Changes may be found on CT even in asymptomatic children.
Common features in abnormal CT scans include mild, bilateral
ground glass opacities, but with less peripheral predominance
than is reportedly found in adults. There appears to be little in
the way of clinical signs in children to differentiate COVID-19
from other childhood respiratory virus infections.

Newborns and children with comorbitities
A number of case reports have been published looking at the
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outcomes of pregnant mothers with COVID19 and their
newborn babies, with nearly 50 cases of infants now reported.
Mothers and their babies in general appear to do well. As yet,
cord blood, amniotic fluid and placental swabs persistently
testing negative for SARS-CoV-2. There has been a few cases
of infants delivered to mothers with COVID19, who had
elevated SARS-CoV-2 IgM. This may indicate intrauterine
transmission, however swab PCR from these children has been
negative and false positives with IgM tests are not uncommon. 

The vast majority of newborns have not acquired
COVID-19 themselves. There have been case reports of
newborns and very young infants testing positive (one at 36
hours of age) however they have not suffered any complications
of the disease and required minimal respiratory support. One
case series has described 10 infants delivered prematurely via
emergency caesarean section who had a more difficult neonatal
course, including one death with disseminated intravascular
coagulation. All of these infants tested negative for SARS-CoV-
2, and the reason for their premature delivery was unclear.

There is little clinical data to inform us on the effect of
COVID-19 on children with other  comorbidities. Some data has
been published from a liver transplant unit in Lombardy, Italy,
which had three cases of COVID-19 in post-transplant patients
who all suffered very mild symptoms. A case series of nine
children with inflammatory bowel disease on
immunosuppression all suffered a mild course, as did a series
of five children being treated for malignancy. Of note, in USA
CDC data a high proportion of cases needing admission had at
least one co-morbidity (most commonly respiratory).

Conclusion
COVID-19 appeared to affect children less often, and with less
severity, including frequent symptomatic or subclinical infection.
There is evidence of critical illness, but it is rare. The role of
children in transmission is unclear, but it seems likely they do
not play a significant role. Changes in laboratory or radiographic
parameters are slightly different to adults, and changes usually
mild. There is no direct evidence of vertical transmission, and
early evidence suggests both infected mothers and infants are
no more severely affected than other groups. Early evidence
suggests no significant increased risk for children with
immunosuppression, but further data is needed.

35Vol. 26 No. 3 • Education Journal Review

Alasdair Munro et al



36

So what, at the time, did the
research tell us about whether it
was safe for schools to start to
reopen on 1 June 2020?
By Demitri Coryton

Abstract: In late May the Government still planned to reopen
schools on 1 June. While some schools did open, the school
system in the end did not. At that time scientists still did not
know a lot about the SARS-CoV-2 virus and the COVID-19
disease that it causes, especially about the long-term
consequences of catching it. This lack of certainty is reflected
in the research papers produced by the Government’s
Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE) and its sub-
committees and by the then new Independent SAGE. 
     This article considers a number of papers  published
over the last few days of May 2020 that policy makers and
school and college leaders had to consider. They are Modelling
and Behavioural Science Responses to Scenarios for Relaxing
School Closures, produced by the  Interdisciplinary Task and
Finish Group on the Role of Children in Transmission (referred
to as the ITFGRCT report), which is part of SAGE and is itself a
collaborative analysis conducted by SPI-M (the Scientific
Pandemic Influenza Group on Modelling) and SPI-B (the
Scientific Pandemic Influenza Group on Behavioural Science) to
explore the modelling outcomes and behavioural science
aspects of nine school closure scenarios identified by the
Department for Education (DfE), from schools either staying
shut (Baseline 1), to remaining fully open (Baseline 2); the
Department for Education’s Explanatory Note on SAGE Paper:
Interdisciplinary Task and Finish Group on the Role of Children
in Transmission: Modelling and behavioural science responses
to scenarios for relaxing school closure; Interdisciplinary Task
and Finish Group on the Role of Children in Transmission
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Modelling and behavioural science responses to scenarios for
relaxing school closures; Initial Impact Assessment on the
Strategic Framework for Reopening Schools and Early Learning
and Childcare Settings in Scotland from the Scottish
Government; The Independent SAGE Report 2: Should Schools
Reopen? Interim Findings and Concerns. Draft Document for
Public Discussion from the Independent Scientific Advisory
Group for Emergencies (SAGE); and COVID-19: Epidemiology,
virology and clinical features, from Public Health England.

The children
The decision on whether to reopen schools on 1 June affects a
number of different groups and potentially whatever happens
will disadvantage someone. While there are uncertainties about
the degree to which children will be affected by the SARS-CoV-
2 virus, and also the degree to which they can spread it, the
science is reasonably clear that with a high degree of certainty
it can be said that children get COVID-19 less than adults and
for the vast majority of children who do get it they get a mild
version of it. The risk to children is not nil. Some, a small
number, have died. A larger number have been seriously ill,
requiring intensive care, either with COVID-19 or with kawasaki
disease which is thought to be linked to COVID-19. Research
from Professor Russell Viner and his team at UCL Great
Ormond Street Institute of Child Health suggested that children
get COVID-19 half as much as adults.
    The ITFGRCT report concluded that “from the outset, it
was recognised that the assumptions made about the relative
susceptibility and infectivity of children, in comparison to adults,
would have a central influence on the influence of schools
openings on overall COVID-19 transmission.” Its updated
review suggested that:

•   “Evidence remains inconclusive on both the susceptibility
and infectivity of children, but the balance of evidence suggests
that both may be lower than in adults.”

•    “Serological studies are starting to be available on child
infection history, with some suggesting low rates of infection.
These must be interpreted with caution based on exposure
history (e.g. school closure) in the area they are drawn from,
and given also some suggestions that mild infections (as are
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more common on children) may be less likely to generate
antibodies.”

What this means is that the risk to children from COVID-19 is
less than the risk children face from a flu pandemic. It’s not nil,
but for the vast majority of children it is very low. If the only
factor to consider was the impact on children, then all schools
should be opened on 1 June. But the children are not the only
ones to be impacted. The effects on adults and on wider society
also have to be considered.

Adults
Teachers and teaching assistants and, to a lesser extent, other
school staff are more at risk of catching SARS-CoV-2 than
children are. Government advice is that school staff do not need
to wear personal protective equipment (PPE) except in
exceptional circumstances. Certainly wearing a mask and visor
during summer would be hot and uncomfortable, but teachers
and their unions are naturally concerned that they will be put at
risk by reopening schools. As one primary school head of a
medium-sized school in the Midlands put it, with parents,
teachers and others coming and going over a thousand adults a
day came into his school.
    Schools are central parts of their communities and
opening them up will inevitably raise the R number, or
reproduction rate. If it is raised above 1 then the pandemic will
start to rise again, with more cases, more hospitalisations and
more deaths. 
    All the options modelled by ITFGRCT apart from
keeping all schools closed (except for vulnerable children and
the children of key workers, that is what was the situation at the
end of May 2020) would increase R. Oddly, ITFGRCT, in the
seven different scenarios they modelled between no change
and opening all schools, did not look at the option that the
Government were actually planning to implement. Also, the
modelling makes no assessment of the absolute impact on R,
and so does not predict whether R will increase above 1 or not,
for any of the scenarios. As the DfE Explanatory Note on the
ITFGRCT paper observes: “Instead, the paper helps to
establish an approximate rank ordering of options for opening
schools to more children in terms of the relative impact on
transmission of the virus. Importantly, these findings should be
interpreted as indicative: the paper explicitly notes that the
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results ‘should not be taken as a definitive answer on whether
to pursue specific scenarios for partial re-opening’.”
    The DfE paper concludes that: “Each scenario for
relaxing school closures is estimated to increase transmission
(as would be expected from any change that increases contacts
between people). The modelling also provides several insights
for minimising the impact on R of increasing attendance in
settings”. The paper listed three insights.

•    Limiting the extent and breadth of contacts between
children, households, and schools (e.g. where children from the
same household attend different schools) is key to reducing
transmission.

•     Scenarios where fewer children are interacting in school
tend to have a lower impact on transmission. This may be by
reducing the number of children who return or segmenting
attendance (such as with a one week on, one week off
arrangement).

•      Modelled scenarios in which younger children are returned
to school tend to have a lower impact on transmission. All
models consistently show that resuming early years provision
has a smaller impact on R than resuming provision for primary
schools, which in turn has a smaller impact than resuming
secondary schooling. This is partly due to higher social mixing
among secondary school children.

However, there were three important caveats to these insights.
First, the paper provides an initial approximation of the relative,
direct impact of different scenarios. The modelling does not
include the indirect impact on other contacts beyond those in
school. Some of these may differ by age of child – for example,
increasing attendance of younger children may allow more
parents to return to work relative to increasing attendance of
older children.
    Second, the modell ing only focuses on the direct
epidemiological impacts of more children returning to
educational settings in isolation, without accounting for any
changes to wider policy, other behavioural responses to
opening schools to more children or adherence to social
distancing. The paper demonstrates that, although the choice of
scenario for reopening settings to more pupils does make a
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difference to transmission, this is likely to be of secondary
importance compared to whether wider social distancing
practices are adhered to in the community.
    Third, the paper also provides a range of insights from
behavioural science such as the importance of messaging to
teachers, parents and pupils for each scenario and adapting
children to new routines. The paper is clear that both how
different scenarios are implemented within schools, and how
any policy change interacts with wider social distancing
measures, is critical to the impact on transmission. It notes that
implementing physical distancing and hygiene measures inside
school may be more challenging for different ages of children,
but the differing effects are not modelled in this analysis.
    The point about the importance of messaging to
teachers and parents is significant. Initially, under the “Stay
home. Protect the NHS. Save lives” message that was clear
and was largely accepted and followed. The move to less clear
and rather confused “Stay alert. Control the virus. Save lives”
message, together with the communications disaster of the
Domenic Cummings fiasco, means that many parents and
teachers feel that they are being left to their own devices.
    Teachers have little confidence in the Government,
which has promised them that they will be safe. The sight of the
Health Secretary claiming that the Government had thrown a
protective ring around care homes, when the reality was the
opposite with care workers being at the end of the queue for
PPE and the NHS discharging elderly patients with COVID-19
into care homes where the virus was then ceded, has given
them little confidence that they can rely on ministers. 

Wider society 
While schools are primarily for the educational benefit of the
children who go to them, in terms of a pandemic the crucial
issue is what opening schools will do to the R, or transmission,
rate. The Government is rightly concerned to avoid a second
wave of COVID-19, and that is a real possibility. The Europe
Director of the World Health Organisation (WHO) thinks that it
is inevitable that Europe will have to deal with a second wave
and that, as in 1918 with the Spanish Flu pandemic, that will be
worse than the first wave.
    All the options modelled will increase the R rate. Yet it is
not possible to say by how much. The DfE Explanatory Note
concludes that: “These results should be interpreted

Education Journal Review • Vol. 26 No. 3

Demitri Coryton



cautiously.” The ITFGRCT paper states that “calculations of a
numerical relationship between relaxation of different measures
and changes in R overstretch the natural and behavioural
science available to us now” and that consequently “SPI-M
cannot say with consensus, which combination of useful policy
changes will result in R remaining below 1”.
    As the DfE Explanatory Note admits: “Many of the
modelling assumptions made are conservative, and the paper
makes clear that the modelling is likely to provide an ‘upper end
estimate’ of the direct impact on R. However, as indirect
impacts are not modelled, the full impact on transmission of
opening settings to more pupils is likely to be higher. As the
Independent SAGE report notes: “Schools represent a major
axis of local communities. In the same way that school closures
were highly disruptive, then school opening, and the manner in
which this is done, will also be disruptive. A staggered school
opening based on year groups has major implications for
childminders, parents and guardians who may have
responsibilities for siblings of different ages. The risk of top
down decision-making without community involvement will
mean that the burden will fall on individuals to find a way to
make this work. We strongly recommend that decisions on
school opening be made at local level, involving all
stakeholders, to ensure there is support available as schools
progress to full function.”
    There are two linked critical factors that lie outside the
school system but which are a decisive influence on whether to
reopen schools or not. Keeping the R rate below 1 is the key to
avoiding a second wave of the pandemic which, apart from the
bad public health outcomes, would also be an even more
crippling blow to the economy that the first wave is proving to
be. We are a week away from the Government’s target date of
1 June. On Friday the new R rate, now published every Friday,
was in the range of 0.7 to 1.0 which was the same as it had
been the week before. That was slightly up on the week before
that. As we showed last week, the R rate is an estimate made
up of other estimates with datasets drawn from different time
frames. It is an estimate of a range rather than a single figure.
    Any one of the options modelled will increase the R rate.
It is not clear by exactly how much, although an earlier estimate
calculated that opening schools would add 0.2 to R. With the R
rate very close to 1 there is very little room for error. While
infection and death rates have come down, and are continuing
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to decrease, with one week to go we are still too close to R
being above 1 to risk an increase that we are not in a position to
counter other than by slamming on a return to lockdown.
    What will make a difference to countering an increase in
R is an effective test, trace, track and isolate system. At present
we don’t have that. The Government has recruited all but 1,000
of the 25,000 people it is hiring to run a centralised call-centre
tracking system, although there have been questions about how
well trained these people are. Many think it would have been
better to have beefed up local authority-based public health
teams to do this, with the advantage that they would have had
local knowledge, but the Government has gone for a centralised
system instead. It has just announced, on Friday, an additional
£300 million for local authorities to support the central teams in
tracing and isolating, and that has been welcomed by the Local
Government Association. The much heralded app is now
several weeks off. It has been tested in the Isle of Wight, but as
anyone who knows anything about developing apps will tell you
the trial phase will throw up problems you have to fix before it
wil l  work. Again, the Government has chosen a highly
centralised version of the app, while almost every other country
has gone for a localised one. Even if the app can be made to
work relatively quickly, it will be ready weeks after 1 June. 
    Testing has been ramped up, although the target date
for 100,000 tests a day was missed. That was always an
arbitrary figure and we are a long way off the Prime Minister’s
target of 250,000 tests a day. There is also a question of how
accurate the tests are, with many negative tests of people who
do have COVID-19. In other words, the critical deployment of
an effective test, trace, track and isolate system will not be up
and running by 1 June. Parts of it may start on 1 June, but that
is not the same thing.

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland
The devolved administrations of Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland have had access to the same research evidence as the
UK government, yet all three have come to a different
conclusion to what is in effect, on this issue, the government of
England. There are some differences between the home
nations, but none are sufficient to warrant a different policy on
something as fundamental.
    In its report on school reopening, the Scottish
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Government goes over the same ground as the SAGE groups
but comes to the opposite conclusion to the UK government.
Scotland has the benefit of a COVID19 Education Recovery
Group (CERF), a stakeholder group including the teacher
unions, educational bodies and local government as
recommended by the OECH and which England, with its less
formal consultation process, does not have. The CERF gives
the Scots the advantage that when they reach a consensus on
policy options everybody owns it. The result is a simpler and
more effective message than that coming out of Westminster.
    The UK government likes to say that it is following the
science. In picking 1 June as the date for schools to start to
reopen (of course many schools have been open throughout
the crisis, for vulnerable children and the children of key
workers) it picked an arbitrary date. All the SAGE papers and
those from other scientists stress that there is still a lot that we
don’t know about SARS-CoV-2 and COVID-19 and they are
cautious about what they can say. ‘The science’ is not going to
give us the answer. It can and does clarify some things and it
gives ministers some valuable information on which to base a
decision, but in the end this is a political decision not a scientific
one. 
    There are other factors than just children’s education
that will have to be weighed up before ministers make a final
decision on Thursday. To save face, there will probably be a
typically British muddle, with some schools opening for some
children, while others stay closed. It will be up to parents to
decide, and many will keep their children at home. But the
process of returning will have begun. On balance the evidence
suggests that it would be better if it were delayed by a few
weeks until the R rate is lower and the testing, tracking and
tracing regime has bedded down. That’s what will happen in
most schools for most children, and hopefully that will keep the
R rate below 1.
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COVID-19 and schools – a case
of international cooperation:
schooling disrupted, schooling
rethought
By Andreas Schleicher, David Edwards and
Demitri Coryton

Abstract: On 2 June 2020 education ministers from around the
globe met remotely in conference to take stock of how the
COVID-19 pandemic had impacted education. All of them
faced the problems of school closures, of how and when to
reopen schools and colleges and how to alleviate the problems
that the pandemic had created for the most disadvantaged.
All governments were looking to see how other countries had
tackled common problems. 
     The conference was organised by the OECD and
Education International. The OECD, one of a small handful of
international organisations heavily involved in coordinating
the response to the COVID-19 pandemic, published a report on
the same day. This was Schooling Disrupted, Schooling
Rethought. How the COVID-19 pandemic is changing
education, by Fernando M. Reimers, Global Education
Innovation Initiative, Harvard Graduate School of Education,
and Andreas Schleicher, Director of Education and Skills, OECD,
with assistance from Grace A. Ansah. 
     Education International also published a document on
the same day as the conference. This was Education and
COVID-19, a briefing document from a teacher perspective on
the COVID-19 pandemic.
     In this article we look at the unique partnership
between teacher unions, ministers and the OECD as, through
dialogue at a private conference and the publication of
position papers by OECD and EI, policy makers shared
solutions to an unprecedented global challenge. 
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The sort of cooperation that occurred at the beginning
of June 2020 when Education Ministers, trade union
leaders and OECD officials gathered virtually for a

conference on education systems dealing with the COVID-
19 pandemic does not just happen over-night. It was the
culmination of a decade of working together through the
International Summit of the Teaching Profession (ISTP). 
    These small private conferences brought together
Education Ministers, a very small number of their staff, teacher
union general secretaries and a small core of OECD and EI
officials. They worked partly because of the format, with few
people allowed to attend and no ministerial speeches allowed,
so all ministers could get involved, and significantly because
they were held in private. For most of the ISTP conferences the
press were absent, or just attended the opening of the
conference. 
    So when the world was facing the onslaught of the
COVID-19 pandemic the ISTP proved an extremely useful
forum to share information on what was working. Most of the
participants already knew each other and trusted the
professionalism of the small central teams from the OECD and
EI. 

10 years of ISTP – what governments and unions can
achieve together
Ten years ago, Education International and the OECD began
co-hosting with various countries an altogether unique,
(somewhat unlikely) but critically necessary convening of
ministers of education and heads of teachers’ unions. The
purpose was to support an informed and honest policy dialogue
between and among elected representatives of the teaching
profession and national government authorities.  
    One decade later as the COVID-19 pandemic impacts
the health, safety, education and wellbeing of cit izens
everywhere, it is more important than ever to strengthen
dialogue between ministries of education and teachers’ unions.
With over half the world’s children and teachers engaged in
some kind of emergency education and the other half without it
entirely, returning to school safely and successfully is of
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paramount importance. For this reason, we have teamed once
again to hold a virtual ISTP dialogue on the issue of the
reopening of schools and education institutions and the five
pillars that undergird doing it successfully. 
    With schools and education institutions still or partially
closed in a majority of countries, there are critical issues for
governments to consider, as countries gradually begin to re-
open early childhood institutions, schools and higher education
institutions. For both OECD and Education International it is
imperative that governments communicate transparently and
continuously about the plans for reopening onsite education,
and that those plans reconcile educational needs and health
requirements. To build the trust necessary for success,
continuous social and policy dialogue with educators and their
unions is the cornerstone of any successful education strategy.
Schools are centres of their communities. They are essential for
students’ learning and social skills. It is vital, therefore, that
strategies for their reopening are successful for students,
parents and teachers. 
    The pandemic has exposed the many inadequacies and
inequities in our education systems - from the broadband and
computers needed for online education, through the supportive
environments needed to focus on learning, up to the difficulties
found to align teaching resources with needs. However, as
these inequities are amplified in this time of crisis, this moment
also holds the possibility that we will not return to the status quo
when things get back to “normal”. Governments and unions can
act jointly and it is the nature of these collective and systemic
responses to the disruptions that will determine how we are
affected by them. There is a clear path forward. 

Engaging in Social and Policy Dialogue 
Research shows that when public authorities engage in
continuous social and policy dialogue with educators and their
representative unions to assess needs, including health needs,
and collaborate on how best to transition to onsite teaching and
learning – the trust engendered translates into positive
outcomes for students and communities. Moreover, when
labour rights of teachers are respected and decent working
conditions are maintained the focus can be on supporting
students, their socioemotional wellbeing and learning. 
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Making Equity a Top Priority 
Equity must be front and centre of all transition plans,
recognizing that the impact of the pandemic is not equal and
that already vulnerable students and education workers have
been and may continue to be the most affected. Therefore,
effective support structures are needed for vulnerable students
and staff who are enduring increased hardship and for students
who have not been able to participate in online or homebased
learning. A forward-looking strategy must also be developed for
addressing possible increases in drop-out rates, paying
particular attention to girls and women, and those where the
economic downturn increases the risk of child labour. 

Matching Educational Priorities with New Realities
The teaching priorities for the coming year must respond to the
needs of students and to the different conditions that may be
necessary to teach in the modified school environments that
health guidelines may create, at home and in the expanded
learning environments essential to sustain education. In the
short and medium term, schools may be more restricted than
normal, increasing the amount of time necessary for hygiene.
For instance, the possibility of collaborative work, sports or
other extracurricular activities that require close physical contact
with others may be reduced. This may require redesigning
learning and teaching in order to provide students the best
opportunities possible to learn, making optimal use of new ways
of teaching and learning. 
    Ensuring an effective infrastructure to allow
collaboration online should be a priority because of the
possibility of interactivity it enables. The exercise of rebalancing
the curriculum should begin with a wholechild view of the
essential competencies students need, including cognitive,
social and emotional aspects. It should identify opportunities
created by the new conditions, for example, the need to foster
greater student agency, as a significant portion of their learning
will require. 
    At the same time, learning under the conditions created
by the pandemic may have created new emotional needs.
Similarly, essential social skills ordinarily cultivated as students
collaborate with peers in schools, could require imagination and
design in order to develop them through a variety of
approaches. There is an opportunity here for governments and
unions to work together to examine the impact of the health
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crisis on teaching, learning and the curriculum. This provides
not only an opportunity to respond to the immediate conditions
created by the public health crisis, but also to begin
accelerating progress in addressing the needs of students from
disadvantaged backgrounds whom the pandemic has made
more visible. 

Supporting Physical and Emotional Wellbeing and
Recovery 
Research shows that student wellbeing and teacher wellbeing
are inextricably linked. In successful jurisdictions, systems are
in place to support the wellbeing and mental health of children,
students and education staff, including through dedicated
psychosocial support and counselling. In addition to the
pandemic causing stress and anxiety, many children, students
and education staff will also find it difficult to return to school
and adapt to new routines, including restrictions on social
interaction. This may require dedicated support for those who
have suffered bereavement, abuse, violence, or other emotional
trauma. 

Trusting the Professionalism of Educators 
Finally, and incredibly important, is that education authorities
engage with educators and their unions to determine and
assess the impact of the school closures on teaching, learning
and student wellbeing. Any framework for transitioning to onsite
education must be built on trust in the professionalism and
pedagogical practice of the education workforce. Collective
understanding and clarity on any assessment requirements is
best reached in dialogue with educators and their unions to
ensure fair and equal treatment of all students and the
continued professional autonomy of educators. 
    Over these past 10 years of co-organizing the
International Summits on the Teaching Profession we have
seen first-hand the benefits of an institutionalized and evidence-
informed dialogue. We have seen bottom-up reforms take hold
and joint commitments taken forward. Key to everything is
establishing an open channel for communication and
engagement, and a willingness to exhibit leadership that keeps
the larger purpose in focus. COVID-19 has exposed glaring
inequalities and the unpreparedness of many education
systems to respond to crises. But, it also affords us the
opportunity to build back better and learn from our mistakes.
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How we choose to approach school reopening has the potential
to shape not just the path we find ourselves on together but
whether we all arrive better for the journey.

The OECD report
The OECD report, Schooling Disrupted, Schooling Rethought.
How the COVID-19 pandemic is changing education, by
Fernando M. Reimers, Global Education Innovation Initiative,
Harvard Graduate School of Education, and Andreas
Schleicher, Director of Education and Skills, Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, with assistance from
Grace A. Ansah, starts on a positive note, observing that the
education systems of the 59 countries that participated in an
OECD survey “have demonstrated remarkable resilience,
flexibility and commitment to education in having established
strategies for education continuity, in extremely challenging
conditions, during the COVID-19 pandemic.” 
    For the most part, those strategies were viewed
positively in terms of their implementation and the results they
achieved in providing a considerable number of students
access to at least part of the curriculum. More attention has
been given to ensuring the continuity of academic learning than
to the socio-emotional development of students, and not all
students have been able to engage consistently with their
education as provided under these emergency strategies.
Although most of the countries surveyed were able to put
alternative learning opportunities in place, respondents estimate
that just about half of the students were able to access all or
most of the curriculum. 
    An important component of implementing the strategy of
continuity was professional development for teachers,
principally using online platforms that allowed them to
communicate with their peers. At the same time, only 61% of
the government representatives reported that their teachers
were offered professional development. 
    The considerable effort expended in allowing teachers
and students to find ways to learn and teach remotely has
immense potential to augment the pedagogical efficacy of
teachers and schools in the future. The knowledge and
experience gained with various modalities of remote learning
are assets that could be deepened and deployed in the future,
creating blended modalities of teaching and learning to extend
learning time and learning opportunities for all students. The
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report concludes that: “It will be important that the lessons
learned from this real-life experience are systematically
collected and evaluated, and that education systems and
schools investigate ways through which innovative teaching and
learning environments can be more fully integrated into
schooling.” 
    The efforts to sustain educational continuity during the
period of physical distancing revealed two different but equally
important lessons. The first, the deep disparities in access to
technology, connectivity and skills to engage with technology
faced by students from different socioeconomic groups.
“Addressing such disparities must become a priority to fully
integrate all students in a world where participation is
increasingly mediated by access to technology.” The second,
concerns the significant access to technology that teachers
have and their readiness to engage in multiple modalities of
collaboration and professional development using technology.
“This realisation is an extraordinary silver lining, these practices
should be continued and deepened in the aftermath of the
Pandemic for the purpose of building capacity for 21st century
education.”
    The report’s recommendations focus all on school
organisation, management and instruction, as this was also the
focus of the OECD survey. However, the pandemic has also
diminished family income for some. “A reopening strategy
should take notice of which of the students enrolled before the
pandemic return to school, and determine the reasons for drop
out, in the cases of children who do not return.” Options to
retain students in school in those cases could include
conditional cash transfer programmes or carefully designed
campaigns with information on the benefits of school
attendance. 
    Many countries are well on their way to establishing
strategies for the reopening of schools, with half of the OECD
countries being able to offer a specific date for reopening.
However, strategies to reopen schools require a difficult balance
between the obvious educational benefits to students and the
health and well-being of students, their families as well as
education professionals. 
    The learning that has taken place during the pandemic
is at best only a proportion of what students would have learned
in school. “This period of learning at home has made evident
the many benefits that students draw from being able to attend
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school regularly and learn in close contact with their teachers
and peers, and with full access to the wide variety of services
that schools offer, including meals, and psychological and
health support. Those benefits are likely of greater value to the
most marginalized children and in societies with greater levels
of social inequality.” 
    The learning loss that has already occurred will, if left
unremedied, be likely to take an economic toll on societies in
the form of diminished productivity and growth. The OECD
calculates that a lost school year can be considered equivalent
to a loss of between 7% and 10% of lifetime income. Those
benefits must be carefully weighed against the health risks and
requirements in order to mitigate the toll of the pandemic.
Evidence from previous epidemics suggests that school
closures can prevent up to 15% of infections. While this
proportion is modest compared with other public policy
measures (e.g. workplace social distancing, which can reduce
transmission by up to 73%, case isolation, with an effect around
45% or household quarantine, with an effect of around 40%), it
is not negligible, and in some countries there is extensive
interaction between the youngest children and the older
generation most at risk from the virus. 
    The report proposes a checklist of 15 recommendations
to sustain education continuity in the second phase of the
pandemic. 
1. Prepare. The future will be more challenging that the first
phase of the pandemic. 
2. Learn from the first phase of the pandemic. There is a
possibility that further school closures may be necessary. A
contingency plan to continue learning remotely should be
developed. 
3. Develop protocols to maintain physical distancing in
schools and in school operations and build capacity to
implement them. 
4. Create an effective delivery system for remote learning.
The strategies for education continuity implemented in many
jurisdictions revealed significant shortcomings and inequities in
access to technology and skills to use them. 
5. Strengthen an expanded learning ecosystem. Education
must work with technology and telecommunications companies,
with television and radio stations to expand the learning
ecosystem. 
6. Sustain and deepen teacher professional development. 
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7. Develop capacity for blended learning that incorporates
face to face learning and teaching in schools. An important
proportion of learning time will remain online. 
8. Assess student needs and outcomes. 
9. Recover learning loss. Additional learning time will be
necessary to make up lost time. This might include extending
the duration of the school day or work during the summer and
other school holidays. 
10. Rebalance the curriculum. 
11. Develop an effective communication system .
Communication of the strategy among all stakeholders in
schools, always important, has now become critical 
12. Build capacity to lead adaptively and support
innovation. 
13. Differentiate autonomy and support to reflect
conditions of each school. 
14. Unleash innovation. 
15. Mobilise resources. The cost of the pandemic may
lead to austerity. Yet for redesigning a more capacious and
effective education delivery system in preparing students with
the full breath of skills essential to invent the future, financial
resources will be essential.

The EI document
Education International is the global confederation of teacher
unions. It also published a document on the same day as the
conference. This was Education and COVID-19, a briefing
document from a teacher perspective on the COVID-19
pandemic. 
    With schools and education institutions closed in a
majority of countries, there are critical issues for governments to
take into consideration, as countries gradually begin to re-open
early childhood institutions, schools and higher education
institutions. EI believes that it is imperative that governments
communicate transparently and continuously about the plans
for reopening onsite education and the extent to which they are
informed by the advice of health experts. It believes that
continuous social and policy dialogue with educators and their
unions is the cornerstone of any successful education strategy. 
    At the beginning of May EI issued five pillars upon which
its policies on COVID-19 would be based. These were: 

1. Engage in Social and Policy Dialogue. Public authorities
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engage in continuous social and policy dialogue with educators
and their representative unions and organisations to assess
needs and agree on health and safety measures for students
and staff as well as the framework and resources for
transit ioning back to onsite teaching and learning.
Consideration is given to the additional workload arising from
the parallel requirement of face-to-face and online teaching
during the gradual re-opening of schools. The labour rights of
teachers and education support personnel are respected and
decent working conditions are maintained. 

2. Ensure the Health and Safety of Education Communities.
There is agreement and clarity on the hygiene measures
necessary for keeping children, students and staff safe and
healthy as well as preventative measures for containing the
spread of the virus. All schools and education institutions are
equipped to ensure and sustain enhanced hygiene and
cleaning practices and all staff is informed and trained to follow
new guidelines. Education workers have guaranteed access to
Personal Protective Equipment where necessary, and additional
funds and staffing are ensured by public authorities to ensure
health and safety requirements. In addition, the situation of at-
risk and vulnerable students, staff and their families is taken into
consideration. 

3. Make Equity a Top Priority. Equity is front and centre of all
transition plans, recognising that the impact of the pandemic is
not equal and that already vulnerable students and education
workers have been and may continue to be the most affected. A
support structure is put in place for all vulnerable students and
staff, for those who are enduring increased hardship and for
students who have not been able to participate in online or
home-based learning. A strategy is developed for addressing
possible increases in drop-out rates, paying particular attention
to girls and women, and those at risk of child labour. 

4. Support Physical and Emotional Wellbeing and
Recovery. Systems are in place to support the wellbeing and
mental health of children, students and education staff,
including through dedicated psychosocial support and
counselling. In addition to the pandemic causing ongoing stress
and anxiety, many children, students and education staff will
also find it difficult to return to school and adapt to new routines
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as well as restrictions to social interaction. Dedicated support is
available to those who may have suffered bereavement, abuse,
violence, or other emotional trauma. 

5. Trust the professionalism of educators. Education
authorities engage with educators and their unions to determine
and assess the impact of the school closures on teaching,
learning and student wellbeing. Any framework for transitioning
back to onsite education is built on trust in the professionalism
and pedagogical practice of the education workforce. Clarity on
any assessment requirements is reached in dialogue with
educators and their unions to ensure fair and equal treatment of
all students and the continued professional autonomy of
educators. Policy implications 

In Education and COVID-19, EI identifies a number of policy
implications of the pandemic. The circumstances in which
students are returning to school are unprecedented. In many
countries there will be little quantifiable evidence yet on the
amount of learning loss students have experienced. Equity
audits should be carried out at a national level in order to
analyse the impact of school closures on students and provide
evidence for comprehensive action plans. 
    Where equity audits are adopted they should focus on
institutional self-evaluation and be agreed with education
unions and other stakeholders. They could be carried out by
bodies whose membership include education unions and have
the power to recommend to governments strategies for
providing additional support to schools including specific
measures to support vulnerable groups. 
    A number of countries have system wide evaluation
systems which operate at the student, teacher, principal,
institutional and system level. There is a very strong case for
institutional evaluation systems, which often include the
outcomes of student evaluations, to be suspended while any
audit of learning loss takes place. Decisions on how external
public examinations can proceed should be taken in partnership
with the teaching profession and their organisations. The
evidence from previous International Summits on the Teaching
Profession, including from the OECD, is that where unions and
governments are engaged as social partners in the initiation
and implementation and evaluation of education policies, those
policies will be accepted and embedded. 
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Governments and unions could establish joint partnerships or
bodies to agree post pandemic strategies for education which
would take into account the impact of school closure on student
learning and the actions necessary to support students from
disadvantaged backgrounds including those whose parents
have suffered emotionally and economically from the crisis.
Joint action would need, to ensure that staff on insecure
contracts, whose employment had been reduced or terminated
during school closure, return to employment. Strategies on
teacher policies, could be included in the remit of joint bodies or
partnerships. Their remit could cover both the curriculum and its
assessment, support for teachers in relation to student
wellbeing and behaviour, teacher learning and development in
the wider sense, and evaluations of the effectiveness of
distance learning during the crisis. 
    Developing policy on teacher well-being should be a key
part of any government teacher policy. Policy and research on
teacher well-being can only be developed with the teaching
profession and its organisations, and should be a key part of
any social partnership approach. OECD countries should now
revive the OECD’s proposed special project on teacher well-
being and student achievement. In the short term, as students
return to school, a number of approaches will need to be
adopted. Enhancing the achievement of students who have
suffered serious disadvantage compared to their peers, during
school closure, may require targeted grants for schools.
Disadvantaged areas, including those in rural areas may also
need additional area funding. 
    Schools will need stable funding to ensure that their staff
are not subject to budgetary shocks and cuts. At a system level,
governments will need to agree with the teaching profession
and their unions policies which secure teacher supply, retention
and development. This means that governments should give a
high priority to agreeing acceptable pay/compensation and
conditions of service packages with teaching and support staff
unions. For the long-term, governments must now commit
themselves, with teaching and support staff unions, to give the
highest priority to funding education as a public service for all
students, on the basis of equity and need, over the long term.
As a first step, governments could make such a commitment. At
a global level, it is vital that global organisations work together
to encourage governments to protect and enhance education
funding.
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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:

First 1000 Days of Life, House of Commons Health and Social
Care Select Committee, 13th Report of Session 2017–19.
Published on 26 February 2019.  

Nursing Degree Apprenticeships: In poor health? Government
response to the Committee’s Eighth Report of Session 2017-19,
House of Commons Education Select Committee, 8th Special
Report of Session 2017–19. HC 2007. Published on 4 March
2019.

Transforming Children’s Services, House of Commons
Committee of Public Accounts, 88th Report of Session 2017–
19. Report, together with formal minutes relating to the report.
HC 1741. Published on 22 March 2019.

Tackling Intergenerational Unfairness, House of Lords Select
Committee on Intergenerational Fairness and Provision, Report
of Session 2017–19, HL Paper 329, published on 25 April 2019.

Funding of Local Authorities’ Children’s Services, House of
Commons Housing, Communities and Local Government Select
Committee, 14th report of Session 2017/19. Report, together
with formal minutes. HC 1639. Published on 1 May 2019.

The Apprenticeships Programme: Progress review, House of
Commons Committee of Public Accounts, 98th Report of
Session 2017–19. Report, together with formal minutes relating
to the report. HC 1749. Published on 22 May 2019.  

A Ten-year Plan for School and College Funding, House of
Commons Select Committee on Education, 10th report of
Session 2017/19, HC 696. Published on 19 July 2019.

Balance and Effectiveness of Research and Innovation
Spending, House of Commons Select Committee on Science
and Technology, 21st report of Session 2017/19, HC 1453,
published on 12 September 2019.
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The First 1000 Days of Life
First 1000 Days of Life, House of Commons Health and Social
Care Committee,13th Report of Session 2017–19. Report,
together with formal minutes relating to the report. HC 1496
Published on 26 February 2019 by the Stationery Office Limited

In its report: First 1000 Days of Life, the House ofCommons Health and Social Care Committee
recommended that the Government should consider the

needs of vulnerable families in all policies and it urged
local authorities to develop, with local NHS bodies,
communities and the voluntary sector, an ambitious plan
for their area, which would set out how they would improve
support for local children, parents and families during the
first 1000 days and how they intended to achieve national
goals.
    The report suggested that local plans should include a
comprehensive assessment of local provision, including
targeted and specialist interventions provided locally, and
describe how each area would adopt the core principles for
local service delivery. The Committee agreed with the Science
and Technology Committee that the Government should
incentivise and support local authorities to make long-term
investment in the early years. 
    Drawing on the successes of the transformation funding
for the A Better Start areas, the Committee recommended that
the Government should establish a fund to incentivise the
transformation of local commissioning and provision covering
the first 1000 days in accordance with the objectives set by the
Government’s national strategy.
    Ten years on from its inception, the Committee called for
a revised Healthy Child Programme, with interventions that:
•    Were family focused.
•    Would begin before conception.
•    Would extend beyond 2 ½ years.
•    Would ensure continuity of care including improved links
between health visiting, midwifery, obstetrics and primary care,
and ensuring that women saw the same midwife and same
health visitor for each visit. 

The Committee recommended that a revised Healthy Child
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Programme should be expanded to focus on the health of the
whole family and examine how that affected the physical and
mental health of the child, recognising that the physical health
and mental health of a baby’s parents, and the strength of their
relationships with each other and their child, were important
influences on their child’s health. The Committee also
recommended that:
•    The revised Healthy Child Programme should include the
provision of pre-conception support to parents who were
planning a pregnancy, or to parents who could have benefited
from more support prior to a previous pregnancy. This should
begin at school, where there should be focused attention on
healthy relationships, pregnancies, including advice about
smoking, alcohol, substance misuse and parenting. 
•    An additional mandated visit at 3–3½ years should be
included in the Healthy Child Programme, to ensure that
potential problems that may inhibit the ability of children to be
ready to start school could be identified and addressed. 
•    A revised Healthy Child Programme, with an increased focus
on continuity of care, should include the explicit objective that
so far as possible a family Would see the same midwife and the
same health visitor, at each appointment or visit. 

Five mandated visits
The Committee agreed with the Science and Technology
Committee that the first priority should be for every child to
receive all the five mandated visits, in a manner that would not
compromise the quality of the visits. It also agreed with the
Science and Technology Committee that the Government
should set a date for when the priority would be achieved. The
Committee also recommended that as part of a refresh of the
Healthy Child Programme, the Government should set out
proposals for increasing the number of routine visits, that all
checks should be carried out by a health visitor, and that a
minimum number of contacts should include a home visit. 
    The report stressed that children in need of targeted
support should be identified during pregnancy. The Committee
recommended that the Government, working with local areas
and the voluntary sector, should develop a programme into
which children and families who needed targeted support could
be referred, drawing on the experience of the Family Nurse
Partnership in Scotland, Northern Ireland and in some parts of
England, and of Flying Start in Wales. The Committee agree
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with the Science and Technology Committee that
commissioners should continue to appraise the evidence base
for the Family Nurse Partnership, as well as for other targeted
interventions, and consider investment or disinvestment
accordingly. 
    The Committee argued that early intervention, should be
seen as an opportunity to make long-term, cost-effective
improvements in children’s lives, rather than a demand on
resources. It called in the Government to use the
Comprehensive Spending Review in 2019 to move public
expenditure towards intervening earlier rather than later. The
report noted that, due to the way Government departments
were financed, the department which invested in early
intervention was often not the one that stood to reap the
greatest benefit. As the structural problem in the financing of
government was a barrier to early intervention, the Committee
recommended that the ministerial group on Early Years and
Family Support should address the crucial issue. 
    Because the contribution that early years provision
made to the objectives of a number of Government
departments, the report suggested that funding for local plans
should be drawn from existing budgets across Government,
including the Department for Work and Pensions, the
Department for Education, the Home Office and the Ministry of
Justice as well as the Department for Health and Social Care. 

Cabinet Office
The Committee recommended that the Cabinet Office Minister
represented at Cabinet, currently the Chancellor of the Duchy of
Lancaster, should be given specific responsibility for the
development and oversight of a national strategy to give every
child the best start in life. The Committee recommended that a
small, centralised delivery team, within the Cabinet Office,
should be established to support the new ministerial role. The
team would be responsible for coordinating activity between
departments and monitoring progress against the delivery of the
strategy. 
    The Committee recommended that the Secretary of
State should accelerate his consideration of a health in all
policies approach to policy-making, as indicated in his
statement on prevention in the House of Commons on 5th
November 2018, and the approach should be adopted as soon
as possible to support the work of the relevant Cabinet minister
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and sub-committee. 
    The Committee recommended that the Government
should develop, as part of a national strategy, ambitious high-
level goals to:
•    Reduce infant mortality.
•    Reduce adverse childhood experiences.
•    Increase school readiness, with a focus on reducing child
poverty and inequalities, and their impact. 

As part of a national strategy, the Committee recommended that
the Government should publish a holistic workforce plan for
services covering the first 1000 days. The plan should set out
how the Government, and other national bodies, would support
local areas at a system, placed-based and neighbourhood level
to enhance the capacity, capability and skill mix of staff,
including voluntary staff, who supported children, parents and
families during the first 1000 days. 

National strategy
    As part of a national strategy, the Committee
recommended that the Government should provide guidance
and support to local areas on how services for children, parents
and families could effectively share information. 
    The report pointed out that to bolster its ability to
support local areas, the Government should hold them to
account and intervene, when necessary. It added that in
particular, the Government should foster an environment of
continuous improvement by filling gaps in research and
encouraging local areas, through support and incentives, to
identify, test, adopt and spread what worked to improve
outcomes. 
    The Committee recommended that an expert advisory
group should be established to support the Government by
coordinating a national approach to filling gaps in research and
to advise on how the national strategy should adapt accordingly
over time to reflect the evidence. The Committee agreed with
the Science and Technology Committee that local authorities
would benefit from the support of a central specialist team with
experience in effectively and sustainably implementing early
intervention programmes. The Committee recommended that
the team should be comprised of, and where necessary be able
to call on the advice of other, experts from multiple disciplines,
including those with specific professional expertise and skill
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sets (e.g. implementation science and quality improvement). 
    The report pointed out that the Committee supported the
proposals within the NHS Long-term Plan for the NHS to play a
greater role in the commissioning of public health services. It
argued that the Government and national bodies should
encourage the NHS to work collaboratively with local authorities
to commission such services, through encouraging the
voluntary pooling of budgets and the establishment of joint
commissioning teams. 
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Nursing Degree Apprenticeships
Nursing Degree Apprenticeships: In poor health? Government
response to the Committee’s Eighth Report of Session 2017-
19, House of Commons Education Committee, 8th Special
Report of Session 2017–19. HC 2007. Published on 4 March
2019 by authority of the House of Commons.

This special report gives the Government’s response
to the Committee’s 8th report of Session 2017/19,
Nursing Degree Apprenticeships: In poor health? (HC

1017) published on 6 December 2018. The Committee had
concluded that there were too many obstacles in the way
of nursing degree apprenticeships, making it extremely
difficult for the NHS to play its part in achieving the public
sector target. The Committee also recommended that the
Government should maintain an ongoing conversation
with the NHS to ensure that it is supported to develop a
sufficient number of quality nursing apprenticeships. The
Government agreed with both.
    The Committee had recognised that nursing degree
apprenticeships alone will not solve the nursing workforce crisis
or improve access to nursing for those from disadvantaged
backgrounds. However, it concluded that no-one should be
prevented from undertaking a nursing degree apprenticeship
due to a lack of availability or take-up within the system. It
welcome the Government’s cross-departmental work in
establishing nursing degree apprenticeships. Not surprisingly,
the Government agreed with the Committee.
    The Committee concluded that there was little incentive
for the NHS to build nursing apprenticeships and felt that it was
“imperative that nursing apprenticeships work for the NHS as
well as for providers and nursing students”. The Government
agreed. It admitted that there were only a “relatively modest”
number of Nurse Degree apprentices, it had also introduced the
Nursing Associate apprenticeship, offering an alternative route
into the profession. This was a new NHS role “that will deliver
hands on care, allowing registered nurses to spend more time
utilising their specialist training focusing on clinical duties.”
    The Committee looked forward to the outcome of the
Nursing and Midwifery Council’s (NMC’s) consultation on
whether nursing associate students should remain
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supernumerary and whether there were alternative approaches.
It urged the NMC to apply any safe and effective flexibility to
supernumerary status to nursing degree apprentices in addition
to nursing associates.
    The Government responded that the NMC had
confirmed in their Council meeting on 26 September that they
had approved proposals for an additional approach to nursing
associate training, which is a different choice for employers to
the supernumerary approach to training. “This alternative option
will enable employers to work in partnership with approved
education institutions, to identify the proportion of time the
organisation will be able to support protected learning time for
the trainees.” 
    The Committee had recommended that the Government
should reconsider its position in not providing “much needed
flexibility” in the apprenticeship levy for the NHS. It had
recommended that employers should be able to use the
apprenticeship levy to develop the necessary infrastructure for
nursing degree apprenticeships, including training nurses in
supervision and protecting time for them to undertake such
training. 
    The Government explained that the Apprenticeship Levy
was introduced to encourage employers to invest in the skills
development of their workforce and had been set at a level to
fund the training and assessment costs of apprenticeships “in
line with employer demand”. This included the training costs of
new and existing apprentices with levy-paying employers, as
well as apprentices with non-levy paying employers. The
Government stated that “we do not currently expect significant
underspends across the whole apprenticeship programme in
future years.” The Government claimed that it recognised that
the nursing apprenticeship requires a high percentage of
apprentice time spent learning theory and in clinical practice
and that Nursing apprentices were given special status due to
the unique supernumerary requirements for nurse training put in
place by the nursing regulator the NMC. “These requirements
are crucial to ensuring patient safety, by protecting nurses’ time
to develop and learn the clinical skills they need, rather than
meeting workforce demands.”
    The Government noted that apprenticeships funding can
be used to cover the eligible costs of training and assessment
for the apprentice, but that changing the apprenticeships
funding criteria to cover wider costs would quickly make the
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programme unaffordable, limiting opportunities for future
apprentices. The Government said that it had no plans to
extend the expiry period of the Levy, which was agreed with HM
Treasury in order to support the Department for Education to
manage its budgets and limit financial liability should “vast
amounts of funding” remain sitting unused in employers’
accounts.

Funding band
The Committee had recommended that the funding band for
nursing degree apprenticeships should remain at a minimum of
£27,000 and the IfA should consider increasing it. “Any future
reduction of the funding band must be assessed to ensure that
providers can continue to deliver apprenticeships.” These
assessments should be published. The Government did not
agree with these recommendations. It said that “increasing the
£27,000 limit would make the apprenticeships programme
unaffordable and would result in reduced funding for other
types of apprenticeships. As such, we have no plans to raise
the £27,000 limit.”
    The Committee had recommended that the Government
should prioritise investment in CPD for nurses and that it
release a strategy and timeline for how it intends to do so. It
had also recommended that more postgraduate (Level 7)
apprenticeships should be created for nurses to enable them to
further their careers and develop specialisms. The Committee
had recommended that the Government should provide funding
for trailblazer groups to develop these apprenticeships.
    The Government agreed with the Committee’s
recommendations on investing in CPD. The importance of CPD
was recognised in the recently published NHS Long Term Plan
as offering staff career progression, motivation to stay within
the NHS and the skills to operate at advanced levels of
professional practice and to meet patients’ needs of the future. 
    The Government pointed out that to complement the
plans outlined in the NHS Long Term Plan, the Secretary of
State for Health and Social Care had commissioned Baroness
Harding working closely with Sir David Behan to lead a number
of programmes to engage with key NHS interests to develop a
detailed workforce implementation plan. These programmes will
consider detailed proposals to grow the workforce, including
consideration of additional staff and skills required, build a
supportive working culture in the NHS and ensure first rate
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leadership for NHS staff. CPD will be considered within these
programmes.        
    The Government response stated that Baroness
Harding and Sir David will present initial recommendations to
DHSC in Spring 2019. A final workforce implementation plan
will follow later in the year, taking into account the outcomes of
the Spending Review. The approved Advanced Clinical
Practitioner apprentice standard provides opportunity for nurses
and other allied health professions to train to Level 7 advanced
practice to allow them to take on expanded roles and scope of
practice caring for patients. Two further Level 7 apprentice
standards are in development for nurses – the District Nurse
and Specialist Community Public Health Nurse..
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Transforming Children’s Services
Transforming Children’s Services, House of Commons
Committee of Public Accounts, 88th Report of Session 2017–
19. Report, together with formal minutes relating to the report.
HC 1741. Published on 22 March 2019 by the Stationery Office
Limited.

The House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts
pointed out that the Department for Education could
not explain why there was so much variation between

local authorities in the activity and cost of children’s social
care. As it had reported previously, there was significant
variation between different local authorities in both the
activity and cost of their children’s social care. 
    The report noted that the rate of children in need
episodes during 2017–18 had ranged from 301 to 1,323 per
10,000 children between local authorities, while the amount
spent by local authorities per child in need episode had ranged
from £566 to £5,166, which was similar to when the Committee
had looked at the issue in 2016. Deprivation only explained
15% of the variation and the characteristics of the local authority
and its area were the biggest explanatory factors for the
variation in activity. 
    The Department had acknowledged that it did not yet
fully understand variation between local authorities, and that
gaining such understanding had not previously been a priority.
Having now commissioned research to understand both
pressures on and variations between local authorities, the
Department said that local authorities that it considered to be
stronger were bringing fewer children into the care system.
However, the Department had not set out the level of variation
between local authorities that it considered to be acceptable.
    The Committee recommended that by December 2019,
the Department should set out:
•    Data on the costs and quality of children’s social care for
each local authority in England, which was easily accessible
publicly and would enable comparison between authorities.
•    The key factors contributing to the variation across local
authorities.
•    The action it was taking to reduce variation.
•    Its future targets for limiting the levels of variation between
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local authorities in cost and quality of children’s social care.

The Committee recommended that by December 2019, the
Department should also set out the thresholds it deemed
acceptable for the rate of children in need episodes, and the
amount spent per child in need episode.
    The report pointed out that the Department did not have
a comprehensive assessment of the sustainability or resource
needs of children’s social care services and the sector was
becoming increasingly unsustainable financially, as 91% of
local authorities had exceeding their budgets for spending on
children’s services in 2017–18 and there had been an overall
overspend of £872 million in 2017–18. The report warned that
unless the Department got to grips with its understanding of
demand pressures it would struggle to make a compelling case
for adequate resources in the anticipated spending review. 
    To understand the resources required the Department
had commissioned research to understand both pressures on
and variations between local authorities and currently, there
was no link between spending and quality of services, as
assessed by Ofsted, which unlike the Care Quality Commission
for hospitals, did not consider the cost-effectiveness of local
authority provision. The report pointed out that while local
authorit ies shared good practice through programmes
established by the Department, it was not yet apparent whether
the practice was effectively spreading high-quality and well-
evidenced children’s social care practice.
    The Committee recommended that by September 2019,
the Department should decide how it would assess and monitor
the cost effectiveness of children’s social care in inspected
local authorities. It added that based on the decision, the
Department should commit to regular reporting on cost
effectiveness, which should incorporate ratings on how well
authorities used resources. The Committee also recommended
that by September 2019, the Department should set out what
action it had taken to encourage the take-up of good practice in
children’s social care across local authorities and how it would
assess take-up, which should include progress updates on the
work of its What Works Centre for children’s social care and its
Partners in Practice Programme, as well as specific examples
of how the work had benefited vulnerable families and children.
    The report stressed that increasing use, and high cost,
of residential care had placed local authorities under extreme
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financial pressure, there was a lack of residential capacity for
children’s social care and its use was often unplanned, which
led to “bidding wars” between local authorities for places for
children. Although the number of children placed in residential
care by local authorities had increased by 9.2% between 2013–
14 and 2017–18, the cost of residential care had increased by
22.5% over the same period, from £1.02 billion to £1.25 billion
in real terms. The report pointed out that while the Department
was working with local authorities to commission cost-effective
residential care, demand was outstripping supply.
    The Committee recommended that by December 2019,
the Department should set out how it would work with local
authorities to manage the supply of high quality and cost-
effective residential care and match it to demand. 
    The report pointed out that there was a lack of evidence
on the effectiveness of early interventions in children’s social
care. While there was a strongly-held belief in the value of early
intervention in addressing the needs of vulnerable children, and
preventing them from becoming even more at risk of harm, the
Department and local authorities were still only at the beginning
of understanding what families needed and the evidence of how
best to meet that need. 
    The early intervention services which has been
commissioned by local authorit ies in recent years had
supported families with relatively fewer problems but they had
not been effective for high-risk children and families. While a
number of local authorities had done work on the pre-
proceedings process with parents, there was significant
variation between authorities and those which had closed
children’s centres had not seen any consequential increases in
child protection plans. The report noted that the Department
has now launched a What Works Centre, a national institution
which had been designed to hold intelligence about all good
practice in children’s social care, including early intervention.
    To reduce variation across local authorities in pre-
proceedings support, the Committee concurred with the
recommendation of the Family Rights Group in their 2018 Care
Crisis Review that the Department should set up a working
group, with representation from legal and social work
practitioners and families, to improve and standardise existing
pre-proceedings guidance. The Committee also recommended
that by September 2019, the Department should set out how
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the What Works Centre would identify cost-effective early
interventions and how it would spread the knowledge through
its programme of good practice.
    The report pointed out that the Department had not set
out what overall improvement it was seeking in children’s social
care by 2022. In 2016, the Department had committed to
deliver a programme of reform in children’s social care by 2020.
But the delivery date for the programme had subsequently
slipped to 2022. The Department had also made slow progress
in improving the quality of children’s social care. While there
had been some recent evidence of improvement, 58% of local
authorities were still assessed as below Good by Ofsted, a
state of affairs the Department had acknowledged as being
“terrible.” The Department had not been able to set out for the
Committee either the overall level of quality it was seeking to
achieve in children’s social care, or how it would be measured.
    The Committee called on the Department to write to it to
set out the quality of children’s social care it was seeking to
achieve by 2022 and how it would be measured, which should
specify a percentage target for how many authorities it was
aiming to be rated as “Good” or “Outstanding” by 2022. The
Committee added that this should also be done in a fuller letter
accompanying the Treasury Minute response to its report.
    There was little evidence of strong cross-government
collaboration in improving children’s social care and while there
was evidence of cross-Departmental co-operation ahead of the
spending review, the Department had sole policy responsibility
for children’s social care. The report pointed out that the
complex needs of vulnerable children meant that, in a local
setting, they often required services that were provided by a
number of agencies, including local authorities, courts, the
police, the Department for Work & Pensions and the health
service. But there was a particular problem in how local
authorities and courts worked together when both had different
interpretations of risk. Ofsted also focused primarily on safety
but not on risk management or value for money and senior
officials across government had recently met to address the risk
of cost-shunting in the expected spending review. 
    The Committee recommended that the Department
should develop and lead on a cross-government strategy for
raising quality in children’s social care, and a cross-government
approach should be agreed by December 2019.
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Intergenerational Unfairness
Tackling Intergenerational Unfairness, House of Lords Select
Committee on Intergenerational Fairness and Provision, Report
of Session 2017–19, HL Paper 329, published on 25 April 2019
by the Stationery Office Limited.

The House of Lords Select Committee on
Intergenerational Fairness and Provision urged the
Government to ensure that young people were

provided with sufficient education about housing and other
practical finance matters before leaving school. It added
that PSHE should be made a statutory subject which would
be inspected by Ofsted.
    The Committee argued that the “confused”
apprenticeship system was not adequately serving young
people or apprentices retraining later in life and apprenticeships
should develop skills for those who needed them, including
routes to technical and craft careers. The Committee stressed
that resources raised via the levy should not be used to
rebadge training that would occur anyway and it pointed out
that there was too little monitoring and too little focus on quality
and outcomes. 
    While the Committee noted the number of changes in
the system in recent years, it insisted that failed experiments
should not be used as a pretext for deferring effective reform.
The Committee challenged the Government to improve the
quality of apprenticeships to deliver skills for lifelong and
fulfilling careers and ensure that they were focussed on young
people, and re-trainers, who were not well served by other
education routes. 
    The Committee called on the Government to review and
remove reported bureaucratic barriers to the provision of
apprenticeships by employers and substantially increase
funding for further education and vocational qualifications, as
the current system of funding and access was inefficient,
complex and it risked perpetuating unfairness between those
who accessed higher education and those who did not. 
    The Committee pointed out that the qualifications that
young people left education with did not always match the
needs of the labour market and it urged post 16 educational
providers and the bodies that regulated them to link educational
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outcomes more closely to the labour market.
    The Committee stressed that although lifelong learning
over the life-course would become more important as more
people led longer working lives, the Government was failing to
grasp the scale of lifelong learning that would be required to
cater for people living longer and for technological change. It
recommended that the Government’s National Retraining
Scheme should be extended and scaled up to prepare for the
challenges of an ageing workforce and technological
development, which should be targeted throughout the life-
course and must adequately reach those who were not
employees. The Committee also urged the Government to
consider new incentives to encourage people in lifelong
learning as the National Retraining Scheme alone would not
suffice. It recommended that the Government should implement
a cohesive lifelong learning strategy following on from the
results of the review of post-18 education. 
    The Committee warned that slow pay progression was a
particularly acute concern for young people and it could have
serious consequences for progression through life and it
recommended that business’ best practice for encouraging pay
progression should be shared. Insecure employment was
concentrated in the younger part of the age spectrum. The
Committee pointed out that while it may not be a problem if
insecure work was performed alongside studies, it posed a
problem when it accounted for a young person’s only source of
employment. The Committee concluded that mid-life MoTs
could play an important role in preparing people for a longer
working life. But it warned that the Government’s efforts to
encourage mid-life MoTs were in danger of missing those most
in need of support, including individuals who worked for
employers that lacked the capacity to provide mid-life MoTs and
those outside the workforce. 
    In response to the report from the Select Committee on
tackling intergenerational unfairness, Julian Gravatt, Deputy
Chief Executive at the Association of Colleges, said that while
society was changing and young people would be working later
into their lives than previous generations, economic uncertainty
meant that the country would need to have as many skilled
people as possible. But he pointed out that the cuts to the
education system had had big implications over the last decade
and many young people were leaving education without the
qualifications needed to get on in life.
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Funding Children’s Services
Funding of Local Authorities’ Children’s Services, House of
Commons Housing, Communities and Local Government Select
Committee, 14th report of Session 2017/19. Report, together
with formal minutes. HC 1639. Published by authority of the
House of Commons, 1 May 2019.

This report from the Housing, Communities and Local
Government Select Committee on the funding for
local authorities’ children’s services is stark in its

warning. “Current funding levels are unsustainable.” The
evidence for this, much of it contained in this report, is
overwhelming. The report notes that “more and more local
authority spending is being directed at a handful of
statutory services”. In what Barnardo’s, in its evidence to
the committee, described as a “perfect storm”, local
authorities have seen their income from central
government substantially reduced since 2010 as a result of
the Government’s austerity programme at the same time as
demand for children’s services has consistently increased.
    The cost of local authority children’s services in England
is around £9 billion a year. Half of this goes on looked after
children. About a quarter goes on safeguarding, an eighth on
family support and roughly another eighth on other things like
Sure Start, Under 5’s and youth. Yet patterns of spending have
not been consistent in recent years. According to evidence from
the Local Government Association (LGA) quoted by the
committee, “spending on children’s social care has increased at
a faster rate than any other area of council business”. Yet, the
LGA also considered that while “local authority spending on
children’s social care has risen, it has not kept pace with
growing demand”, leaving councils having “to make difficult
decisions about the allocation of scarce resources”. Councils
have taken money from reserves and switched spending meant
for other services, which is unsustainable in the long term. Non-
statutory services like Children’s Centres have either been cut
back or closed down. Since 2010 local authorities have
increasingly reduced spending on discretionary services that
help prevent problems from arising in future as they had to
concentrate their resources on statutory services to deal with
crises once they occurred. 
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    The HCLG Select Committee is not alone in pointing
this out. As its report noted, the Public Accounts Committee
(PAC) report, Pressures on Children’s Social Care, published
this January, found that 91% of councils overspent their
children’s services budgets by £872 million. The Leader of the
Conservative controlled Hampshire County Council,
representing the LGA, told the HCLG committee that “all
councils, regardless of politics and part of the country, have
made superhuman moves to achieve those efficiencies and
economies, but that route is very definitely coming to an end”.
While the body representing local authorities might be expected
to claim they need more money, the Permanent Secretary of the
Department for Education told the PAC that he recognised that
this type of situation was unsustainable. In his evidence he
said: “Councils have been increasing their spend to protect
these services… Is that sustainable? No, because some
councils have been drawing from reserves. Some councils have
had to draw from funding for other services. You cannot carry
on like that forever. That is the starting point for the next
spending review.” 
    The Government told the committee that “ local
authorities have sufficient funding to fulfil their statutory duties,
and that they are prioritising between statutory and non-
statutory services as needed”. The committee did not believe
them, and the overwhelming evidence to the contrary, including
that quoted from the Permanent Secretary at the DfE, would
support the committee’s scepticism. 
    The Chancellor of the Exchequer announced additional
funds for adult and children’s social care in the Autumn Budget
last year, but the amounts were small and completely
inadequate. An additional £410 million for both adult and
children’s social care in 2019-20 and £84 million for the
Children’s Social Care Innovation Programme, but that was
over five years meaning an average of only £16.8 million a year.
The Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Children and
Families explained to the committee that this funding had been
made available because of the pressures facing local
government. However, this was criticised by the Association of
Directors of Children’s Services (ADCS) who said “this will not
even allow us to stand still”. The local government settlement
for 2019–20 will see a real-terms increase from £41.1 billion in
2018–19 to £46.4 billion.
    The committee recommended that: “The 2019 Spending
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Review settlement must reflect the increased demand and
pressures on local authorit ies’ children’s services; the
Government should bridge the existing funding gap for local
authority children’s services. At a minimum, un-ringfenced core
grant funding up until 2025 should increase by £3.1 billion in
total.” 
    The committee was critical of the growth in one-off grant
funding, which has increased in recent years. It recommended:
“When designing one-off grant funding, the Government should
take a long-term strategic cross-government approach and
ensure that the application and administration of such funding
does not place an unreasonable administrative burden on
council and that capital and other support is reaching all local
authorities either directly or indirectly if they wish to participate
in such programmes.” The committee noted that “local
authorities would benefit from greater long-term certainty about
the availability of one-off grant funding.”
    In the current financial climate, many local authorities
are reliant on the Troubled Families Programme to provide non-
statutory early help services. As the funding is due to expire in
2020, the committee felt that “it is essential that the programme
is continued” and recommended that “the Government must
announce a successor programme to the Troubled Families
Programme in advance of the 2019 Spending Review to
provide local authorities with certainty over their long-term
funding streams beyond 2020.”

Unrealistic
Looking to the future, the committee felt that it was “unrealistic
to expect local authorit ies to successfully deliver new
responsibilities without appropriate funding, and long-term
inaccuracies in funding are likely to have a significant impact on
local authority budgets.” The committee recommended that “all
new burdens on local authorities’ children’s services must be
financed adequately. The Government should evaluate its
process for understanding the financial burden of new statutory
duties on children’s services and consider how it could be made
more accurate. The funding for new burdens should be
reviewed regularly and the cap on the number of reviews per
year should be reviewed in order to avoid any delays in
adjusting payments if necessary.”
    The committee noted the high turnover and low
retention of the children’s social care workforce, which it felt
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indicated “a system that isn’t working well”. The committee
observed that “social workers are suffering from a range of
pressures such as increased workload and administrative
burdens”. The committee recommended that the Government
should increase core funding in order to enable local authorities
to ease the pressure facing social workers. It said that “the
Government must conduct a consultation to gain a better
understanding of the pressures facing social workers and why
social workers are leaving their roles. Based on the
consultation, the Government should assess the merits of
options (e.g. limiting caseloads, reducing the administrative
burdens, and nurturing supportive cultures) to lessen the
burden on children’s social workers as a matter of urgency. We
expect the Government to report back to the Committee by
December 2019.” The committee also believed that the
Government should fund the creation and implementation of a
national recruitment strategy to encourage people into the
sector.

Systemic change
The Committee concluded that “the sooner systemic changes
are made, the sooner local authorities will be able to deliver
both the long-term financial sustainability for children’s services
and the best outcomes for children.” It felt that “Increased
funding will not solely improve sustainability; it goes hand in
hand with systemic, strategic changes.”
    The committee acknowledged that demands on
children’s social services have been increasing each year for
well over a decade and this had “undoubtedly” put financial
pressure on councils. “Without a better understanding of
demand,” the committee concluded, “it is impossible for local
authorities and the Government to anticipate care needs and
budget effectively – the key to long-term sustainability.” It
therefore recommended that the Government should review the
key factors driving demand to consider whether there is scope
to reduce demand nationally and assess methods for reducing
demand by December 2019. “Where there isn’t scope to reduce
demand, for example if increased need necessitates it, local
government must be appropriately and flexibly resourced.”
    The committee backed the call by the PAC for the
Department for Education to publish information concerning
variation in spend and practice by December 2019. It also
wanted the National Audit Office to independently continue to
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look into the reasons behind variation in spending and activity.
    The committee accepted that local authorities were
highly reliant on the independent sector, particularly for
children’s residential care. “Costs are increasing but it’s unclear
why,” the committee noted. “Given this reliance, it is imperative
that the market works well and that commissioning and
procurement are improved to ensure no child is placed in
unsuitable care settings.”
    The committee therefore recommended that
Government should consider the barriers to creating more
residential care placements to increase supply. It thought that
there may also be a role for greater regulation of the children’s
care market to ensure that costs do not rise disproportionally
and that there is appropriate competition. “The Competition and
Markets Authority should investigate this market.” The
committee wanted a review of the commissioning and
procurement system, which also assesses the merits of the
various improvements, to be conducted by December 2019.
“The Government and local authorities should introduce greater
oversight of how different care placements affect outcomes for
children and their value for money,” the committee
recommended.
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The Apprenticeships Programme
The Apprenticeships Programme: Progress review, House of
Commons Committee of Public Accounts, 98th Report of
Session 2017–19. Report, together with formal minutes relating
to the report. HC 1749. Published on 22 May 2019 by the
Stationery Office Limited.

In its report, The Apprenticeships Programme: Progress
review, The House of Commons Committee of Public
Accounts concluded that the Department for Education

had failed to make the progress it had expected to make
when it reformed the apprenticeships programme in spring
2017. 
    The number of apprenticeship starts had fallen by 26%
after the introduction of the apprenticeship levy and, although
the level was recovering, the Government would not meet its
target of 3 million starts by March 2020. The report warned that
the Department’s focus on higher-level apprenticeships and
levy-paying employers had increased the risk that minority
groups, disadvantaged areas and smaller employers may miss
out on the benefits that apprenticeships could bring. 
    While the Committee welcomed the programme’s
greater focus on quality and, and the finding that more than half
of apprenticeships had started on employer-designed standards
rather than the old-style frameworks, some employers had been
using apprenticeship funds to pay for professional training or
management courses that they would otherwise have paid for
themselves. 
    Because of the drop in apprenticeship starts, the
Department had underspent the programme’s budget by 20% in
2017–18. However, employers’ preference for higher-cost
apprenticeships meant that the programme was expected to
come under growing financial pressure in the coming years.
The Committee pointed out that unless funding was increased,
the Department would face difficult decisions about which
aspects of the programme to prioritise. 
    The Committee noted that the Department had not set
out what productivity gains it was expecting from the
programme and the report stressed that addressing the United
Kingdom’s poor productivity compared with many international
competitors was a core purpose of the apprenticeships
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programme. The Department uses a “skills index” as a proxy
measure for the impact of apprenticeships on productivity,
which took account of the number of apprenticeship starts,
apprentices’ progression into jobs, and the subsequent increase
in their earnings. The index had increased by 3% in the
academic year 2016/17 and by a further 2% in 2017/18, as a
result of more people achieving higher-level apprenticeships
and a small shift towards sectors with higher wage returns. But
because the Department had not set out what improvement in
the headline value of the index would constitute success, the
Committee recommended that the Department should publish
the level of improvement in the skills index that it was aiming to
achieve in the short and long term.
    The report warned that the way the programme was
evolving risked leaving behind those with lower skills and
people from disadvantaged communities. The programme is
currently more heavily weighted towards higher-level
apprenticeships and 20% of the new standards are available at
level 2 (often the level at which learners join the programme). In
contrast, more than 40% of the old-style frameworks had
previously been available at that level. Some employers and
training providers were concerned about the lack of suitable
level 2 standards, and the challenge of enhancing learners’
English and maths skills while also delivering occupational
training. 
    The report pointed out that the proportion of
apprenticeship starts among people from disadvantaged areas
had fallen, partly because of the growth in starts at level 3 and
above. In 2017/18, just under 23% of new apprentices had
been from the most deprived local authority areas, compared
with the Department’s target of 25%. The ESFA is currently
carrying out research to find out why the programme appears
not to be working well for people from disadvantaged areas.
    The Committee recommended that the Department
should assess whether there were enough level 2 standards to
allow school leavers or those with fewer skills to easily access
apprenticeships, and report back within six months on its
assessment and any action it proposed to take to redress the
balance.
    The report pointed out that although one of the
programme’s four main objectives was to draw apprentices
from a wider range of social and demographic groups, the
Department’s approach to widening participation among under-
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represented groups had been inadequate. The report also
concluded that the Department’s targets for apprenticeship
starts among the black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME)
population, and among those with a learning difficulty, disability
or health problem, had been unambitious because they had
been below the respective levels of the groups in the working-
age population. 

Gender-based targets
The report pointed out that there had been no gender-based
targets for the programme, and while the Committee had
recommended that the Department should set such targets in
the 2018 report on science, technology, engineering and
mathematics (STEM) skills, the recommendation had been
rejected. In 2016/17, women had made up only 8% of STEM
apprenticeship starts, and although the Department had
reported that the f igure had since risen to 9%, it had
acknowledged that the position was “hopeless”. While the
Department had said that it had been trying to raise awareness
of apprenticeships among women and girls, and to provide
positive images of women doing STEM-related work, the
Committee had argued that it was taking far too long for the
Department to “get to grips” with the issue.
    The Committee therefore recommended that the
Department should set more stretching diversity targets, to
cover BAME apprentices and those with a learning difficulty,
disability or health problem, for 2020/21 and beyond, and in the
absence of targets relating to gender, it should evaluate the
impact of i ts efforts to attract more women into STEM
apprenticeships and report back within six months on how it
planned to address under-representation.
    The report warned that the programme was not
supporting smaller employers well enough, and money raised
by the apprenticeship levy had to pay for all apprenticeships,
including those in smaller employers who did not pay the levy.
The Committee pointed out that while levy-paying employers
had direct access to their funds, to pay for apprenticeship
training and assessment, in contrast, smaller employers
accessed apprenticeships via training providers which were
funded through contracts with the ESFA. 
    Under current funding arrangements, if levy-payers
spent more than half of their funds, the ESFA had less money
available to fund apprenticeships among smaller employers.
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The report noted that while levy-paying employers had spent a
relatively small proportion of their funds so far, training
providers were already reporting that they did not have enough
funding to offer as many apprenticeships to smaller employers
as they would like. Levy-payers had up to 24 months to spend
their funds, and when unspent funds began to expire in May
2019, around £12 mil l ion a month could be lost to the
programme.
    The Committee called on the Department to set out how
it would ensure that smaller employers could benefit fully from
the programme, including considering whether to protect
funding for non-levy-paying employers and assessing the
feasibility of deploying expired levy funds to support skills
development in particular parts of the country.
    The report stressed that too many apprentices were
being trained by sub-standard providers, as a third of
apprentices who had been covered by Ofsted inspections in
2017/18 had been trained by providers it had rated as
“inadequate” or “requires improvement”. The Committee
concluded that the poor quality of some providers had
contributed to a situation where over 30% of apprentices had
failed to complete their apprenticeship successfully each year.
In 2016/17, it had equated to more than 132,000 apprentices. 
    Since 2014/15, a growing proportion of training
providers had fallen below minimum standards for their
apprenticeship achievement rates. The ESFA could issue such
providers with additional conditions of funding or extra
contractual obligations, and ultimately it could terminate
providers’ contracts, although the step had been taken with only
11 providers in the past five years. 
    The Committee recommended that the ESFA should
evaluate the impact of its interventions with failing providers
which had fallen short of contract termination, and report its
findings within six months. The Committee stressed that it had
no confidence in the arrangements for assessing apprentices at
the end of their apprenticeship. Although under the standards,
each apprentice was assessed by an independent third-party at
the end of their apprenticeship, in late 2018, 19 standards had
had no end-point assessment organisation in place, and 98
standards had only had one assessment organisation. 
    Training providers and employers had expressed
concerns about whether there would be enough assessors to
meet the demand for assessments. While the ESFA had
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contended that the 220 approved assessment organisations
covered over 99% of apprentices, it had also conceded that
many of the organisations worked in only one area or setting
and that there were gaps in coverage. In addition, the
arrangements for checking the quality of end-point
assessments were muddled, and it was unclear whether the
numerous bodies involved provided a consistent level of
assurance. Ofqual is one of the quality assurance bodies but,
as a regulator, it has greater powers than the other bodies.
    The Committee recommended that the ESFA and the
Institute for Apprenticeships & Technical Education should write
to it within six months to:

•    Provide more detail on the coverage and capacity of end-
point assessment organisations; and specifically, they should
set out the coverage by region and how many apprenticeship
standards had only one assessment organisation.

•    Set out what would be done to streamline and strengthen
quality assurance arrangements to give greater confidence that
end-point assessments were robust, fair and consistent.

81Vol. 26 No. 3 • Education Journal Review

Select Committee Reports



82

School and College Funding
A Ten-year Plan for School and College Funding, House of
Commons Select Committee on Education, 10th report of
Session 2017/19, HC 696. Published on 19 July 2019.

The Education Select Committee has produced a hard-
hitting report on school and college funding that
does not pull its punches in saying that there is

insufficient funding available to run schools and colleges.
It calls for more money for schools and, in particular, for
further education colleges. It acknowledges that as funding
has been cut demand has risen. Further education and
special needs are singled out. While making the case for
reversing some of the cuts in education spending of the
last decade, it argues for much more than this. It wants to
see a ten-year plan for funding. It is critical of the
Department for Education on a number of fronts. It makes
a number of specific recommendations.
    The report notes that school and college funding is
under growing pressure. More pupils, the cumulative effect of
education reforms, and increasingly complex special needs
requirements have put significant strain on the education sector
over the past decade, whilst pressures on social services have
led schools and colleges to provide support across a growing
variety of areas. Funding has not increased in line with these
rising demands. Total school spending per pupil fell by 8% in
real terms between 2009–10 and 2017–18. Per pupil funding
for 2019–20 is expected to be similar to 2011–12 levels. 
    The MPs acknowledge that further education has been
hit the hardest. Participation in full time further education has
more than doubled since the 1980s, yet post-16 budgets have
seen the most significant pressures of all education stages. Per
student funding fell by 16% in real terms between 2010–11 and
2018–19. The Committee notes that: “This funding gap is the
result of policy choices that now need to be addressed
urgently.” It also notes that the social justice implications of the
squeeze on further education colleges are “particularly
troubling, given the high proportion of disadvantaged students
in these institutions”.
    The underlying reasons for this bleak funding picture
are varied, ranging from the lingering consequences of the
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financial crisis through to systemic failures in forward planning
and operational delivery, and significant discrepancies between
funding requirements and budget availability that have driven a
vicious cycle of spiralling costs. The Committee noted that
substantial amounts of money have been allocated to the
education system even within constrained fiscal circumstances.
It concluded that “there is growing recognition of the need for a
long-term plan to address the numerous ongoing challenges
across the school and college funding system”.
    The Committee was critical of the Government’s
“mantra” that more money than ever is going into education,
which it believed was counter-productive. “Not only has it
fuelled an unnecessarily adversarial relationship with parents
and teachers across the country, but it has also given the
impression of a Department unwilling to engage with the
realities of funding pressures whilst signalling the Government
was wrongly focusing on absolute funding levels rather than the
more important question of actual sufficiency.” The Committee
welcomed “a recent change in the Department’s rhetoric on this
front, and hope this indicates a long-overdue attempt to move
beyond the deeply polarised stances that have characterised
the debate in recent years.” The Committee urged the
Department for Education to “make the strongest possible case
to the Treasury for multi-billion pound funding increases” in the
upcoming spending review and to take a much more strategic
long-term approach to spending, “or else risk stretching the
school and college education system beyond breaking point”.

Ten year plan
The report called on the Department for Education to develop a
ten-year plan for education funding. “This plan needs to focus
on, at its core, what schools and colleges are expected to
provide and the cost of doing so. It needs to recognise that
education is a strategic national priority that has profound
consequences across a wide range of social and economic
policy issues. We expect the Department to engage in a frank
conversation about what the education sector can and should
deliver; develop a coherent vision of what it wants to achieve;
and publish detailed bottom-up cost assessments in order to
secure an adequate funding settlement from the Treasury. The
Exchequer, for its part, must recognise the long-term value for
money that would come with substantial investments to fix the
underlying problems in an increasingly dysfunctional education
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funding system.”
    In the short to medium term the report called on the
Department to:
•    Urgently address underfunding in further education by
increasing the base rate from £4,000 to at least £4,760
(amounting to around £970 million per year), rising in line with
inflation.
•    Increase school funding by raising the age-weighted pupil
unit value.
•    Increase high needs funding for special educational needs
and disabilities to address a projected deficit of at least £1.2
billion, and ensure any funding uplift takes proper account of
the costs of providing Education, Health and Care plans up to
the age of 25.
•    Implement the full roll-out of the National Funding Formula
as soon as feasible; make the various funding formulae more
forward-looking and less reliant on historical factors; and
investigate how best to account for the individual circumstances
of outliers.
•    Develop an official statistics publication for school and
college funding to provide greater clarity on the data and trends. 
•    Grant Ofsted the powers to conduct inspections at MAT
level, and require MATs to publish more detailed data on their
financing structures.
•   Ensure all eligible students attract Pupil Premium and
overcome existing barriers to automatic enrolment as a matter
of priority.
•   Secure from the Treasury the full amount of estimated Pupil
Premium money that has not been claimed because students
did not register for free school meals, and allocate this money
to disadvantaged children.
•   Extend Pupil Premium to provide for 16–19-year-olds.
•    Set out the timetable for providing apprenticeship transport
subsidies, as per the Government’s manifesto commitments.
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Research and Innovation Spending
Balance and Effectiveness of Research and Innovation
Spending, House of Commons Select Committee on Science
and Technology, 21st report of Session 2017/19, report together
with formal minutes relating to the report, HC 1453, published
on 12 September 2019 by authority of the House of Commons.

In its 2017 White Paper, Industrial Strategy, theGovernment committed to raising total investment in
research and development to 2.4% of GDP by 2027, and

to reach 3% of GDP in the longer term. This compared to an
investment of 1.69% in 2017, beneath the OECD average. If
this target were to be reached it would represent a
significant increase in the research intensity of the UK
economy. 
    Although private sector investment will be critical to
achieving this target, it is apparent that public investment will
also be required and will gain greater traction if it is undertaken
earlier. The Committee recommended that the Government
should consider whether a separate Government R&D
spending target, either as a proportion of GDP or in real terms,
would benefit the current national target. 
    Both United Kingdom Research and Innovation (UKRI)
and the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial
Strategy (BEIS) have committed to producing roadmaps to
show the path to 2.4%. The Committee recommended that
these are published as soon as possible and no later than the
end of 2019. Plans contained in the roadmaps should show an
integrated approach between UKRI and BEIS that suitably
reflects the strengths and prospects of the UK economy. These
plans should be developed beyond 2027 to ensure travel
towards the longer term 3% target. In order to aid public
understanding the roadmaps should update the Dowling
Review schematic, including details of the main R&D funding
streams available through the Industrial Strategy and UKRI. 
    The creation of UKRI created what the Committee
called “a significant opportunity for improving the strategy and
co-ordination of research funding”. It recognised the complexity
of addressing the balance of funding of the dual support
system, and that UKRI strategy was to approach the task
cautiously and without any sudden shifts in funding. UKRI
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should also assess and report on other dimensions of balance
such as the regional concentration of funding, the balance
between research and innovation, and the balance between
capital and current spending in a similar manner to its analysis
of the dual support system. The Committee concluded that
“more immediate changes to funding are appropriate to
influence balance in these areas. There are many possible
‘balances’ or policy mixes, and this political choice should be
transparently set out. UKRI should continually monitor the
appropriateness of balances struck in the operation of the dual
support system and publish the advice given to the
Government, alongside analysis and commentary, at regular
intervals.” 
    The Committee supported UKRI’s commitment to
evaluation, but felt that “the current focus appears too strongly
to follow traditional metrics, measuring outputs such as
publications and patents that should only be one element of
evaluation. Research on research is an increasingly important
field, and we recommend that UKRI consider a dedicated
approach to supporting it, including how this research is
incorporated into UKRI strategy and its assessment of the
balance of R&D funding. Relatedly, UKRI should attempt to
analyse the benefit gained by its creation through its enhanced
ability to capture data across research councils and through
cross-cutting funds. We recommend that UKRI also develops a
‘big data’ focus for evaluation. It should publish a plan for
creating and investing in new data sources and analysis
techniques beyond traditional measures of patents and
publications.” 
    The Committee felt that the flat profile of quality-related
(QR) funding in recent years suggests that it has not been
prioritised in funding decisions, although the announcement of a
£45 million increase in QR funding by Research England in July
2019 indicates that there may be a change in this focus. It
recommended that focus on QR funding is maintained in future
considerations, and that QR should continue to be prioritised to
address previous real-terms reductions in funding. 
    The Committee recognised that the seven-year
Research Excellence Framework (REF) cycle creates barriers
for smaller but potentially fast-growing institutions or areas of
excellence who receive lower QR allocations. It recommended
that in UKRI’s ongoing evaluation work it reviews whether
additional support for these institutions should be provided,
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possibly through specific gearing of investment across the REF
period, through additional review periods for smaller bodies, or
through separate QR stream for smaller and specialist
institutions. 

Place
Place, the Committee felt, was a key focus within both the
Industrial Strategy and the UKRI strategic prospectus and
development plan. It wanted the Government to aim to build
further research excellence outside of its existing predominance
in the South East of England. However, this should not be to the
detriment of this ‘golden triangle’. If the target of 2.4% R&D was
to be met, regional strengths would need to be harnessed and
cultivated. For UKRI, the main lever with which to stimulate
regional excellence is through the Strength in Places Fund
(SIPF). While the SIPF was still in its infancy, its rationale and
its goals remained “somewhat opaque and it is too modest to
drive any significant rebalancing of investment”. The Committee
recommended that UKRI and BEIS “substantially increase the
size of the SIPF given it appears to be the primary lever through
which it is attempting to influence the regional concentration of
funding and create new centres of excellence beyond the
golden triangle”. 
    The Committee welcomed “the opportunity to redress
reductions in capital investment for research”. In order for UKRI
to take ownership of the ‘batteries not included’ issue, the
Committee recommended that decisions for investment include
consideration of the co-ordination of capital and revenue
funding and the long-term requirements of new and existing
investments. “Major capital investment project plans should
explicitly state assumptions regarding future QR or research
council funding that may be required to staff or run them.” 
    The Government strategy for reaching 2.4% R&D
investment should “highlight the significant R&D investment that
is undertaken by Government departments”. The Government
needs to make it as easy as possible for businesses to locate
and access opportunities to benefit from this investment, and
should create a central linking point or web portal to facilitate
this. 
    The Committee agreed with the Connell Review that the
Small Business Research Initiative (SBRI) has a “unique and
valuable role to play in the innovation and procurement
landscape”, supporting UK businesses in developing innovative
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new products while enabling public sector bodies to source
innovative solutions to the challenges they face. The Committee
felt that the Government’s response to the Connell Review had
been limited. It recommended “that the Government fully adopts
the recommendations of the Connell Review, and establishes a
central SBRI fund with a National Board to oversee its delivery
as part of the 2020 Spending Review”. 
    Alongside increasing the size and reach of SBRI, the
Committee also wanted the Government to produce a
procurement strategy and communications plan that specifically
identified innovation opportunities and promotes innovation-
friendly practices. “It should address barriers currently
perceived by the business community, such as treatment of risk
and intellectual property. The benefits of a central portal that
collates procurement opportunities from across Government
should be pursued.”
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