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This issue of Education Journal Review is a journal of
two halves. At a time when the world is still very much
gripped by the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic half

the papers in this issue are about educational settings coping
with COVID. Most were written a year ago, when schools,
colleges and universities were starting to prepare for a new
academic year facing many of the same problems that we
are still facing now - with the huge exception that now we
have vaccines. 
     Throughout this volume of Education Journal Review
we have carried a selection of the most interesting papers
produced on education and COVID, mainly by British
institutions, in a way accessible to education students. There
have been hundreds of papers published, and most are
available online but in health publications or web sites not
education ones. Also, most readers of this journal are not in
the UK and will not be so familiar with the publications of
bodies like the UK Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies
(SAGE), which has been the source of most scientific advice on
COVID to the governments of the UK.
     Despite COVID, life still goes on and there are other
issues to consider as well. The other half of papers in this
issue are concerned with a range of issues, from the Phonics
Screening Check, teacher autonomy, and teaching about sex
and sexuality to the future of arts education. 
     At the end of this issue we continue with our coverage
of reviews of all parliamentary reports on education, covering
the period January to June 2021. This continues a series of
reviews of all select committee and other parliamentary
reports since January 2018. 

Demitri Coryton
Editor
July 2021
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Synthetic Phonics and the
Phonics Screening Check
2012-2022: tracking  and
tracing the constants and
changes in government policy

By Margaret M Clark OBE

Abstract: The phonics screening check introduced in 2012 as a
statutory assessment has increasingly come to   dominate
early years classrooms in England (see Clark, M.M. 2019 ‘The
phonics Screening Check 2012-2019: a critique’ Education
Journal 387: 23-26). The check of 40 words, 20 real and 20
pseudo words, has each year since 2012 been administered in
June to Year 1 children aged around 6 years of age. Over these
years the Government has come to demand that in England
teachers use synthetic phonics as the method for teaching
reading to all children. Now, in 2021, backed by Ofsted, the
Government will require any institution wishing to be
validated to train primary teachers in England to promote
synthetic phonics as the method of teaching reading in their
literacy courses.

Key words: synthetic phonics, reading, literacy, PSC.

From 2013 to 2019 any children who failed to achieve
the standard expected, a pass mark of 32, on the
phonics screening check were required to re-sit the

check in year 2. Over the same period synthetic phonics has
been the method   required by the Government for teaching
all children to read in England. Ofsted now also requires
institutions who wish to be validated for the training of
primary teachers to promote synthetic phonics in their
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literacy courses as the method of teaching early reading.
Over these years I have published two research reports and
written articles critiquing this policy, citing not only my own
independent research but that of many others, none
acknowledged by the government as evidence. In June 2019
in a Special Issue of the Education Journal  Issue 379 my key
articles critiquing government’s phonics policy were
reprinted. In my publications I have cited not only my
independent research but that of other researchers whose
evidence has also been ignored by government while
claiming its policy is evidence-based. The two research
reports, my more recent articles and my reference list can be
accessed through a link at Newman University where they
can  be read and downloaded. (see note at the end of this
article).

Over the period 2012-2019 the check has become a
high stakes test with schools expected each year to raise their
percentage pass. The School Standards Minister, Nick Gibb,
has repeatedly in speeches and written answers in
parliament, used the increase in percentage pass on the check
over these years as a measure of success for the policy and
also as the measure of improved reading attainment,
attributing this to the Government’s insistence that
systematic synthetic phonics should be the way to teach all
children to read. In a recent written answer published in the
Education Parliamentary Monitor he has repeated this claim
citing the increase in percentage pass on the check since its
introduction in 2012. He has again claimed the increase in
England’s rating on PIRLs 2016 should also be credited to the
government’s synthetic phonics policy. See below for an
extract from that answer which mirrors many statements
made over recent years in speeches by Nick Gibb and his
written answers in parliament when asked questions on
attainment in reading. In my articles I have cited many of
these statements and presented evidence which challenges
his more extreme claims as well as the limited research he has
cited. See below for an extract from one such written answer.

Clark
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Primary Education: Literacy

Stuart Anderson: [11671] To ask the Secretary of State for
Education, what steps his Department is taking to improve
literacy rates among primary school-aged children.

Nick Gibb: The Government continues to drive improvements
in literacy levels by ensuring high quality systematic synthetic
phonics teaching in all our schools to give all children the firm
foundation on which to     progress through school, and to
help them develop the habit of reading widely and often, for
both pleasure and information.

England achieved its highest ever score in reading in
2016, moving from joint 10th to joint 8th in the  Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) rankings. This
improvement is largely attributable to increases in the
average performance of lower performing pupils and boys.
These are the first international assessment results from the
cohort of pupils who benefited from the changes in primary
curriculum and assessment introduced since the 2010
election. In 2019, 82% of pupils in Year 1 met the expected
standard in the phonics screening check, compared to just
58% when the check was introduced in 2012. Furthermore,
2019 results showed that by the end of Year 2, 91% of pupils
met the expected standard in the phonics screening check. …
…The English Hubs have adapted to providing intensive
support remotely and have delivered more than 1,400 days of
specialist phonics training to over 875 partner schools this
academic year.

In December 2020 I published an article questioning whether
ideology trumps evidence in the formation of government
policy for primary schools and for institutions involved in
initial teacher education in England (Education Journal
Review, Vol. 26 No. 3: 2-17.

On 28 June 2021 there was a written question in parliament
on National Curriculum Tests.

Clark
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Ed Davey [21139] To ask the Secretary of State for Education
with reference to More Than a Score report. Drop the Sats for
Good published in 2021, whether he plans to implement any
of the recommendations of that report. 

In his reply Nick Gibb stated that….. “the Department has no
plans to cancel the statutory implementation of the
Reception Baseline Assessment in September 2021 and the
Department continues to plan for a return to a full
programme of primary assessments in the 2021/22 academic
year. …”

Nick Gibb went on to claim that in 2017 there had been a
wide consultation on assessment and that in addition, “the
Department engages with relevant stakeholders on a regular
basis to understand their views on primary assessment”.
However, there is evidence that no questions about the PSC
were included in the consultation on assessment and that
many teachers and parents are unhappy at aspects of the
check and that it remains a statutory assessment. (See note at
the end of this article on how to access the link to read and
download my research reports and recent articles).

Cancellation of check for June 2020 (followed by
requirement to test year 2 children in the Autumn Term
2020)
It was decided to cancel the testing on the PSC for June 2020
because of the closing of schools as a consequence of the
pandemic. However, the Government later decided to require
the schools in the Autumn Term 2020 to administer the check
to year 2 children to determine which children should be
required to sit the check in June 2021. Only children who
failed to achieve a mark of at least 32 were to be tested in
June 2021 along with year 1 children. As the papers for 2020
had been shredded the schools were  allowed to select the
check for 2017, 2018 or 2019 to administer.

In the same issue of Education Journal Review as my
longer article was published (pages 18-22) my article from

Vol. 27 No. 2 • Education Journal Review

Clark



6

Education Journal issue 435: 23-26, ‘The administration of the
Phonics Screening Check in the autumn term 2020 to Year 2
children in England: why at what cost to teachers and
children?’ was reprinted. I expressed concern about the
requirement that schools test all year 2 children on the check
in the Autumn Term 2020, which seemed an  imposition on
schools at that time with COVID cases among children and
staff. Following my article, I sent   Freedom of Information
Questions to DfE for clarification about anomalies in the
instructions to schools. My questions were sent on 22
December, and I received a response on 14 January 2021. No
reference was  made in the response I received to the fact
that DfE by then had decided to postpone the testing on the
PSC until June 2022, by which time those year 2 children who
had been tested would no longer be in year 2!

Plans to assess years 1 and 2 children in June 2021
confirmed, then cancelled
In December 2020, the Standards and Testing Agency
published a document setting out full details about the
proposed testing on the PSC which was to take place in June
2021. However, I learnt that a decision to postpone the
testing until June 2022 had been taken before the final date
in January by which local authorities were required to send
the results of the Autumn term testing to DfE. In GOV.UK
Primary assessments: future dates 2020/21 published on 18
January it was announced that: “The national curriculum
assessments due to be held in the summer term 2021,
including tests, teacher assessments and  the phonics
screening check, have been cancelled.”

I approached a number of schools to find out whether
they were aware of this change in policy. I   was unable to
establish either when or by whom they were informed so I
submitted a series of further Freedom of Information
Questions to DfE on 30 April to which I received a reply on 1
June 2021. The following are my questions and the answers I
received:

Education Journal Review • Vol. 27 No. 2
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1. The Standards and Testing Agency was responsible for
informing schools and other stakeholders of the cancellation
and this information was sent on 7 January and followed by a
reminder on 18 January. I was informed that LAs were not
responsible for informing schools.

2. I enquired how many local authorities had as required
returned the results of the Autumn Term assessment of year
2 pupils and from how many LAs no return had been
received. The response was that all 151 local authorities had
returned the results to the DfE.

3. I asked from how many schools nationally returns had
been received, from how many schools no returns had been
received, and what reasons had been given for non-returns.
In total 16,397 schools nationally submitted returns and a
total of 178 schools did not return the autumn term results It
was stated that DfE “did not have a record of the reasons as
to why these schools did not return their results”.

4. It was stated that the Department received returns for
95% of eligible pupils.

5. As schools had the choice of whether to use the tests
from 2017, 2018 or 2019 I enquired whether schools had
been asked to indicate which tests they had used. The reply I
received was that: “The 2017, 2018 and 2019 phonics
screening checks are statistically linked, meaning the
standard expected to meet the threshold remains the same
across all three previous years. Therefore, it was unnecessary
for schools   to indicate which check they used …”

6. Finally, I enquired whether it was intended to publish
or otherwise use the data from the autumn assessments now
that it had been decided to cancel the testing for June 2021. It
was stated that as: “The data from the autumn 2020 phonics
screening check was intended to only be used to determine
which year  2 pupils have not met the expected standard in

Vol. 27 No. 2 • Education Journal Review
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phonics and who were therefore expected to take the
statutory check in June 2021 (alongside year 1 pupils). Given
that the June 2021 phonics screening check has been
cancelled, the data will no longer be used for this purpose.
We do not intend to publish the results from the autumn
2020 phonics screening check or use it for any other
purpose.” This response was prepared by the Standards and
Testing Agency.

At a time when schools were under so many other pressures
the decision to make them administer the check to year 2
pupils was an added but unnecessary pressure. Furthermore,
there is now a large amount of stored data which is no longer
relevant.

Decision to require schools to assess year 2 children on the
check in the Autumn Term 2021
On 16 June there was yet another change of policy, the
announcement merely embedded in a speech    by the
Secretary of State for Education, Gavin Williamson, at the
Festival of Education. He stated that schools would be
required not only to test reception class children on the
baseline assessment in the Autumn Term 2021 but also to
test year 2 children on the phonics screening check. No
explanation was  given for this latest change of policy.

In a press release that day Kevin Courtney, Joint
General Secretary of the National Education Union, said: “The
last thing children need after COVID-19 is another test which
won’t tell teachers anything new or helpful about their pupils
and will simply put them under more pressure. Children who
‘fail’ the test will be required to re-sit the test in the summer
term. This is no message to give to pupils who have just
experienced huge disruption to their education due to the
pandemic.”

The information about this change in policy is now
available on the government website with full details of its
administration. 

Education Journal Review • Vol. 27 No. 2
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Concerns about the phonics screening check
In our research report in 2018 we revealed that many
teachers and parents found that the phonics screening check
did not tell them anything they did not already know and yet
no consultation with either teachers or parents has taken
place to establish whether the check should remain a
statutory assessment, dominating as it does the early years
curriculum in many classrooms in England. (Note: In a Special
Issue in July 2019 Education Journal 379: 1-39,: ‘Literacy
policy, synthetic phonics and the phonics screening check’, a
number of my relevant articles were reprinted.)

In view of the time and money still being spent on the
phonics screening check it is worth reminding  readers of four
points I made there in my summary (see pages 37-9). Further
evidence is to be found in my numerous publications and in
those of others whom I cite.

1. Many of the teachers and parents responding to an
independent survey in May 2018 expressed the  view that the
phonics screening check should be discontinued and certainly
should not remain a statutory assessment. Singled out for
particular criticism were the pseudo words and the fact that
the check was not  diagnostic but merely identified children
as passing or failing depending on whether or not they gained
a mark of 32.

2. There is evidence of the unreliability of the check, also
the high percentage of younger children,  particularly boys,
among those failing the check and no corrections is made for
age.

3. The two researches cited by the government for their
claim that their policy is evidence based and    that all children
should learn to read using synthetic phonics have been widely
criticised.

4. The improved results of the Progress in International
Reading Literacy Study PIRLS 2016 for England  have been

Vol. 27 No. 2 • Education Journal Review
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attributed by the Government to its phonics policy and the
screening check. This is a questionable claim. It should also be
noted that Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, with
very different policies, and where collaboration with the
teaching profession features extensively, both ranked
statistically higher than England, yet no lessons in England
seem to be learnt from these other countries.

At the end of my article in June 2021 I suggested it was time
for the teachers in England to be consulted on the future of
the phonics screening check rather than be faced with
contradictory edicts and expected to conform. This is true not
only of the phonics screening check but also the
government’s policy for the initial teaching of reading, where
teachers and lecturers in England are treated as technicians
to carry out its policy, rather than as professionals with an
important contribution to make to the dialogue as in many
other countries. 

Teaching teachers to teach reading in England from 2021
In July 2021 the DfE has issued a new document Initial

teacher training (ITT) market review report July 2021. which
has been greeted with concern by many in the profession.
One wonders how many institutions in the face of this latest
document will withdraw from initial teacher education?
Within days of its publication it is already being claimed in
The Telegraph that both Oxford and Cambridge Universities
are considering their future in teacher education
(https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/jul/07/06/stalinist-
rules-teacher-training-prompt-furious-backlash..

In The Guardian the heading for an article by Sally
Weale is: Ministers attacked for ‘wrecking ball’ plans to
overhaul training. It is suggested in the article that “critics
warn changes could put 10,000 training places at risk and
affect teacher training for years to come”. (see
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2021/jul/05/minist
ers-attacked-for-wrecking-ball-plans-to-overhaul-teacher-
training. 

Education Journal Review • Vol. 27 No. 2
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The recent Ofsted Report referred to earlier takes away any
remaining autonomy from those in the institutions
responsible for literacy course if they wish to retain validation
to train primary teachers. One effect of COVID has been to
delay Ofsted inspections and therefore the full impact of that
Ofsted report may not yet have been experienced. In an
article in July 2020 in the Education Journal Issue 421: 22-27
on the Ofsted report I questioned whether Ofsted remains an
independent non-ministerial government department
reporting to parliament or has become merely an enforcer of
government policy. In my conclusion I noted  a number of
effects of this new policy, all of which are even more relevant
with this new report from DfE. They are:

• 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 know little about
important aspects of early reading

• Future primary teachers may have little awareness of
the approaches to literacy teaching in other countries, or
even that their policies may be different (even in Scotland,
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland)

The paragraph in the July 2021 Initial teacher training (ITT)
marker review report that is particularly relevant to the
current discussion is on page 12. It seems important therefore
to quote it here.

28. The CFF sets out requirements which teachers need to
meet, regardless of the subject or phase in which they are
teaching. For example, all  trainees who teach
reading must be taught about systematic synthetic phonics
(SSP). Because learning to read is so foundational and
indispensable for future success, it is essential that every
teacher who works in the primary phase is fully equipped to

11Vol. 27 No. 2 • Education Journal Review
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teach reading using SSP, regardless of the specific age  group
they initially hope to teach. It is important that trainees are
familiarized with the evidence for the effectiveness of SSP and
that time is not used teaching them alternative approaches.
Learning to teach reading using SSP cannot be left to chance
in the design of primary ITT programmes.

It will be interesting to see the extent to which
professionals do voice their concerns, and whether the
Government does on this occasion engage in a real dialogue
and take their views seriously. Will this further intrusion into
their professional independence lead any institutions to
withdraw from the training of primary teachers in England
and what form of training the Government will substitute?
How many creative lecturers, and teachers  in England in the
face of these new constraints will leave the profession? 

NB Information on two researches and related publications
relevant to the government’s synthetic phonics policy

1. Independent research into the impact of the
systematic synthetic phonics government policy on literacy
courses at institutions delivering initial teacher education in
England
The report of this research is now available to read and
download from the Newman University website 
https://www.newman.ac.uk/knowledge-base/impact-of-the-
systematic-synthetic-phonics-government-policy-on-literacy-
ite-courses/

An article summarising the research is available on the
same website, as are other relevant articles including one
critiquing the recent Ofsted publication, and a reference list
of my publication on literacy from 2014 to 2020. These can all
be read and downloaded.

This research was undertaken in 2019 by Margaret M.
Clark, Sue Reid and Jude Sloan at Newman University,
Jonathan Glazzard at Leeds Beckett University and Colin Mills
at Manchester University.

Education Journal Review • Vol. 27 No. 2
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Our research involved a survey which was completed
by 38 academics at ITE providers in England, 10 of whom
were interviewed to explore in more detail the findings from
the survey. This research was evidence of the situation at that
time The data was collected before the publication of the
Ofsted Consultation document in January 2020, the results of
which were announced in June 2020, to be implemented in
September 2020. It is clear from the report that Ofsted would
further curtail the power of professionals in planning the
content of their courses in early reading if they wish their
institutions to retain the right to train teachers. NB This
applies only to England.

Our evidence was sent to the Education Select
Committee and to Ofsted and Preet Kaur Gill MP asked three
written questions about the implications of our research on
10 June (see Education Journal Issue 416: 67-68 and Literacy
Today Issue 93: 10-15.

An article summarising the research is available on the
same website, as are other relevant articles including one
critiquing the recent Ofsted publication, and a reference list
of my publication on literacy from 2014 to 2020. These can all
be read and downloaded.

This research was undertaken in 2019 by Margaret M.
Clark, Sue Reid and Jude Sloan at Newman University,
Jonathan Glazzard at Leeds Beckett University and Colin Mills
at Manchester University.

2. The Phonics Screening Check 2012-2017: An
independent enquiry into the views of headteachers, teachers
and parents. Final Report September 2018 edited by Margaret
M Clark and Jonathan Glazzard. (Research team also included
John Bayley, Sue Reid and Susan Atkinson).
https://www.newman.ac.uk/knowledge-base/the-phonics-
screening-check-2012-2017
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It is time for a renewal of
teacher’s autonomy
By Dr Alex Gardner-McTaggart 
Course Director for the blended online MA
Educational Leadership in Practice at the
University of Manchester

Abstract: The slow legislative drip of increasingly rigid
demands on teachers’ classroom behaviour, performance, and
focus has inevitably changed the way we look at the
professional as a whole.
     Indeed, it was once proudly viewed as a profession,
with highly skilled, trusted educators afforded the agency to
tailor and execute lessons based on both their abilities and the
capabilities of their students. Naturally, no two classrooms are
the same. For this reason, the now near-extinct autonomy of
teachers must be viewed as a cause for concern.
     Many of us who work in the education sector know
that teaching today is based on inflexible and stringently
permitted programmes of learning, rather than the
independent judgement of the professional in the classroom. It
is a journey that has its beginnings in the 1970s and ‘80s – the
end result is that teachers have become workers who are paid
to deliver approved information. 
     However, while a process that has played out over
several decades, that is not to say the trend is irreversible. And
in the aftermath of the pandemic, now is the opportune
moment to reignite debate about how to effectively empower
teachers so they can deliver the best possible education to
young people in the UK. 

Key words: legislation, classroom, learning, teachers,
education.
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Before discussing the place of autonomy in the quality
of a teacher’s work, it must be understood exactly
how the education system has been changed to

diminish those very freedoms in the first place.
     Some of the elder teachers will be well aware of how
different their position in the classroom used to be prior to
the 1980s.  For instance, there was freedom to design their
own curriculum or syllabus, a system of implicit trust in a
trained professional’s ability to tailor a course of education
that was most appropriate to their talent and the
requirements of their students.
     The aforementioned legislative overhaul, however,
then began in earnest under Margaret Thatcher’s
premiership. Over the course of a decade, a persistent course
of small reforms began to restrict the agency of teachers, limit
the education community’s ability to debate and exercise
authority in its own area of expertise, and centralise power
over such structures within the government. The traditions of
classroom autonomy led by professionalism was swept away
as the state sought to wield greater influence over the
practice of teaching – in turn diminishing the role of the
skilled and professionalised teacher to a labourer.
     In 1984, the Schools Council was abolished and shortly
replaced in function by the Council for the Accreditation of
Teacher Education, permitting the government tremendous
influence over the training and development pathways of
teachers. Subsequently, in just a year between 1985 and
1986, both the Central Advisory Councils for England and
Wales and the Advisory Committee on the Supply and
Education of teachers were dissolved. Both were, at the time,
among the sparse few remaining significant representative
bodies in education, leaving leaders in the sector with little
say over and a limited platform for substantive debate over
the increasingly dramatic changes to their profession.
     Still more radical changes followed. In the lead up to
the 1987 general election, Thatcher told the Daily Mail: “We
are going much further with education than we ever thought
of doing before”. The unprecedented neutering of advisory

15Vol. 27 No. 2 • Education Journal Review
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voices from within the profession had by then resulted in a
discursive environment, which gave the government of the
day carte blanche over legislative reform in education – an
advantage they pushed with urgency following the election
victory.

     The Education Reform Act 1988 enacted a
Conservative manifesto promise to establish a National Core
Curriculum, together with a raft of smaller measures that
would lay the foundations of the role of the teacher as we see
it today.
     The impact of this on the teaching profession should
not be understated. A survey conducted by the National
Education Union in 2018 found that 81% of teachers had
considered leaving teaching in the preceding 12 months. This
figure is striking, and points to a career where the stifling of
individual creativity and intuition has combined dangerously
with rigid workloads, resulting in a dissatisfying work
experience.
     The prestige of teachers in wider society must also
come under consideration in this debate. The Varkey
Foundation’s Teacher Status Index, conducted most recently
in 2018, found that teachers in the UK are less well-regarded
by the public than those in countries that had successful and
teacher-led curricula, such as Singapore and New Zealand. In
fact, the UK ranks most closely with teachers in the similarly
didactic United States. Conversely, the study also found that
UK teachers report working longer weekly hours (50.9) than
any other country, and that a mere 23% of British parents
would encourage their children to become teachers. 
     It is crucial that we carefully consider whether the
relatively low status of teachers in this country is a resulted of
a governing agenda of automated learning with the teacher as
a conduit for information – and accordingly whether a culture
of overworking is appropriate in such a system.
     It must, of course, be noted, that the wholesale
reforms which set in motion the decline in teacher freedoms
were not entirely detrimental to the profession, nor the

Education Journal Review • Vol. 27 No. 2
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outcomes of students. Indeed, many were necessary, merited,
well-advised and successfully implemented. For instance, it is
difficult to argue with any credibility against establishing a
guiding principle of nationally consistent and high standard
education to students from all socioeconomic backgrounds,
alongside more robust processes to assess the performance of
any programme of education in a standardised manner.
Furthermore, granting every teacher total freedom over their
classrooms would, inevitably, lead to inequitable educational
outcomes, due to variances in quality and engagement within
the profession. 
     While many of the core principles of these reforms
have obvious and enduring merit, it cannot be denied that
they precipitated a revolution in how teaching works in
Britain. The elephant in the room here is COVID-19, which has
had a huge impact on education, and has exacerbated and
broadly publicised the issues within the sector.

Taking back control
Naturally, the impact of the pandemic on education was a hot
cultural topic through Britain’s numerous lockdowns. The
closure of schools and potential for lasting harmful
consequences was a source of anxiety for many in society –
particularly students, parents, and of course teachers. The
subsequent emergency response from teachers and teaching
institutions was rightly lauded. Further, it also revealed to the
public a fact those of us in education have known for years –
teachers are the fundamental factor in the realisation of any
successful education programme.
     With schools closed, teachers across the country
demonstrated their ample initiative in improvising
programmes of online teaching and played a crucial role in
retaining the community and emotional support structure for
students during a challenging period in their lives. On the
reopening of schools, despite the naturally increased risk of
exposure to infection, teachers did their part in ensuring a
seamless return to the classroom.
     The success of teachers during this period has made
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one thing very clear. There is simply no possible combination
of standardised curricula, layered and didactic management
structures, sophisticated EdTech software or tech hardware
availability that can credibly approach the educational value
of a good teacher.
     So, while the stock of the profession is at its highest in
years, now is a rare opportunity to discuss the changes made
to the profession under Thatcher’s government in the 1980s.
Even in volatile and unpredictable circumstances, teachers
have ably risen to new challenges and demonstrated their
ability to prosper when handed the freedoms required to do
so.

What next?
This is a debate which will require careful consideration. As
mentioned above, in giving total freedom to teachers there
are obvious risks to student outcomes. A balance must be
struck, and any review must put the voices of those in
education, with the tangible experience necessary to engage
thoughtfully on such a debate. As such, the first step forward
should be to afford education leaders, institutions, and rank-
and-file teachers a meaningful line of communication with
policymakers through representative advisory bodies. There is
longstanding research consensus that reform in education is
only impactful on educational attainment when it is teacher-
led – so centralising these voices will be crucial.
     As the pandemic begins to abate and normality
returns, education may not rank highly on many people’s list
of concerns. Indeed, an immediate return to the status quo
has been a natural course for many schools and institutions.
With many other pressing cultural and economic issues, this is
understandable. But it should also be rejected. Rather, we
must seize this opportunity for the education community to
share best practices and learnings from the past year and,
moreover, to collaborate on a robust vision for the future of
teaching. With job satisfaction at strikingly low levels, it is
unreasonable to expect teachers to return to their former role
of information conduits. Having had a taste of what they have
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been denied, demonstrating admirable resourcefulness and
using their creative imagination to keep their students
learning even through a pandemic, a return to the bloated
orthodoxy of inflexible curricula would surely lead many to
seek greener pastures outside of the education sector.
     It will be helpful to look towards other highly regarded
education systems to see how affording greater freedoms
could work. For instance, it is notable that teachers in
Singapore are held in higher status than in the UK. This
exemplary education system, and others like it, have been
progressive in allowing teachers the freedom to teach as they
judge most appropriate, depending on their skills as qualified
and capable professionals. The debate should not centre on
whether our teachers are capable of living up to increased
agency, as they have already proved this in the affirmative
over the past year. Instead, we must consider how to
influence positive change in the long run without causing any
further disruption in attainment and learning for students.
     The pandemic has, for obvious reasons, shone a
spotlight on some of the unsustainable imbalances at play in
education. While any progressive reform implemented in
service of affording teachers the agency they deserve to
flourish in the classroom would represent a sea change
against the creeping foundational agenda laid in the 1980s,
the time is right to debate its merits. 
     The benefits of centralisation and partial privatisation,
the free market, and complicated management structures
were the prevalent guiding ideologies of the time – that is not
so much the case in 2021. The return to normal following the
pandemic is an opportunity for the educational community
that must be seized. 
     The plainly evident capability of teachers to shape how
their classroom works could underpin many reforms to come.
Indeed, it will be crucial to the success of hybrid learning
between the classroom and online. The unprecedented, but
perhaps fleeting, public goodwill towards teachers makes now
the right time to open this debate and, ultimately, elevate
teachers back to their role as skilled professionals.
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A research commentary on
teaching about sex, sexual 
orientation and gender
reassignment
By Chris Jones
Ofsted

Abstract: Chris Jones, Ofsted’s Director, Corporate Strategy,
discusses research on teaching about the protected
characteristics of sex, sexual orientation and gender
reassignment in England’s schools.

Key words: sex, gender, equality, protected characteristics.

The Equality Act 2010 was the culmination of a decade-
long uplift in equality legislation. The uplift began in
2001 with changes to race discrimination law following

the recommendations of the Macpherson report. It
continued through into disability discrimination law in 2006
and gender discrimination in 2007. The 2010 Act
consolidated these and also brought in other characteristics,
most of which already had some protection under previous
legislation: age, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy
and maternity, sex, sexual orientation, religion and belief
and (for the first time) gender reassignment status.

This legislation set a new role for public authorities
through the concept of ‘duties’. The 2010 act created a
‘public sector equality duty’ (PSED). This requires every public
authority to have due regard to the following:
• The need to eliminate discrimination, harassment,
victimisation and other conduct prohibited by the Act.
• Advancing equality of opportunity between people
who shared a protected characteristic and those who do not.
• Fostering good relations between people who share a
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Director of
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protected characteristic and those who do not.

In practice, the Act gives all public authorities a degree of
responsibility for encouraging and promoting equality in
relation to protected characteristics. The PSED guidance from
the Equalities and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) states:
” … the general equality duty therefore requires organisations
to consider how they could positively contribute to the
advancement of equality and good relations. It requires
equality considerations to be reflected into the design of
policies and the delivery of services, including internal
policies, and for these issues to be kept under review.”

‘Public authorities’ includes state-funded schools and
other education providers, as well as Ofsted. Therefore, our
inspectors assess the extent to which settings take steps to
promote equality and diversity as well as to prevent any form
of discrimination against those with protected characteristics.

The Act was contentious from the outset for certain
groups, particularly in relation to characteristics relating to
sex, sexual orientation and gender reassignment. The
increasing political sensitivities in these areas have made it
harder for schools to handle equalities well. For example,
school staff can occasionally confuse the legal, the moral and
the political, and so (often inadvertently) bring overtly
political materials into their curriculum and teaching without
acknowledging it as such, despite the statutory requirement
of political neutrality. We have also seen recent examples of
schools and parents being unable to see eye-to-eye on the
content and age-appropriateness of curriculum materials
used to teach primary school pupils about same-sex
relationships.

The Department for Education’s (DfE) statutory
guidance on relationships, health and sex education deals
with schools’ responsibilities in this area. It came into force in
September 2020.

Ofsted has carried out research that aimed to identify
good practice in teaching some of these more contentious
issues. This commentary summarises our findings in a way
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that we hope will be beneficial to schools as they implement
the DfE’s guidance. It builds on the findings of our review of
sexual abuse in schools and colleges, which highlighted the
importance of strong teaching of relationships, health and sex
education.

Research context
There is some guidance, from the DfE and the EHRC, to help
schools with the PSED. There is also some research into the
effectiveness of specific support initiatives, for example from
NatCen, the Institute of Physics and Lifting Limits.

However, there is a significant lack of research into
how schools promote respect and build understanding in
pupils around sex, sexual orientation and gender
reassignment issues.

Therefore, the purpose of our research was to show
how respect is promoted and how discrimination and
harassment are challenged and minimised in state-funded
primary and secondary schools that do this successfully.

Our guiding research question was: ‘What
characterises good practice in promoting respect on the basis
of sex, sexual orientation and gender reassignment?’

Methodology
At each school, we had group discussions with:
• staff (senior leaders, middle leaders and teachers with
teaching assistants, respectively)
• pupils (secondary school pupils as well as Year 5 and
Year 6 primary school pupils).

Questionnaires for secondary school pupils complemented
the group discussions. Given that we have relied on
discussions with school staff and pupils, we cannot be sure
whether each school’s approach was supported by parents,
which is an important limitation.

The sample is purposive. It consists of 24 state-funded
schools that were deemed by informants (Her Majesty’s
Inspectors (HMI) across the Ofsted regions and external
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organisations or associations) to be the most successful at
promoting respect across the protected characteristics of sex,
sexual orientation and gender reassignment. We visited:
• 8 primary schools
• 14 secondary schools
• 1 special school
• 1 all through school

Eleven of the schools had a religious character: 4 Roman
Catholic, 3 Church of England, 1 Jewish, 1 Muslim and 1 Sikh.
Given that the findings are based on schools chosen as
examples of good practice, they are not likely to be reflective
of schools more generally but may provide helpful examples
to others. Even within the specially chosen sample, alongside
the good practice, we have identified here some areas for
improvement.

School culture
Despite the legal underpinning of the Equality Act, we found
that staff promoted a culture of respect across the protected
characteristics mainly for what they described as moral rather
than legal reasons. They intended to improve pupils’ mental
health, well-being, safety, academic outcomes and breadth of
future career choices, as well as to prepare them for diversity
in wider society. They described an inclusive and accepting
school culture as a necessary condition for this, with school
ethos and/or religious ethos to underpin shared values. The
religious schools in our sample gave faith as a reason for
promoting respect for pupils and others with different
protected characteristics, including sex, sexual orientation
and gender reassignment.

The message of acceptance came out strongly in
school culture, teaching, extra-curricular activities and
pastoral support.

“School culture is everything. With the right culture,
you will be able to navigate sensitive subject areas. Culture is
supported by policies, procedures and systems. Our staff sign
up to a value statement, which commits them to the values
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but also gets them to agree to behaviours that we expect and
those we wouldn’t tolerate.” (Senior leaders in a secondary
school)

Even though an accepting ethos provides a solid
grounding for successfully promoting respect, it may not be
enough to ensure continuing success. Therefore, staff in
several schools said they had a culture of continuous
improvement to help them meet the evolving needs of pupils
and society. In these schools, self-critique was enabled by
listening to staff, pupils and parents.

“There is no sense of complacency. We have staff
meetings where we challenge ourselves and it isn’t always
comfortable. When you look at everyday sexism, everyone
thinks it’s done and dusted – and it isn’t. It is a systematic
self-challenge. To be an inclusive school is something we
hope to be, but never say we are.” (Senior leaders in a
primary school.)

Teaching across the curriculum
Teaching about matters related to sex and gender
stereotypes, sexual orientations and sometimes gender
reassignment was often planned and integrated across the
curriculum. It was part of personal, social, health and
economic (PSHE) education, religious education (RE),
relationships and sex education (RSE), English, languages,
science, history, music, art, technology and so on. In schools
with a religious character in our sample, teaching about
sexual orientation and gender reassignment was often done
alongside teaching about faith perspectives.

Different teaching methods were used, such as direct
instruction, discussion and debate, research, books, stories
and documentaries, workshops, making posters and displays,
visiting speakers and role models. Staff and pupils highlighted
the importance of learning through discussion and openly
asking and responding to questions. Being aware that some
pupils were unlikely to do this at home, staff enabled pupils
to ask questions. They also saw this as a way of promoting
independent thought. Staff were open to honest or difficult
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conversations with their pupils.
The selection of topics and how they were approached

were generally well tailored to pupils’ age and maturity.
Research has shown that children become aware of gender
stereotypes from a very young age. In view of this, it is
positive that some schools began challenging gender
stereotypes early. This was done through stories like ‘Prince
Cinders’ or ‘Dogs Don’t Do Ballet’, and through using puppets
or similar activities. Some schools also felt it was appropriate
to introduce the concept of different types of family from the
same early age. For example, in a primary school farm,
children sometimes had Mr and Mrs Farmer, but also Mr and
Mr Farmer or Mrs and Mrs Farmer.

Many pupils and staff commented on the impacts of
teaching about these issues. These impacts included:
• pupils gaining more knowledge – in many schools,
later primary school (Years 5 and 6) and secondary school
pupils are able to explain the basic terms (straight, gay,
bisexual or trans)
• pupils having broadened views – as a result of
knowing more, pupils said they had become more accepting
• pupils using appropriate and sensitive language
• pupils having improved behaviour – staff said they
very rarely saw incidents of homophobic, biphobic or
transphobic bullying.

When pupils were not exposed to these topics, they
frequently resorted to learning from social media and the
internet, and in some cases from friends and family. Even
though the internet holds a range of good-quality resources,
it also contains content that is not of a sufficient quality or
accuracy, and parents are often unable to control the age-
appropriateness of what children are viewing. Therefore,
there are inherent risks when pupils use online content or
non-expert friends and family as the main sources of
information about, for example, being lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender (LGBT).

Some pupils who struggled with finding or accepting
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their identity, or who were not accepted by other pupils, told
us that insufficient knowledge had contributed to their low
well-being and mental ill-health.

As a result of not learning enough at school, some
pupils expressed concern that they ‘would not know how to
help someone who came out to feel comfortable in a
friendship group’ or admitted that they would struggle with
accepting someone with a different sexual orientation or
someone who is trans: “I would definitely need to have a
better understanding in order to accept them properly.”
(Pupil in a secondary school.)

As well as thinking about carefully planning their RSE
curriculum, staff in the schools we visited used the
established pastoral support systems to provide individual
support: “If you are encouraging pupils to be open and giving
the opportunity to ask questions, you need to ensure the
appropriate networks are in place. We have created a culture
of it being an open school. Various levels of support. All
teachers and SLT try to be very approachable and know that
the pupils can talk to them.” (Senior leaders in a middle
school.)

From conversations with pupils in schools, three main
features emerge as important for individual support:
• Relationships with teachers should be based on trust:

• “Most students have a good relationship with
the teachers. They can trust them.”

• “We feel comfortable with heads of year or
form tutors. It has to do with the relationship you have with
the teacher rather than about their knowledge of sexuality
and gender.”
• Pupils value having a safe or informal space to talk:

• “We have a personal teacher to talk to and a
safe space.”

• Some pupils also like form time as an outlet for
more comfortable group discussions.
• Having a clear pastoral system in place is important:

• “… knowing there is someone you can talk to in
school.”
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Teaching about sex and gender stereotypes
Many schools in our sample worked hard on minimising sex
and gender stereotypes through their teaching. Staff saw
breaking entrenched and negative social stereotypes as a way
of broadening horizons and teaching children that ‘gender
should not be an obstacle to anything you can achieve in your
life’.

School staff reported that their focus on sex and
gender stereotypes is important because of:
• visible differences in the representation of women and
men in organisational leadership and in different academic
disciplines or professions
• an early divergence between boys’ and girls’ career
aspirations
• the acknowledged harmfulness of some sex and
gender stereotypes.

Schools’ work on sex and gender stereotypes could also help
pupils who do not conform to those stereotypes, including
some LGBT pupils. For example, it may contribute to reducing
homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying if bullying
originates from stereotypical notions of boys and girls.

Teachers in most schools reported covering a range of
topics in class, such as:
• male and female roles across societies and time
• changing sex and gender roles, for example parents
choosing to take shared parental leave
• women’s rights and the women’s suffrage movement
• important women across academic disciplines and
professions
• domestic violence
• healthy relationships
• sexist language

In some schools, pupils were also taught about specifically
male mental health problems and peer pressure. This
addresses misconceptions, such as that ‘boys don’t cry’, or
helps boys avoid harmful stereotypical behaviours dictated by
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their peer groups.
A middle leader from a primary school described how

they challenged stereotypes through a task involving a phone
call with a female scientist: “We asked the children to draw a
scientist and it was exactly as you’d expect: an old person
with glasses on. So, I questioned them: why did you think
that? When you start questioning them, they realise perhaps
what they put down is not what they do think. That may be
the first image in the head, but when you ask, pennies drop.
So, I told them: we are going to have a phone call with a
scientist now. Who do you think is going to call us? [And on
the other end of the line is…] my cousin, a scientist, a
biochemist, a girl.”

The impact on pupils’ knowledge was apparent to
teachers and pupils. Interviews with pupils revealed that they
were aware of different aspects of past and present
inequalities and that they had open-minded attitudes about
sex and gender. Staff were aware of what their pupils knew
and noticed that they picked up on stereotypes in texts or
exercises.

Teaching about different sexual orientations and gender
reassignment
Most schools we spoke to taught about LGBT equality in
group or whole-school exercises, including lessons,
assemblies and guest speakers. Pupils were taught about the
importance of respecting all, and not judging people because
of sexual orientation or gender reassignment.

In many primary schools in our sample, pupils were
introduced to LGBT role models, such as historical or present
influential LGBT people. They were taught, in an age-
appropriate way, about:
• different types of family, for example with a mum and
dad, 2 mums or 2 dads
• appropriate language to use to refer to LGBT people
• bullying, including homophobic, biphobic and
transphobic bullying.
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In some primary schools we visited, they were also taught
about same-sex marriage and how the law protects people
with different characteristics. This was also covered in many
secondary schools but with more nuance and detail, in view
of pupils’ age.

Secondary school pupils in many of the sampled
schools were taught about:
• the rights of LGBT people across time and societies
• current national and international issues
• the Equality Act and EHRC
• how to accept themselves for who they are
• how to support and have empathy for pupils with
different protected characteristics

Successfully engaging with parents
Following the introduction of mandatory relationships
education at primary, and relationships and sex education at
secondary, schools are legally required to consult parents in
developing and reviewing their policy for these subjects.
Through consultation, most schools and parents can work
together to build broad consensus and to ensure that the
policy meets the need of pupils and parents and reflects the
community the school serves.

However, while there are many parents who happily
support curriculum choices like the ones described above,
and reinforce at home what children learn in school, some do
not. Parents have the right to educate their children as they
see fit and it is a family’s right to have conservative faith or
cultural values. Though, when parents choose to send their
children to a state school, and home and school are not
aligned on values, pupils sometimes grapple with mixed
messages. This can result in confusion, and potential upset.

Staff navigated these issues in different ways, but
what linked them all was communication – proactive and
reactive. For example, if parents individually expressed
dissatisfaction at their child being taught about LGBT matters,
staff reported talking to them about exactly what it is they
teach at school. This helped dispel misconceptions that
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parents may have had, although it may not have solved the
fundamental disagreement.

To pre-empt misunderstandings, staff in some schools
proactively communicated with parents. This is especially
important in view of social media, where misinformation can
spread quickly. Proactive communication took different
forms, such as:
• transparently presenting the curriculum and school
values on the protected characteristics. This may include:
• sharing policies and the curriculum on the website
• providing information in booklets
• signing a home–school agreement to uphold the
shared values
• promoting the values of the school through
community events at school or through workshops and drop-
ins for parents to inform about the curriculum on LGBT
matters.

Rather than just inform parents, staff should also engage with
them on the changes they plan to implement or – in the
words of senior leaders from a secondary school – ‘about
values, what they mean and how these feed into the
curriculum’.

Faith schools
In all the schools we spoke to, staff said they promoted a
respectful and inclusive culture for moral reasons. In addition,
staff in the schools with a religious ethos said that their ethos
was the reason for acceptance and respect of pupils with
different protected characteristics, including sex, sexual
orientation and gender reassignment: “The faith background
gives us a common ethos. As a Catholic school, we know what
the vision is. There is the outside challenge: family, society,
confusion about sexuality and gender. We are made in God’s
image and nothing should be stopping any child from getting
as far as they possibly can. The ambition for them is there.
Any bad behaviour is not accepted. Sexist attitudes – all
stamped out.” (Senior leaders in a Roman Catholic school.)
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“[We] promote the British, school and faith values and
monitor closely. Faith-based school is all about being
respectful and tolerant. We have an Islamic saying of the
week which is all about the holistic view of a child. That helps
them to understand whoever is homosexual/trans, it is
absolutely fine.” (Teachers in a Muslim school.)

The message of acceptance came out strongly through
school culture, teaching, extra-curricular activities and
pastoral support.

Previous research also suggests that some schools
with a religious character have stronger pastoral care systems
in place for pupils and place equality at the centre of their
ethos because of their religious beliefs. Most of the schools
we spoke to used guidance published by their respective
religious authorities, for example from the Church of England
Education Office, The Office of the Chief Rabbi and the
Catholic Education Service. In those documents, teaching
about and supporting LGBT-related matters are seen as
compatible with religious belief and a duty to LGBT inclusion
is acknowledged because of religious values, such as
acceptance or respect for others.

However, we must acknowledge that there can be
tension between the protected characteristics of sex, sexual
orientation, gender reassignment, and religion and belief, and
that is a challenge for some schools and/or parents. We
visited schools in the state sector for this research, and we
are aware that these issues can play out very differently in
the relatively small number of independent faith schools we
inspect.

Guidance and support for schools and teachers
Most schools we spoke to would like clearer guidance from
the DfE and other agencies on how to approach what can be
sensitive and difficult subjects. A small number of staff were
positive, to an extent, about the freedom they have under the
current RSE guidance. They appreciated being ‘given space’
to:
• ‘choose how to deliver the agenda’
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• teach what they think is age appropriate
• adapt what they teach

However, the overwhelming majority of schools were asking
for much more specific guidance about sexual orientations
and gender reassignment, both for schools and for parents:
“Guidance is too woolly – take it out or give us better
guidance – [we need] greater clarity over what should be
taught by when.” (Middle leaders in a primary school)
There was a lot of confusion around schools’ teaching
obligations. This stemmed from:
• the lack of a detailed central curriculum
• the grey areas (awareness that primary schools can
opt not to teach LGBT issues if they do not deem this age-
appropriate and after consultation with parents)
• perceived contradictions in the information published
by the DfE.

Leaders were mostly asking for information on what should or
should not be taught at each age. Headteachers were left to
decide when something should be taught, but some
perceived this as a lack of support from DfE.

There was confusion among schools about what the
various pieces of guidance required teachers to teach in
relation to LGBT matters in particular. Guidance identifies a
minimum requirement, but does not contemplate any ceiling
on what can be taught at what age, so there can be pressure
to go further, potentially causing conflict with some parents.

There is also a scarcity of research that could inform
teaching or pastoral support: “It would be useful to have
more research. There is so little out there.” (Middle leader in
a primary school.) This was also why staff wanted the DfE and
Ofsted to share good practice. They wanted to learn from
other schools, similar or different to their own, and would like
opportunities for learning discussions.

There is a lot of choice among external training and
resource providers, but school leaders are often unsure of
their quality or alignment with the law. A headteacher in a
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secondary school explains that they are: “… very nervous of
other providers. Would love someone to filter this for us
instead of finding out the hard way. Someone comes in with
completely inappropriate tone. I like the idea of having a
national standard… These people crop up and get funding
from wherever… emailing schools the whole time. There is a
place for people with specific skills who can deliver better
than the teachers. Would be nice to have a bank that we can
dip into that’s already been vetted.”

Similar issues exist with the wealth of available
teaching resources. Given the lack of expertise and training,
staff needed help with the selection or adaption of resources
for different year groups and would like ‘a pool of quality
resources for schools’. A similar message came through in a
large-scale study from the DfE. Many of the above issues
were also identified in a National Education Union (NEU) and
National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children
(NSPCC) survey. This showed that the main barriers to
teaching compulsory RSE lessons were:
• lack of teacher confidence in the subject
• competing workloads
• the cost of training
• difficulty in finding high-quality training and quality
approved resources
• lack of clearer guidance

Conclusion
As we have shown in this commentary, many schools we
visited were successful in this area and were doing well in
fulfilling their legal duties and what they saw as their moral
obligation. For those schools that need a bit more support,
we hope this report has been a useful starting point. 
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Arts education should be at
the core of the COVID-19
recovery plan
By Professor Robert Marsden 
Staffordshire University

Abstract: The coronavirus pandemic had a serious impact on
arts and entertainment. Physical venues were forced to close,
but the online arts sector thrived. As we move into the COVID
recovery phase, creativity and the arts will become more
important. The Government needs to be highlighting and
funding arts education – not dismissing it. Yet while demand
for the creative arts has soared, the Government has halved
funding for arts degrees. For an effective COVID-19 recovery
plan, education in the creative arts must be prioritised and
adequately funded.

Key words: arts, entertainment, education, funding, digital.

When the pandemic hit in early 2020 no one knew
what to expect. Whilst arts and entertainment
venues were forced to close their doors, we saw

the online arts sector thrive. One such example was Netflix
which added more than 36 million new subscribers to its
platform, passing over 200 million subscribers worldwide.
We have also witnessed big changes across the creative
industries with art galleries starting offering 3D virtual tours
whilst radio listeners increased to almost eight million.
     The reason for this is that with so much uncertainty in
the world, people needed the escapism digital content
brought. This boom has showed us how important creativity
and the arts are and consequently arts and enterprise
education has never been so vital. As we now look to a post-
pandemic world, the government needs to keep this in mind.
We should be highlighting and funding arts education – not
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dismissing it.  
    This is the overarching problem that we face - whilst

the demand for the creative arts has soared astronomically
over the past year, support for arts degrees has plummeted,
with a 50% funding cut to the government contribution to
university arts subjects announced earlier this year. The
implications of this will be disastrous, and cuts to arts
education will be a big mistake in the roadmap towards our
economic recovery.
     For example, university degrees in the performing arts
teach the practical and theoretical skills that prepare an
individual for a career in acting and directing to name just two
career paths.  University arts education has been at the
forefront of promoting the relationship between the live and
the digital. Staffordshire University, for example, is exploring
live streams of theatre events and virtual production
opportunities. Festivals like Glastonbury and more recently
Manchester International Festival made sure that fans
weren’t disappointed by merging the thril l  of l ive
performances with the safety on an online experience, and
this heralds a new direction and new opportunities for those
working in the creative arts. Expanding the creative arts to a
digital space has made it more inclusive by allowing viewers
from all over the world to get involved from the comfort of
their own homes. In fact, it has sparked a theatre technical
revolution with online performances from some of the most
renowned theatre companies and read-throughs of legendary
films being streamed online. It is likely this way of engaging
with the arts will outlive the pandemic, and we need to
ensure we have a generation of tech-savvy creatives with the
skills to power this growing industry – to ensure the online
theatre community can continue to flourish.
     With the current generation of students well versed in
the digital adaptation of the performing arts- from having to
continue practical studies during the pandemic - greater
funding and support for these degree disciplines will continue
the legacy of a more inclusive, progressive, and broader
creative arts space. Current creative arts students and recent
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graduates will have a unique skill set to continue the
transformation of the creative arts in this way.  
    It has long been recognised that creativity breeds

creativity so those studying the arts are well-positioned to
think on the spot and dream up imaginative solutions to real-
world problems. Arts education can of course be explicit:
teaching drama, film or music, for example. But it also
develops transferable skills through the arts. This is
highlighted by the World Economic Forum’s recent report on
the Future of Jobs. It identified key employment skills needed
for jobs in 2025 which included creativity, originality,
initiative, problem-solving and ideation to name just a few. All
of which are developed through the creative arts, showing
that arts education is interdisciplinary and teaches key skills
that can be translated into a variety of career paths.
    Through the arts, we can solve issues, and educational

institutions develop people with the skills to do just this.
Artists and health or political organisations have worked
together for numerous years to address solutions in these
sectors through creative means. The Senedd in Cardiff
famously used Forum Theatre to test out potential effects of
policies as just one example. Graduates from UK creative arts
degrees also have a reputation for being entrepreneurial,
making up a large sector of the freelance economy. Whilst
COVID-19 has shown the fragility of these jobs, the levelling-
up agenda must focus on rebuilding the freelance economy
and creative arts through greater investment in arts degrees
and creative community spaces, to rebuild the 30% fall in
turnover across the creative sector.
    To have an effective COVID-19 recovery plan,

education in the creative arts must be prioritised and
adequately funded. Training the next generation of actors,
directors, content creators and performance teachers will be
central to fuelling the demand for entertainment and
kickstarting a return to normality. We must place the creative
arts at the forefront and give arts education the credibility
and respect it deserves, and in turn, it will support our
economic recovery. 
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Preparing for a challenging
winter
By the Academy of Medical Sciences

Abstract: With the summer holidays now starting, the focus
for those in education is now on education settings planning
for the return of students to physical attendance. How far will
future waves of COVID-19 derail these plans? Can we learn
anything from where we were last year? While education
settings were planning for the safe return of students, the
Government was promoting its East Out to Help Out
programme which turned out to be a super spreader of the
virus, while the Prime Minister resisted the scientific advice to
introduce a circuit breaker in September and therefore had to
bring in another lockdown later on. Many of the challenges
faced last year will also be faced again this year. What can we
learn from the planning for the start of the academic year last
year? The Academy of Medical Sciences was asked to prepare
a paper for the Government Office of Science on preparing for
a challenging winter, which we will face again this year.

Key words: health, prevention, mitigation, diseases.

The Academy of Medical Sciences start their paper with
a warning that it is not immediately clear the
Government have taken on board. The first sentence of

the report reads: “July and August must be a period of
intense preparation for our reasonable worst-case scenario
for health in the winter that we set out in this report,
including a resurgence of COVID-19, which might be greater
than that seen in the spring.” 

The Academy urges: “Implementation of prevention
and mitigation strategies requires enhanced coordination,
collaboration and data sharing between central and local
initiatives.”  
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The health service and social care regularly experience
seasonal fluctuations peaking in the winter. The NHS operates
at maximum capacity in winter, with bed occupancy regularly
exceeding 95%. There are normally more than 50,000 excess
deaths in winter. The Academy identifies four additional
challenges that have great potential to exacerbate winter
2020/21 pressures on the health and social care system, by
increasing demand on usual care as well as limiting surge
capacity. They are:

1. A large resurgence of COVID-19 nationally, with local
or regional epidemics 
“Modelling of our reasonable worst-case scenario – in which
the effective reproduction rate of SARS-CoV-2 (Rt) rises to 1.7
from September 2020 onwards – suggests a peak in hospital
admissions and deaths in January/February 2021 of a similar
magnitude to that of the first wave in spring 2020, coinciding
with a period of peak demand on the NHS. We are already
seeing local outbreaks. The modelling estimates 119,900 (95%
CrI 24,500 - 251,000) hospital deaths between September
2020 and June 2021, over double the number that occurred
during the first wave in spring 2020.” The R rate is already
creeping up, and last Friday reached 0.8 to 1.0, a slight
increase on previous weeks. Yet it is still some way off an
average of 1.7. 

2. Disruption of the health and social care systems 
This would be due to reconfigurations to respond to and
reduce transmission of COVID-19 with a knock-on effect on
the ability of the NHS to deal with non-COVID-19 care. The
remobilisation of resources for COVID-19 (staff and facilities)
that occurred during the first wave of COVID-19 is unlikely to
be possible this winter, due to other winter pressures, urgent
delayed care, and a likely increase in staff sickness absence,
among others.

3. A backlog of non-COVID-19 care following the
suspension of routine clinical care

Academy of Medical Sciences
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A backlog is likely to result in an increased number of poorly-
managed chronic conditions or undiagnosed diseases and be
combined with a surge in post-COVID-19 morbidity (which
needs to be quantified). Estimates suggest that the overall
waiting list in England could increase from 4.2 million (pre-
COVID-19) to approximately 10 million by the end of the year.
Reducing the backlog of care will be hampered by reduced
operational capacity across NHS organisations designed to
prevent nosocomial transmission of COVID-19.

4. A possible influenza epidemic that will be additive to
the challenges above
The size and severity of the influenza epidemic in winter
2020/21 will be particularly difficult to estimate, but the most
recent significant influenza season in winter 2017/18
coincided with a colder winter; led to over 17,000 excess
respiratory deaths; and caused NHS Trusts to cancel all
elective surgery in January 2018, resulting in 22,800 fewer
elective hospital admissions when compared to the previous
year. A generalised increase in respiratory infections over the
winter could also rapidly overwhelm test and trace capacity.

Priorities for prevention and mitigation
The Academy warns that: “There is a need for urgent
preparation to mitigate the risks of a particularly challenging
winter 2020/21”. It lists a number of points for minimising
community SARS-CoV-2 transmission and impact.
● Developing effective policies to maximise population
engagement in essential control measures. These include:
physical distancing; wearing face coverings in settings where
physical distancing is not possible; regular hand and
respiratory hygiene; high levels of hygiene in the home;
heating and ventilation of homes; self-isolation and
participation in the test, trace and isolate (TTI) programme
when symptomatic, or following contact with a COVID-19
case. Identifying and addressing structural and socio-
economic barriers to adherence will require engagement with
target communities, and national and local consideration of a
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wide range of incentivising levers (including financial).
● Launching an extensive public information campaign in
the autumn, co-produced and optimised by members of
target communities working together with professional
organisations to minimise transmission and improve levels of
population resilience/health. A local and multi-ethnic focus
will be key.
● Tailoring guidance for commercial, public and
domestic properties on optimising indoor environments
(temperature, humidity and ventilation) to reduce virus
transmission indoors. Specific consideration of those most
vulnerable to COVID19 who are also likely to have the poorest
quality housing, highest levels of overcrowding and be least
able to heat their homes adequately in winter.
● Significantly expanding the capacity of the TTI
programme to cope with increasing demands over the winter
and ensure that it can respond quickly and accurately. Testing
should harness partnerships between the NHS, academia and
industry. Multiplex influenza and SARS-CoV-2 testing would
distinguish the cause of influenza-like illnesses – essential to
informing recommendations on quarantine (and clinical
management). Working with communities and groups, and
developing options (including financial), to overcome barriers
to engagement, particularly by vulnerable groups. 

Organising health and social care settings to maximise
infection control and ensure that COVID-19 and routine care
can take place in parallel will also be important. In particular:
● Prioritising system-wide infection prevention and
control measures across the health and care systems to
minimise nosocomial infection. Ensuring timely reporting,
investigation and root-cause analysis of hospital acquired
infection in both patients and staff.
● Adequate provision, training in, and use of personal
protective equipment (PPE) and other infection prevention
and control measures across health and social care.
● Minimising agency/multi-site staffing and staff
movements between sites/hospitals.
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● Using point-of-care multiplex testing to inform cohort
selection and clinical management.
● Maximising the use of remote consultations for
hospital and community care.
● Cohorting staff to limit physical overlap and movement
between zones.
● Stratifying entire healthcare settings (or zones within
settings) into ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ areas. Considering the optimum
use of Nightingale hospitals (subject to workforce capacity)
and private healthcare settings, including for ‘step-down’
COVID-19 care or isolation.
● Testing and quarantining of patients being discharged
into the community or into institutional care.
● Prioritising the backlog of clinical care strictly by
clinical need, not waiting times. Primary care should target
acute care, prevention and screening of those whose physical
and mental health is most at risk. 
● Establishing services to support rehabilitation of a
growing number of patients with post-COVID-19 conditions. A
better understanding of these conditions is urgently required. 

Improving public health surveillance for COVID-19, influenza
and other winter diseases. This will involve: 
● Maintaining a comprehensive, population-wide, near-
real-time, granular health surveillance system to ensure rapid
identification, investigation and management of local COVID-
19 outbreaks across community, work, and health and social
care settings. This should integrate the data available through
Public Health England (PHE), the NHS, the Office for National
Statistics (ONS) (and their equivalents in the devolved
administrations), and other sources, including from research,
and enable public health bodies to work closely with local
Directors of public health departments and health protection
teams.
● Conducting large-scale population surveys to inform
estimates of infection prevalence and incidence, as well as
effective control measures. Targeted surveys of populations
where COVID-19 incidence is high or unknown should be
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prioritised to monitor for early evidence of a resurgence in
cases.
● Ensuring that comparable data are collected for
surveillance in hospitals and the community, TTI and outbreak
investigations using standardised tools and definitions, to
maximise their applications and usefulness. Information must
be shared quickly and intelligence exchange between local
and national systems should be optimised, and made
available to the research community.
● Maintaining an adequately resourced central
overarching body (such as the recently announced Joint
Biosecurity Centre) to oversee and coordinate data collection,
processing and distribution, as well as to engage effectively
with local public health bodies that should also be
appropriately resourced.

Minimise influenza transmission and impact
● Maximise the uptake of influenza vaccination by
health and social care workers and other priority groups
identified by guidelines. This will require creative approaches
to delivering the programme while minimising the risk of
transmission and ensuring an adequate supply of vaccines.
● Effective implementation of guidelines for the use of
antivirals to mitigate the impact of influenza, particularly in
high risk groups. This might be informed by point-of-care-
testing (POCT).

This report considers the Academy’s reasonable worst-case
scenario for winter 2020/21 and identifies actions that should
help to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on the expected
seasonal surge in healthcare demand. It was hoped that the
actions set out in this report would enable the health and
social care system to better cope in the face of new winter
pressures resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, and thereby
help to protect the health of the nation and save as many lives
as possible.

While it is known that winter climatic conditions and
more time spent indoors will favour the spread of SARS-CoV-
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2, there is still a lot of uncertainty and our understanding of
other elements described in this report (e.g. the severity of
the influenza season) is likely to evolve as additional evidence
emerges over the coming months. (In the event, influenza was
almost completely absent last winter, which may result in a
larger than usual outbreak this winter.) There was a critical
window from now until early autumn to use such information
to prepare, adapt and refine planning to mitigate the most
likely risks.

Knowledge exchange between the four nations will be
vital; for example, the Academy was aware of the Scottish
Government’s COVID-19 Advisory Sub-Group on Public Health
Threat Assessment that is considering NHS Scotland winter
planning.

This report is a rapid review and provides a summary
of what at the time was the current research available at the
time of writing rather than an exhaustive literature review. It
drew on what at the time was the most recent evidence and
has not been subject to formal peer-review. 
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Risks associated with 
reopening education settings
in September 2020
By SAGE’s Children’s Task and Finish Group and the
Government Office for Science

Abstract: This paper summarises the combined advice of the
Interdisciplinary Task & Finish Group on the Role of Children in
Transmission, with input from participants of NERVTAG, EMG,
SPI-M and SPI-B. It looks at the variety of risks associated with
reopening schools and colleges and with keeping them
closed.The paper was written last July, as policy-makers were
beginning to plan for the return of children and young people
to education settings in September (or August in Scotland).

Key words: risk, infection, children, physiology, transmission.

It is important when considering the issue of reopening
education settings for the physical return of all pupils and
young people to note the importance of differentiating

between different types of risk that may result from sending
children to school. 

On the one hand are the risks of reopening schools for
physical attendance for all students:
1.      The COVID-19 related health risks to students associated
with attending educational settings.
2.      The COVID-19 related health risks for staff, who are older
and have a different physiology.
3.      The impact increased attendance in reopened education
settings will have on transmission in the wider community,
including to household members of children in school.

And to balance these with the risks associated with continuing
to keep schools closed:



4.      The risks to student mental health, wellbeing, welfare,
socialisation and development associated with children not
being in school.
5.      The medium and longer-term impact on educational
attainment, health outcomes and productivity, as well as
increasing educational and societal inequalities, associated
with lost education.

The consensus conclusion among scientists at the time was
that there was a relatively low risk to students’ health of
returning to school. (Long COVID was then hardly known.)
There was high confidence that the severity of COVID-19 is
lower in children than adults, and moderate confidence that
children are less susceptible to infection. In contrast, and
covered further in previous SAGE/SPI-B advice (1), the harms
to student mental health and development of keeping
educational settings closed are well established. (2)  This
evidence suggests that children isolated or quarantined during
pandemic diseases are more likely to develop acute stress
disorder, attachment disorder and grief.

There is evidence that adults have higher susceptibility
to infection (low confidence) and clinical disease (high
confidence) than children. It follows that staff in educational
settings have a higher risk of experiencing severe symptoms
than students. There was some, but limited, evidence that
children play a lesser role in transmission than adults
(moderate confidence). There is little direct evidence of
transmission from pupils to teachers.

This suggests that any risk to teachers may be less
associated with contact with students, and more associated
with potential contacts with other school staff, or
parents/carers. For many school staff the risk of severe health
outcomes will be lower than people of retirement age. 

However, the specific situations where there may be
an increased risk associated with any transmission (for
example if a child is living with a vulnerable adult, or a staff
member has an indicator of increased risk) will require
further consideration.
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In terms of the risk of increasing community
transmission, schools and universities should not be
considered in isolation from wider measures. Which sectors
to open or keep closed in order to keep R below one is clearly
a policy choice. It should be noted that, given the evidence on
the reduced severity of disease among children, reopening
schools carries fewer risks to those who will attend than
settings which have already been opened, that result in more
frequent adult interactions. As policy makers work to strike a
balance between opening up different sectors of the UK, the
ready reckoners work (3) will be important in highlighting the
trade-offs that will need to be made. This group would
strongly support the opening of schools being prioritised,
maintaining sufficient latitude in wider transmission to make
that possible in September.

Key messages
• There is relatively low immediate risk to children’s
health from SARS-CoV-2 (high degree of confidence), with
evidence indicating that children/adolescents have lower
susceptibility to SARS-CoV-2 infection (low confidence) and
clinical disease (high confidence) than adults.
• There is some (but limited) evidence that children play
a lesser role in transmission than adults.
• In countries where schools have been open for some
time, data suggests that school opening has made little
difference to community transmission.
• Measures to reduce transmission should consider a
hierarchy of risk, address the three transmission routes
(close-range droplet, surface contacts, aerosol), and duration
of exposure.
• Ensuring good ventilation and designing physical
layouts to maximise distancing, together with administrative
controls such as regular cleaning of high touch and shared
surfaces are key.
• Risk mitigation plans should consider the range of
interactions over a school day, and identify 
situations / locations that pose a higher risk of transmission
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through the activity and environment. Extra consideration
needs to be given to interactions between adult staff, given
their greater risk of disease and likely more significant role in
transmission.
• The use of facemasks for children is likely to be
unfeasible for younger children. Among older
children there are still risks that this will increase face
touching and risk substitution, but these may be mitigated
through education. Given the low risk of transmission
between children, the detrimental developmental impacts of
extended face mask use by children (including affecting
damage to general speech and language development) may
be greater than the potential protective benefit of facemask
use.
• It will be important to have at-scale surveillance, and
local plans for reactive action, if infections are identified, in
place by September to ensure any outbreaks are quickly
identified and dealt with.
• Schools and universities are complex, interactive,
systems. The potential unintended consequences of specific
restrictions on wider patterns of interaction need to be
considered.
• Measures should seek to avoid joining up social
networks within an educational institution, such as contact
between teachers and pupils from different classes, and
especially different schools.
• We recommend that the term “education bubble” is
not used in the context of education as this conflates the issue
with very different household bubbles. Segmentation is a
more appropriate term.
• Segmentation of children has advantages in limiting
the extent of transmission, support easier detection of linked
cases, and potentially limit disruption during an outbreak –
meaning that only certain classes and staff need to be
isolated. However, segmentation may be difficult to achieve in
all settings, and could have downsides, such as reinforcing
academic segregation.
• Internal DfT modelling suggests that there is likely to
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only be capacity to accommodate a minority of children who
use public transport to get to school in September, whilst
maintaining social distancing.
• Separate transport, or staggered start times, may
reduce transmission risk on public transport (and improve the
ability to maintain social distancing), although this would need
coordination with local employers. Alternatives, such as active
travel (i.e. cycling, walkingbuses) could be encouraged, and
would have broader health benefits.
• Clear, consistent scientifically informed
communication to children, teachers, and parents will be
vitally important and is something SPI-B could further
support. It will be important to co-construct advice to schools
with teachers, parents and students, in order to build trust
and ensure any guidance is workable on the ground.
• Policy is moving towards managing interventions at a
local, rather than national, scale. Schools and higher
educational interventions should also be considered on a local
scale. Work is being done to explore how and what science
advice can be provided at these scales.
• It is beyond the scope of modelling to assess some of
the questions posed. Further modelling could add value in
informing the most effective testing and monitoring strategies
within universities, and to inform outbreak response planning.

Role of children in transmission
What is the updated evidence (direction and degree of
confidence) on COVID risk for children generally and also for
younger children (under 5s), older teenagers and young
people of HE age (18-22), specifically: severity of disease;
susceptibility to clinical disease; infectivity; and
transmissibility to peers and adults.

Severity
As agreed at SAGE 31, evidence still indicates that the severity
of disease in children is lower than in adults (high degree of
confidence). In addition to the evidence assessed at that time,
a study covering the largest cohort in the current literature of
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children admitted to hospital with laboratory-confirmed SARS-
CoV-2 is now available. A deep dive into these data over the
weekend of the 4-5 July updated previous analyses and found
that children under 19 admitted to hospital with SARS-CoV-2
have less severe clinical disease than adults.
• Of over 55,000 hospital patients with confirmed SARS-
CoV-2, only 0.8% (431) were under the age of 19. Of these,
17% (72/431) were admitted to critical care; 7% (28/408)
received non-invasive ventilation; 9% (35/408) received
invasive ventilation.
• There were no deaths in children under 16 years of
age in this cohort. Three young people died, who were aged
16-19 years. Two of these young people had profound neuro-
disability with pre-existing respiratory compromise. The third
young person was immunosuppressed by chemotherapy for a
haematological malignancy. This is extremely low compared
to adult disease: overall in-hospital mortality of up to 26% has
been described, with those over 80 being approximately 10
times more likely to die than those under 50 (4).
• Admission to critical care was associated with age
under one month, admission to hospital more than five days
prior to symptoms, and Black ethnicity.
• Among children there is evidence of three distinct
clusters of symptoms: an influenza-like illness
(headache, fatigue, fever, chest/joint pain), a respiratory
illness (runny nose, sore throat, shortness of breath,
wheeze/cough) and an abdominal illness (abdominal pain,
vomiting, rash, diarrhoea).
• 12% of all  children in the above study met the
definition for multisystem inflammatory syndrome, with the
first case identified in mid-March. 

Susceptibility, infectivity and transmissibility 
Evidence now available supports an updated assessment of
susceptibility, infectivity and transmissibility as compared to
that agreed in SAGE 31.
• Evidence indicates that children/adolescents have
lower susceptibility to SARS-CoV-2 infection (low confidence)
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and clinical disease (high confidence) than adults, although
evidence on any underlying mechanism is less clear.
• Data from prevalence/seroprevalence studies are
mixed, with some finding no clear differences with age,
although often with wide confidence intervals.
• Limited evidence indicates that children play a lesser
role in transmission than adults at a
population level (moderate confidence).
• Evidence and data remain unclear on infectivity in
children (low confidence).

Specifically, a recent systematic review and meta-analysis (5)
found evidence that children/adolescents under 18-20 years
have lower susceptibility to SARS-CoV-2 infection than adults,
with 56% lower odds of being an infected contact. It also
found weak evidence that children and young people play a
lesser role in transmission at a population level, with a cited
systematic review of household clusters of COVID-19 finding
only 3/31 (10%) were due to a child index case and a
population-based school contact tracing study finding minimal
transmission by child or teacher index cases. It provided no
information on the infectivity of children and data were
insufficient to explore differences between younger children,
adolescents and adults.

Protective measures
The selection of measures should consider a hierarchy of risk
and should address the three transmission routes (close-range
droplet, surface contacts, aerosol). It is important that
duration of exposure is also considered. Risks will be higher
when people spend significant time together (e.g. within a
classroom) than in brief interactions (e.g. passing in a
corridor) and so it is most important to focus on measures
where students and teachers have the greatest interactions.

Risk assessments of activities should consider all
potential routes of transmission and are most
effective if they are developed jointly by employers and the
individuals performing the various activities which comprise

Education Journal Review • Vol. 27 No. 2

SAGE and GOS



any job. (6)
People with different social networks should try to

avoid meeting, especially close, prolonged, indoor contact, or
sharing the same spaces. For example, contact should be
avoided between teachers and pupils from different classes
and especially different schools, and sports teams from
different areas should avoid sharing facilities and enclosed
spaces.

Extra consideration needs to be given to interactions
between adult staff, given their greater risk of disease and
likely more significant role in transmission. Teachers working
in classrooms with lots of protective measures in place, only
to mingle at close quarters in the staff room would achieve
little. SPI-B has previously provided advice on redesigning
shared space and activities to minimise interaction between
people from different networks in the workplace. (7)

Presence of infectious people
Within a hierarchy of risk, the most effective controls are
those classed as “elimination and substitution” which
significantly reduce the chance of having an infectious person
present. In the context of an educational environment these
are achieved through effective processes to ensure those who
are symptomatic or who have been exposed to the disease do
not come into the setting. 

At-scale surveillance, building on the COVID-19
surveillance in school KIDs (sKIDs) work, is an important tool
for identifying cases or outbreaks, and further developing our
understanding of transmission in education settings. This
should be in place by September to ensure any outbreaks are
quickly identified.

Case detection in schools will need to take account of
the emerging evidence around different symptom clusters in
children. Infectious illness presenteeism is common in
workplaces, educational and childcare settings, and will
undermine attempts to keep infectious people away from a
setting. There are a number of reasons and risk factors
associated with presenteeism, and ways to mitigate them. (8)
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Organisations should look to promote a positive
working culture and develop sickness absence policies that
reduce presenteeism e.g. emphasising the importance and
benefits of taking sick leave and the increased risks of
spreading infectious diseases to others. Specific job-related
risk factors, such as lack of cover, should be identified so that
counter measures can be developed. Since many employees
are unsure about the threshold for taking sick leave, clear
guidelines should also be given regarding what to do when
they are sick. 

Physical environment
Schools should consider their range of activities and identify
those that pose a higher risk of transmission through the
activity and environment. For example: high energy sports in
poorly ventilated indoor spaces, crowded changing rooms,
travel by bus between school activities, close interactions in a
science lab. It will also be important to consider activities that
pose a risk to those who engage with it, for example musical
performances to family members. Many of these activities
may be able to continue, but may require additional measures
or adjustments to enable them to be carried out safely.

Important measures should include engineering and
environmental actions such as ensuring good ventilation and
designing physical layouts to maximise distancing, together
with administrative controls such as regular cleaning of high
touch and shared surfaces. Cleaning of shared spaces is
important, particularly where a classroom or other space is
used by multiple groups. Regular hand hygiene and good
respiratory hygiene should be enabled through provision of
appropriate facilities and use of education programmes and
posters.

Winter is an important consideration that potentially
increases risks. Poor weather restricts outdoor
activities (including play) and tends to lead to poorer internal
environments with lower ventilation. It may be necessary to
consider additional heating to compensate for increased
airflows. The virus survives better in low temperatures, low
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humidities and reduced UV light which are all characteristic of
winter.

There is a very small evidence base for the
effectiveness of NPIs within educational settings. Several
studies have considered the impact of hand hygiene on
respiratory diseases including some in school settings.
Although some studies show a reduction in absenteeism,
systematic reviews suggest no significant effect on respiratory
disease transmission. (9, 10) Studies in schools generally show
a stronger effect on gastrointestinal illness.

Very few studies consider cleaning, however one brief
study sampled university classrooms that were cleaned on a
daily basis and repeatedly found coronavirus 229E [an
endemic coronavirus responsible for the common cold]
suggesting frequent recontamination. (11) A study in
California shows inadequate ventilation is associated with
increase illness absence. (12) Studies also show associations
between poor indoor air quality, low ventilation and
respiratory conditions such as asthma. 

Interaction between education and other systems
Application of measures should consider the community
network surrounding an educational setting and the potential
unintended consequences of decisions. For example, a
decision in a university setting to not reopen social areas may
prompt staff and students to visit external cafés or travel
home to eat, which could lead to higher risk of transmission.

A systems approach could be applied to evaluate
interdependencies within and between a setting, and
particularly to identify interfaces between education and
other settings that may be specific risk points. This could
potentially be linked to network models. Evidence suggests
that many children continue to leave the house and mix with
others during school closures, despite public health
recommendations to avoid social contact. (13) 

Behavioural considerations
Some of the behavioural considerations around schools
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reopening are:
• Social/physical distancing in schools (especially at the
younger age groups) is unlikely to be very feasible, and likely
very difficult to enforce.
• Segmentation of school children is likely to be most
feasible in primary school and in years 7-9 of secondary
school. It would be much harder in years 10-13 because of
different academic sets and academic options. Space and
availability of staff impose further constraints on
segmentation, but these may be surmountable with increased
resourcing.
• Perspex barriers within classrooms are not currently
being widely implemented but could be with increased
resourcing. It would be important to consider where these
could be placed to provide appropriate protection but
without interfering in class activities or introducing other risks
such as blocking ventilation flows.
• Enhanced use of audio equipment (e.g. microphones)
may be particularly beneficial in lecture  type environments in
universities to reduce the use of projected voices that could
generate higher levels of droplets. (14) There may be a need
for clear messaging to promote this action.
• Some environmental interventions in schools rely on
appropriate behaviours to be effective. This includes ensuring
adequate ventilation in schools that are naturally ventilated
through opening windows, which rely on teachers taking
action.

The current SAGE advice (15) on cloth face masks is that, on
balance, there is enough evidence to support
recommendation of community use of cloth face masks, for
short periods in enclosed spaces where social distancing is not
possible. However this advice did not specify if the benefits
were the same for adults and children. A more recent EMG-
SAGE paper outlines the evidence for different types of mask
and highlights practical considerations, e.g. for cloth masks
mechanistic effectiveness depends on material and fit, as well
as wearing properly. (16)
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On the specific use of facemasks for children, this is
likely to be unfeasible for younger children and among older
children there are still risks that this will increase face
touching and risk substitution, but these may be mitigated
through education. The risks of affecting damage to general
speech and language development is far greater than any risks
of children transmitting. Viewing of faces is essential for brain
development in both younger and older children, and in
learning to speak/phonics, much of which is based on
phonemic awareness. This is particularly important for
children from less language rich environments, or bi-lingual
children, or children from English as an additional language
(EAL) backgrounds.

Wearing a facemask could also negatively impact deaf
or hearing-impaired children, children with other sensory
needs, and children who struggle with emotional recognition
and emotional regulation. Facemasks could also negatively
impact children’s ability for play and interaction.

Importance of co-construction of communication
As SPI-B have consistently advised (17) guidance should be
developed in partnership with teachers, parents, and students
to ensure that it is feasible to implement and develops and
maintains trust in government policy. Local authorities and
community members are likely to be able to identify potential
barriers and suggest potential solutions. Each school is
different, each setting unique and each will have things that
they can do easily, others less so. Additional work is required
to identify perceptions of risk, understanding, and information
needs across these groups. Most importantly, these groups
must perceive that the risk of infection is low before they will
be willing to attend or send their children to school.

Targeted messaging and support are needed to explain
measures and required behaviours in school settings, as well
as increasing peoples’ awareness of the risks involved in social
interaction both inside and outside school. There is
considerable evidence that different messaging is required for
young people, for young people this needs to be based
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around peer modelling and young people’s priorities. (18)
Schools which are more likely to be sites of

transmission (high poverty, low resource), may be those with
the least capacity to take up additional interventions due to
background stressors and underresourcing. These schools will
require additional resources and support as they are most
likely to struggle with infection control after widespread
return. There is a risk of stigma and enhancing inequalities if
school closures happen more often in poor areas. 

Effectiveness of rotas
School openings cannot be viewed in isolation, and their
interaction with other measures must be considered. Previous
modelling on rotas (cohorts split into groups attending school
on alternating cycles – for example: week on, week off), as
discussed at SAGE 31 (19), was carried out in the context of
previous stricter interventions.

The benefit of rotas is in breaking transmission chains
within schools and workplaces. The “on” window in school
should be short enough to prevent multiple infection
generations, with the “off” window long enough for any onset
of symptoms to be detected before returning to school in the
next cycle. However, there may be minimal benefit of rotas,
beyond segmentation of the population, if children mix
extensively between rota groups outside of school – as may
be the case under the current measures. Rotas and school
segmentation could pose particular challenges for households
with working parents/carers and children in different year-
groups in terms of childcare and pick-up/drop-off times.

Age of children
Transmission risk is not solely determined by the number of
contacts made, but is also affected by the duration and type
of contact. The risk of a wider outbreak will also be impacted
by the degree of clustering in contacts. Younger children tend
to have a greater number of contacts and higher contact time,
but also have more clustered contacts limiting the potential
for extensive transmission chains. Older children have a
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higher degree of social mixing and variation in who they
contact. It is possible that susceptibility and infectivity is
higher in adolescents than younger children. However, older
children have greater capacity for self-regulation though this
may not translate into greater adherence to social distancing
and handwashing.

Education ‘Bubbles’ and Clusters
SAGE has consistently advised caution around the application
of bubbles, within which all social distancing measures are not
followed, to managing the epidemic. Bubbles of large
households with multiple people in them, represent a
significant extra risk. 

However, in this instance we recommend that the
term “bubble” is not used in this context. What is being
described relates to segmenting of the population (potentially
with social distancing and other protective measures in place),
rather than an extension of the household. As such, use of the
term “bubble” risks confusion.

Segmenting school children
The value of segmenting school groups is not simply reducing
transmission risk to the children and staff involved.
Segmentation has a number of advantages:
• It limits the extent of local transmission and potential
outbreak size.
• It may also support easier detection of linked cases -
two or more cases in the same segment would provide a
signal of where transmission is likely to be occurring. 
• Finally, it could limit disruption during an outbreak –
meaning that only certain classes and staff need to be
isolated. With no controls or segmentation in place, relatively
few infections could result in the majority of a school
community needing to be isolated.

However, whilst segmentation of classes or year-groups will
likely reduce the number of interactions with students and
individual contacts, it may not reduce their social interactions
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within their friendship groups. (20) Moreover, segmentation
will also restrict schools’ ability to implement academic
groupings whereby students are placed in different classes by
academic ability for different subjects. There is evidence to
suggest that academic segmentation is not associated with
overall gains in achievement. However, this could also lead to
increased inequity if the segmentation of year-groups
reinforced segregation of children and academic streaming.
Further consideration also needs to be made to the
requirements for children to be able to exercise and play, and
how this would be incorporated into any proposed
segmentation. Whilst segmentation has proven effective in
other settings, the implementation of this needs to be
considered against the relatively low transmission of SARS-
CoV-2 between children, and essential wellbeing and
development of children through academic learning and
exercise. 

Attendance at multiple early years settings
Attendance of multiple early years settings risks joining up
chains of transmission, creating extensive networks. The close
contact/intimate care provided in early years setting may
increase this risk. This would also make outbreak response
and control more difficult, as children, parents and staff at
multiple providers would potentially need to be traced and
isolated.

Infection dynamics and networks in universities
This section draws on unpublished work by two groups for
their home institutions, and a subsequent discussion of a
subgroup SPI-M-O members. It does not specifically consider
the breadth of UK institutions and the wider sector.

It is essential to note that universities do not only
affect students: university staff (including ancillary and
support staff) will comprise a significant minority of the
population, and will likely be from older and more vulnerable
groups relative to students. Any analysis of universities and
the student population will be sensitive to assumptions on the
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asymptomatic fraction and relative infectivity of
asymptomatic cases in young adults. Infection dynamics
within a university are likely to be highly dependent on the
interplay of different layers of networks across years of study,
courses, accommodation and wider social networks
(e.g.societies, sports etc). For instance, networks and student
behaviour will likely differ for campus vs. city universities and
by size and type of accommodation (e.g. self-contained flats
vs. dorms).

Drawing generalisable conclusions from institution
specific modelling is likely to be difficult. However, a further
area where modelling could add value is informing the most
effective testing and monitoring strategies within universities
and outbreak response planning.

Segmentation of the university population
As for schools, transmission risk in universities is affected by
the duration and type of contact, not simply the number of
contacts. The risk of a wider outbreak is also influenced by the
degree of clustering. If contacts are highly clustered then this
will limit for potential for extensive transmission chains – for
example, students from the same course living and socialising
together. Segments will have greater impact if there are fewer
contacts outside the group, a factor which will be influenced
by the wider social distancing measures in place. ‘Nesting’
different networks or segments of the student population
together – for example ensuring those on the same course
live together - may help to reduce transmission risk. This
would need to be balanced against wider considerations such
as student diversity and mental health. Reduction of any
overlapping networks with other universities, particularly any
shared halls of residence would also further reduce outbreak
risk, and size of outbreaks if they occur.

School transport
Having separate transport for schools, away from members of
the public, should in theory reduce transmission. Shared
transportation would increase risk of transmission. However,
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it would be very difficult to create an applicable generalised
model of this scenario.

As it currently stands, all students travelling on public
transport are already required to use masks. However, given
the potential low transmission of children compared to adults,
it should be considered if masks are necessary on buses for
schools. Internal Department for Transport (DfT) modelling
suggests that there is l ikely to only be capacity to
accommodate a minority of children who use public transport
to get to school in September, whilst maintaining social
distancing. Alternative modes of transport, or staggered
starts, are likely to be necessary. Capacity looks particularly
limited in London.

Staggering start times may help avoid students using
transport at rush hour (and improve the ability to maintain
social distancing), although this would need coordination with
local employers. There may also be other options available
such as active travel options (i.e. walking buses), though these
become less likely in the autumn/winter and capacity to
increase this beyond current levels may be limited. Early
engagement between DfT and DfE on this issue will be
important. 

A final point of consideration is the rural/urban divide
amongst students, and the variability of transport that comes
with this. Some may spend considerable amount of time on
public transport. Similarly, transport patterns will vary greatly
between schools, for example in the degree of reliance
between buses, which could be commissioned specially, or
trains, which couldn’t. 

Potential for seeding from universities
The relative importance of universities in changing the
geographical distribution of infection will depend on the
background incidence and extent of regional variation across
the UK and overseas. This may be partially mitigated by local
lockdown measures. Migration at the end of term may
warrant more attention than that at the start of term, as
universities may act as amplifiers. If there is an outbreak at a
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university (even if not widespread  transmission), then
students returning home could pose a risk for spread across
the UK. This will be further exacerbated if people return
infected but asymptomatic. Students are also more likely to
be integrated with the wider community at their home
address. Another potential issue is students returning home
after falling ill or being diagnosed with COVID-19 to avoid
having to quarantine alone. The potential for “spillover” into
the local community during term-time will depend on the
university in question and level of integration with the wider
population. All measures to reduce the risk and size of
outbreaks within universities and rapid detection and
containment of outbreaks within universities would all help
limit transmission to the wider community.

Modelling
The potential seeding of cases from student migrations could
be modelled, but any findings will be highly dependent on
background incidence, regional variation and whether
university outbreaks are in place. The response to sick
students, and whether they return home during quarantine is
likely to be more of an impact. Further work on testing and
monitoring, and outbreak response is recommended as a
higher priority.
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Further and higher education
By the Scientific Advisory Group for
Emergencies (SAGE)

Abstract: SAGE and its subgroups have considered the impacts
of both closing and reopening schools and early years settings.
The effects of such closures have been considered individually
and alongside other behavioural and social interventions.
While some of the information generated thus far has been
relevant to all education settings, it is clear that both the
Further and Higher Education sectors have elements that are
very different from schools and they would profit from
separate consideration.

Key words: further, higher, students, health, learning.

Some of the issues flagged in this paper – notably
observations on grouping sizes (such as classes, years,
accommodation and social groups) travel implications

and new ‘household’ formation – are also covered in the
paper being presented by the Children’s Task and Finish
Group, but some new issues are flagged here for SAGE
consideration.

We have deliberately placed Further Education before
Higher Education as it is less well understood, yet is
fundamentally critical to the delivery of the Government’s
skills agenda. It has many unique characteristics that reflect
neither schools nor universities and which are worth focusing
on.

The Objectives for both HE and FE Sectors are to:
A)      Enable the reopening of as much face to face provision
within both sectors as possible.
B)      Ensure that this does not lead to a resurgence of the
disease.
C)      Reassure learners and workforce that it is safe to return
to these settings.
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Key Characteristics and Issues to consider - Further
Education
1)      Further Education is a complex sector – with a huge
range of providers, learners, modes of learning, course
lengths and course intensities.
2)      Learning settings mix with workplaces: apprentices
between employers and workplaces, and pre-crisis around
two-thirds of FE learners were in some form of employment.
3)      In September 2019, there were 1.7m learners enrolled in
FE, with around 750,000 aged 16-18 and just under 1 million
aged 19+. Due to the huge variation in types of FE learning
(e.g. only 3% of 24+ classroom learners are full time), we
estimate that 830,000 to 970,000 learners were “on site” each
day in September 2019.
4)      There are a number of “at-risk” categories from a health
perspective: nearly a quarter of FE learners are BAME,
150,000 learners are aged 50+, over half of adult FE learners
from the bottom two Index of Multiple Deprivation quintiles
and teachers in FE tend to be older than in schools.
5)      There are a number of “at-risk” categories from an
education perspective: around 20% of FE learners self-report
having a learning difficulty and/or disability and
disadvantaged learners are over represented in FE. Remote
learning is less feasible for many FE learners (e.g. those
undertaking practical learning, lower level learners, those with
learning difficulties) which highlights the importance of face
to face delivery.

Given the wide range of learner characteristics, modes
of learning, course lengths and course intensities, a range of
further issues are of specific interest to this sector.
6)      When thinking about controlling infection, do we need
to take a differentiated approach rather than a single blanket
approach for the whole of FE?
7)      What are the implications of the fact that trainees and
apprentices frequently attend both FE settings and the
workplace? What is the likely impact of applying workplace
guidance to a training environment (e.g. in a beauty salon
where ‘customers’ can be more controlled)?
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8)      Where training cannot be undertaken in the workplace
as that sector has not returned, could it take place in FE with
additional precautions in place?
9)      Existing barriers to learning amongst adults may be
heightened as many learners are from higher risk groups, so
may need more convincing about safety of the setting
compared to the average learner. Are there any behavioural
science interventions that would help here?

Key Characteristics and Issues to consider - Higher Education
10)     Universities have already undertaken significant
planning about their approach to delivering teaching and
learning in the coming year, based on existing government
guidance, for example on safer workplaces. The majority of
universities are planning to welcome students back in the
Autumn term based on a blend of online and face to face
learning.
11)     As for FE, there is significant diversity across the sector
and learning settings vary from classroom based activities to
specialist workshops (such as labs or performance-based
activity). Evidence to date is that universities are planning to
restrict face to face teaching and learning to smaller groups,
with larger scale activities such as lectures remaining online.
12)     Universities are also working on a range of options to
limit contact amongst students, based on the individual
requirements of their institutions and courses, but including:
concentrating face to face teaching time to reduce the
number of days students are required on site (minimising
travel and contact); maintaining teaching groups where
possible while not restricting student choice; grouping
students by subject within accommodation.
13)      To help guide university planning, we are keen to
understand: the relative efficacy of protective measures to
break chains of transmission and ensure COVID security; and
how well the concept of “bubbles” might serve to inhibit or
accelerate transmission.
14)      We are also keen to understand the potential
implications for internal migrations at the start and end of
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term, and the relative risk for new cohorts of students in
forming new “households” and course groups. This includes
the impact on local healthcare; testing capabilities; and public
transport and other infrastructure at the influx and
subsequent patterns of movement of students.
15)     Universities are also seeking additional or bespoke
guidance on some specific areas, including:
- University Libraries, particularly taking into account the
range of requirements from lending; studying texts that
cannot be removed and may need sensitive handling; and the
use of libraries as a workspace for some students.
- Performance-based courses: particularly taking into account
the challenges of social distancing in these contexts, and the
additional risk of some activities (e.g. singing).
DfE are working with DCMS to review wider guidance on both
these issues but here will be a need to specifically address
teaching situations.
16)     While the focus of guidance to date has been on the
issues that need to be considered in order to reopen
provision, many universities are planning on the basis that
they may also need to respond to a renewed regional
lockdown and/or an outbreak within the university. We are
keen to understand the risks and risk factors for an outbreak
and/or a super-spreader event within a university, and the
relative hierarchy of measures that a university can and
should enact, along with the local authorities, to respond to
an outbreak.
17)    University student populations have broader ranges of
activity, autonomy and interactions than school populations
and we do not have evidence about the impact of this activity
on the R rate – we would also note that this broader range of
activity and interaction is likely to be true for this group even
if they do not physically attend university. As for schools, we
also do not currently understand how we could increase
COVID Security in universities beyond those measures already
set out in existing guidance and we welcome any observations
that SAGE members may have.
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FURTHER EDUCATION
Reopening Further Education (FE) providers in September
2020 - Policy objectives
The Prime Minister and the Secretary of State have set the
ambition that all education settings will be welcoming all
students back, in person, in September. There is significant
diversity across the FE sector, in terms of the characteristics of
young people and adults that attend FE providers, and also
the types of learning undertaken and the methods of delivery.

Our objectives should be to:
A)      Enable the reopening of as much face to face provision
within the FE sector as possible.
B)      Ensure that this does not lead to a resurgence of the
disease.
C)      Reassure learners and workforce that it is safe to return
to these settings.
D)      Ensure that FE providers, including through our skills
recovery package, are able to support the delivery of an
economic recovery. 

DfE have published guidance on the actions FE providers
should take for all learners from September 2020.(1) This note
outlines further considerations regarding the planned return
of learners to FE settings. The guidance already released sets
out the requirements for providers to complete risk
assessments and put in place a system of controls around
prevention and response to any infection. (2)

Enable the reopening of as much face to face provision
within the FE sector as possible and ensure that this does not
lead to a resurgence of the disease
FE learners are more diverse than in other education settings.
In September 2019, there were around 750,000 16-18 year
olds and just under a million adult learners. Nearly a quarter
of FE learners are BAME, and 150,000 FE learners are aged
50+. FE learners are also typically more disadvantaged, with
over half of adult learners from the bottom two Index of
Multiple Deprivation quintiles. Teachers in FE tend to be older
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than in schools; over half are aged 45+ compared to only a
quarter in schools.

Given that adult FE learners (and workforce) are more
likely to have characteristics that are associated with a higher
relative risk of infection:
• Should this have any impact on our controls around
prevention and response to any infection?
• What are the associated implications on the amount of
face to face learning, how stringent social distancing should
be and the need for additional PPE?

Further Education providers range from Further Education
Colleges (average over 6,000 learners, often on multiple
campus sites) to Independent Training Providers (average
under 200 learners). The “classroom” can be extremely
varied, ranging from conventional classrooms, to specialist
workshops, outdoor settings (for landbased provision), or
realistic workplace type environments (e.g. a hair salon).

Remote learning is less feasible for many FE learners,
particularly those undertaking practical learning, or lower
level learners or those with learning difficulties. In addition to
modifying rooms or workshops to support social distancing,
providers are directed to the guidance for workplaces.

Modes of learning, course lengths and course
intensities vary, for example:
• Full-time learning programmes – for example A-Levels
or BTECs.
• Apprenticeships – typically on site one day per week
(half of adults are likely to receive training online or at
premises of their employer).
• Short duration courses – lasting only a week or two. 
• Part-time courses – that might be longer duration, but
only have one or two days learning per week, or be delivered
in the evenings.

Given the wide range of learner characteristics, modes of
learning, course lengths and course intensities:
• When thinking about controlling infection, do we need
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to take a differentiated approach rather than a single blanket
approach for the whole of FE?
• What is the likely impact on the infection rate of
different of groups of learners returning?
• What is the relationship between the approach to
vocational delivery in FE settings and the workplace? What is
the likely impact of applying workplace guidance to a training
environment (e.g. in a beauty salon training environment
where ‘customers’ can be more controlled)?
• Where training cannot be undertaken in the workplace
as that sector has not returned, could it take place in FE with
additional precautions in place?
• What is the likely impact of ‘bubbles’ in large
providers, where traditional year groups are not valid so
creating discrete groups of learners without limiting choice
about combinations of courses? What is the likely impact of
‘bubbles’ when delivering training in non-classroom-based
settings?

The guidance for FE providers is designed to be adapted to
the circumstances, which given the diversity of the provider
base will mean there may be scenarios which have not been
fully considered, where further advice would be useful. We
welcome views on strategies for managing risks and
promoting good practice.
• Travel – where learners are travelling to their provider
they may be doing so via public transport. In these cases, they
would be expected to follow the same social distancing rules
as the rest of the general public. The catchment areas for FE
providers are much larger than the typical school. Adults
should be more capable of following social distancing
guidelines effectively compared to younger children.
• Mixing education settings with workplaces –
apprentices will mix between employers and workplaces, and
pre-crisis around two-thirds of FE learners  were in some form
of employment.
• Mixing education settings more generally – particularly
on influencing learner behaviour, and the relationship
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between the formal education offer provided, and what
learners are likely to do in their free time. For example, having
a structured environment may limit more risk-taking
behaviour, but it may also encourage more mixing outside of
college.
• Residential FE – around 3,000 FE learners live in
residential settings on site during the week, predominantly
16-18 year olds. We are continuing to consider options for
managing the risk of transmission in the event of local
lockdowns, where further advice would be useful.
• Limiting overall numbers on site and combining with
remote learning, where possible. This is likely to be achieved
by learners only coming in for scheduled days during the week
to limit the risk on public transport. Some learners and
courses are much more difficult to teach online than others.
Also, disadvantaged learners are over represented in FE so
less able to access online delivery. This means it would be
crucial to prioritise some form of face to face delivery to those
undertaking technical training that cannot happen at home,
and those at risk of disengagement.
• Bubbles/Groups – in FE it is hard to limit the size of
bubbles given that classes can be mixed age, and learners will
combine English and maths alongside vocational delivery. We
have asked providers to keep groups consistent, and to
consider as part of their risk assessment.
• Rotas (i.e. two weeks on site, two weeks off). In FE this
is much harder to achieve and more disruptive to the
curriculum. Colleges would prefer to deliver a consistent
blend of onsite and online activity throughout the term. 

Reassure learners and workforce that it is safe to return to
these settings
For prospective FE learners, there may be concerns from
some groups about the safety of FE providers. We would
welcome advice on methods to give learners the confidence
to return to face to face education settings, particularly
considering:
• Many learners are from higher risk groups, so may
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need more convincing about safety of the setting compared to
the average learner.
• The need to credibly establish that the benefit of
attending the course outweighs the risk, particularly given the
short-term nature of some courses, (i.e. learners may think
the benefit worth the risk for a one week course).
• Existing barriers to learning amongst adults may be
heightened in current context. Are there any behavioural
science interventions that would help here?

Ensure that FE providers, including through our skills
recovery package, are able to support the delivery of an
economic recovery.
Training will form an important part  of any economic
recovery, and so it is essential that people will be able to
access that training through FE providers. At an individual
level, access to training helps mitigate against some of the
economic (and associated social) impacts of the crisis (e.g.
DWP programmes to support re-entry into the job market,
ability of adults to access retraining programmes).

HIGHER EDUCATION
Reopening Higher Education (HE) settings in September -
Policy Objectives
The Prime Minister and the Secretary of State have decided
that all education settings should be able to welcome all
students back, in person, in September. Higher education
providers are autonomous institutions and as such, to date,
we have taken the position that they are responsible for their
own plans for whether and how they will reopen their
provision from the Autumn term onwards, as long as they can
do so in line with wider government guidance. In addition,
there is significant diversity across the sector – in terms of the
requirements of different courses (e.g. between practical or
lab based courses and essay based courses); between campus
based universities and those more dispersed across a city; and
those with a high number of “commuter” students compared
to those where the majority live within the university.
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As such, planning and understanding the range of
measures that will enable reopening in accordance with
government guidelines is best done at an institution by
institution level based on their own understanding and
assessment of their situation and options. Our objectives
should be to:
A)      Enable the reopening of as much face to face provision
within the HE sector as possible.
B)      Ensure that this does not lead to a resurgence of the
disease.
C)      Reassure students, parents/carers and staff (including
those coming from overseas) that it is safe to return to these
settings.

Enabling the reopening of as much face to face provision
within the HE Sector as possible
Universities have already undertaken significant planning
about their approach to delivering teaching and learning in
the coming year, based on existing government guidance, for
example on safer workplaces. Given that universities generally
do not work to fixed timetables in the same way as schools
do, and already deliver in a range of different ways across
different courses and institutions, they also have more
options around: changing provision; staggering start times;
timetabling to limit the days on which students are required
on campus and to minimise the number of groups of students
who are timetabled on campus at the same time; and can
more easily make use of a range of locations of face to face
provision to enable them to maintain social distancing
guidelines. 

Recent surveys run by UUK indicate that the vast
majority of universities are planning to return to wide-spread
face to face provision, although most expect to continue
online provision of lectures and large scale activities, with face
to face teaching focused on smaller groups and practical
learning (e.g. labs). The emerging plans within this sector even
for the lead scenario are adopting a range of measures such
as limiting the size of contact groups within an academic
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setting; rotas to limit the number of students on site at the
same time and to limit the amount of travel required; and
maintaining some provision online. Feedback to date indicates
that existing guidance has enabled universities to plan
successfully, and universities tell us that recent changes to
guidance that allows flexibility from 2m social distancing to
1m plus additional measures where necessary will make a big
and positive difference to the range of options they can
explore. However, they are seeking additional or bespoke
guidance on some specific areas, including:

University Libraries, particularly taking into account
the range of requirements from lending; studying texts that
cannot be removed and may need sensitive handling; and the
use of libraries as a workspace for some students. According
to CILIP, the library and information association, there are
currently between 2m and 2.5m books in circulation on
extended loans from university libraries, the return of which
will need to be managed safety. DfE are working with DCMS
to review wider guidance on libraries in development, but
there may still be a case for separate guidance.

Performance-based courses: particularly taking into
account the challenges of social distancing in these contexts,
and the additional risk of some activities (e.g. singing). Again,
DfE are working with DCMS to review wider guidance on
professional performance but there will be a need to
specifically address teaching situations

To date, guidance has said that as part of their risk
assessment and planning, universities must consider the
particular needs and requirements of staff and students who
are at greater risk, including those identified in the Risk
Disparities report. Universities must comply with their Public
Sector Equalities Duty. If there is further evidence on effective
measures or interventions that are recommended, there
would be a need for further guidance on this.

We have separately asked SAGE to consider a number
of questions that will be relevant to HE settings, being
progressed via the Task and Finish Group for Children. We are
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particularly keen to understand:
• Relative efficacy of protective measures in HE settings
to break chains of transmission and ensure COVID Security. In
particular, some universities are contemplating mass routine
testing of all staff and/ or students as a precautionary
measure, so it would be useful to understand the potential
risks and benefits of this approach. Universities are also keen
to understand whether there is any additional evidence on
whether and how the scale and duration of events could
impact the risks of adopting 2 metres compared to 1m+ social
distancing.
• How well the concept of ‘bubbles’ in HE settings might
serve to inhibit or accelerate transmission (through containing
contacts vs. clustering) given the  typical size of
accommodation blocks and course groups, and the inevitable
membership of multiple ‘bubbles’ for HE (similar issues to
secondary school GCSE courses and FE learner groups).
• The potential implications for internal migrations at
the start and end of terms, and the relative risk for new
cohorts of students in forming new “households” and course
groups.

While the focus of guidance to date has been on the issues
that need to be considered in order to reopen provision, we
know that many universities are planning on the basis that
they may also need to respond to a renewed regional
lockdown and/or an outbreak within the university. However,
we think there will be benefit in providing clearer guidance on
the need to be planning for these contingencies, including
how universities should be working with local resilience
forums to develop suitable contingency plans, ensuring local
resilience planning is factoring in sufficient capacity to support
appropriate testing, tracking and tracing capabilities and
healthcare provision for the forecast university population
and how this can be rolled out/supported within the
university. It would be useful to understand the risks and risk
factors for an outbreak and/ or a super-spreader event within
a university.
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Ensure that this doesn’t lead to a resurgence of the disease
Once students are at university, we can expect students to:
• Attend tutorials/ seminars, which we would expect to
comply with government guidelines on social distancing/ safer
work places.
• We do NOT expect universities to offer large-scale face
to face lectures, and face to face contact will be limited to
smaller groups.
• Make use of shared facilities, such as libraries,
laboratories and computers, which we would expect to
comply with the bespoke guidance that has or is being
developed (see above).
• Use shared catering facilities, e.g. canteen/take away,
which we would expect to comply with government
guidelines on restaurants/other food providers.
• Attend social events/gatherings – which we would
expect to comply with government guidelines e.g. on pubs
and other public meeting places.
• Engage in in-person sporting, fitness and wellbeing
activities provided by the university in accordance with
prevailing government guidance on these activities and
facilities.
• Undertake assessments and exams in controlled
environments.

We do not have evidence about the impact of this activity on
the R rate. As for schools, we also do not currently understand
how we could increase COVID Security in universities beyond
those measures already set out in existing guidance. It would
be useful to be clear that for the purposes of any modelling or
assessment of risk, university students should be treated on
the same basis as the wider adult population.

However, if students did not go to university to do
these things, we would expect the students to remain at
home and instead seek work, but we could expect the pattern
of behaviour to be broadly the same i.e. we would expect
them to move between a “work” and home environment, and
engage in social activities in line with broader government
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guidance, including e.g. going to pubs and cinemas. It would
be useful to understand what, if any, evidence we may have
about the impact of the concentration of students within
university towns including on wider social contact and
transmission beyond the university, and what if any additional
COVID-secure measures would be recommended beyond
those in place to manage wider social interaction.

There is a case for additional guidance setting out
clearly the accountability for complying with government
guidelines, in particular in relation to for example Student
Union organised events. We would expect that a response to
any increase in the R value would mirror the response across
the rest of the country, rather than within the sector itself.
That is to say: if R started to increase, we could expect a
decision to restrict social activities/access to shared social
spaces and communal eating facilities across the whole
country or impacted region, rather than a decision targeted at
the HE sector. While it will remain at the discretion of
universities to decide what provision they can maintain within
government guidelines, we would not expect to see increased
restrictions on face to face teaching unless there were, for
example, similar restrictions imposed on e.g. office work.

For staff, universities have the same responsibilities as
other employers to ensure that appropriate risk assessments
and mitigations are in place to enable staff to return safely.
The additional risks that needs to be managed in relation to a
return to face to face HE provision arise from:
• A significant movement of around 1 million students
across the country, with potential impact on the transmission
of the virus, at the beginning and end of terms.
• Students moving from their family households to set
up new, temporary households during term time, and will
want to return to their family households at the end of terms.
This may vary from small shared households with fully mixed
living environments, to large scale university accommodation
blocks.
• Additional pressure on public transport infrastructure
around universities, particularly if there is a continued need to
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limit capacity to preserve social distancing.
• “Commuter students”, who travel regularly to
university from home. About 25% of full-time undergraduate
students are now commuter students. In 2018, in 10
universities, including City University London, University of
Wolverhampton and University of Bradford, more than 50% of
students lived in the parental home.
• International students arriving from overseas will
create a further potential impact on the transmission of the
virus, although some students, depending on the country they
are arriving from, will have to comply with a 14 day self-
isolation expectations  upon arrival to the UK.

What we need to do
We expect that SAGE will be able to advise on the availability
or feasibility of modelling on the potential impact of such a
significant level of movement across the country on the
potential transmission of the disease. We expect that this may
generate some advice or guidance on additional measures, for
example in relation to track and trace and/ or rapid reporting
mechanisms; short term additional distancing or hygiene
measures required. As part of this, if evidence starts to show
significant regional differences between transmission rates,
we may want to consider whether to issue specific guidance
for those moving between regions at the beginning and end of
term. We may also need clear communications, together with
DfT, to support students to travel safely as we can expect a
significant increase in long distance travel by public transport
at the beginning and end of term.

We need to have clear guidance for students on
setting up new households and moving between households
at the beginning and end of term. Clarity that this is permitted
is needed as soon as possible, as returning students in
particular are likely to be required to finalise private rental
agreements very soon. We are liaising with the Ministry of
Housing, Communities and Local Government on guidance
and we will need to ensure that this takes appropriate
account of the needs and scale of student movement. Ahead
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of September, we need clear guidance on the appropriate
measures to put in place including in large scale university
accommodation, in particular in relation to shared spaces
such as kitchens, bathrooms and common areas. We will need
guidance on whether and how the concept of “protective
bubbles” can be usefully applied to (particularly large-scale)
accommodation blocks and/ or additional hygiene or other
measures recommended if these go beyond existing guidance
issued.

We are working on the assumption that universities
should take responsibility for ensuring that they are able to
support students who are required to self-isolate for 14 days
upon arrival from abroad or to self-isolate in the event of a
suspected or confirmed case. However, it may be useful to
provide additional guidance on this, including on whether and
how it would be possible to manage joint quarantining of
students that arrived together. We are also working on the
assumption that as part of their efforts to manage social
distancing effectively, universities should be planning to
timetable effectively in a way that staggers arrival and
departure times in a way that will also reduce pressure on
public transport to an extent. For example, we know that
many universities are planning timetabling that concentrates
face to face engagement for each student into a limited
number of days per week, minimising the days individual
students need to travel to university buildings and also
allowing universities to limit the number of students that are
required to be on site on any given day. However, the
additional travel arising from the return of students may
nonetheless represent a significant point of concern for
effective management of the transmission risk across the local
area (i.e. not just in relation to the university) and may put
significant pressure on local transport provision if current
social distancing measures continue to apply. Further
guidance and clarity on this is likely to be required, along with
engagement of local transport planning.
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Reassuring students and parents/carers it is safe to return
For university students, reassurance is likely to come from:
• Universities clearly articulating the measures that they
have taken that ensure that they will comply with government
best practice – including clear evidence of complying with
social distancing measures; some elements of provision
remaining online; and changes to timetables to reduce
crowding pressures.
• Evidence from wider opening of other provision (e.g.
shops, pubs etc) that reopening can be managed successfully
without an impact on R, as long as people comply with
government guidance. This will require clear co-ordination
with the central messaging from government.
• Evidence that universities are aware and are able to
respond quickly (e.g. closing shared space; moving more
provision online temporarily) should the risk increase. There is
an option of working with Universities UK to develop a broad
framework of options that universities could consider flexing
should the alert levels go up and down, to give students the
confidence that universities can act quickly if required. 

Foot notes

(1)
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-
covid-19-maintaining-further-education-provision/what-fe-
collegesand-providers-will-need-to-do-from-the-start-of-the-2
020-autumn-term

(2)
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-
covid-19-maintaining-further-education-provision/what-fe-
collegesand-providers-will-need-to-do-from-the-start-of-the-2
020-autumn-term#public-health-advice-to-minimise-
coronavirus-covid-19-risks
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Physical distancing in early
learning and childcare
settings
By the Scottish COVID-19 Advisory Sub-group
on Education and Children’s Issues.

Abstract: The COVID-19 Advisory Sub-group on Education and
Children’s Issues is a sub-group of the Scottish Government
COVID-19 Advisory Group, a group of experts established by
the Scottish Government similar to, and designed to augment,
the advice of the UK Scientific Advisory Group on Emergencies
(SAGE). It is drawn largely from universities and includes
people like Scotland’s Chief Medical Officer. This paper on
physical distancing in early years and childcare settings was
written a year ago, and reflects the state of knowledge as
Scottish education was about to start a new academic year.

Key words: ELC, early years, childcare, risks, distancing.

This advice is set with a Scottish context of what at the
time this paper was written, a year ago, was low
community transmission rates and a clear strategy

towards driving case numbers continually towards zero.
Given Scotland’s then low prevalence, the advice given here
on physical distancing in Early Learning and Childcare (ELC)
settings is appropriate. 

The paper recognised that if the further unlocking of
restrictions, including indoor settings and tourism, resulted in
an increase in cases, there would need to be flexibility in the
use of this advice and variation among areas depending on
transmission in their local community. This could mean that
changes to distancing and greater use of face coverings may
be required if prevalence increases. The advice is firmly based
on an evaluation that risks are outweighed by the benefits to
young children. However, the overall objective is to continue
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to push incidence and prevalence down across Scotland and
for ELC settings to function as normally and fully as COVID19
prevalence makes possible. Flexibility is necessary within local
areas to make the best decisions based on local data on
community transmission.

Key Messages
• Subject to continued suppression of the virus, and to
surveillance and mitigations being in place, the balance of the
evidence suggests that no distancing should be required
between young children, and young children and adults in ELC
settings. This advice is based on a balance of evidence,
bringing evidence specifically about COVID-19 together with
evidence relating to the wider wellbeing of young children.
• Two metre distancing does not need to apply between
adults and children in ELC settings as, given the age-groups
involved, maintaining two metre distance between adults and
children is neither realistic nor appropriate. Maintenance of
two metre distance in adult-to-adult interactions is still
advised.
• Young children require to view faces and rely on non-
verbal cues to learn effectively. Face coverings should not be
required for most children and adults (those clinically advised
to wear a covering would be an exception).
• Where adults who are interacting together cannot
keep two metre distance, are interacting face-to-face and for
about 15 minutes or more, face coverings should be worn.
Young children may require additional reassurance about the
wearing of face coverings by adults when these are required.
• No additional general protections are proposed for
particular categories of children or staff, such as those with
underlying health conditions. Instead, requirements should be
put in place to reflect individual circumstances in line with
specific clinical advice.

The concerns within BAME communities must be recognised
and individual requests for additional protections should be
supported where possible. Care should be taken to ensure
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that BAME staff, children and families are involved in
decisions about additional protections.
• ELC provision should maximise opportunities for high
quality outdoor play, interaction and activities.
• Practitioners should be provided with support in how
to assess and meet the needs of children who have
experienced neglect during the period of ELC closures.
• A package of measures must be put in place to reduce
the risk of transmission of the virus:

o There should be an increased emphasis on teaching
and practising good hand hygiene, respiratory hygiene (both
indoors and outdoors) and surface cleaning.

o Hand washing/sanitising should be required for
everyone on every entry to the setting or moving of rooms.
Young children will need assistance to wash/sanitise hands
effectively. Young children will also need support to dry hands
effectively. Care should be taken to ensure that any products
which are being used are age appropriate and suitable for
sensitive skin.

o As close as possible to zero tolerance of symptoms
should be in place, and strict compliance with the Test and
Protect system. 

o The preference should be to avoid crowded indoor
spaces and, as much as possible, to keep children within the
same groups for the duration of the day.

o Sharing of equipment/utensils/toys/books should be
minimised; and smaller groups, more outdoor interactions
and activities put in place.

o Movement between settings of children should be
reduced as far as possible. 

o Movement between settings of temporary/
supply/peripatetic staff etc. should be kept to an absolute
minimum.

General comments
COVID-19 and children
• Risk relates to a combination of factors, and evidence
about vulnerability to, transmission of, and protection from
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the virus continues to evolve, as does evidence about
symptoms, virology, testing, treatment and immunity. (1) For
all of these reasons there are limitations to the ability of
science and evidence to definitively answer very specific
questions about absolute risk. As evidence develops, advice
may need to change.
• Globally, COVID-19 has been reported in children and
young people of all ages, but there have been many fewer
confirmed cases in children than adults.
• In Scotland, as at 26 July, 159 (0.9%) of a total 18,554
positive cases were among people aged under 15. This is a
rate of less than 20 per 100,000 of the population in that age
group. (2) There have been no deaths among people under 16
years of age (3), but in the absence of high quality sero-
surveillance we cannot be certain how many children have
ultimately been infected.
• Children in the age groups accessing early learning and
childcare have a low susceptibility to COVID-19 infection, they
also have a low likelihood of onward transmission (4, 5). The
infection appears to take a milder course in children than in
adults; clinical signs are very similar to other childhood
respiratory infections, and very few infected children develop
severe disease. (6)

Overall approach
• Impacts resulting directly from COVID-19 need to be
considered in relation to wider impacts on children and young
people. This advice is based on a balance of evidence, bringing
evidence specifically about COVID-19 together with evidence
relating to the wider wellbeing of children.
• The pandemic and the consequences of lockdown
have magnified existing inequalities. There is an anticipated
high level of need for support for vulnerable children and
families as lockdown eases and ELC settings reopen.
• ELC settings are not closed systems. The effects of
decisions in these settings will not happen in isolation and
need to be understood in the context of wider changes and
levels of adherence.
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• Decisions relating to ELC need to attend to the safety
of the adults in these settings, as well as the safety of children.
• There is an evidence-base relating to how changes are
introduced and communicated, which needs to be considered
alongside the evidence on transmission and risk.
• The advice that follows is contingent on there being
low levels of infection in the Scottish population and on
systems being in place for close monitoring, rapid testing and
tracing of suspected cases. Where incremental changes can
be made and the impacts of these monitored, that would be
recommended.
• Measures put in place as precautions may become
more relaxed as the prevalence and incidence of COVID-19 in
Scotland reduce. Conversely, measures may need to be
strengthened or reintroduced if there is evidence of a
resurgence, or in the light of localised outbreaks. Where other
relevant new evidence has implications for this advice, it will
also need to be taken into account.

1. Given the latest evidence/health analytics about the
suppression of the virus and children’s role in transmission,
what implications does this have for our approach to
physical distancing in early learning and childcare provision
(ELC)?
• General evidence is clear that two metre distancing is
significantly more protective than one metre. (7) This is
particularly important for those at higher risk and is therefore
more important for adults than for children. This point about
heterogeneity of risk is set out in the COVID-19 Advisory
Group’s advice on physical distancing. (8)
• Risk is also dependent on the level of infection in the
population, and the consequent likelihood that an interaction
will involve someone who may transmit the virus. Scottish
Government modelling suggests there are currently between
30 and 60 new infections per day and an infectious pool of
approximately 500 people (data for 17 July 2020). (9) This is a
much more positive position than was the case when the
Strategic Framework for Reopening Schools and Early
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Learning and Childcare Provision in Scotland (10) was
published on 21 May and the Coronavirus (COVID-19) Phase 3:
guidance on reopening early learning and childcare services
was published on 15 June. (11)
• Decisions about the operation of ELC facilities will be
contingent on continued low incidence (new infections each
day), low prevalence (proportion of the population infected)
and low reproduction rate (indicating whether the epidemic is
growing or shrinking) of COVID-19 in Scotland.
• Although children do transmit the virus, the role of
children in transmission has been shown to be limited, both
between children and from children to adults13,14. Most
transmission is between adults.
• The small risks of infection associated with the
absence of physical distancing measures between children
and between children and adults are, in the sub-group’s
considerations, outweighed by the benefits to children of
being able to interact naturally and play together.
• There is not yet evidence of the specific effects of
COVID-related physical distancing on children’s development,
but the psychological literature unequivocally shows that
children rely on social interaction with their peers to meet
their broad developmental needs including learning, well-
being and positive mental health outcomes. (14). 
• Childhood is also an important life stage for the
foundations for good mental health – and conversely for the
development of mental health difficulties. Concerns about
mental health are at the top of the issues highlighted by
children in response to the pandemic. Early onset of mental
health difficulties is associated with more severe symptoms
and lasting risk.
• Time away from ELC settings leaves at-risk families
more vulnerable, and there is evidence that transitions
further disadvantage already disadvantaged children and
families (15). These families and their needs require particular
consideration.
• There are particular impacts for children with
additional support needs, for whom opportunities to interact
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regularly with their peers are especially important to facilitate
social skills development and personal wellbeing.
• There is also some evidence of increased domestic
abuse and concerns about vulnerable children and their
safety. (16)
• The level of enforced adult control that would be
required to insist on physical distancing at all times with
younger children could in our view cause emotional harm and
impact on relationships. Young children are likely to be more
susceptible to the unnatural feel of physical distancing and
may already have fears about approaching others or being
approached by others after several months of little contact.
• In summary, children’s development and learning,
peer relationships, safety, wellbeing and mental health are at
risk from physical distancing and non-attendance at ELC
settings. The risks of children acquiring and transmitting the
virus are small. 
• We conclude that - subject to continued suppression
of the virus and to surveillance and mitigations being in place -
the balance of the evidence suggests that no physical
distancing should be required between children or between
children and adults. We also conclude that on balance two
metre distancing should remain in place wherever possible
between adults.

2. Can the sub-group advise in a more granular fashion on
evidence of levels of infection in the youngest children (0-5
year olds), and also any evidence on transmission from
children to adults?
• The younger the child the fewer the positive cases
recorded. In confirmed cases of COVID-19 in Scotland, as at 26
July 2020, only 0.2% of total positive case numbers involved
children under five. (17)
• This almost certainly represents some undercounting
of children in total case numbers as testing may have focussed
on the most unwell, but in some countries which undertook
widespread population testing, children still account for very
low case numbers.
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• Infants and young children are likely to experience a
relatively mild illness if they are infected; critical illness is very
rare. A significant proportion do not appear to develop any
symptoms. Where symptoms are present there is little in the
way to distinguish COVID-19 from other childhood respiratory
infections. Understanding of symptomatology is still
developing. At present, the most common presenting
symptoms are cough and fever. Upper respiratory tract
infections (including sore throat) are also relatively common;
and about 10% of cases in children have vomiting and/or
diarrhoea. (18) Children with exceptional healthcare needs
are the most likely to need hospital care if they become
infected.
• Because low numbers of young children have been
infected, there is very little evidence of the role of the
youngest children in transmission. Consistently, however,
children under the age of 10 are shown to have relatively low
infectivity and not to be significant drivers of the pandemic. It
is unclear why, even where there are positive child cases,
transmission from children to other children or adults is so
infrequent. (19)

3. Further to this evidence, can the sub-group provide
comment on the relative importance of continuation of the
package of measures adopted in current Scottish guidance
on children returning to nurseries, childminders and other
early years providers?
• The highest risks of transmission are in crowded
spaces for prolonged periods of time. Where physical
distancing cannot be achieved or is not desirable, prevention
and mitigation measures should consider all transmission
routes of the virus and be bespoke to the setting and the
activities carried out therein.  (20)
• In addition to adults wearing face coverings where a 2
metre distance cannot be achieved in adult-to-adult
interactions, strategies such as teaching and practising
effective handwashing/drying and respiratory hygiene,
ensuring spaces are well ventilated, and surfaces regularly
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cleaned will be key to suppressing the prevalence of the virus
in ELC settings. Guidance exists on how these should be
considered in ELC settings. (21)
• Hand washing and drying/sanitising should be required
for everyone on every entry, and prior to eating. It will be
important to teach all children good hand hygiene technique,
and emphasise the importance of putting it into practice. Very
young children will  need to be supported to do this
effectively. Care should be taken with the choice of hand
washing and sanitising products to ensure they are
appropriate for young children and others with similarly
sensitive skin.
• Children who experience neglect may also need
additional support in practising these hygiene measures.
Provision for washing of clothing may be beneficial.
• As close as possible to zero tolerance of symptoms
should be in place – anyone with a high temperature, new
continuous cough, loss of (or change in) sense of smell or
taste, or who has had contact with a family/community
member with symptoms should not attend/should be asked
to return home and be tested. The established Test and
Protect process should be followed. (22) Contact tracing
should be undertaken, and this will have implications for all
children and families attending the setting. It will be important
that ELC providers keep clear records of children, adults and
staff attending their settings, and of the composition of
groups undertaking activities. These records will help to
ensure rapid response and contact tracing should a positive
case occur.
• Sharing of equipment/utensils/toys/books should be
minimised with a focus on individual alternatives, and smaller
groups and more high quality outdoor activities should be put
in place.
• It will be important that staff and families are actively
engaged in agreeing and establishing new practices and
routines; and that public health (including good hygiene)
becomes a core part of ELC processes.
• Inductions for new staff should include guidance on
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the setting’s approach to ensuring distancing by adults as well
as routines to ensure good infection prevention and control.

4. Similar issues apply in ELC and other age childcare. Can
the sub-group advise if evidence supports a need for
different/additional mitigation approaches for children
under 5 and children aged 5 -12?
• The sub-group advice is that no physical distancing is
required for children under five nor for those aged 5 -12. It is
important that children in ELC settings and at the early stages
of primary are treated similarly.
• This assumes that the level of infection remains low,
appropriate surveillance, test and protect and all the other
appropriate mitigations and measures are in place.
• Assuming that the schools open as planned, young
children going into P1 and P2 will have missed significant
periods of learning and development. This needs to be taken
into account when playful pedagogy is being planned.
• For young children, very close physical interactions
such as holding hands and hugging are important. This is less
important as children increase in age and should be actively
discouraged as children approach the end of primary school.

5. Can the sub-group advise if evidence supports a need for
different/fewer mitigation approaches in indoor and
outdoor contexts?
• There is evidence that transmission of COVID-19 is
more likely indoors than outdoors. (23) Other evidence
indicates that sunlight may rapidly inactivate COVID-19 on
surfaces, suggesting that persistence, and subsequently
exposure risk, may vary significantly between indoor and
outdoor environments. Studies suggest that infectious virus
can persist for some time on nonporous surfaces indoors. (24)
Natural sunlight may be effective as a disinfectant for
contaminated nonporous materials. (25)
• Given that the risks of transmission are much lower
outdoors, ELC provision should maximise opportunities for
outdoor play and activities. The COVID-related benefits of
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being outdoors provide a stimulus to maximise the use of high
quality outdoor learning. There is a strong link between
outdoor learning and health outcomes, and some evidence
regarding positive impact on academic performance. (26)
Infection control in these contexts is well understood by
outdoor nurseries. Guidance is already in place for these. (27)
• For some young children with complex needs this may
be a particular priority because of the increased physical
contact that is unavoidable in this field of work. Too sedentary
an environment does not serve young children, nor ELC
practitioners well. Outdoor clothes should not be shared
between children and should be washed daily to reduce risks.
• Sharing of equipment/utensils/toys/books should be
minimised; and if reasonable smaller consistent groupings put
in place.
• There should be an increased emphasis on hand
hygiene when moving from outdoors to indoors. Hand
washing/drying and/or sanitising should be required for every
child and adult on every entry to the setting. Teaching and
building these routines and helping young children follow
them will be essential.
• There is much to learn from the Danish model in
relation to use of smaller groups, outdoor activity and
approaches to hygiene. (28)

6. Can the sub-group advise if their recommendation is that
two metre distance between children and adults should be
maintained if possible? If no distancing is required for
children in ELC settings, is it reasonable remove this
measure? Does the context of a suite of mitigations in ELC
settings affect this recommendation?
• Given the current trajectory of infection in Scotland,
the evidence of low levels of transmission from children, and
the balance of evidence overall (including the importance of
children being able to interact and play freely, and to feel
loved), we recommend that no physical distancing should be
required between children or between children and adults.
Two metre distancing is advised in adult-adult interactions.
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• As stated above, establishment of good hygiene
routines, enhanced cleaning and ventilation, use of smaller
groups, maintenance of good records, and greater use of
quality outdoor activity are all  important in ongoing
suppression of the virus. 

7. Can the sub-group clarify if it would be recommended that
face coverings should be worn in this case in ELC settings,
given the package of measures in place and the evidence
around transmission in young children, and potential
detrimental impact on young children?
• Evidence is becoming clearer about the role of face
coverings in reducing transmission. (29, 30) They are
important where the risk of transmission is increased (for
example in crowded indoor spaces, where distancing cannot
be applied, and where people are interacting face-to-face).
• Face coverings should not normally be required for
most children (those clinically advised to wear a covering
would be an exception). Adults in ELC settings (including at
the entrance) should not need to wear face coverings as long
as they can retain two metre distancing with other adults.
Where adults cannot keep two metre distance, are interacting
face-to-face and for about 15 minutes or more, face coverings
should be worn. Some children may need additional support/
reassurance about the reasons for adults wearing face
coverings when they are required to do so.
• In addition, any adults wishing to wear face protection
should be enabled to do so. As the wearing of face
coverings/masks becomes more commonplace in Scotland, it
is possible that more people may choose to wear a face
covering.
• The wellbeing and needs of the child should remain a
focus of attention, recognising that face coverings limit
communication, and the wearing of masks could cause
distress to some young children who may need additional
support/reassurance about the reasons for adults wearing
face coverings. More generally, viewing of faces facilitates
brain development in children, and in learning to
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speak/phonics. It is noted that a systematic review of
literature relating to non-verbal communication in teaching
success found a strong link between the combined use of
verbal and nonverbal communication and learning
effectiveness. (31)
• Clear and detailed information should be provided to
support the correct use of face coverings. There are risks that
people do not apply face coverings correctly, that their use
increases face touching and that their safe removal/disposal
needs further attention. Any such information needs to be
culturally sensitive and recognise that, alongside their role in
reducing transmission, there are pre-existing cultural and
religious reasons behind the wearing of some face coverings.
• Should the prevalence of the virus in the population
start rising, nationally or in parts of Scotland, we would advise
that consideration be given to encouraging the wearing of
face coverings more routinely, especially among adults in ELC
settings, as part of an enhanced system of approaches to
reduce transmission. 

8. Can the sub-group provide their view of the relative
importance of restricting staff movement between settings,
and the evidence of impact of this on transmission risk? In
particular, is there strong evidence to support requirement
of continuation of a blanket prohibition on all such
movement, or would developing evidence about
transmission in children support a partial or complete
removal of the prohibition?
• Evidence from other settings, including care homes,
highlights the role played in transmission by people moving
between institutions. (32) Attendance at multiple settings
risks joining up chains of transmission. The close
contact/intimate care provided in ELC settings may increase
this risk further. This would make the management of
outbreaks potentially more challenging, as children,
parents/grandparents and staff at different settings would
potentially need to be traced and isolated.
• The learning from care homes should be applied to
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decisions about ELC settings, highlighting the need for
particular attention to students and other professionals (social
workers, psychologists, voluntary organisation staff etc) who
come in and out of the ELC estate on an interim basis and
move between settings.
• The sub-group supports the view that movement of
children between settings should be reduced as far as
possible, but recognises that the benefits and reduction in
harm to children of being in childcare outweighs the risks
involved. 
• It will also be important to recognise the amount of
movement in early childhood, including between settings, and
travelling with siblings to and from school. Consideration will
need to be given to how to mitigate that by e.g. implementing
staggered pick up and drop off times. The number, and
consistency, of adults involved in accompanying/ transporting
children between venues should be
minimised.
• At least initially, movement between settings of
temporary/ supply/peripatetic staff etc should be kept to an
absolute minimum, including the attendance at ELC settings of
those who visit, including psychologists, nurses, social
workers. Recognising the importance of holistic support for
children, every effort should be made to secure these wider
inputs through lower risk methods such as digital/virtual
means or use of outdoor settings.

9. Can the sub-group advise if the emerging evidence base
supports ongoing restrictions on size of cohorts in ELC, given
the move to effectively larger cohorts in primary?
• The evidence base and the advice of the sub-group
would be to support a move to cohort sizes for children under
five in line with those aged 5-12 assuming the level of
infection remains low, appropriate surveillance, test and
protect and all the other appropriate mitigations and
measures are in place. (33)
• As far as possible, groups of children should be kept
consistent – again with an eye to minimising bridges of
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transmission and facilitating tracing of contacts should that be
required. 
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Select Committee Reports

We continue our series of reviews of all
parliamentary select committee reports on
education, which we started in volume 25

beginning with January 2018.  In this issue we review all
reports published from January to June 2021.  

Managing Colleges’ Financial Sustainability, House of
Commons Public Accounts Committee, 38th Report of Session
2019–20. HC 692, published on 27 January 2021.

COVID-19: the Free School Meals Voucher Scheme, the Public
Accounts Committee, 41st report of Session 2019/21. HC 689.
Published on 5 February 2021.

A Plan for an Adult Skills and Lifelong Learning Revolution:
Government Response to the Committee’s Third Special Report
of Session 2019–21, House of Commons Education Select
Committee, HC 1310, Published on Friday 12 March 2021. 

Universities and Scotland, House of Commons Scottish Affairs
Committee, First Report of Session 2021–22, HC 54. Published
on Friday 28 May 2021. 

COVID-19: Local Government Finance, House of Commons
Public Accounts Committee, Fourth Report of Session 2021–
22, HC 239. Report, together with formal minutes relating to
the report. Published on Friday 4 June 2021.

The Forgotten: How White working-class pupils have been let
down, and how to change it ,  the House of Commons
Education Select Committee, HC 85. First Report of Session
2021–22. Report, together with formal minutes relating to the
report. Published on Monday 21 June, 2021.  
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Managing Colleges’ Financial
Sustainability
Managing Colleges’ Financial Sustainability, House of
Commons Public Accounts Committee, 38th Report of Session
2019–21. Report, together with formal minutes relating to the
report. HC 692. Published on 27 January 2021, by the
Stationery Office Limited.

The House of Commons Public Accounts Committee said
that for too long, the Department for Education had
lacked a proper integrated vision for the college sector.

The report pointed out that while the Department
considered that it had pursued elements of long-term
strategy for some time, such as, giving employers more of a
voice and reviewing the number of qualifications on offer, it
had acknowledged that the impact of COVID-19, together
with concerns about productivity, had created an increased
need for a strategy for further education and skills
development.
     The Committee noted that the Department had been
developing a strategy to address fundamental weaknesses in
the sector and it expected the resulting White Paper to be
published before the end of March 2021. However, the report
recommended that the Department should make clear when
it expected to set out funding commitments to support
reforms proposed in the forthcoming White Paper.
     The Committee pointed out that rising pension costs
had been putting significant pressure on college finances, and
staff costs, including pension contributions, typically had
accounted for around two-thirds of colleges’ running costs.
The report noted that employer contributions to the
Teachers’ Pension Scheme had risen by over 40% in 2019, and
while the Government had provided colleges with extra
funding to cover the increase in 2019/20 and 2020/21,
colleges had been worried about the affordability of
contributions in future years. The report pointed out that, in
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addition, because the Local Government Pension Scheme,
which college support staff may belong to, had had a deficit in
recent years, colleges had had to make payments to help
cover the deficit, on top of their standard contributions. 
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should write to it within three months, to set out what it had
done to assess pension cost pressures on colleges, and how it
had taken account of them in its funding decisions.
     The report said that it was “clearly iniquitous” that
sixth-form colleges had to pay VAT while post-16 academies
and schools with sixth forms did not. It added that as part of
the area reviews of post-16 education and training provision,
sixth-form colleges had been given the option of becoming
academies and, by 2018/19, 24 sixth-form colleges had
converted. The report pointed out that there was a financial
incentive for colleges to convert, because colleges had to pay
VAT while academies (and other schools) did not. The report
noted that the Sixth Form Colleges Association had estimated
that the requirement to pay VAT meant that the average
sixth-form college diverted around 4% of its funding away
from frontline provision, which would equate to around £20
million per year across the remaining sixth-form colleges.
However, the Committee noted that the Department believed
that, despite regular discussions between the two
departments, the issue of inconsistent VAT treatment was
“not a priority for HM Treasury”. 
     The Committee therefore recommended that the
Department should work with HM Treasury to assess the
merits of making the rules on VAT consistent for schools and
colleges.
     The report warned that the implementation of the
new T-level qualifications risked being delayed by a lack of
work placements. The Committee pointed out that although
the first three qualifications had been launched in September
2020, it remain concerned about the practicability of
implementing the programme. The report pointed out that
while a crucial element of each T-level was the 20% of time
spent on a work placement at a relevant employer, colleges
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had experienced difficulties in securing the placements, and
COVID-19 had forced many employers to work virtually, which
would be likely to reduce the opportunities for work
placements even further. 
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should write to the Committee before the start of the next
academic year to set out what up-to-date assurance it had
that there would be enough work placements for T-levels,
which should cover what impact the COVID-19 pandemic had
had on the availability of placements, and plans to
incorporate virtual placements.
     The report warned that because the Department’s
funding decisions had been based on previous years’ student
numbers, colleges that were growing could be held back. It
pointed out that funding for students aged 16 to 19, which
made up around half of college income, was based on the
previous year’s learner numbers; while other factors, such as
retention rates, were based on data which were two years
old, which meant that colleges with increasing numbers of
learners or improving retention rates were not funded for
their full level of provision. 
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should consider a change to the formula for funding colleges
which would take account of real time or more recent
information about student numbers, and it should report back
to it by the summer, on how funding could be delivered that
would better reflects colleges’ real time position.
     The report argued that the Department’s, the ESFA’s
and the Further Education Commissioners approach to
intervention took too long, cost too much and was not
effective in making colleges more sustainable. It added that in
February 2020, the Government had been intervening in
nearly half of colleges for financial health reasons, and while
some colleges had remained in intervention for a long time,
75 colleges had been in and out of early intervention more
than once. 
     The report pointed out that the Department had spent
substantial sums of public money on supporting colleges in
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intervention, including £253 million on emergency funding for
36 colleges with cashflow problems, which had been
emergency funding that had originally been intended to take
the form of repayable loans, but much of the money was now
not expected to be repaid. The report noted that to colleges
in Kent had been in the insolvency regime since mid-2019 and
the ESFA expected the cases to cost over £60 million. But
because Payments to the education administrators amounted
to £6 million (10% of the total) so far, it could increase
further.
     The Committee recommended that, within three
months, the Department should set out what actions it
planned to take to improve its intervention arrangements,
and how it would assess the success of the actions.
     The report warned that students had been losing out
as colleges had cut mental health and other support services
in response to financial pressures. It pointed out that the
Department’s funding for colleges had fallen by 20% in real
terms over the six years from 2013/14 to 2018/19, and the
ESFA had rated the financial health of 35% of colleges as
“inadequate” or “requires improvement” in 2018/19. 
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should undertake research into the extent to which college
support services were meeting students’ needs, including
canvassing the views of students. It added that, in its Treasury
Minute response, it would expect the Department to give a
firm commitment to taking the action, and details of the
timetable for the research.
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COVID-19 and the Free Meals
Scheme
COVID-19: the Free School Meals Voucher Scheme, the Public
Accounts Committee, 41st report of Session 2019/21. HC 689.
Report, together with formal minutes relating to the report.
Published on 5 February 2021 by the Stationery Office
Limited. 

The House of Commons Public Accounts Committee
argued that the Department for Education’s failure to
understand how schools and parents would use the

scheme had contributed to delays in getting vouchers to
families. PAC also stressed that the Department had
underestimated the extent to which people would want to
call to talk to a human being when they had been struggling
to use the scheme, as the assumption had been that they
would seek help by email rather than telephone.
     The report noted that calls to Edenred’s telephone
helpline had increased rapidly, from 727 on 1 April 2020 to
3,940 on 14 April 2020, and at the start of the scheme,
Edenred had failed to provide enough capacity to handle the
number of calls from schools and families. It added that while
Edenred had brought in an outsourced contact centre to help,
that had not happened until 11 May 2020. The Committee
pointed out that the Department had recognised that it
should have done more user-testing of the scheme and that
its guidance had not been clear enough, and the Department
and Edenred had not been aware until May 2020 that 40,000
eCodes for conversion into vouchers had not been delivered
to families.
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should take the lessons from the scheme on board and ensure
that in designing services intended to be used by schools and
parents, that: it properly user-tested new systems and
engages with front line school leaders and representatives to
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better identify likely problems before they were launched;
and there was sufficient call centre capacity to meet
maximum expected demand at the start, which could be
stood down or increased further as needed.
     The PAC said that the Department had been
“surprisingly unconcerned” about whether Edenred had been
profiting from the voucher scheme at taxpayers’ expense, and
potential opportunities had been missed to reduce the cost or
share in the profits. The reported noted that the
Department’s policy team had worked with commercial
colleagues and the Crown Commercial Service in managing
the contract with Edenred, but despite extending the contract
twice, and increasing its value from £78 million to £425
million, the Department had not sought to renegotiate any of
the terms or introduce any profit-sharing element. Instead,
the Department had considered it had achieved good value
for money because it had not paid Edenred anything more
than the face value of the vouchers issued to families.
However, Edenred had bought the vouchers from
supermarkets at a discount, and the Department could have
chosen to try and renegotiate how much it had paid Edenred
per voucher and reduce the cost to the taxpayer. 
     The report pointed out that although the contract had
included an open book arrangement, the Department had not
used it to check on Edenred’s income and costs until after the
end of the scheme. Although the Department said that had
been “very comfortable” with the level of profit Edenred had
made from the scheme, it had provided no figures or
explanation of any kind to back up the judgement.
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should improve its commercial skills, by taking advice from
the Crown Commercial Service, and taking opportunities to
renegotiate terms when it changed or extended contracts, to
secure better value for the taxpayer.
     The report argued that the Department had not had
the necessary information to manage Edenred’s performance
and understand whether the scheme had been meeting the
needs of families. The Committee pointed out that, at the
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start of the scheme, the Department had only received data
from Edenred on activity, such as the volume of orders for
eCodes it had received from schools and processed. It had
also not received data on performance, for example, how long
Edenred had been taking to process orders, or how long
schools and families had been waiting to access Edenred’s
website to convert eCodes into vouchers. The report added
that the Department had failed to monitor Edenred’s
performance against a requirement in the contract that
Edenred should answer 90% of calls within 30 seconds, and
Edenred itself had not started to collect data on the number
of calls answered until 11 May 2020, by which point the
volume of calls from schools and families had been much
lower than in the first weeks of the scheme.
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should collect complete management information specified in
contracts from the outset, monitor performance as well as
activity, and use the information to manage contracts
effectively.
     The PAC accused the Department of not doing enough
to assess how far families had had to travel to supermarkets
in the scheme and whether coverage had been adequate to
meet needs. The report pointed out that while the
Department had worked had been with the Department for
Environment, Food & Rural Affairs to check that there had
been at least one participating retailer in each local authority
area, given the size of many local authorities, the move had
offered limited assurance about coverage in practice for many
families, particularly in rural areas.
     The report also pointed out that the Department had
not analysed how far parents would need to travel to stores,
or how long it would take, and at the start of the scheme
when six supermarket chains had been taking part, almost
2,500 schools (11.2% of all schools) had been more than five
kilometres from their nearest participating store. 
     The Committee recommended that, in implementing
future policies, the Department should ensure that it robustly
evaluated geographic coverage and likely travelling time for
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people to access services.
     The report pointed out that the limitations in the data
that had been shared between the Department and the
Department for Work & Pensions had meant that support for
vulnerable families with children eligible for free school meals
could not be routed through the benefits system. 
     In March 2020, the Department’s preferred option for
support had been a rise in benefits for families with children
eligible for free school meals. However, not all families in
receipt of Universal Credit had been eligible for free school
meals and the Department did not share data with the
Department for Work & Pensions that would allow benefit
payments to be targeted in such a way. The Department had
therefore concluded that it would not be possible, in the time
available, to implement a support scheme through the
benefits system by distinguishing families that were eligible
for free school meals from other benefit recipients.
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should work with the Department for Work & Pensions to
explore how data sharing could be improved to allow the
Government to support families with children who were
eligible for free school meals more flexibly and responsively.
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Adult Skills and Lifelong
Learning
A Plan for an Adult Skills and Lifelong Learning Revolution:
Government Response to the Committee’s Third Special
Report of Session 2019–21, House of Commons Education
Select Committee, HC 1310, Friday 12 March 2021. Published
by the Stationery Office Limited.

Why adult skills and lifelong learning matters. The
House of Commons Education Committee called
on the Government to commission analysis to

identify where the nation’s immediate and longer-term skills
needs lay, which should be regularly updated, as real-time
labour markets data would be essential to ensure that
reforms to adult skills and lifelong learning were properly
linked to skills needs.
     The Government said that the new Skills and
Productivity Board would provide expert analysis of national
skills needs to inform government policy, and the
independent board, composed of labour market and skills
economists, was being commissioned by government
ministers to provide evidence and analysis that would address
the most pressing gaps in the knowledge of the labour
market. The Government pointed out that, building on the
existing evidence, it would consider which skills and training
would add the most value to the economy, where the key
skills mismatches were, currently, and in the future, and
which courses returned the best earnings for both adults and
young people. It added that the Education Secretary would
use the Skills and Productivity Board’s evidence to inform
policy decisions.
     The Government said that the Department for
Education managed the Employer Skills Survey, which was the
only national survey of employers that provided
comprehensive and robust information on employers’ skills
needs, their interaction with the skills system, and their
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investment in training. It added that the survey collected
highly detailed data from employers about vacancies they
were struggling to fill, what specific skills were lacking from
applicants, and what skills their current staff needed to
develop. 
     The Government pointed out that data from the
survey was publicly available, and current employer skill
needs were available at local geographies and broken down
by detailed industrial and occupational classifications. It
added that, in addition to informing the Department for
Education’s initiatives, the data was used by other
government departments, academics, sector bodies, and local
partners such as Skills Advisory Panels to help understand
labour markets and plan skills development. 
     The Government said that, in addition to the Employer
Skills Survey, which asked employers about current skills
issues, the Department for Education also managed Working
Futures, which provided future UK labour market and skills
projections, by sector and occupation, for the period 2017–
2027, which included results for the devolved administrations
and English regions. The Government pointed out that the
objective was to provide useful labour market information
that could help to inform policy development and strategy on
skills, careers and employment, for policy makers and a wider
audience. It added that the Department also funded the
Labour Market Information (LMI) for All service, which had
originally been developed in response to the Government’s
open data agenda to maximise the use of public data. 
     The Government said that the LMI for All was an
impartial service which connected and standardised existing
national sources of high-quality and reliable LMI, and the
service aimed to provide individuals and careers advisers with
the information they needed to make informed careers
decisions about their education, training and employment
options. 

The need for a national strategy
The Committee argued that the Department must set out an
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ambitious, long-term strategy for adult skills and lifelong
learning, which should be a comprehensive and holistic vision
for ASALL in its entirety as piecemeal adjustments and one-off
initiatives would not deliver the necessary reform. It added
that the reforms must be underpinned by a move to more
flexible, modular learning so that adults could “hop on and
hop off” learning pathways. The Committee added that the
country would also need much better careers advice to help
adults find the best learning opportunities for them. The
Government agreed that there would been to be a major
change in how FE was treated, as it would be vital for the
country to grow economically and for productivity to improve.
It also agreed that adults should be given support to achieve
their full potential and support wider economic recovery. The
Government pointed out that, in response to COVID-19,
priority had been placed on initiatives to support the impacts
of that, such as the Skills Toolkit and the Skills Recovery
Package, which included support via Apprenticeships,
Traineeships, careers information through the National
Careers Service and Sector Based Work Academies.
     It added that, in the longer term, the Skills for Jobs
White Paper had set out how the Government would reform
adult learning, by addressing skills gaps, apprenticeship
improvements, and strengthening links between employers
and FE providers. The Government said that its reforms would
deliver the Prime Minister’s Lifetime Skills Guarantee, by
investing in top-quality provision funding upgrades to FE
colleges and improving successful apprenticeships further. 
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should devolve National Careers Service funding to enable
local and combined authorities and local enterprise
partnerships to co-design and promote locally relevant
information, advice and guidance. It stressed that the NCS
should provide more robust data on employment and learning
outcomes, and added that the Department must also fund an
advertising campaign to promote awareness of statutory
entitlements.
     The Government said that there were no plans to
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devolve careers budgets, and all National Careers Service
contractors were required to establish relationships with
Mayoral Combined Authorities, Local Enterprise Partnerships
and other regional stakeholders, which included a
requirement to agree and regularly review key performance
indicators with MCAs and LEPs.
     The Government said that the redesigned National
Careers Website contained a wide range of information and
advice, including over 800 career profiles, tips on careers
planning, careers and skills assessment tools and the Course
Directory, where FE providers could upload their course
details, which had already successfully reached millions of
people. But the Government said it would continue to work
on the website with user input to develop more online tools
to help make it easy for adults to access information on
courses, improve their job search skills and update their CVs
and their interview skills. 
     But the Government pointed out that the Department
had carried out behavioural insights research which had
showed that while raising awareness of skills offers was an
important part of the initial steps on the customer journey,
on its own, it would not be effective in increasing
participation among adults, particularly those with lower
skills, faced significant physical and psychological barriers to
learning. The Government said that to drive uptake of funded
or endorsed learning, a behaviour change strategy would be
needed, to set a line of sight between training and a better
job, delivered through joined up service delivery,
communications and engagement across all customer touch
points.
     The Committee recommend that the Department
should work with the relevant sector bodies to develop a
modular offer for skills qualifications at all levels, which
should be linked to qualifications and courses which met the
skills needs of the nation. It also urged the Department to
devise a funding approach that would make it economically
viable for colleges and other providers to offer module-based
learning.
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Funding for adult education
The Committee recommended that, for its 2021 Spending
Review bid, the Department should cost what level of Adult
Education Budget increase would be needed to meet the
urgent and overdue reforms that had been set out in the
report. It added that an ambitious, long-term strategy for
adult education would require an ambitious funding
settlement, and the Department must prepare a case for a
three-year funding settlement for adult education.
     The Government said it was continuing to invest in
education and skills training for adults through the AEB
(£1.34bn in 2020/21), and currently, approximately 50% of
the AEB was devolved to 7 Mayoral Combined Authorities
(MCAs) and the Mayor of London, acting where appropriate
through the Greater London Authority (GLA). It added that
these authorities were responsible for the provision of AEB-
funded adult education for their residents and allocation of
the AEB to providers. The Government pointed out that the
ESFA would continue to be responsible for the remaining AEB
in non-devolved regions, and colleges and training providers
would continue to have the freedom and flexibility to
determine how they used their AEB, working with
stakeholders including Local Enterprise Partnerships and their
Skills Advisory Panels to determine what the appropriate
distribution of funding should be to best meet local needs.
     The Committee said that the Department must review
funding for adult skills and lifelong learning to see how the
various funding streams could be consolidated and made
more streamlined and less bureaucratic for providers.
     The Government said that overall, as part of the Skills
for Jobs White Paper, it had outlined its ambitions for a
simplified and better targeted funding system, that would
give individuals access to high-quality education and training
throughout their lives, ensure that providers received
coherent and transparent funding, and enabled the delivery
of the skills that the economy needed at national and local
level, while providing value for money for the taxpayer and
levelling up across the country. 
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     The Committee recommended that the Government
should develop Individual Learning Accounts, drawing on the
lessons that had been learnt previously, funded through the
National Skills Fund, and initially aimed at unemployed adults
and adults in work who earned a low wage.
     The Government said that, as set out in the Skills for
jobs: lifelong learning for opportunity and growth, White
Paper, it would provide individuals with a loan entitlement,
equivalent to four years of post-18 education from 2025 to
use over their lifetime. The Government added that it would
consult on the detail and scope of the Lifelong Loan
Entitlement later in the year, as well as consulting on the
National Skills Fund in spring 2021. 
     The Committee argued that the Department should
provide additional funding for the digital skills entitlement,
and ensure that any future statutory entitlements from the
Adult Education Budget were costed and funded and linked to
forecast participation levels.
     The Government said that the new digital skills
entitlement and its digital reforms would refocus funding
from out-of-date qualifications to new qualifications based on
new national standards, which would ensure that the £1.34
billion AEB included funding of high-quality digital provision. I
pointed out that, in non-devolved areas, the AEB was
allocated by the ESFA to colleges and training providers who
had the freedom and flexibility to determine how they used
their AEB and therefore how much they decided to spend on
digital skills. 
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should remove funding restrictions for first full level 2
qualifications, to restore funding for adults who were over 24
and employed, and fund a promotional campaign to ensure
that no adult would remain unaware of what qualifications
and funding they were entitled to.
     The Government said that it provided full funding for
specified qualifications in a range of English and maths
courses up to and including level 2 through the Adult
Education Budget, and the AEB also provided full funding for
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eligible learners aged 19–23 for a first full Level 2. The
Government added that the AEB also provided fully funded
training up to Level 2 for unemployed people, or individuals
in receipt of a low wage, aged 19 and over, and co-funding
(approximate 50% government contribution) for other
eligible learners.
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should extend the entitlement to a free level 3 qualification
further, so that unemployed adults who already had a level 3
would be fully funded to retrain at level 3 in priority skills
sectors. It added that local enterprise partnerships, working
with local and combined authorities, should be able to add to
the Department’s list of fully funded level 3 qualifications,
where that qualification met local or regional labour market
needs. 
     The Government welcomed the Committee’s support
for the Level 3 Adult Offer, which was part of the Lifetime
Skills Guarantee and funded from the National Skills Fund,
and any adult aged 24 and over who wanted to achieve their
first level 3 would be able to access a free, fully funded
course. It pointed out that, for eligible adults who had
previously attained a full level 3 qualification, Advanced
Learner Loans provided tuition fee support. 
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should and a national promotional campaign to ensure that
all eligible adults were aware of the free learning they were
entitled to, and it should work with the sector to identify
innovative ways to support adults to take up the new
entitlement, such as incorporating accreditation of prior
learning, or developing shorter qualifications that could be
achieved over one academic year. 
     The Government said that the Level 3 adult offer
included a number of shorter qualifications with lower guided
learning hours, which may be more suited to the needs of
adult learners, as many could be achieved within one
academic year. It added that AEB funding rules, which applied
to the Level 3 adult offer, included a requirement that
providers must take into account prior learning and assess
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whether any prior learning negated the need for a learner to
take the full qualification.
     The Government stressed that, throughout the COVID-
19 pandemic, the Department for Education had delivered a
communications campaign to drive uptake of The Skills
Toolkit, an online platform which packaged up a selection of
high quality, flexible free online courses in the skills that
employers needed. 

Adult community learning
The Committee recommended that the Department’s lifelong
learning strategy should include an ESOL element, and that
the Department should take a lead role for adult ESOL
strategy to ensure a more joined up approach to cross-
Department ESOL funding and objectives. It added that the
Department must also undertake analysis to assess current
and longer-term demand for adult ESOL provision, so that
additional funding could be allocated to areas with the
highest demand for ESOL provision.
     The Government said that it already made substantial
funding available for English language through the AEB,
community-based provision, and specific support for some
refugees, and in 2019/20, the Department for Education had
supported 116,100 adult learners to improve their levels of
English through fully or part-funded ESOL. It pointed out that
adults in England were eligible for fully funded ESOL provision
through the AEB if they were unemployed, looking for work
and in receipt of certain benefits, or if they were employed
and in receipt of a low wage. 
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should work with the sector to assess what additional funding
was needed to better support adult learners with SEND, and it
should then introduce a funding premium for adult learners
with SEND to ensure fully inclusive, accessible provision at all
levels.
     The Government the AEB funded colleges and
providers to help adult learners to overcome barriers which
prevented them from taking part in learning, which included
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Learning Support, to meet the additional needs of learners
with learning difficulties and/or disabilities.
     The Committee recommended that childcare grants
and Parents’ Learning Allowance should be made available to
part-time learners studying for a Higher Education
qualification. It added that the Government should look at
where childcare might be a barrier and extend the 30 hour
per week universal offer to unemployed or low-income adult
learners, where the lack of such provision would prove to be a
barrier towards training and employment.
     The Government said that students attending full-time
courses could apply for support towards their childcare costs
as the requirement to study on a full-time basis meant that
they would have less scope to make alternative arrangements
to fund such costs, such as, through work. It pointed out that
students undertaking part-time courses could choose to study
at the rate that suited them best and vary their intensity of
study from year to year. 
     The Government said that to qualify for 30 hours free
childcare, parents needed to be earning the equivalent of 16
hours a week at the minimum or living wage, which ensured
that self-employed parents, or parents on zero-hour contracts
were not excluded from 30 hours if they could meet the
income requirement.
     The Committee urged the Department to work with
the adult education sector to develop a better understanding
of what data existed on community learning and where any
gaps might be, which should include mapping and regularly
publishing data on how many community learning centres
existed nationally and where they were located. It added that
the Department should then set out an ambitious plan for
community learning provision in every town, which should
seek to make use of existing buildings. 
     The Government said that the principal purpose of the
AEB was to engage adults and provide the skills and learning
they needed to equip them for work, an apprenticeship or
further learning. It pointed out that the Department collected
data via the Individualised Learning Record (ILR) and annual
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figures were published via an annual Statistical First Release.
The Government said that Community Learning, tended to be
run in accessible informal venues, such as libraries, children’s
centres and community centres.
     The Committee said that the Government must
support employers to invest in the development of their
workforces, and it should introduce a skills tax credit, for
employers who invested in training for workers. 
The Government said that, as part of the current tax system,
training expenditure for directors and employees could be
claimed as a deduction when calculating taxable business
profits, provided that it helped to improve the skills and
knowledge used in the business. The Government pointed out
that it provided financial support to businesses to support the
training of apprentices by covering 95% of the apprentice
training costs incurred by non-Apprenticeship Levy payers
(often SMEs), whilst Apprenticeship Levy payers could cover
the costs of their apprentices by using the funds in their
apprenticeship service account
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should reverse its decision to cease funding for the Union
Learning Fund, to ensure that public money was spent as
equitably as possible, and participation targets should be set
to mandate that Union Learning funds were split 50/50
between union members and non-union members.
     The Government said that it was investing £2.5bn in
the National Skills Fund alongside the methods that had been
designed to offset the impact of COVID-19 through the £500m
Skills Recovery Package. It argued that, while the Unionlearn
model, had helped many over the years, it had its limitations,
in particular, it focused on helping those in work to upskill and
only 2% of learners were unemployed. The Government said
that Unionlearn support was open to all, but the Unionlearn
presence was focused on larger employers with a unionised
workforce, which further limited its reach. It added that 76%
of learners supported were trade union members and only 5%
of learners were self-employed, and Unionlearn relied on
ULRs and the Unionlearn/trade union network to help
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individuals into learning.

Higher Education
The Committee urged the Department to stem the decline in
part-time Higher Education, by promoting access for part-time
students from the most disadvantaged backgrounds. It
suggested that means-tested fee grants should be instated for
part-time students from the most disadvantaged backgrounds
who studied courses in priority skill areas. It added that
maintenance support should be extended to all part-time
students whether face-to-face or distance. The Government
agreed that mature students needed to study flexibly, and it
argued that it had taken a number of steps over recent years
to encourage more flexible learning, including greater support
for part-time learners through up-front loans to meet the full
costs of tuition since 2012/13 and full-time equivalent loans
for living costs for students attending honours degree and
equivalent level courses since 2018/19. The Government
added that it had also removed restrictions that had
prevented graduates getting tuition fee loan funding for a
second honours degree in science, technology, mathematics,
and engineering taken on a part-time basis. It pointed out that
the Lifelong Loan Entitlement had been one of a number of
recommendations the Post-18 and Education and Funding
Review made in the Augar Report, which the Government had
published an interim response to and it continued to consider.
     The Committee argued that all Higher Education
institutions should offer degree apprenticeships, and the
Department and the Institute for Apprenticeships and
Technical Education should set out a plan for speeding up the
expansion of degree apprenticeship provision in priority skill
sectors.
     The Government said that there were over 130
employer-designed apprenticeships at levels 6 and 7, which
enabled individuals to pursue fulfilling careers in a range of
sectors. It added that all apprenticeships were employer-
driven: employers chose the apprenticeship and the training
provider that would best meet the skills needs of their
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business. The Government said that it was encouraging more
universities to build partnerships with businesses to
understand their needs and to offer apprenticeships wherever
there was employer demand.
     The Committee recommended that the Department
should identify courses at levels 4, 5 and 6 which met the skills
needs of the UK economy, and equivalent or Lower
Qualification funding restrictions must then be removed for
such courses.
     The Government said that the Skills and Productivity
Board had recently been established as an expert committee,
tasked with providing independent, evidence-based advice to
ministers at the Department for Education on matters relating
to skills and their contribution to productivity. It added that
the board would provide expert advice on skills mismatches
and how to make sure that the courses and qualifications on
offer across the country met the needs of the economy.

Combined and local authorities
The Committee pointed out that funding for the education
and skills and employability strands of the new UK Shared
Prosperity Fund must at least match those of their
predecessor funds, and no region should be worse off. It
called on the Government to involve local and combined
authorities in the design of the UKSPF, and funding must be
devolved to combined authorities who were best placed to
make decisions about how to allocate funding.
     The Government said that to help local areas prepare
over 2021–22 for the introduction of the UKSPF, the
Government would provide an additional £220m for UK-wide
funding to support communities to pilot programmes and
new approaches. It pointed out that the Government had set
out in the Heads and Terms of the UKSPF that UK-wide UKSPF
funding would at least match current EU receipts, on average
reaching around £1.5 billion a year, which included a portion
of the fund with bespoke employment and skills programmes
that were tailored to local need. 
     The Committee recommended that local authorities
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should be awarded powers and funding to take on an
enhanced statutory role for mapping, commissioning and
delivering adult skills and lifelong learning. It added that the
Department should carry out a comprehensive review of the
powers and funding needed for local authorities to take on
such a role.
     The Government recognised that local areas had a role
to play in mapping, commissioning and delivering adult skills
and lifelong learning. And it had taken the approach to do so,
in respect of MCAs/GLA by devolving the AEB. It added that
the Department recognised that as mayoral areas built their
Local Industrial Strategies and began to evidence local skills
needs through their Skills Advisory Panels, devolving the AEB
would enable them to directly support adults in developing
the skills that local employers needed.
     The Government pointed out that had devolved
approximately half the AEB to 7 MCAs (Tees Valley, Liverpool
City Region, West Midlands, Greater Manchester,
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough, West of England and
North of Tyne) and delegated to the Mayor of London
(working where appropriate through the GLA). It added that
Sheffield City Region and West Yorkshire were due to take on
adult education functions from the 2021/22 academic year. 
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Universities and Scotland
Universities and Scotland, House of Commons Scottish Affairs
Committee, First Report of Session 2021–22, HC 54. Published
by the House of Commons on Friday 28 May 2021.

Scotland has 19 universities, four of which are in the top
250 in the world: Edinburgh, Glasgow, Dundee and
Aberdeen. (World University Rankings 2021, published

by Times Higher Education.) In the 2017–18 academic year,
there were 230,940 students studying in Scottish
universities. 
     Typically, the higher education sector in Scotland
survives on a combination of international student fees,
research grants and funding from the UK and Scottish
Governments. This inquiry comes during a period of intense
pressure for the sector. Scotland’s universities face what has
been described as a “perfect storm” as long term budgetary
challenges combine with the effects of COVID-19 and the UK’s
departure from the EU. The pandemic has necessitated
significant interventions by both the UK and Scottish
Governments to support research, institutions and students,
but questions remain over whether it will be enough. 
     This Report examines the challenges and opportunities
faced by Scottish universities (and their students and research
arms) as the sector adjusts to the pandemic and life outside
the EU, and accesses what further action is needed by the UK
and Scottish Governments. This Report breaks down those
challenges and opportunities into three key areas: (i) the
finances of Scottish universities, (ii) student welfare,
experience and opportunities, and (iii) academic research by
Scottish universities.
     The Committee concludes that this is a crunch time for
Scottish universities.
•   New scholarships for EU students and lower visa fees for
academics needed to maintain competitiveness.
•   Calls for more Scottish representation on research funding
body UKRI.
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•   The Turing Scheme to cover inward placements for
international students and academics, not just outward UK
students.
•   Reductions in overseas aid spending should not lead to
reductions in UK research spending.
•   Improved collaboration and engagement needed in
reserved areas where there are impacts for higher education
in Scotland. 

The report argues that improved collaboration and
engagement are required to help the sector through the joint
impacts of COVID and Brexit. Having examined the impact of
reserved decisions on Scottish universities, the Committee
recommends that the programme replacing the EU’s
Erasmus+ scheme should be expanded to provide funding for
placements for inward bound international students and
cover opportunities for academic staff.
     The Committee examined the challenges facing the
higher education sector in Scotland. While responsibility for
higher education in Scotland rests with the Scottish
Government, UK Government actions in policy areas it
controls, such as immigration and visas, can have a big impact
on the sector.
     Current plans for the UK Government’s Turing Scheme
will see £110 million made available to fund 35,000 UK
students per year to study abroad. The Committee welcomed
the Scheme, but noted “with regret” it does not currently
support UK placements for international students. This could
have knock-on effects for local economies that benefit from
spending by students from abroad.
     A similar concern highlighted by the report was the
40% reduction in applicants wanting to study at Scottish
universities from the EU for the 2021-22 academic year. EU
students fill “difficult to recruit for” STEM subjects and are
more likely to enter academia or research following
graduation than other international counterparts. The slide in
EU student numbers should be addressed, the Committee
said, in part by introducing a new or expanded scholarship
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scheme attracting EU students to the UK and Scotland.
     MPs on the Committee praised the UK Government’s
introduction of the Post-study work visa for playing a “key
role in attracting, and retaining”, the best students from
abroad. They also welcomed the Global Talent visa but
pointed out that it comes at a high cost, which could act as a
disincentive to attracting international academics. The report
urged the Government to bring down the cost of the visa to
competitive levels.
     The report also calls for a shake-up of the UK-wide
funding body UK Research and Innovation (UKRI). It says that
Scottish academic research institutions “deserve appropriate
recognition and influence” in line with the contribution they
will  be making to the post-pandemic recovery. The
Committee called on the Secretary of State for Business to
improve the representation of Scottish universities on the
UKRI board. The Scottish Funding Council should also have a
seat on the UKRI Executive Committee, a decision which is at
the discretion of UKRI’s CEO. 
     The report highlights the sector’s concerns about the
impact of reductions in UK overseas aid spending on UKRI
funding, up to 70% in some estimates, and urges the
Government to stick to the financial commitments it made in
its R&D roadmap.



COVID-19 and Local Finance
COVID-19: Local Government Finance, House of Commons
Public Accounts Committee, Fourth Report of Session 2021–
22, HC 239. Report, together with formal minutes relating to
the report. Published by the House of Commons on Friday 4
June 2021.

The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) recognised that
local authorities in England have played a “vital role
during the COVID-19 pandemic”: paying grants to

businesses, providing support to vulnerable people who are
shielding, setting up community testing facilities and taking
on the most challenging contact tracing, all the while
keeping existing services running. 
     Authorities have achieved this while dealing with the
impact of the pandemic on their finances, which were already
under strain going into the pandemic. The Ministry of
Housing, Communities & Local Government (MHCLG) is
responsible for working across government to support HM
Treasury to make major decisions about local government
funding. The MHCLG plays a significant role in distributing that
funding. It is also responsible for the accountability system
that assures Parliament about how local authorities use their
resources, including preventing and responding to financial
and service failure. 
     The MHCLG acted quickly to support local authority
finances early in the pandemic, announcing unringfenced
grants for local authorities of £1.6 billion on 19 March 2020
and £1.6 billion on 18 April 2020. It supported local authority
cash flow through measures totalling nearly £6.85 billion in
the same months. In total, by early December 2020, the
Department had provided £4.55 billion in unringfenced grants
to support local authorities’ response to the pandemic, as
part of £9.1 billion in COVID-19 funding for local authorities
from government announced by that point.
     Despite receiving additional funding during COVID-19,
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the Committee noted that many local authorities are in a
precarious financial situation and will experience long-term
financial effects from the pandemic. Many expect to make
cuts to their budgets for local services in 2021–22. Typical
council tax bills will rise by an average of 4.3% across England
in 2021–22, meaning that local people could be paying more
for less. 
     The PAC believes that government does not have
sufficient information about how these financial pressures will
impact on local services. Despite this in many respects, the
MHCLG has acted effectively to stave off widespread financial
failure within the sector despite the unprecedented impacts
of the pandemic in the short term. Regular submission of
financial data by local authorities has given the Department a
timely evidence base to support local authorities, the £9.7
billion of increased costs and lost income faced by local
authorities to December 2020 were nearly matched by the
£9.1 billion of government support provided. 
     However, there are still lessons that the MHCLG and
the rest of government need to learn from the experience of
the pandemic to ensure the financial sustainability of the
sector and discussion between local authorities and the
Ministry when a council is in serious financial difficulty are still
behind closed doors. The PAC recommends that Government
should be more transparent with the National Audit Office
about the level of financial stress in councils and the potential
for Section 114 notices to enable better scrutiny of these
issues which hit taxpayers and service users hard if a council
fails financially. 
     While the MHCLG has worked well with local
authorities, the PAC does not believe that the Ministry was
sufficiently prepared for the financial impacts of the
pandemic. Across government, support schemes have not
always been designed with sufficient knowledge or
consideration of local government finance, which can create
confusion and excessive bureaucracy. Crucially, uncertainty
about government funding and support has hindered local
authority financial planning for the year ahead and been a
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driver for cost cutting. 
     Despite the Ministry’s detailed work in earlier years,
longer-term reform of local government finance has been
delayed twice, first by Brexit and now by the pandemic, and
reform to adult social care remains undelivered. The
Committee noted that: “Even if the sector’s current financial
situation is stabilised, there is a looming problem in local
government finance that needs a structural solution which
needs to take account of the impacts of the pandemic.”
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White Working-class Pupils
The Forgotten: How White working-class pupils have been let
down, and how to change it ,  the House of Commons
Education Select Committee, HC 85. First Report of Session
2021–22. Report, together with formal minutes relating to the
report. Published by the House of Commons on Monday 21
June, 2021.  

This is an important, significant and at times
controversial report from the Education Select
Committee. The educational underachievement of

White working-class pupils has been clear for some years,
and was the subject of another report from a previous
education select committee, in 2014. It has been the subject
of two reports from Ofsted, in 2008 and 2013. 
     This group is among the most likely to not achieve a
pass in English and Maths GCSE and the least likely to go to
university. White pupils are the country’s ethnic majority,
with 982,950 White pupils eligible for free school meals in
2020. As the report observes: “Consistently poor outcomes
for disadvantaged pupils in this group is a significant challenge
in closing the overall disadvantage gap.” 
     The report acknowledged that the problem was a
complex one, and admitted that it had found it “challenging to
clarify what drives this attainment gap.” It was critical of the
Department for Education (DfE) for not acknowledging the
importance of trying to do this. Instead, the report claimed
that the DfE had “relied on muddled thinking and asserted
that more of the same policies to drive up standards will solve
the attainment gap, despite evidence that the gap had ceased
closing” before the COVID pandemic. 
     The Committee agreed with witnesses it interviewed
that the gap between disadvantaged White pupils and their
peers is not caused by their ethnicity or race. “Like them, we
do not believe that someone’s ethnicity points to any inherent
difference in ability or potential. Neither did the Department
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convince us that they are right to attribute all the gap to
poverty alone. Pupils from ethnic minority backgrounds are
more likely to experience poverty, yet they consistently out-
perform their White British peers.” 
     There was no single cause of why White working-class
pupils do so badly. Causes include intergenerational
disadvantage, geographic inequalities, family experience of
education, disengagement from school, through to a policy
failure to strategically address their low participation in higher
education. As the report noted: “Children from other ethnic
groups also face these challenges, but the evidence suggests
that disadvantaged White children may be vulnerable to a
greater cumulation of them.” 
     The report accepts that the term “White working
class” is ill-defined. Of necessity, the Committee have used
free school meal (FSM) eligibility and focused on the White
British group as proxies. It said that ‘White working class’ was
“an imperfect substitute for this group, but it is a widely used
proxy, and evidence shows that this group underperforms in
education compared to their peers from other ethnic groups.”
The only exceptions are Irish travellers and Gypsy and Roma
children, who performed even worse. 
     From the evidence that the Committee had seen,
there were two key areas which were central to
understanding relative underperformance for disadvantaged
White pupils. These were: 
•   Place-based disparities, not just relating to income
deprivation but also poor infrastructure, struggling job
markets and lack of opportunity, and multi-generational
poverty and unemployment. These were more likely to affect
disadvantaged White pupils due to the distribution of ethnic
diversity in the country. “Tackling these requires highly
tailored local solutions.” 
•   Cultural factors, including family structure, experience
of education, and access to community assets (including
places of worship, youth groups and other social
organisations), “may also disproportionately impact
attainment for disadvantaged White pupils.” 

129

Select Committee Reports

Vol. 27 No. 2 • Education Journal Review



130

To tackle this, “the Department for Education must first
acknowledge the extent of the problem and recognise that its
current approach is not working. What is needed now is a
tailored approach, with targeted recommendations. Funding
needs to be micro-targeted to level up educational
opportunity. To do this, we need a better understanding of
disadvantage, and better tools to tackle it.” 
     The Committee wanted better data on disadvantage,
to pinpoint barriers and geographical areas that need more
support and address stark geographic differences in
educational outcomes. “There is good data available about
education related to ethnicity, sex, geography and socio-
economic background, but it is rarely cross-referenced to
provide a richer analysis.” Using FSM and Ever-6 FSM as the
primary measure of disadvantage “is a blunt and imperfect
instrument. The Government should develop more
multivariant data sets that facilitate a sophisticated view of
which areas, schools and pupils need the most help.” 
     Once it has better data, the DfE should then reform
the Pupil Premium, using these data sets, by introducing
weighting for long-term disadvantage and geographic factors,
as well as more accountability for schools themselves, to
ensure the funding is always spent on the most
disadvantaged. “Should the Department’s latest changes to
the conditions of the Pupil Premium grant not prevent schools
spending the money on plugging other gaps in their budgets,
the Department should consider measures such as ring
fencing the Pupil Premium for disadvantaged children.” 
     The report concluded that disadvantaged White
families must have access to strong early years support and
Family Hubs. It noted that ‘Aspirations’ and ‘culture’ are
recurring themes in the debate about how to help the White
working-class. “We heard evidence of an ‘immigrant
paradigm’ that leads some families to place greater value on
education, while multi-generational disadvantage, particularly
amongst White (and Black Caribbean) families, has inculcated
feelings of hopelessness and powerlessness to break the cycle
of poverty. 

Education Journal Review • Vol. 27 No. 2

Select Committee Reports



     We also heard suggestions that disadvantaged White
parents may find it difficult to engage with schools or access
the full range of support that they are entitled to, and that
some families’ low educational achievement made it harder
for them to help their own children with their school work.” 
     The Committee felt that the DfE “must do more to
support disadvantaged White families, and in doing so it will
help their children reach their full potential.” This could be
done by: 
•   Using the Government’s £14 million investment to
create a ‘national infrastructure’ of Family Hubs to give
parents a single point of access for the services they need.
•   Boosting adult community learning centres, to help
parents without basic literacy and numeracy skills engage in
their children’s learning. 

The report argued for the “different but equally valuable
vocational training and apprenticeship options alongside
traditional academic routes”, although here it was pushing at
an open door given the support for the Skills and Post-16
Education Bill now before Parliament. It wanted to “revisit the
benefits of greater diversity of subjects in the pre-16
curriculum, so that the lower rungs in the skills ladder are in
place.” It wanted the DfE to “reform accountability measures
by reforming the Ebacc, with a curriculum that includes both
academic subjects and at least one technical, creative or
vocational course in KS4.” 
     The Committee thought that boosting access to higher
education through improving careers guidance and specifying
targets for disadvantaged White pupils would help. Few from
this demographic go on to university now, as few see it as
relevant to them. Higher education providers “must also do
more to help disadvantaged White pupils access their
institutions.” The Committee was “concerned to hear that
higher education providers are failing to tackle this problem
proactively through their (regulated) Access and Participation
plans.” The money that universities spend on access (in 2019
this was around £800 million), should be sent “upstream” to
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inform pupils about the opportunities offered by higher
education earlier in education, or to encouraging more
students to consider degree apprenticeships. 
     The Committee concluded that “we need new and
constructive ways to talk about racial disparities.”
Controversially, it agreed with the Commission on Race and
Ethnic Disparities “that current discourse around White
Privilege can be divisive, and we hope that by highlighting the
hardships faced by many White people from disadvantaged
backgrounds, our inquiry may help advance a new way to
discuss disadvantage without pitting different groups against
each other.”
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