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One of the issues to surface from the COVID-19
pandemic has been the development of personalised
learning. The first paper in this issue is from Martine

Elie and Mohamed Mahgoub of the Education Development
Institute of the Qatar Foundation, who explore actualising
and implementing personalised learning.
     Our second paper comes from Margaret Clark. She
writes on the development of a research-literate teaching
profession and evidence-based government literacy policies.
She questions the reliance of synthetic phonics as the only
way to teach young children to read with the focus in the
early stages being solely or mainly on decontextualised
decoding.and on reliance on the phonics screening test where
half the words used are made up. 
     Andrew Shenton contributes an article on learning
from the learners, illustrated by his experience with the 
Extended Project Qualification (EPQ).
     Dr Helen Norman writes about the difference that
‘time with dad’ can make to children’s learning. This article is
based on a paper by Helen Norman, Jeremy Davies and Rose
Smith presented to the annual conference of the British
Sociological Association on 21 April 2022.
     Finally I contribute a paper that probes whether the
Government is up to its declared aim of securing a fully
academised system of schooling by 2030. 
     At the end of this issue we continue with our coverage
of reviews of all parliamentary reports on education, covering
the period from mid November 2021 to the present. This
brings right up to date our reviews of all select committee and
other parliamentary reports since January 2018. 

Demitri Coryton
Editor
April 2022
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A deep dive into actualising
and implementing
personalised learning

By Dr Martine Elie and Dr Mohamed Mahgoub
Educational Development Institute, Qatar
Foundation

Abstract: Economist Impact (EI) published the report Getting
Personal: The Future of Education Post COVID-19 (2021). This
report details the findings of a survey completed by 450 US
and UK based educational administrators (i.e. principals, vice
principals) and senior ed technology firm executives. The
survey explored their perception of COVID’s impact on
personalised learning. This article provides further analysis of
the select findings and ways to support and implement
personalised learning. 

Key words: Personalised learning, COVID-19, student voice,
choice.

Personalised learning is a concept of practice within the
field of education that has myriad definitions resulting
in differences in practice and implementation.  The

early writings about personalized learning trace back to
Bloom (1984) and have evolved to meet student,
organisation, and societal needs.  While the definition of
personalised learning varies amongst groups, one
commonality exists at the core which is its focus on student-
centred learning.  Among some of the most commonly cited
definitions of personalised learning cited by Bernacki et al
(2021) in their systematic review of research on personalised
learning are included in the table below.

Martine Elie
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“Instruction that is paced to learning
needs, tailored to learning preferences,
and tailored to the specific interests of
different learners”

U.S. Office of
Educational
Technology
(2010)

“Tailoring learning for each student’s
strengths, needs and interests –
including enabling student voice and
choice in what, how, when and where
they learn – to provide flexibility and
supports to ensure mastery of the
highest standards possible.”

iNACOL
(Patrick et al.,
2013) 

“In personalized learning settings,
teachers assess students’ strengths and
needs to create learning plans that are
aligned with student interests and
strong academic standards.”

Bill and
Melinda
Gates
Foundation
(2015).

“Instruction in which the pace of
learning and the instructional approach
are optimized for the needs of each
learner. Learning objectives,
instructional approaches, and
instructional content (and its
sequencing) all may vary based on
learner needs. In addition, learning
activities are meaningful and relevant
to learners, driven by their interests,
and often self-initiated.” 

U.S. Office of
Educational
Technology
(2016).

SourceDefinition

“Instruction in which the objectives,
pathways, and pace of learning
experiences are optimized for each
learner’s needs, interests, and ongoing

SRI Education
(2018)
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Table 1-Adapted from Bernacki et al (2021)

     The differing definitions provided above are consistent
with the EI report statement: “there is no formal definition or
blueprint for personalised learning: it is more of a general
philosophy of pedagogy than a set of precise instructions” (p.
8).  The definitions provided in Table 1 are just some of the
many definitions that exist in the literature on personalised
learning. It should be noted that the differences in definition
equate with differences in various aspects of practice (i.e.,
implementation and assessment).  
     If  personalised learning is to be util ised as a
mechanism of instruction at school, district, state, or even
countrywide levels, there needs to be an operational
definition that would allow stakeholders to align pedagogy,
practice, and assessment measures.  The Economist Impact
(2021) study reported that ‘Covid-19 accelerated adoption of

Elie and Mahgoub
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performance. … Each of these
elements can be assigned to or chosen
by students on the basis of measures
of their needs, interests, or ongoing
academic performance.
Personalization thus involves tailoring
multiple elements of instruction,
stressing the importance of
understanding each learner as an
individual, and matching learning
experiences to his or her needs and
interests. Technology is typically a
critical tool for enabling these
processes. Given this definition, the
process of personalized learning can be
characterized by a cycle of four
processes: (1) engage, (2) measure, (3)
interpret, and (4) adapt.”



personalised learning; 99% of participating educators said that
their schools adopted personalised learning under the
pandemic. However, experts raised questions about such an
adoption. These questions centred around teaching and
learning practices using technology in a remote context. For
example, Kristen Watkins, Director of Personalised Learning,
at the Dallas Independent School District commented, saying
“just because you were teaching on a device or students were
learning online, doesn’t necessarily mean [learning] was
personalised. This is a big misconception”’ (p. 10).  This
example underscores the disconnect between pedagogy and
the practice highlighting the need for a crystal clear,
operational definition of personalised learning. 
     Some additional points of consideration are who leads
learning and student agency. In traditional classrooms, most
learning is teacher led. By nature of this design, students are
required to participate in classroom routines and complete
classwork. This practice is teacher led with limited student
agency.   While working remotely, in an online context using
technology which lacks physical face to face contact, students
have more agency. Remote learning allows students the voice
and agency to determine if, when, and how they will
participate.  In the remote online context teachers have to
devise engaging pedagogical approaches that promote and
support their students’ agency – as demonstrated in making
choices and pursuing them (Economist Impact, 2021, p. 11). In
the most widely utilised definitions of personalised learning,
students' interests and preferences, coupled with their needs
guide learning and teaching. 
     Although the Economist Impact report stated that
‘educators’ believed that personalised learning suits
‘imparting 21 century skills’ that are essential for personalised
learning, such as ‘problem solving…, critical thinking,
creativity…confidence, and communication skills,’ it raised a
concern that this is not reflected in currently used
measurements (Economist Impact, 2021, p 6). In order for
21st century skills to be developed, they must be embedded
in the instructional design and promoted through pedagogical

5Vol. 28 No. 1 • Education Journal Review
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practice rather than left to the expectation they will be
executed through technology.  
     In current practice, personalised learning is ‘more
likely to be teacher-led than student-led.’ There is room for
improvement in the defined roles and responsibilities of the
teacher versus student as the driving force behind
personalised learning. The report suggests less educators
developed their lessons based on students’ interests than
those who reported using student needs to develop student
learning plans (Economist Impact, 2021, p. 13).  Having a
‘learner-driven pedagogy’ is considered ‘desirable’ but hard to
reach because schools and teachers find it difficult to take
risks of change. Additionally, parents who are not familiar
with the concept or benefits of personalised learning may not
easily buy in (p. 14).

Technology
The use of technology is one of the key elements aligned to
personalised learning. Educational technology has been used
so commonly, especially during the pandemic, that it has been
mistakenly perceived as a mechanism for personalised
learning rather than a tool for implementing it. 98% of the
participating educators in the Economist Impact survey raised
the concern that discussion on personalised learning focuses
on technology to the extent that it is ‘conflated’ with
personalised learning (2021, p. 7). Personalised learning is an
approach and technology is just one of the means for
implementing it. For teachers to design and implement
lessons that enable students to personalise their learning, the
focus of professional development should be on the pedagogy
of personalised learning rather than the use of technology as
personalised learning per se. Insufficient teacher professional
development on personalised learning was also raised by
Pane et al (2017, p.22). 
     In addition to professional development training are
concerns surrounding technology, specifically its design and
use. Technology that supports teacher-led pedagogy – such as
Learning Management Systems – has been more commonly

Education Journal Review • Vol. 28 No. 1
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used than technologies that support a student-led approach,
such as Exploratory Learning Environments, Game-Based
Learning Tools, and Dialogue-based Tutoring (Economist
Impact, 2021, p. 6). The use of teacher led technology such as
LMS versus student-led technology is consistent with the
elusive understanding of personalised learning. 
     In addition to new or updated technology that can be
used to truly personalise learning to meet student needs,
there is a need for technology-based resources. Pane et al
(2017) reported that teachers faced difficulty in finding ‘high-
quality standalone technology-based materials’ (p. 12). 

Implementation 
While Economist Impact underscored some of the challenges
of implementing personalised learning in practice, earlier
research conducted by Pane et al. (2017) provided some
pedagogical and implementation solutions. They suggested
the following four interrelated strategies for implementing
personalised learning in schools. 
     First is keeping ‘learner profiles’ that document each
student’s ‘strengths, needs, motivations and progress’. Each
profile is continuously ‘reviewed, discussed and updated’
considering data collected on students’ progress and informs
their individual learning plans. Teachers make these profiles
available to ‘students and their families’ (p. 6). Second is a
‘personal learning path’ for each learner. This is based on the
‘learner profile.’ It documents choices each learner makes
regarding what to learn and the flow of their learning, within
the limits their teacher set. It also provides a flurry of
pedagogical approaches and curricular resources within and
outside of the school that would help students shape their
‘meaningful learning experiences.’ It also caters for each
learner’s specific learning needs through providing individual
learning support for ‘remediation, help with grade-level
content, or enrichment’ (pp 6-7). While the ‘learner profile’
sets learning goals, needs and motivations and the ‘personal
learning path’ details learner-focused pedagogical support
and resources, the third strategy constitutes a learner-focused

7Vol. 28 No. 1 • Education Journal Review
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‘competency-based progression’ that is used to assess and
gauge each learner’s progress. In such a learner-focused
context, learning progress is gauged in light of learner’s goals.
To measure progress, non-traditional tools – such as projects
and presentations – and traditional ones, such as tests and
quizzes are used. Assessment is tailored according to each
learner’s pace and readiness in a framework of competency
development and ‘course credit’ (p. 7).  Seamlessly comes the
fourth strategy – ‘flexible learning environment’ – to create a
learning-conducive milieu for each learner. It provides ‘staff,
learning space, and time’ allocated to support ‘personalised
learning.’ Such an environment is flexibly designed to enable
learners to learn individually and collaboratively. Equitably
available technological tools constitute a key feature of such a
learning environment (p. 7). 

Research 
In our rapidly evolving world full of natural disruptions and
technological developments, the imperative for continuous
research is crucial for educational development. However,
‘82%’ of the ed-tech executives surveyed in the Economist
Impact report (2021), reported ‘lack of access to research and
development in schools’ as a barrier to ed-tech innovations.
These executives also demanded teacher and students’
feedback on their products (p.19). The report also
underscored the need for research on the impact of
personalised learning on learning outcomes to convince
parents of accepting it. The same need for further research
was underscored by Pane et al. (2017), however they
reported ‘suggestive evidence’ showing positive relationship
between personalised learning practices and student
achievement, using (Measurement of Academic Progress -
MAP) tests, especially in mathematics (p. 41). 

Suggestions
In order to actualise personalised learning at a larger level we
propose the following 
●   Create an operational or standard definitions of

Education Journal Review • Vol. 28 No. 1
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personalised learning that can be globally adopted.
●   Define the practice of personalised learning.
●   Differentiate teacher led vs student led role in personalised
learning.  
●   Define the use of technology as it relates to personalised
learning. 
●   Create guidelines on the role of technology as a tool for
personalised learning versus as personalised learning. 
●   Create and offer teacher training programs and/or
professional development on personalised learning (i.e. what
it is, how to implement it, how to assess students).
●   Contribute to the research on the pedagogy of
personalised learning.
●   Contribute to the research on the assessment of
personalised learning.
●   Create interdisciplinary task forces consisting of teachers,
administrators, researchers, and Ed tech developers to
collaborate on the construction or modification of
personalised learning technology tools.
●   Encourage collaborative interdisciplinary research amongst
educators and Ed tech developers.
●   Include teachers in the conversations about personalised
learning. 
●   Create informational marketing materials and/or sessions
centred around helping students and parents understand
personalised learning, its benefits, and what it means to/for
them.

Conclusions 
Increasing student learning, agency, and outcomes are the
ultimate goals of personalised learning. For organisations to
meet this standard, an operational definition, some
parameters around how personalised learning is implemented
and assessed must be developed and adapted at school
and/or at an organisation level. The results from the
Economist Impact study highlight the need for such change.
Technology alone does not inform personalised learning.  In
order to strengthen the concept or construct of personalised
learning we must create operational practices, provide

9Vol. 28 No. 1 • Education Journal Review
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professional development on the scholarship of personalised
learning teaching and practice, differentiate between
technology as a tool versus technology as the driving force of
personalised learning, and lastly conduct evidenced based
research. Additionally, if personalised learning is the wave of
the future, we must adequately prepare teachers about the
scholarship of personalised teaching and learning, as well as
shift the mindset of students and families around traditional
education models.    
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The development of a
research-literate teaching
profession and evidence-
based government literacy
policies
By Margaret M Clark OBE

Abstract: The Government in England claims that all children
should learn to read using synthetic phonics and that this
policy is evidence-based, failing to acknowledge alternative
evidence. 
     A phonics screening check introduced in 2012 to be
taken by children around six years of age at the end of year 1
is mandatory. It consists of 40 words to be read aloud to the
teacher, 20 are real words and the other 20 are pseudo
words. Any child who fails to achieve a pass mark of 32 words
read aloud correctly is required to re-sit the check at the end
of year 2. 
     Increasing the percentage pass rates each year on the
check is required of schools on what has become a high
stakes test taken by children around six years of age, rather
than a light touch or diagnostic assessment. There is evidence
that decoding has come to dominate reading instruction in
early years classrooms in England in preparation for the
check. 
     Ofsted in its school inspections, concentrates on a
school’s adherence to government literacy policy. As teachers
in training in England now spend a greater proportion of their
time in schools than previously, where synthetic phonics is
the required method of teaching reading, the students are
unlikely on teaching practice to see other methods employed.
There are unlikely even to be discussions there of alternative
approaches to the teaching of reading. 
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     Now even literacy courses in initial teacher education
institutions are to be required to focus on synthetic phonics if
these institutions wish to retain their validation to train
teachers. Their adherence to this policy is to be inspected by
Ofsted. With more limited time in the training institutions,
and the new demand for a focus in the literacy courses there
on synthetic phonics there will be little time for tutors to
provide their students with evidence of other successful
approaches or comparative information from other countries,
even the other devolved countries in the United Kingdom
which have adopted very different approaches. Yet Northern
Ireland and The Republic of Ireland scored statistically higher
than England in PIRLs 2016. Thus, during their training, it
seems doubtful if teachers will either acquire the knowledge
or the competence to be a research-literate profession or to
critique government policies should this be permitted.
     Attendance at courses of continuing professional
development in England are unlikely to widen teachers’
horizons if they are funded by DfE as the main focus will be on
synthetic phonics and a condition of acceptance on such
courses may even require the purchase of prescribed
commercial synthetic phonics materials. 
     There is extensive research evidence to support these
statements.
     How can the teaching profession in England be made
research-literate with the knowledge to critique current and
future government policies and what changes would be
required to enable them to use that expertise to improve the
literacy curriculum?

Keywords: Literacy policy, school libraries, story reading.

Focusing only on phonics in the early stages of learning
to read, particularly in a language such as English,
whose orthography is not phonically regular, inevitably

limits children’s initial experience of print. 
     Were children’s experience of written language in the
early stages not confined to phonically regular words, but also
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to include the hundred key words in written English, which
are not phonically regular, this would enable children’s initial
experience of written language to include more meaningful
interesting text. A hundred key words account for fifty
percent of the total words in written English (see Clark, 2016
chapter. 9). Phonics instruction may help the children to
decode the ninety percent of different words in written
English. Without this instruction children might tend to guess
at these other words. Therefore, for children learning to read
in English their early experience of written language should
involve both phonics and learning speedy recognition of the
100 key words. This combination would enable them to
experience meaningful written language from the start and
appreciate that the purpose in reading is to make sense of a
different form of language not to speak words out loud. 
     As Margaret Donaldson and Jessie Reid as early as
1982 stressed: “Learning to read is learning to comprehend
language expressed through a different medium.” (Reprinted
Clark 1985: 16.)
     They stressed the need to recognise the
decontextualised nature of written language and that it is not
merely speech written down, a view also expressed by other
contributors to that book New Directions in the Study of
Reading (Clark,1985). 
     As early as 1970s, others including Frank Smith in The
United States and Marie Clay in New Zealand were stressing
the importance of appreciating that print is not merely speech
written down. (See Clark 2016 for an outline of the insight
from such researchers). It is questionable how many insights
from the research on literacy over the years since 1970s will
have been discussed in the training of today’s teachers in
England. 
     To make sense of the written form of language we
need to identify the individual words at sufficient speed. The
focus currently in England in the early stages seems to be
predominantly on decoding, and that out of context, contrary
to what was recommended by the Education Endowment
Foundation for example which stressed that even decoding
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should be practised in meaningful contexts. Fluency and
sounding out words, rather than making sense of a written
form of language seems to dominate early instruction with
the assumption that only when children can decode
successfully should they experience a range of written
language. Thus, many young children assume that the
purpose of reading is to transform print into sound rather
than to understand language in a different medium.
Children’s early reading instruction should surely include an
appreciation that understanding and enjoying language in a
different medium is the purpose in reading, whether orally or
silently. The current approach may be particularly confusing
to the many young children in England learning to read in
English for whom it is not even their first language. Many
young children questioned shortly after taking the screening
check showed a lack of appreciation that reading is not
merely sounding out symbols (See Clark 2018; Carter J, 2020a;
Bradbury, A and Roberts-Holmes, G 2017).

Learning to Read: relevant research 
It has been claimed by Nick Gibb, the former education
minister who has been the advocate for synthetic phonics
over many years, that academics would not support
instruction in phonics as part of children’s early instruction in
learning to read. What concerns them is the Government’s
insistence that synthetic phonics is the only way to teach all
children to read, and that the focus in the early stages should
be solely or mainly on decontextualised decoding. Little
appreciation seems to be given to the very different skills that
young children possess when they start school. Indeed, some
children are already on their way to reading with
understanding before they start school, a few are already
reading silently with understanding (Clark, 1976). Such
children’s progress may indeed be set back by the current
curriculum and preparation for the phonics check which they
experience in school. Some parents did express this concern
in our independent research (Clark and Glazzard, 2018).
     There is research to back up these statements, some

Clark
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as early as 1970s, yet few teachers in training, or even
experienced teachers in England, are likely to be qualified
professionals in the fullest sense of the word able to critique
current and future government policy or even permitted to do
so. How many teachers, or even their lecturers would be
aware of the significance of the researches of for example:
Frank Smith, whose book Understanding Reading: a
psycholinguistic approach made such an impact when
published in 1971; Marie Clay in New Zealand who developed
Reading Recovery, whose first book Reading a Patterning of
Complex Behaviour was published in 1972 (see chapter 7 in
Clark 2016 for a tribute to her work); or Emelia Ferreiro from
Argentina who explored young children’s developing
awareness of the different between drawing and writing and
many other significant researches (see Awakening to Literacy
1985, editors Goelman, Oberg and Smith). 
     My research on young children who could already read
silently with understanding when they started school revealed
that not all children did need formal instruction to learn to
read and raised the issue as to whether some children’s failure
might be as a consequence of the age at which they were
taught, or the methodology (Clark, 1976, Young Fluent
Readers).

Stories as a first step
There is now one would hope, a greater appreciation of the
cognitive processes involved in the comprehension of written
language for different purposes. Stories read and reread to
young children coupled with dialogue as the stories are shared
with adults helps young children to appreciate the features of
written language. If young children follow the story on the
page, they may also come to appreciate the different
significance of letters, words and punctuation. Some children
come to school with a rich background from stories shared
with parents and with a plentiful supply of illustrated
children’s books by imaginative children’s authors. Other
children come to school with few such experiences. Yet, there
is research evidence as to the impact of such experience on

Clark
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children’s progress in learning to read. 
     In 2017 the results of the Progress in International
Reading Literacy Study PIRLs 2016 were published, and
England’s improved performance was by Nick Gibb, an
education minister, attributed to the new insistence on
synthetic phonics as the way to teach all children to read and
the mandatory phonics screening check. However, cautions
about any such claims were made in the international report
on the study and the influence of home background on the
PIRLs results of the ten-year-olds in the study was stressed. 
Parents are the students’ first teachers and 39 per cent of the
students had parents who reported often engaging their
children in early literacy activities such as reading, talking or
singing to them as well as telling them stories and teaching
them to write alphabet letters. These students had higher
reading achievement than students whose parents engaged
them less frequently in early literacy activities. 
     This is quoted in Clark, 2018 chapter 5 (page 35) where
its implications are explored. The results for students whose
parents reported that their children performed early literacy
activities when beginning primary school were shown to
illustrate the important influence of home environment on
later attainment. It is even possible that one contributory
factor to high scores in the phonics screening check in England
might have been the children’s experiences in their homes, an
aspect that has not been investigated.
     As early as the 1980s there was a Granada Television
Series Time for a Story for children from four years of age
which introduced young children to a range of fascinating
stories each of about 500 words written for the series by well-
known children’s authors. No constraints on language, or
punctuation were put on the authors, only that the stories be
approximately 500 words long. During each ten-minute
programme a story was introduced to the children, the key
words and phrases shown on screen and explained, then the
story read. Little books with illustrations from the television
series and teachers’ handbooks could be purchased to
accompany the series. Wendy Dewhirst and I were the
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consultants for this series. The short stories enabled young
children to hear written language and contrast it with spoken
language from an early age. Young children in primary schools
in England may not have many such experiences, unless they
have parents who read and re-read stories. Yet there is
research evidence as to how important such experience is for
young children preschool and when learning to read. 
     Current government policy with its focus on decoding
in the early years may allow very little time for story reading
as part of reading instruction in schools thus widening the gap
between more and less advantaged children. Children should
be made aware of the reciprocal relationship between
reading and writing (see Clark 2016: chapter 10). Using the
most creative of these short stories I was able to show how
they could be used to stimulate many young children to retell
the story orally in language similar to the original. Some
children reproduced the story in writing while a few even
invented their own parallel stories. When lecturing to
teachers and working with young children I read these short
stories to stimulate the young children to compose their own
stories. There are many examples of just how creative some
young children can be when given the opportunity in Young
Literacy Learners (Clark, 1994 and Clark, 2016).
     Only if the early years curriculum is creative enough
will teachers appreciate the wide range of knowledge and
skills even within a single age group of young children and
plan experiences to meet the needs of all the children. Even
within a single age-group of young children some children
may not yet appreciate the difference between drawing and
writing or words and letters. While other young children
when stimulated by rich written language can retell a story
orally in similar language, and others under seven years of
age are able to compose and even write and illustrate their
own parallel stories.

School Libraries in England
Many young children starting school have had a rich
experience of written language in the form of stories, others
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have had very limited experience of books and own few if any
books themselves. One would hope that schools would be
able to provide disadvantaged children with experience of
books. It is therefore to be regretted that in England school
libraries are not mandatory and such libraries as do exist are
not therefore likely to be inspected by Ofsted. When
resources are in short supply school libraries are unlikely
therefore to be a priority or will be the replacement of
librarians who leave. Public libraries may not be able to
compensate and with the focus on decoding in the early
stages there may be limited time for story reading to young
children as a frequent regular occurrence in early years
classrooms (see Carter 2020b). An All Party-Parliamentary
Group for Libraries reporting in 2014 recommended that
school l ibraries should become mandatory; their
recommendation was not accepted. In 2015 the National
Literacy Trust published a report on School Libraries
(Teravainen and Clark, C 2017). In their summary it was stated
that: “There are no official figures on the number of school
libraries in UK”. “There is no statutory requirement for
schools in England to have a school library, and often the
decision to have one depends on the head teacher…..fast
developing technology and the new opportunities it offers for
school libraries means that new research is needed to capture
the impact of these technological developments.” “It is crucial
that up-to-date figures are collected to determine the state of
school libraries”. (page 4).

The future of the phonics screening check and synthetic
phonics
There has been consultation by the government on some
aspects of assessment in primary schools in England, but little
since its introduction  in 2012 on the phonics screening check.
The future of the check was not considered in the 2017
consultation, yet the government does not intend to consult
at present as to whether the check should remain mandatory
or even continue. In an independent research study in 2017,
we sought the views of teachers and parents on the check
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and found most teachers and parents were unhappy about
the check; the pass/fail nature, the use of pseudo words and
the requirement for children to re sit the check if they failed
to reach a pass mark of 32. Many teachers expressed the view
that the check was not diagnostic, and told them little they
didn’t already know. Even some parents whose children
passed the check, and particularly those whose children were
already reading, expressed concern that its high status and
the predominate focus on decoding in the early years, had set
back their children’s reading (Clark and Glazzard, 2018).
     Jane Carter explored the extent to which the phonics
screening check framed the teaching practices of being a
teacher of reading. She gathered data from a questionnaire in
2016 completed by 59 reception year, year 1 and year 2
teachers. Most agreed that phonics must be taught, but there
were some disturbing comments made by the teachers
concerning the cultural context of the classroom. (See ‘Carter,
2020b and ‘What determines literacy policies.; evidence or
ideology? The power of politicians over policy and practice’
Clark 2018 Ed J Review 25: 2-30). In that article reference is
also made to other research including that of Bradbury and
Russell-Holmes on grouping for phonics tuition in early years
classrooms, in England, 2017). 
Improving on previous best
     In 2021 a comprehensive review of Education in
England was published by Tim Brighouse and Mick Waters,
both with extensive experience, including as Chief Education
Officers. That book entitled, About our Schools: Improving on
previous best, examines in detail the policy and practice from
the late 1970s to the present day in England and sets out what
policy makers and education leaders can do to enable schools
in England to improve. It involved interviews with 14
Secretaries of State together with many leading educationists
and is backed by extensive reading. The authors highlight key
areas in need of improvement and consider how we can
enable teachers and schools to improve the learning
environment and broaden the horizons for all pupils. The book
in its 641 pages addresses not only teachers but also policy
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makers and parents giving a comprehensive review of policy
often in the exact words of those who were interviewed. The
authors state that they read a lot and spent around 150 hours
interviewing the ‘witnesses’, included fourteen secretaries of
state, four heads of Ofsted and many other key players in
education.
     The authors claim that some chapters will be more
relevant than others to specific readers but that politicians
should be considering all the issues in the later chapters.
Nearly all the secretaries claimed to base their policies on
evidence, but it is their comments on where they get their
evidence and the importance they place on certain elements
that is important. When considering whether politicians do
make a difference there are several references to Nick Gibb
who worked with five secretaries of state, and who became a
minister of state in 2010 serving continuously until 2021 with
only a two-year break. It is claimed that he influenced at close
hand the work of all five secretaries of state leading a
personal crusade for traditional approaches to teaching,
including the use of synthetic phonics in early reading. 
     Nick Gibb is a figure of influence because of his sheer
length of time and maniacal focus on the knowledge rich
curriculum to the exclusion of all else (page 82). He was
responsible for answering the written questions on literacy
and assessment in the House of Commons.
     Following the reshuffle in 2021 and appointment of
Nadhim Zahawi as Secretary of State, Nick Gibb was replaced
by Robin Walker who is now responsible for answering the
written questions. It is not yet clear to what extent this will
change the Government’s policy on early reading instruction.
However, in two written answers by Robin Walker to literacy
questions on 28 February there does seem to be a rather
different tone. One was on the importance of World Book
Day, the other on children’s communication skills. He was
asked what steps the government was taking to ensure that
supporting children’s spoken language development is part of
what at that time was still the forthcoming Schools White
Paper. His reply included the following: “The Schools White
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Paper will consider the links between early years and primary
education as critical stages to children’s development in oracy
and spoken language. We expect to publish the Schools White
Paper in early 2022”. (See Education Journal 480 9.3.22: 39-
40).
     A suggestion is made in the book that Nick Gibb was
“sometimes regarded as ploughing a separate furrow rather
than being part of a team” (page 81). 
     We are reminded on page 107 that education in
England is very centralised and that central government
decides on education policy and enacts legislation. Schools are
required to work within the framework set down by
government. We do not have any comments from Nick Gibb
on his role, as on page 85 the authors state that Nick Gibb,
who was still in office at the time of the enquiries, declined to
be interviewed by the authors! 
     In the final chapters recommendations are made by
the authors who claim that there is now widespread
agreement among educationalists that partnerships of schools
working collaboratively are better (p 573) They propose that a
Schooling Framework Commission be established to
overcome the twin dangers of a lack of clarity and
overcentralised power. They recommend a wide membership
for the commission.
     They argue that formalised approaches to schooling
should not be until age 6 with excellent child-care and in a
rich social and educative setting beforehand. They state that
evidence from other nations indicates that a later start
accelerates progress especially in reading and particularly
when spoken language is a strong focus in the early years
(page 588).
     In the final chapter among the recommendations are
the following: “Through universities and our network of
expert consultant teachers and the infrastructure of the
Chartered College of Teaching and the EEF, we should be able
to establish the agreed processes for helping children to learn
to read and the alternative processes for those children who
struggle initially.” (Page 588.)
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     They argue that: “There should be an enquiry into
whether the starting age for school be raised to six. The
power of Ofsted should be reviewed with a view to reducing
its enormous function.” 
     Of particular relevance to the theme of this article are
the following two proposals:

1.  Every year 100 expert consultant teachers paired with a
100 trainee teachers should be randomly selected to visit two
or three schools from a list of 25 countries as well as Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland.

2.  There should be professional learning and CDP entitlement
for all staff with details recommended by the Schooling
Framework Commission in consultation with the teacher
unions, Chartered College of Teaching and Chartered Institute
of Educational Advisers. It is proposed that they would gain
their status after 5 to 7 years part time study for a master’s
degree at a university.

Were the proposals in this book, or even some of them to be
accepted, this would represent a major shift in power from
the current centralised control on the curriculum and
assessment by central government reduction in the current
wide-ranging powers of Ofsted, continuing professional
development for all staff, independent from DfE provide
insights into developments in other countries and an appraisal
of alternative methods of learning. Thus, teachers in England
might become true professionals. 
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Learning from the learners
By Andrew K. Shenton
Independent researcher

Key words: reflective practice, teaching, learners, information
literacy.

Abstract: Much is made nowadays of the importance of
“reflective practice”. Whilst individual readers will, no doubt,
understand the term in different ways, for many it will
probably involve:
•   adjusting their later, intended teaching within a
programme to accommodate learners who are struggling with
the early material;
•   at the end of the teaching programme determining aspects
that could be improved with a view to enhancing the
experience of future students;
•   identifying alternative approaches for conveying the same
content.

How often, though, do we incorporate into our own teaching
effective methods that we have witnessed youngsters devise
for themselves without prompting? Some students continually
surprise us, applying original and successful strategies –
occasionally spontaneously – to overcome demands,
challenges and problems in ways we could never have
envisaged. For Christine Bruce, the development of “novel
ideas” and “creative solutions” when working with material is
integral to the achievement of “information literacy”. [1]

The scope for such responses to arise and the strength
of the urge educators may feel to embrace them will
obviously vary according to the nature of the course

involved. My own experience tells me that teachers who are
intent on training students to learn independently are
among those who have most to gain from finding out about
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these actions. 
     This is not a new observation on my part. Indeed, as
long ago as thirty years back, Gale Eaton recognised the value
of instructing others in strategies that her research subjects
had usefully employed of their own volition when tackling a
significant element within the independent learning process –
that of finding information on the shelves of libraries. [2] In
my own PhD study, too, I emphasised the importance of
highlighting novel approaches reported by participants in the
hope that these may be passed on to other young people who
could then enjoy similar success. [3]

Four Phases, Four Ideas
I have been responsible for the taught skills dimension of the 
Extended Project Qualification (EPQ) since its inauguration at
my school in 2010. For the uninitiated, EPQ candidates – all of
whom are Sixth Formers – are required to conduct, over a
period of many months, an independent learning study on a
subject of their own choice. There is some flexibility permitted
with regard to choice of outcomes but in my own organisation
candidates almost always write a 5,000-word essay, in
addition to documenting their research processes in a diary
(termed a “logbook”) and delivering an oral presentation to
the rest of their group and interested staff. The EPQ challenge
can be divided into four key steps.
1.  Selecting a topic for their research and determining foci.
2.  Gathering appropriate information.
3.  Using the material collected to construct the outcome(s).
4.  Reviewing the overall experience.

This article looks at these stages one-by-one and, in each case,
reports a particular strategy that was devised by a member of
my EPQ group without any guiding from me. All the methods
that follow could be usefully outlined to future students with
the aim of increasing their knowledge of the range of options
available to them.
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1. Selecting a topic for research and determining foci
One of the first priorities faced by an EPQ candidate after
they have been briefed on the task lies in choosing a suitable
topic for investigation. Typically, this is achieved after
exploring and responding to the literature that relates to a
broad subject of potential interest. The youngster must then
converge on an individual issue that is to be addressed. It is
at these points that many students struggle with their
decision-making. They may have in mind several subjects that
they believe worthy of pursuing or they may have arrived at
one but are unsure as to which of various issues within it they
wish to concentrate.
     After I had indicated to the candidates that they must
identify an area which can be tackled through the use of
sufficient high quality information, Student A was able to
isolate for her project one in particular having first pondered
on five. Her narrowing process was ingenious. In her case, all
the possibles pertained to medical matters. Drawing on what
she had learnt from her preliminary reading, she formed
combinations of search terms that she applied when
interacting with Google Scholar, Access to Research, JSTOR
and the specialist health database, CINAHL. The use of four
different tools provided a measure of triangulation and
enabled a more complete picture of the relevant literature to
be constructed. Student A compared the results she obtained
in relation to each of her five potential areas. Having
recognised that she must be able to find enough appropriate
material to sustain a 5,000-word project but not so much as
to be overwhelmed, Student A decided to go with the area
she felt was most likely to give her a “manageable” amount.
     I reasoned that future EPQ candidates could benefit
from considering a similar approach. Nevertheless, it would
be unwise to adopt Student A’s method as the sole arbiter for
determining which of several topics or issues should be
chosen for investigation. For comparability to be achieved,
the search terms stated have to be of an equivalent level of
precision and some period of background reading may be
required to uncover pertinent specialist vocabulary. The
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strategy also lacks economy, as, ultimately, all the thought
that has been given to the discarded topics is effectively
wasted. Finally, a suitable extent of high quality material does
not necessarily mean that the area will be a sensible focus for
research; it is only one – admittedly important – factor that
should be borne in mind. Any reader who wants to familiarise
themselves with the other significant considerations is
referred to my new book. [4]

2. Gathering appropriate information
Well aware of the fact that some students lose momentum in
their research before they have acquired sufficient
information for the completion of their essays, I encourage
my EPQ candidates to adopt a snowballing strategy. [5]
Broadly, this means capitalising on the potential – as
intermediaries – of sources consulted early in the inquiry
process to provide inspiration for and momentum to the later
exploration of materials, authors and issues. Over the years,
some youngsters have made imaginative use of this principle.
One, for example, without any nudging from me, noted the
names of contributors who had taken part in a documentary
he had watched via YouTube, assessed their credentials as
subject experts and then looked for other, more academically
rigorous work they had produced, such as monographs and
journal papers.
     A more common form of snowballing involves
following up references given in the first useful sources the
individual discovers, with the expectation of finding more
material of value. It may be possible to continue this footnote
chasing action indefinitely, across many “generations” of
sources, until the desired amount of information has been
gathered overall. Nevertheless, as David Ellis notes, topic shift
can become a problem. He explains how a point may be
reached “where the citations seem to be becoming more and
more peripheral to the main subject of interest”. [6]
     Student B was keen to adopt a “backward chaining”
approach of the kind described above but recognised its
limitations. She produced what she termed a “flowchart”,
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partly to keep herself on track, partly to render her research
processes transparent to her supervisor (in a one-to-one
tutorial) and later to the rest of the EPQ group (in the final
presentation). A generic version is shown below.

     The first item that Student B examined had been
initially identified as promising on the basis that its abstract
was relevant to her research question. Having read the
paper’s contents, she returned to her question so as to reach
a definitive judgement on the pertinence of the source to it.
She then used the item’s references to converge on two
further papers which she anticipated would shed more light
on individual issues relevant to her topic but, mindful of the
warning given by Ellis, appreciated the need to revisit her
question again to confirm their suitability once she had seen
them. Finally, Student B repeated the process having
identified another promising document (shown here as a
second generation, or G2, derivative source), this time by
following a citation given in one of the two items she had just
traced.
     The original thought exhibited by Student B is
commendable. She acknowledged one of the central
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problems associated with using the snowballing strategy in
her own situation and devised an effective visual method for
both guiding her thinking and summarising her research
activity for others. Again, I reasoned that future students
would benefit from being made aware of this technique,
although they must understand, too, that not all their sources
would be found via snowballing.

3. Using the material collected to construct the outcome(s)
I frequently explain to my students the dangers that result
when writing their essays if they formulate multiple research
questions or define too many aims/objectives. Specifically,
some of the matters involved are bound to be addressed
more thoroughly than others in the learner’s text. When
Student C presented his initial ideas to me, I was concerned
that he intended to satisfy as many as six different aims. He
responded to my worries with a well conceived strategy,
however. In collecting material for his project, he highlighted
– in one of six different colours – the information he intended
to use. Each colour pertained to a different research aim. On
completing his main phase of evidence gathering, he counted
the number of words of information he had accumulated on
each. As Student C began writing the essay, he realised the
need to acquire more material in relation to some of the aims
so as to ensure that each was adequately covered and his
work was properly balanced. He then began a process of
regular monitoring of the number of words within his
document that were associated with each of the aims. This
process ended only when the essay was written and, on
reviewing his assignment, the student was happy with the
completed outcome.
     Once again, the strategy adopted by the learner has
much in its favour and future candidates may well benefit
from taking a similar approach, albeit one that perhaps lacks
the painstaking precision inherent in that employed by
Student C. It would not, however, be relevant to everyone, as
most youngsters formulate only one research question and
work with a smaller number of aims than six. A key
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shortcoming in Student C’s colour coding system should also
be acknowledged; it does not easily accommodate text that
pertains to two or more aims. Many years earlier, a previous
EPQ candidate conquered a similar problem – admittedly at
the source level, rather than the personal text level – through
constructing a Venn diagram. She had set about answering
three research questions and used the areas of overlap in the
diagram to indicate that certain named sources were helpful
in addressing two or more. In this way, the student was able
to give important insight into the role within the study that
was being played by each of the materials she had exploited. 

4. Reviewing the overall experience
In recent years, I have offered my students a variety of tools
for reflecting on their EPQ journey at the end of the course.
One of the most commonly adopted is derived from a
Customer Journey Map (CJM). This is essentially a proforma
arranged as a grid, with columns for individual stages within
the project and rows relating to individual aspects of the
study. The rows refer to
•   moments of truth: major points in the individual’s EPQ
study where they paused and evaluated the experience or
made a crucial decision;
•   actions, feelings, thoughts: what the candidate did and
their affective and cognitive responses;
•   touch points: instances where the student had some form
of interaction with school staff, e.g. through scheduled
personal tutorials or approaches they made proactively to
their supervisor or a subject specialist;
•   suggested improvements: situations where, with hindsight,
the learner would have done something differently.

Most students who complete a CJM-style proforma populate
the spaces with conventional text; Student D took an
unexpected approach when working on the actions, feelings,
thoughts row. She chose to use a line graph to demonstrate
how her levels of confidence had fluctuated through the
duration of the project, and then annotated her highs and
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lows. The former reflected her achievements and instances
where she had made decisions that she knew were wise; the
latter dealt with her uncertainties surrounding
•   the nature of the task;
•   her ability to find enough information;
•   how to reference correctly;
•   whether she could write an essay that was much longer
than anything she had attempted previously.

In their totality, the graph and annotations covered both
actions and feelings but here they were represented within
the context of an ongoing process, rather than according to
kind of element-by-element breakdown encouraged by the
grid. 
     It proved instructive for me to compare Student D’s
graph with the observations Carol Kuhlthau makes in her
Information Search Process model. [7] The phases of the EPQ
that I had identified for the students can broadly be mapped
against the six stages that Kuhlthau defines, even though she
is concerned exclusively with the information-seeking aspect
of an assignment, rather than the management of an
independent learning project from start to finish. Taking as a
whole Kuhlthau’s ideas and Student D’s graph plus
annotations, we may conclude that peaks and troughs are an
inevitable consequence of research and any learner who is
prepared to record their state of mind honestly, in whatever
form comes most naturally to them, is going a long way to
aiding the transparency of their investigative process and
demonstrating their maturity as a developing academic.

Final Thoughts
It is striking that of the four student responses which have
been outlined in detail here, two are very statistically-
oriented. Whereas we, as educators, might guide learners
more in accordance with our professional judgement or
instinct, these youngsters opted to proceed on the basis of
hard and fast figures. We can perhaps attribute the behaviour
of Students A and C to a desire to simplify the decision-
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making process and, by instilling what they felt to be a
measure of rigour, place themselves on firmer ground when
defending their work to others. Student D, too, sought to
represent the highly affective issue of confidence quantifiably,
albeit in somewhat relative terms. It would seem that the
learners welcomed the apparent certainty offered by numbers
and the reassurance of familiar visual structures such as Venn
diagrams and line graphs.
     Educators who want their charges to develop the kinds
of responses discussed in this article and then incorporate
them into their own teaching must not only devise open-
ended assignments; they need to commit to a way of working
that encourages young people to arrive at their own solutions
to the challenges they encounter. Teachers should take care
not to lead them in directions that result in “obvious”
solutions. There is a balance to be struck here, though –
educators clearly have to inculcate good academic practice
but if they do so in a way that is too prescriptive, young
scholars tend to do little more than adopt a “formula” for the
undertaking of research instead of showing real initiative. Still,
if, as Gary Marchionini argues, the key phase of independent
learning in which youngsters find their information is “a
special case of problem solving”, [8] variations in people’s
methods are perhaps to be expected. In taking an open-
minded perspective on students’ work, we should
acknowledge the value of responses that are unique, and may
even be idiosyncratic, yet still prove highly effective. For
example, whilst I typically explain to my EPQ candidates the
importance of recording in an annotated bibliography the
details of useful sources as they consult them and I do this
with reference to a tabulated specimen which features five
columns, I am comfortable with my charges devising formats
that set down other items of information and do not follow a
grid structure at all.
     Undoubtedly, some of the original methods pioneered
by youngsters will appear rather embryonic. A few may look
like unfinished adaptations of ideas they have applied more
routinely in their studies elsewhere. The educator could be
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entirely oblivious to much of what happens in other parts of
the curriculum, and a course such as the EPQ, which could
bring together students from a range of backgrounds, may do
much to enrich the knowledge of supervisors, as well as
candidates. At the heart of a learner’s response may be
something worthwhile but there could be inherent flaws,
which the educator can overcome through tweaking in order
to give the method greater value or utility. In recommending
original responses to other students, either in the same group
or in the future, the educator may also need to abstract to a
high level so as to render the solution more transferable to a
range of situations beyond the circumstances in which the
first student applied it.
     Finally, it is appropriate to consider the possibilities for
research into student strategies associated with independent
learning that may be inspired by this article. In much research,
the solutions to problems that emerge from investigations are
conceived by the expert who is undertaking the inquiry; it is
far less common, although equally possible, for research to
uncover effective solutions that are already being put into
practice by single individuals, with reporting and publication
strategies then employed to make these more widely known.
Drawing on the language of Michael Quinn Patton in terms of
typologies, we may say that in the first scenario solutions are
“analyst-constructed”; in the second they are “indigenous” [9]
– the researcher is merely a conduit or intermediary in the
dissemination of ideas. The frequency with which I have
observed Sixth Formers devise thoughtful and creative
solutions suggests that some of the methods of the kind
typically generated by academics exist now in the minds and
practice of youngsters, albeit perhaps in a more rudimentary
form. They are just waiting to be discovered, refined and
conveyed to a wider population. 

Shenton
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What difference does ‘time
with dad’ make to children’s
learning?
By Dr Helen Norman
Leeds University Business School

Key words: fathers, children, attainment, reading.

Abstract: This article is based on a paper by Helen Norman,
Jeremy Davies and Rose Smith presented to the annual
conference of the British Sociological Association on 21 April
2022. In it the authors looked at the difference the
involvement of fathers makes to the learning of young
children. The conclusion is that the involvement of fathers
makes a difference, although other factors like socio-economic
status, peer relationships and quality of teaching are likely to
be important too. We are interested in finding out whether
fathers’ involvement might interact with or change some of
these other influences. 

Fathers now spend more time on childcare than their
own fathers did, but three-fifths (59%) feel they do not
spend enough time with their children – and this may

be impacting negatively on their children’s learning.
     Our analysis of almost 5,000 two parent households
from the UK’s Millennium Cohort Study [1] found that almost
a fifth (18%) of dads felt the time they spent with their five-
year-old was ‘nowhere near enough’; another two-fifths
(41%) felt their time together was ‘not quite enough’ (see
graph 1 below).
     We wanted to find out whether there was a
relationship between the amount of time fathers felt they had
with their five-year-old, and their child’s overall achievement
in the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP) at age five. 
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Using logistic regression analysis (a statistical method for
exploring the relationship between different variables), we
found that the odds of children reaching a good level  of
overall achievement in the EYFSP were reduced by 18% if the
father said he spent ‘nowhere near enough time’ with his
child. 
     This was the case even when we accounted for other
factors that might affect the child’s attainment -  like their age
in the school year, their gender, ethnicity, household income,
whether they had been to pre-school formal childcare and
their parents’ employment status. In contrast, the mothers’
feelings about the time spent with her child had no significant
effect.
     This suggests that time spent with fathers is important
but we note that this is not the only thing that affects how
well a child does at school. For example, socio-economic
status, peer relationships and quality of teaching are likely to
be important too. We are interested in finding out whether
fathers’ involvement might interact with or change some of
these other influences. 

The effect of long working hours
Several factors can affect fathers’ time spent with children –
such as the demands of their job, their partner’s employment
status, whether they have access to formal childcare and their
own parenting attitudes and beliefs (e.g. see Norman et al.
2014; Fagan and Norman 2016; Hardy et al. 2022). Our
analysis with the MCS found that work hours are important. A
quarter of dads (24.7%) who worked long full-time hours (45+
per week) said they spent ‘nowhere near enough time’ with
their five-year-old, compared to 17% of dads who worked
standard full-time hours (30-45 per week).

Exploring what dads do with the time they have
So far, we have considered how fathers feel about the time
they spend with their children, but what about what fathers
actually do with their children - does this have any effect? 
As our study progresses, we will explore whether and how
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fathers’ childcare involvement affects their children’s
educational attainment in more depth. We have developed
robust measures of fathers’ (and mothers’) involvement in
childcare activities so that we can look further at the
relationship between parental childcare involvement and
children’s educational attainment at age five. We will also
look at attainment at ages seven and eleven by linking the
data to the official educational records of children in the
National Pupil Database. As well as establishing whether and
how fathers have an impact, we will also establish whether
this is more important for boys, girls or at certain stages of the
child’s life regardless of child’s gender.  
We want to look at this because we know that inequalities in
attainment start from an early age. We know that among

Graph 1: How do fathers feel about the amount of time they
spend with their child (aged 5)?

Source: Sweep 3 (2006) of the MCS – when cohort children
are aged five. The sample comprises 4,966 two (opposite sex)
parent households in England. Ten dads who answered ‘not
sure’ and 79 dads who did not provide a response to the
question are excluded from the Figure. Data is weighted to
account for the stratified sampling design and non-response.
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children surveyed in our sample of the Millennium Cohort
Study, more than three-fifths (62.4%) of girls reached a good
level of achievement in the EYFSP compared to less than half
(46.8%) of boys; and 39% of children from poorer households
reached a good level of achievement compared to 57.5% of
children from more affluent households. 
     Could fathers’ involvement at home help to alleviate
some of these gendered and socio-economic effects?

Dads and reading
In our initial explorations of the MCS, we found that a higher
proportion of children reached a good level of overall
achievement in the EYFSP when dads engaged regularly in
childcare activities such as drawing and painting, playing
games and reading with their children. 
     For example, as Graph 2 shows, three-fifths (60%) of
children whose dads read to them regularly (i.e. several times
a week or more) reached a good level of overall achievement
in the EYFSP, compared to just two-fifths (38%) of children
whose dads rarely read to them. It is clear that the proportion
of children reaching a good level of EYFSP achievement falls as
the frequency that fathers read to their children reduces. 

Graph 2: The proportion of children who achieved a good

Norman



41Vol. 28 No. 1 • Education Journal Review

level of achievement in the EYFSP or lower according to how
often fathers read to them at home
     The pattern is similar for mothers, although the
proportion of children reaching a good level of EYFSP
achievement if the mother reads to them regularly (57%) is
slightly lower (see Graph 3). This suggests that both parents’
involvement is important; in our ongoing analysis we aim to
explore, in more detail, the different ways in which fathers
and mothers may affect their children’s overall achievement,
and how this varies according to socio-demographics and
children’s own characteristics.

Graph 3: The proportion of children who achieved a good

level of achievement in the EYFSP or lower according to how
often mothers read to them at home

i  The EYFSP captures the ‘Early Learning Goals’ as a set of 13
assessment scales including, for example, disposition and
attitudes, emotional development, reading, writing and
knowledge and understanding about the world. The
Department for Education defines a Good Level of
Achievement as a score of ≥78 points in the total EYFSP score

Norman
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(which ranges from 0-117) but this must include a score of ≥6
in each individual scale under Personal, social and emotional
development and Communication, language and literacy (see
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-
foundation-stage-profile-handbook). 

ii  Families whose equivalised income was 60% below the UK
median, before housing costs, were defined as being poverty
(Ketende & Joshi, 2008).

Foot note

[1] We analysed data from the first three sweeps of the
Millennium Cohort Study - a nationally representative survey
that follows the lives of children born in 2000-01.
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Is full academisation the right
answer?
By Demitri Coryton

Abstract: The recent schools White Paper outlined as
Government policy for all schools to become part of a “strong”
multi-academy trust (MAT), which means all school becoming
academies. Is there evidence that such a full academisation
model would deliver the results the Government desires. It is
difficult to see that there is. 

Key words: academies, schools, MATs

In the schools White Paper, Opportunity for All: Strong
schools with great teachers for your child [1] the
Government outlined its plans for all schools to become

academies and part of a “strong” multi academy trust
(MAT).  At the same time, as an annex to the White Paper, it
also published The Case for a Fully Trust-led System. [2] 

This annex outlined how the school system in England
had changed over the decade from 2010. In January 2010,
there were 203 academies with fewer than 200,000 pupils.[3]
All were secondary schools and created under the sponsored
academies programme which matched underperforming
schools with sponsors in order to support what the Labour
government of the day hoped would be rapid improvement.
By January 2021 this had increased to over 4.5m pupils
educated in nearly 10,000 academies – over a third of state
funded primaries and over three quarters of secondary
schools. Of these 2,465 were sponsored academies, schools
that had previously been underperforming, and 6,320 were
converter academies, usually Good or Outstanding before
they converted. [4]
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The White Paper
In the just published schools White Paper the Government
proposes to deliver “a fully trust led system with a single
regulatory approach”. It said this would “drive up standards
through the growth of strong trusts and the establishment of
new ones, including trusts established by local authorities”. It
has set a target date of 2030 for all schools to be part of, or in
the process of joining, a MAT.

In the White Paper, the Government emphasises that,
under the plans, all schools would be part of a “strong” trust,
without acknowledging that not all trusts are strong. The
Government sets out that the strength of a trust will be
determined by assessing the quality of the education it
delivers, the rate at which it improves standards, whether it
has effective governance, if its finances are managed
effectively and if it recruits and retains good teachers and
leaders.

The Government argues that multi-academy trusts are
better than standalone trusts and maintained schools
because they can “share good practice, support their schools
to improve, and provide opportunities for staff”. It says that
larger MATs, of 10 or more schools, can achieve economies of
scale, enabling them to be “financially stable, maximise the
impact of a well-supported workforce and drive school
improvement”. In addition, it argues, “MATs can pool
resource and expertise to benefit children with SEND”.

As part of delivering the MAT policy, the White
Paper’s proposals include:
• Consulting on plans to move schools that have
received two consecutive ‘requires improvement’ or
‘inadequate’ ratings from Ofsted into “strong trusts”.
• A new multi-academy trust chief executive officer
development programme for established leaders, such as
executive headteachers and senior staff in academy trusts.
• Opening new age 16–19 free schools in areas of need.
• Encouraging MATs to run a minimum of 10 schools, to
achieve advantages of scale.
• Allowing local authorities to establish new multi-
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academy trusts, but only where few strong trusts exist.
• Bringing forward legislation to ensure that statutory
freedoms and protections that apply to church and faith-
maintained schools also apply to academies with a religious
character, as well as providing financial support for religious
authorities to establish trusts.
• Combining new and existing requirements on
academy trusts, currently set out in legislation and funding
agreements, into statutory academy trust standards,
including new statutory intervention powers.
• Continuing to allow trusts to be their own admissions
administrators but consulting on a new backstop power for
local authorities to direct trusts to admit children if
necessary. 
• Setting school budgets using the national funding
formula to set each school’s budget directly, without local
adjustment.
• Introducing new powers enabling the Secretary of
State to bring a local authority’s maintained schools into the
academy system where a local authority has requested it.

What is the evidence on multi-trust academies improving
standards in schools?
The Government argues that requiring all schools to become
part of a strong MAT would increase standards. In the
document The Case for a Fully Trust-led System the
Government argues that MATs have a strong record in
improving standards in underperforming schools.

Data on Ofsted ratings do not show that schools in
MATs have better ratings than other types of school.
However, the Government emphasises that many schools
joined MATs because they were underperforming, therefore
they start from a lower base. The Government highlights that
“more than 7 out of 10 sponsored academies are now rated
good or outstanding compared to about 1 in 10 of the local
authority maintained schools they replaced”.

On academic results, a House of Lords research
briefing noted that “the picture is mixed”. [5] The percentage
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of students at key stage 2 (ages 7–11) reaching the expected
standard in reading, writing and maths is higher in schools in
the top 25% of MATs than the top 25% of maintained schools.
However, more students in the bottom 75% of maintained
schools than students in the bottom 75% of MAT schools
achieved the expected standard. There was a similar pattern
in secondary schools and for pupils eligible for pupil premium.

Non-government research also shows a mixed picture
on results. Research published by the Education Policy
Institute in 2017 concluded that while MATs accounted for
many of the highest performing school groups at primary and
secondary level, MATs were also over-represented amongst
the lowest performing school groups. Research by education
charity the Sutton Trust found that MATs also produced mixed
results for disadvantaged pupils. It found that in 2017,
disadvantaged pupils in 12 out of 58 academy chains had
attainment above the national average for disadvantaged
pupils (excluding those in special schools or other specialist
settings), including three chains which were substantially
above that average. However, 38 of the 58 had attainment
below the mainstream average, including eight which were
“well below average”.

The Government says this variation in performance is
the reason it emphasises that schools will join a “strong”
trust. In the White Paper, the Government acknowledges that
“on average, the poorest performing MATs do worse than the
poorest performing LAs [local authorities]”. To counteract
this, it says it will “take a single regulatory approach to
academy trusts and provide parents with assurance about the
expectations against which trusts are held to account”.

In response to the White Paper, several organisations
also released research arguing against the effectiveness of
academies. The National Education Union said its analysis
suggested that schools that join MATs were “less likely to
improve and more likely to fall back than those that did not”.
It found that primary schools that were not academies were
more likely to retain an “outstanding” grade from Ofsted in
inspections than other types of schools. According to the

Coryton
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research, 30% of “outstanding” primary schools under the
local authority kept their “outstanding” status, compared with
7% of primary schools in MATs. For secondary schools that
were local authority maintained, half kept their rating of
“outstanding” over two inspections. The same proportion of
secondary former LA schools that joined a MAT kept their
status. [6]

The NEU paper claims that in the White Paper annex
“there is a lot of description of the spread of academies in
England’s schools. The statistical claims for the transformative
impact of conversion to academy status is one part partial and
the other part false.” Key NEU findings are:
• Maintained schools are more likely to improve their
Ofsted rating to good or outstanding than sponsor-led
academies.
• Sponsor-led academies are more than twice as likely
to have their Ofsted rating downgraded 
to requires improvement or serious weaknesses than
maintained schools.
• The document misreports Ofsted ratings for schools by
governance type.
• The document hides the contextual information for
the test and GCSE results for schools by 
governance types.

The National Foundation for Educational Research criticised
the Government’s claim that large MATs can manage their
finances more effectively than other types of structure. NFER
said that the Government’s argument was “difficult to
evidence” because families of schools are able to pool their
finances, which means it is “difficult to observe the real
circumstances of an individual MAT school and compare that
with single trusts or maintained schools”. Therefore, it argues,
the Government is not “comparing like with like”.

This lack of transparent research is not new. In a blog
published in January 2018 commenting on the DfE
publication, Multi-academy Trust Performance Measures:
2016 to 2017, NFER said: “The growth in the number of MATs

Coryton
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included in the DfE figures has a perverse effect on reporting.
These changes in the numbers of MATs in scope mean that a
comparison over time is tricky as we cannot be sure whether
any change in performance is due to genuine improvement or
decline, or to the different mix of MATs in scope between the
two years. Indeed, DfE repeatedly caveat that ‘a conclusion
about MAT performance over time cannot be drawn’
throughout their report. They do, however, optimistically note
that: ‘changes over time may become more comparable as
MATs stabilise in size and mix in future’. We had also been
anticipating that DfE would be producing and publishing new
MAT improvement measures in their statistical first release
(SFR) this year, having said in last year’s SFR that they would
do so when they have two years’ of comparable data, which
they have now. However, DfE are now saying that the two
years of comparable data are not sufficient to create a valid
and robust improvement over time measure, so we will have
to wait a bit longer before we can start to judge whether
MATs are improving from one year to the next. Therefore, we
are still missing a robust way to look at the impact of MATs on
pupil outcomes over time.” [7] This did not stop the
Government pressing ahead with more academies in more
MATs without strong evidence to support the policy.

Parliament
Presenting the schools White Paper to the House of
Commons, the Secretary of State for Education, Nadhim
Zahawi, claimed that evidence showed that “well-managed,
tightly managed families of schools are those that can
consistently deliver a high-quality and inclusive education”.
Therefore, the Government aimed “for every child to benefit
from being taught in a family of schools, with their school in a
strong—I underline the word ‘strong’—multi-academy trust or
with plans to join or form one”.

Responding to the plans, Shadow Secretary of State for
Education Bridget Phillipson said that Labour wanted “every
parent to be able to send their child to a great local state
school, which is why we would launch the most ambitious

Coryton
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school improvement plan for a generation, focusing on what
happens inside the school, not the name above the door”.

Mr Zahawi’s statement was repeated in the House of
Lords. In response, Shadow Education Spokesman Lord
Watson of Invergowrie argued that the White Paper left
questions on the MAT proposals unanswered. He argued that
it was unclear whether the Government would force all
schools to become academies. In response, Parliamentary
Under Secretary of State at the Department for Education,
Baroness Barran, said that the Government would consider all
options. “We are keen and have worked very hard in this
white paper to try to make sure everyone involved in the
schools system feels they are part of this journey. We are
considering all options, and we will engage with the sector to
deliver a fully trust-led system.”

In addition to questions about the proposed changes
in relationship between trusts and central government, Lord
Watson asked about smaller and geographically dispersed
MATs. “The premise that trusts are the best way of organising
schools is asserted but not proved. Occasionally, data is cherry
picked. I ask the minister how many trusts do not contain
7,500 pupils, which is said to be the benchmark for efficiency
and effectiveness. How does the DfE propose to deal with the
many trusts that are not that size? Talk of a family of schools
quickly comes up against a basic problem: that of geography.
How can you have a family of schools scattered the length of
the country?”

Liberal Democrat Spokesperson for Education Lord
Storey argued that the quality of teaching was more
important than the structure of the school. He said that to
ensure parents’ voices are heard, all schools in MATs should
have a governing body. He also said that salaries for some
MAT chief executives were too high, and that although
academies do not have to teach the full national curriculum
the Government should require all schools to teach certain
parts of the curriculum.

Coryton
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Public Accounts Committee
Just before the publication of the schools White Paper, on
Friday 25 March 2022, the House of Commons Committee of
Public Accounts (also known as the PAC) published its report,
Academies Sector 
Annual Report and Accounts 2019/20. [8] The PAC said that
the Department for Education had not yet set out how it
would deliver its ambition to establish a fully academised
school sector that would best support pupils. The report
pointed out that despite reconfirming its commitment to full
academisation, the Department could not yet tell the
Committee how that would be achieved for all schools across
all regions. 

The Committee said that it remained particularly
concerned about the risk that schools that may be less
attractive to existing or new academy trusts, could become
orphaned schools, for example financially struggling schools,
small secular primary schools, schools in a rural area, or a
school with any combination of these characteristics. 

The report urged the Department to take geographical
considerations into account when trusts took on new schools,
as there were regional variations in the take up of
academisation and there could be a wide geographical spread
across multi-academy trusts. 

The Committee stressed that further work was
required by the Department to ensure that its plans for full
academisation provided choice to parents, for example over
different types of trusts, and access to learning opportunities
to all pupils across all regions and social groups. 

The report pointed out that while the Department had
asserted that the Schools White Paper would set out further
details about the Government’s plans for academisation,
there was a risk that it would not provide enough detail on
how academisation would look on a practical level for pupils
and schools. The Committee added that as academies were
not new, and nor was the Department’s push towards full
academisation, it was surprising that a detailed plan for
achieving the Government’s ambition had not yet been
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published.
The PAC recommended that, when the Department

published its Schools White Paper it should include its plan for
full academisation, including the Department’s overall
timetable, milestones and measures of success for
academisation, and how the Department would:
• Ensure that academisation achieved the intended
outcomes for all pupils across all regions.
• Have a plan to support schools that may be less
attractive to sponsors.
• Ensure clear and effective due diligence prior to a
maintained school converting to an academy, that would take
into account geographical variations and access to learning
provision.

The report argued that the Department did not fully
understand the causes of variability within the financial
performance of academy schools, and consequently it may
not know how to best protect the education of pupils who
were being taught in financially struggling academies. 

It pointed out that while the Academy Sector Annual
Report and Accounts (SARA) had reported an improving
financial position across the sector as a whole, and the
percentage of academy trusts had reported a deficit falling
from 7% of academy trusts in 2018/19 to 4% in 2019/20, the
Department did not appear to have a comprehensive picture
of how the COVID-19 pandemic had affected academy
finances, nor the variability of impact. The Committee added
that it was also concerned about the regional disparity in
financial performance, as academy trusts in the North of
England had reported a far higher proportion of deficits (8%
of academy trusts) compared with other regions such as
South East England & South London (2% of academy trusts).

The report claimed that because the Department did
not have a sufficient handle on excessive pay within the
sector, it could not assess whether public funds were being
well spent. It added that the number of trusts paying at least
one individual in excess of £100,000 had risen, from 1,875 in
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2019/20 to 2,245 in 2019/20, but the Department’s review on
pay has yet to be published.

The report warned that the Department did still not
understand well enough the conditions of the school estate,
which meant that it did not know whether pupils had access
to the learning facilities they needed. The Committee said
that, while some academy trusts were building large reserves,
which may be invested in capital projects, as the PAC had
previously reported, the Department did not have
information on whether trusts had earmarked reserves for
particular projects and therefore it could not effectively
challenge academy trusts on the build-up or planned use of
excessive reserves. 

The PAC noted that the DfE also did not systematically
collect comprehensive data on the capital investments held
by academy trusts which were specifically aimed to improve
children’s learning outcomes. The Department did not
routinely monitor how much schools had been able, or plan,
to spend on capital projects of such a nature, for example IT
provision, science and technology labs, and arts facilities. 

The latest condition data collected by the Department
had estimated that £11.4 billion would be required for
essential remedial work across all schools. It added that the
Department had made £5.6 billion of capital funding available
for the education sector in 2021/22, of which £1.8 billion was
specifically for maintaining and improving the condition of
school buildings. But the Committee warned that there was a
risk that schools may not be receiving sufficient capital
funding to invest in facilities that would enhance educational
outcomes. The report cited Ofsted, which had reported
instances where it had downgraded schools based on
inadequate facilities, but the Committee argued that the
Department may not know where to target funding to
improve school facilities because it did not have a sufficient
understanding of where the gaps were.

The Committee was concerned about the
Department’s understanding of asbestos within the school
estate, and it had previously found that the Department had
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not had a complete picture of asbestos in school buildings, or
enough information to ensure that the risks were being
properly managed. The Committee argued that the
Department had still not earmarked specific funding for
asbestos management, or determined whether it was a
barrier to schools engaging with the Department on asbestos
risks.

The Committee said that it was concerned that the
Education & Skills Funding Agency’s decision to use public
money to prop up academy trusts in difficulty had failed to
address poor financial management within academy trusts.
The report noted that the Department had provided
additional financial support of £31 million to 81 academy
trusts in 2019/20 to support financial recovery, build capacity,
facilitate a transfer of academy schools triggered by financial
or educational factors, or as a short-term advance. The report
added that, of that, £21 million had been provided as non-
repayable funding, and the Education & Skills Funding Agency
had reported that £10 million of debts held by academy trusts
had been written off in 2020–21, including £5 million for one
trust. 

The PAC was also concerned that the Department’s
approach to monitoring the skills and experience of academy
leaders, and the lack of remedial action for leaders of failing
academies, would risk further failures across the sector. While
the Education & Skills Funding Agency’s monitoring and
intervention activities had been designed to consider the
effectiveness of governance arrangements within academy
trusts, there was no requirement for trustees to hold financial
qualifications, even where the individuals sat on a trust’s
finance or audit committee. 

The number of instances where the independent
auditor had found some element of income or expenditure
that may have been incurred outside permitted use, or
instances where the trust’s internal procedures had not been
complied with, had risen to 9% of trusts in 2019/20, which
had, in part, been driven by the impact of the pandemic on
the internal controls of academies and their spending. The
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report warned that where was a risk that the powers
available to the Department did not go far enough to prevent
leaders of failing academy trusts from moving elsewhere
within the education system. The Committee stressed its
concern that the Department did not have a sufficiently
joined up approach to dealing with misconduct, monitoring
the potential re-deployment of leaders of failing academies
within the education sector, or capturing insights from poor
performance across the sector. The PAC therefore
recommended that the Department should write to the
Committee within 6 months there is inequality to explain how
it would better identify and address cases of failed leadership
within academies, including how it would ensure that the
necessary lessons were learned to avoid similar incidents
from occurring elsewhere in the sector.

Institute for Government
In February Sam Freedman, a senior fellow at the Department
for Government who was a senior policy advisor to Michael
Gove between 2010 and 2013, published The Gove Reforms
a Decade On. What worked, what didn’t, what next? [9] He
concluded that “at a system level the results” of the
academisation programme “have been patchy”. He identified
three major problems. 

The first was complexity. Academies now make up
almost 50% of all schools resulting in an inefficient ‘dual
system’ where local authorities still have to support a
diminishing number of schools with declining resources. This
causes significant duplication, with MATs and local authorities
responsible for the same functions. In addition the
regulatory system for academies is incoherent, with financial
regulation split from performance management, and with no
single person or office in the system able to properly hold
MATs accountable for poor educational performance.

Secondly, there is a problem with low quality. “Far too
many MATs do not add enough value to the schools within
them. Yet it is not possible to hold them properly to account
for this as there are no set expectations on what MATs must
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do in terms of school improvement and engagement with the
wider system and no legal mechanism to act on concerns.
There is also limited capacity in the system to develop and
grow high-performing MATs.

Thirdly, there is inequality. Responsibilities for fair
treatment of young people – especially those with additional
vulnerabilities like special educational needs and disabilities
(SEND), or who are in care or at risk of exclusion – still mostly
sit with local authorities. But it is increasingly difficult for
authorities to fulfil these duties as they do not have the
requisite powers – for example, they have no say over place
numbers or admission in academies. Their limited powers in
relation to SEND pupils and placing excluded pupils are of
little use if academies choose to be uncooperative, while they
have no powers to co-ordinate services. This misalignment
can be harmful to the most vulnerable pupils in the system.

In his pamphlet Mr Freedman, who in principle is a
supporter of MATs, concluded that all of these problems stem
from the way the academies programme has evolved in
an unplanned way, leaving big gaps and misalignments. He
thinks the new education secretary, Nadhim Zahawi, should
set out a coherent process for moving to a fully academised
system. “One way or another this is likely to happen over
time, even if just by drift.” he says. 

His report recommends a three-phase programme of
reform. The first phase would see the development of an
aligned, coherent, legal and regulatory structure for MATs and
local authorities. The second phase would involve moving,
once the right structures are in place, to an all-MAT system
with a focus on building capacity. The final phase would build
in more bottom-up accountability to ensure the system didn’t
become stale and static. 

At a seminar on academies on Thursday 28 April Mr
Freedman expressed the view that the original pre-2010
academies had got good results but from 2010 there was no
evidence that academies or MATs had made any difference to
the growing inequality between pupils from disadvantaged
areas and others. It was growing child poverty that had had
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an impact. 
He identified the problem with policy making in this

area as being that no macro research was possible because
the data was not collected. Whether full academisation would
work was more a question of belief, with little research behind
the policy. He gave the example of DfE policy during the
COVID-19 pandemic, when the Government had decided to
get laptops and food to disadvantaged children. The DfE did
not trust local authorities or MATs to do the job so decided to
try and do it themselves. The result was fairly chaotic. [10]

Conclusions
Governments have pushed forward with academisation while
the evidence that would justify the ultimate objective of all
schools being part of MATs is either not there, partial or
downright misleading. The PAC report highlighted a number
of cases where the DfE did not have the capacity to know
what was happening in academies and MATs that exist now. If
all schools are to become part of a MAT by 2030, which is only
in eight years time, then the DfE is going to have to improve
its performance by a considerable amount. There is little
evidence to suggest that this is possible or likely to happen. 
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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 late November 2021 to the time of
publication, the end of April 2022. This brings our coverage
of select committee reports of the last five years right up to
date. Future issues of Education Journal Review will contain
reviews of select committee reports published since the last
issue.  

Skills for Every Young Person, the House of Lords Youth
Unemployment Select Committee report of Session 2021/22.
HL Paper 98. 26 November 2021.

Children and Young People’s Mental Health, House of
Commons Health and Social Care Select Committee, Eighth
report of Session 2021/22, HC 17, published on Thursday 9
December 2021.

Is the Catch-up Programme Fit for Purpose? House of
Commons Education Select Committee, Fourth Report of
Session 2021–22. HC 940. Published on 10 March 2022.

Academies Sector Annual Report and Accounts 2019/20,
House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts, Forty-
Seventh Report of Session 2021–22. HC 994. Published on
Friday 25 March 2022.
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Skills for every young person
Skills for Every Young Person, the House of Lords Youth

Unemployment Select Committee report of Session 2021/22.
HL Paper 98. Published on 26 November 2021.

https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/7988/docum
ents/82440/default/

The House of Lords Youth Unemployment Committee
has published its report on youth unemployment,
Skills for Every Young Person. The Committee had

been appointed to make recommendations on youth
unemployment, education and skills, and its report
highlights the key areas, while making wider
recommendations for apprenticeships, careers guidance and
inequality in the labour market.

Key recommendations
The report's main conclusions and recommendations are:

•   Because skills gaps and shortages in existing and emerging
sectors were damaging productivity, the Government must
develop a long-term national plan for identifying, anticipating,
measuring and addressing skills gaps and shortages with a
focus on the needs of the digital and green economy. To
ensure that young people were equipped with essential
knowledge and the technical, cultural and creative skills, the
Government must recalibrate the compulsory components of
the national curriculum and performance measures, by
putting skills development at the centre.

•   Access to high quality careers education had been
improving but equal provision remained patchy. Therefore,
the Government must make CEIAG a compulsory element of
the curriculum in all schools from Key Stage 1 to 4 alongside
religious education, and sex and relationships education, as
part of a Career Guidance Guarantee.
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•   As Further Education had been undervalued and
significantly underfunded, the Government must devise a
new method of funding for FE, which would be determined by
student demand, and students accessing the Lifetime Skills
Guarantee at levels 2 and 3 should attract automatic in-year
funding determined by a tariff. This would ensure the
availability of places, and result in extra funding to enable
institutions to recruit high quality teachers and obtain the
latest industry-standard equipment.

•   Apprenticeships were in short supply, and current funding
mechanisms tended to benefit older workers. The
Government must therefore require that any employer
receiving funding from the apprenticeship levy must spend at
least two thirds of the funding on people who began
apprenticeships at levels 2 and 3 before the age of 25.

•   Groups including Black, Asian and minority ethnic groups,
those disadvantaged by socio-economic background, and
those with special educational needs and/or disabilities, faced
significant barriers to work. The Government must launch an
Education and Workplace Race Equality Strategy, focussing on
removing barriers including mandating regular collection of
data. It must also ensure that every disadvantaged young
person had access to tailored careers guidance.

•   Because youth unemployment policy had been created in
silos, the result was a confusing landscape of initiatives and a
lack of accountability at the top. The Government must
therefore appoint an independent Young People's
Commissioner to be the voice of youth aged 16 to 24.

Lord Shipley, chairman of the Youth Unemployment
Committee, said that youth unemployment had blighted
society for decades and its impact could endure for years. He
pointed out that, at 11.7%, the UK’s youth unemployment
rate continued to be worse than many other countries, and
currently, more than one in eight (12.6%) of under 25s were
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neither working nor in full-time study.
     Responding to the House of Lords Youth
Unemployment Committee final report, Skills for every young
person, the Chief Executive of the Association of Colleges,
David Hughes, said that the report had been well timed with
the Skills Bill, and the AoC would continue to press for
amendments such as flexible universal credit rules, in-year
funding for colleges and better access to information advice
and guidance for students. He added that there was strong
support for redressing the long-standing problem of NEET
young people through creating a post-16 education system
that would provide training and skills to more people.
     Julie McCulloch, Director of Policy at the Association
of School and College Leaders, said that the report on youth
unemployment had made sensible suggestions for taking a
fresh look at the curriculum, better access to high-quality
careers education and advice, and an improved funding
system for further education, among other
recommendations. She pointed out that, while the details of
exactly how the aims might be achieved were debatable, the
focus was correct, and the Government should take heed. 
     Ms McCulloch said that the Government was setting
great store by the introduction of T-levels to improve
matters, and while the ASCL welcomed the new
qualifications, they must not at the expense of successful
qualifications such as BTECs. She added that because the
strategy did not go nearly far enough, it would have to be
backed up with a significant improvement to 16-19 funding
and a wider, not narrower, qualification offer to young
people.
     Kate Green MP, Labour's then Shadow Education
Secretary, said that, while young people were ambitious,
optimistic and excited for their futures, far too many were
being let down by a Conservative government that was living
in the past. She pointed out that Labour had set out plans to
ensure that every young person would leave education ready
for work and ready for life, from embedding digital and life
skills in the curriculum to placing an expert careers advisor in
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every school, to help to set young people on the path that
was right for them.
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Children’s Mental Health
House of Commons • Public Bil l  Committee • 30
November 2021 

Children and Young People’s Mental Health, House of
Commons Health and Social Care Select Committee, Eighth
report of Session 2021/22, HC 17, published on Thursday 9

December 2021.
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/8153/docum

ents/83622/default/

The House of Commons Health and Social Care
Committee has warned that the mental health of
children and young people had worsened in the

pandemic. Research from the Centre for Mental Health had
showed that in England 1.5 million children and young
people under 18 would need new or additional mental
health support, and data from NHS Digital had showed that
in 2020 potentially one in six young people had had a
diagnosable mental health disorder, which was up from one
in nine in 2017. 
     The report pointed out that while the Department of
Health and Social Care and NHS England had made progress in
expanding the provision of children and young people’s
mental health services in recent years with significant
additional funding, there was concern that the pressure
created by fighting a pandemic and dealing with the backlog it
creates was leading to neglect of long-standing mental health
priorities. 
     In priority areas such as eating disorders, an
independent Expert Panel had rated the overall the
commitment that 95% of young people should access
treatment within one week (urgent cases) and four weeks
(routine cases) as “Good”, although it had expressed concerns
that the level of treatment had not always been appropriate.
The report had noted the progress towards the
implementation of proposals and ambitions laid out in the
2017 Green Paper Transforming children and young people’s
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mental health provision and the NHS Long Term Plan that
would see 47% of school children able to access new Mental
Health Support Teams by 2023–24, which recognised the vital
need to make schools equal partners in identifying mental
health needs and securing access to services.
     But the Committee pointed out that, while new NHS
ambitions to increase access rates and decrease waiting times
were welcome as far as they went, even after the ambitions
had been met, far too many children and young people would
be unable to access the care they needed. The report stressed
that it was not acceptable that more than half of young
people did not receive the mental health support they
needed, and there were also doubts about the commitment
to ensure that at least 70,000 additional children and young
people received evidence-based treatment every year.
     The Committee argued that the combination of the
unmet need prior to the pandemic and additional needs
created by the pandemic meant that the scale and speed of
improvements planned by the NHS were simply not sufficient
for the task at hand. 
     The report pointed out that, in schools, the new
Mental Health Support Teams represented a valuable
opportunity to identify and support children and young
people who were beginning to experience problems with
their mental health. However, no funding to roll them out
nationally had been identified in the recent Spending Review
settlement and even currently planned timescales lacked
ambition. 
     Because smaller problems had often escalated to the
point of crisis due to long waiting times and high access
thresholds, crisis care was also “fraying at the edges” and it
had only received a “Requires Improvement” rating overall
from the Panel. The Committee therefore recommended
setting up a national network of open access hubs to offer
earlier intervention for young people without the need for a
referral, which could be modelled on the approach taken by
organisations like headspace in Melbourne or offered
alongside the new Mental Health Support Teams.
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     The Committee stressed that it was “extremely
disappointing” that two months after the announcement of
the health and social care levy, the level of mental health
spending had not been finalised, which meant that further
vital expansion would not be possible without a funded
increase in the budgets for training medical and non-medical
staff. The report noted that the Secretary of State remained
committed to the need for parity of esteem between mental
and physical health, but there must be action as well as
words, including maintaining the MHIS, without which such
commitment would lose all credibility. The Committee
concluded that the problems discussed in the report could
only be addressed by government departments, local
government and the health system acting together to
promote good mental health and prevent new crises
emerging, and the MPs recommended setting up a Cabinet
sub-committee to bring different departments together to
make sure it happened.
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The COVID catch-up
programme 

Is the Catch-up Programme Fit for Purpose? The Education
Select Committee of the House of Commons, Fourth Report of

Session 2021–22. HC 940. Report, together with formal
minutes relating to the report. Published on 10 March 2022,

by the Stationery Office Limited.

The House of Commons Education Committee’s report
on the Government’s Catch-up Programme stressed
that, while the Department for Education’s catch-up

efforts had included a series of funding announcements for
catch-up premiums and tuition programmes, totalling nearly
£5 billion, current plans did not go far enough.
     The Department’s 2020/21 annual account had rated
it a “critical/very likely” risk that the DfE’s measures to
address lost learning and the “implementation of education
recovery, digital strategy, and remote education, at
school/college level may be insufficient to adequately
respond to the lost learning”.
     The report pointed out that although there had been
some uncertainty about the exact extent of learning loss,
school closures had had a disastrous impact on children’s
academic progress, and disadvantaged children and those
living in disadvantage areas had been the worse hit. By the
summer term 2021 primary pupils had lost around 0.9 months
in reading and 2.2 months in mathematics, while secondary-
aged pupils had been around 1.2 months behind in reading.
By the summer term 2021, the gap between disadvantaged
pupils and their more affluent peers in reading had been
around 0.4 months for primary aged pupils and around 1.6
months for secondary pupils. 
     However, the Education Policy Institute had told the
Committee that in the most challenging communities,
disadvantaged pupils could be five, six, seven–in the worst-
case scenarios eight–months behind in some of their learning.
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     The Committee had also been concerned about the
regional variations in learning loss. Pupils in the North-East
and Yorkshire and the Humber had experienced the greatest
learning loss in the first half of the autumn term 2020/21
(around 2.4 months and 2.3 months respectively in primary,
and around 1.6 and 2.5 months respectively in secondary).
The same areas had also experienced the greatest loss in
mathematics (around 5.1 and 5.7 months respectively), which
was more than double the loss experienced in the South West
and London.
     The report argued that the National Tutoring
Programme had also been failing the most disadvantaged, as
by March 2021 the NTP had reached 100% of its target
numbers of schools in the south-west of England and 96.1% in
the south-east, but just 58.8% in the north-east, 58.9% in
Yorkshire and the Humber and 59.3% in the north-west.
     While the Committee did not yet know whether the
regional inequality had improved or declined further during
the 2021/22 academic year, neither the NTP’s current
provider, Randstad, nor the Department had been able to tell
the Committee if targets for delivering tuition to
disadvantaged children would be met. However, the
Committee did know that, as of 12 December 2021 just
52,000 courses had been started by pupils through the tuition
partners pillar, which was 10% of Randstad’s target for the
year. 
     Witnesses who had given evidence to the Committee
had said that the programme was a “bureaucratic nightmare”
and that Randstad’s online tuition hub was “dysfunctional”.
The Committee had also heard that children and young
people were currently facing what amounted to a mental
health crisis, exacerbated by the pandemic, as around one in
six 6-to-16-year-olds had a probable mental health disorder.
Witnesses had told the Committee that one of the biggest
issues facing schools was children accessing social media, and
Barnardo’s had reported that 78% of practitioners had said
that they had worked with children aged 11–15 who had
accessed unsuitable or harmful content.
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     The report argued that the Department’s series of
funding announcements and catch-up premiums, which had
amounted to nearly £5 billion, amounted to a “spaghetti
junction of funding”, which had at times been challenging for
schools to navigate or use to their best advantage. The
Committee said that future investment in education recovery
must be directed to schools, as they knew their pupils and
their needs the best. The report added that any future catch-
up initiatives should direct funding to schools using existing
mechanisms for identifying disadvantage, such as pupil
premium eligibility and the Income Deprivation Affecting
Children Index, to ensure schools in the most disadvantaged
regions received more.
     The report stressed that while the National Tutoring
Programme was missing its overall target to deliver tuition to
two million children, when Randstad had appeared before the
Committee it had been unable to provide the necessary
figures to set out who had been accessing the NTP, and what
take up had been like in different parts of the country. The
Committee recommended that the Department should
publish half-termly information about how many children
were accessing the programme, including information on
pupil characteristics and regional breakdowns. The
Committee argued that, if the NTP was not meeting its
targets, the Department should terminate its contract with
Randstad.
     The report pointed out that the Committee had heard
about the “enormous benefits” that extra-curricular
enrichment activities, such as sports, music and drama, could
provide to boost academic attainment and improve young
people’s mental health and wellbeing. The report cited a
study commissioned by the Department for Digital, Culture,
Media and Sport, which had found that underachieving young
people who had taken part in extra-curricular sporting
activities had improved their numeracy by 29% above those
who had not participated in sport. 
     The report pointed out that the Centre for Social
Justice (CSJ) had highlighted an evaluation of 1,500 schools
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that had extended their days, 97% of which had offered
activities such as sport, music, arts and study support. The
findings had showed that 71% of the schools had reported
that the change had helped them to engage with
disadvantage families and 69% of schools had found it helped
to improve attainment. The CSJ had therefore called for all
secondary pupils to undertake “at least 5 hours of extra-
curricular enrichment every school week”.
     The Committee called on the Department to introduce
a pilot of optional extracurricular activities for children to
help improve academic attainment and wellbeing, which
should be trialled in areas of disadvantage across the country.
If the pilot proved effective, the Department should include
the necessary funding to support a wider provision in the next
spending review.
     The report stressed that, even before the pandemic,
the mental health situation facing young people had been
alarming. In 2019–20 the number of children being referred
for mental health help had risen to 538,564, an increase of
35% from 2018–19 and up nearly 60% from 2017–18. Analysis
by the Office of the Children’s Commissioner had found that
despite the 35% increase in referrals, the number of children
accessing treatment had increased by just 4%. The Committee
argued that, as around one in six 6-to-16-year-olds currently
had a probable mental health disorder, the Government must
move faster on its commitment to make sure that all schools
had a senior mental health lead and access to mental support
teams.
     The Committee had also heard about the importance
of developing mental health resilience in children through
“micro” tools in lessons, such as a “no hands-up policy” when
answering questions in the classroom. The report
recommended that all children should undergo a mental
health and wellbeing assessment to understand the scale of
the problem, and schools may wish to direct some of the
recovery funding to address mental health difficulties. 
The Committee said that Ofsted inspectors would be looking
at how subject leaders and teachers had identified and
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responded to pupils’ learning gaps as a result of the
pandemic. The Committee added that Ofsted should make it
clear in their guidance that they would also look for evidence
that schools had sought to identify and respond to the mental
health and wellbeing needs of their students.
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Academies Sector Annual
Report

Academies Sector Annual Report and Accounts 2019/20,
House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts, Forty-
Seventh Report of Session 2021–22. Report, together with

formal minutes relating to the report. HC 994. Published on
Friday 25 March 2022 by the Stationery Office Limited

https://committees.parliament.uk/work/1714/academies-
sector-annual-report-and-accounts-201920/

In its Academies Sector Annual Report and Accounts
2019/20, the House of Commons Committee of Public
Accounts said that the Department for Education had not

yet set out how it would deliver its ambition to establish a
fully academised school sector that would best support
pupils. The report pointed out that despite reconfirming its
commitment to full academisation, the Department could
not yet tell the Committee how that would be achieved for
all schools across all regions. 
     The Committee said that it remained particularly
concerned about the risk that schools that may be less
attractive to existing or new academy trusts, could become
orphaned schools, for example financially struggling schools,
small secular primary schools, schools in a rural area, or a
school with any combination of the characteristics. 
     The report urged that Department to take
geographical considerations into account when trusts took on
new schools, as there were regional variations in the take up
of academisation and there could be a wide geographical
spread across multi-academy trusts. 
     The Committee stressed that further work was
required by the Department to ensure that its plans for full
academisation provided choice to parents, for example over
different types of trusts, and access to learning opportunities
to all pupils across all regions and social groups. 
     The report pointed out that while the Department had
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asserted that the Schools White Paper would set out further
details about the Government’s plans for academisation,
there was a risk that it would not provide enough detail on
how academisation would look on a practical level for pupils
and schools. The Committee added that as academies were
not new, and nor was the Department’s push towards full
academisation, it was surprising that a detailed plan for
achieving the Government’s ambition had not yet been
published.
     The PAC recommended that, when the Department
published its Schools White Paper it should be include its plan
for full academisation, including the Department’s overall
timetable, milestones and measures of success for
academisation, and how the Department would:

•   Ensure that academisation achieved the intended
outcomes for all pupils across all regions.

•   Have a plan to support schools that may be less attractive
to sponsors.

•   Ensure clear and effective due diligence prior to a
maintained school converting to an academy, that would take
into account geographical variations and access to learning
provision.

The report argued that the Department did not fully
understand the causes of variability within the financial
performance of academy schools, and consequently it may
not know how to best protect the education of pupils who
were being taught in financially struggling academies. The
Committee warned that there could be a disconnect between
data on the overall financial health of schools and the
experience of pupils, parents and staff. 
     It pointed out that while the SARA had reported an
improving financial position across the sector as a whole, and
the percentage of academy trusts had reported a deficit
falling from 7% of academy trusts in 2018/19 to 4% in
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2019/20, the Department did not appear to have a
comprehensive picture of how the COVID-19 pandemic had
affected academy finances, nor the variability of impact. The
Committee added that it was also concerned about the
regional disparity in financial performance, as academy trusts
in the North of England had reported a far higher proportion
of deficits (8% of academy trusts) compared with other
regions such as South East England & South London (2% of
academy trusts).
     The report claimed that because the Department did
not have a sufficient handle on excessive pay within the
sector, it could not assess whether public funds were being
well spent in the area. It added that the number of trusts
paying at least one individual in excess of £100,000 had risen,
from 1,875 in 2019/20 to 2,245 in 2019/20, but the
Department’s review on pay was yet to be published.
     The PAC recommended that the Department should
systematically investigate, and better disclose within the next
Academy Sector Annual Report & Accounts, the underlying
reasons for the variation in the financial health of academies.
It added that, within six months, the Department should
write to the Committee to explain how it would improve its
understanding of the variation in the financial health of
academy schools and determine whether further
interventions would be required to support the financial
sustainability of academy schools.
     The report warned that the Department did still not
understand well enough, the conditions of the school estate,
which meant that it did not know whether pupils had access
to the learning facilities they needed. The Committee said
that, while some academy trusts were building large reserves,
which may be invested in capital projects, as the PAC had
previously reported, the Department did not have
information on whether trusts had earmarked reserves for
particular projects and therefore it could not effectively
challenge academy trusts on the build-up or planned use of
excessive reserves. 
     The report pointed out that the Department also did
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not systematically collect comprehensive data on the capital
investments held by academy trusts which were specifically
aimed to improve children’s learning outcomes. The
Committee added that the Department did not routinely
monitor how much schools had been able, or plan, to spend
on capital projects of such a nature, for example IT provision,
science and technology labs, and arts facilities. 
     The report pointed out that the latest condition data
collected by the Department had estimated that £11.4 billion
would be required for essential remedial work across all
schools. It added that the Department had made £5.6 billion
of capital funding available for the education sector in
2021/22, of which £1.8 billion was specifically for maintaining
and improving the condition of school buildings.
     But the Committee warned that there was a risk that
schools may not be receiving sufficient capital funding to
invest in facilities that would enhance educational outcomes.
The report cited Ofsted, which had reported instances where
it had downgraded schools based on inadequate facilities, but
the Committee argued that the Department may not know
where to target funding to improve school facilities because it
did not have a sufficient understanding of where the gaps
were.
     The PAC recommended that, within the next year, the
Department should collect and publish data on pupils’ access
to learning facilities, and the condition of such amenities, for
example IT provision, science and technology labs, and arts
facilities. and associated equipment. It also recommended
that the Department should report how much capital
investment would be required to provide all pupils with
access to such core facilities.
     The Committee said that it continued to be concerned
about the Department’s understanding of asbestos within the
school estate, and it had previously found that the
Department had not had a complete picture of asbestos in
school buildings, or enough information to ensure that the
risks were being properly managed. The Committee said that
the Department had developed its understanding of how well
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asbestos was being managed in schools through its asbestos
management assurance process launched in March 2018, but
the Department appeared to be unconcerned that the 7% of
schools yet to return their asbestos survey could be the worst
affected schools without the budget to resolve the problem. 
The report pointed out that although the Department had
asserted that schools that were yet to respond to the asbestos
management survey would be picked up in the school
condition survey. But the Committee argued that the
Department had still not earmarked specific funding for
asbestos management, or determined whether it was a
barrier to schools engaging with the Department on asbestos
risks.
The PAC recommended that the Department should urgently
chase the remaining 7% of schools who were yet to respond
to the asbestos management survey. It also urged the
Department to write to the Committee within six months to
set out its understanding of asbestos across the estate,
including detailing the asbestos risk arising from the non-
responders, along with its plans to manage the asbestos risk in
schools.
     The Committee said that it was concerned that the
Education & Skills Funding Agency’s decision to use public
money to prop up academy trusts in difficulty had failed to
address poor financial management within academy trusts.
The report pointed out that academy trusts had been set up
as charitable companies, with more freedoms and
responsibilities than maintained schools, including being
responsible for managing their own finances. But the
Committee argued that there was a tension between the
autonomy and the oversight role by the centre via the
Education & Skills Funding Agency which was required to
provide assurance to the Department which held ultimate
responsibility for the delivery of education in England. 
     The report noted that the Department had provided
additional financial support of £31 million to 81 academy
trusts in 2019/20 to support financial recovery, build capacity,
facilitate a transfer of academy schools triggered by financial
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or educational factors, or as a short-term advance. The report
added that, of that, £21 million had been provided as non-
repayable funding, and the Education & Skills Funding Agency
had reported that £10 million of debts held by academy trusts
had been written off in 2020–21, including £5 million for one
trust. The Committee warned that there was a risk that a trust
which became too big to fail, could therefore see large sums
of public funds being pumped in to keep it afloat. 
     The PAC recommended that the Education & Skills
Funding Agency should, within the Treasury Minute response,
set out the criteria it used to determine whether it was
appropriate to provide additional funding to academy trusts
to support financial recovery, or to write-off an academy’s
debt.
     The Committee said that it was also concerned that
the Department’s approach to monitoring the skills and
experience of academy leaders, and the lack of remedial
action for leaders of failing academies, would risk further
failures across the sector. The report pointed out that, while
the Education & Skills Funding Agency’s monitoring and
intervention activities had been designed to consider the
effectiveness of governance arrangements within academy
trusts, there was no requirement for trustees to hold financial
qualifications, even where the individuals sat on a trust’s
finance or audit committee. 
     The Committee said that the number of instances
where the independent auditor had found some element of
income or expenditure that may have been incurred outside
permitted use, or instances where the trust’s internal
procedures had not been complied with, had risen to 9% of
trusts in 2019/20, which had, in part, been driven by the
impact of the pandemic on the internal controls of academies
and their spending. 
     The Committee argued that the Secretary of State had
used powers under Section 128 of the Education and Skills Act
2008 against 10 individuals, which suggested quite a high
threshold for debarring directors of academy trusts. The
report warned that where was a risk that the powers available
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to the Department did not go far enough to prevent leaders
of failing academy trusts from moving elsewhere within the
education system. 
     The Committee stressed its concern that the
Department did not have a sufficiently joined up approach to
dealing with misconduct, monitoring the potential re-
deployment of leaders of failing academies within the
education sector, or capturing insights from poor
performance across the sector.
     The PAC therefore recommended that the Department
should write to the Committee within 6 months to explain
how it would better identify and address cases of failed
leadership within academies, including how it would ensure
that the necessary lessons were learned to avoid similar
incidents from occurring elsewhere in the sector.
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