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While COVID continues to cast a major shadow over
education throughout the world, in addition to
trying to provide catch-up from students who

missed so much education during the pandemic, the world of
education is slowly turning to the sorts of issues it was
grappling with before 2020.
     Our first paper looks at creating Professional Learning
Networks and the way in which one of the most significant
developments in the nature of networking has been the
movement away from top-down models of PLNs towards the
emergence of bottom-up approaches. 
     Our second paper looks at how students can counter
bias in the material they will come across while studying an
issue. The growth of a wide variety of on-line sources of
dubious accuracy and bias of varying levels of extremism
make this increasingly necessary.
     Ending selection at about the age of 10 in the 20% of
England where it still exists is once again becoming an issue.
The paper on comprehensives and selection looks at the
debate on this issue from the early part of the 20th century to
the present and considers some of the evidence. 
     One paper in this issue is specifically about COVID, and
that is a report on the conference of the International Summit
on the Teaching Profession, a joint OECD/EI project,  on
building on COVID focusing on inclusion and well-being.
     Our final paper deals with another contentious issue,
primary assessment in England.
     Finally, we include another four reports on education
from parliamentary select committees.

Demitri Coryton
Editor
December 2022
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Creating opportunities with
Professional Learning
Networks 

By Graham Hanscomb and Chris Brown
Visiting Professor, Bolton University and
Professor in Education, Durham University

Abstract: The authors discuss the opportunities created by
professional learning networks. The rise and proliferation of
digital communication, coupled with the circumstances
enforced during the pandemic experience, means we have,
over the last few years, witnessed a dynamic re-imagining of
PLNs. The authors found that possibly one of the most
significant developments in the nature of networking has been
the movement away from top-down models of PLNs towards
the emergence of bottom-up approaches. 

Key words: PLNs, learning, professionalisation, leadership.

While networking has long been an important and
often crucial feature in education, it now seems
that the age of Professional Learning Networks

(PLNs) has well and truly arrived. The rise and proliferation
of digital communication, coupled with the circumstances
enforced during the pandemic experience, means we have,
over the last few years, witnessed a dynamic re-imagining of
PLNs. 

We explore this revolutionary change across a rich
range of experiences, testimonies and thinking, in
‘Professional Learning Networks - traversing the present;
transforming the future’, published by John Catt Educational,
with chapters examining:

the professional learning vistas opened through digital
opportunities 

Graham
Hanscomb
and Chris
Brown
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• the sense of new ownership, voices and partnerships
at the heart of networks, bubbling up from groups of
practitioners
• the consequent transformation in the form and
structure of professional learning networks
• networks as vehicles for radically different forms of
professional development and learning 
• the focus of networks upon enhancing teachers
identity and sense of well-being
• new openings for the expressions of
professionalization and of the profession speaking to itself 
• fundamental implications for professional learning
network designers and leadership .

What we have learnt whilst putting this book together, is that
the impact of on-line developments for PLNs has been
considerable. There is a sense of a dramatic shift from the
hitherto collaborative contribution of traditional learning
networks, to what one of our authors, Kate Bancroft,
describes as becoming a digital asset to others and indeed to
oneself. Similarly, Suzie Dick and Stephanie Peat describe how
the emergence of digital communities of practice, has helped
empower and connect rural Scottish island communities.
Often the pandemic experience precipitated a sudden
transitioning to remote learning and as Sandy Youmans and
colleagues explain, this provided powerful mitigation to the
challenges they faced as Adult Educators. 

Indeed, within the pages of the book we present a
nuanced picture of how PLNs can draw on their established
collaborative cultures, systems and processes, to move
towards on-line engagements; which as Anne Cameron and
Maggie Farrar testify in their experience of virtual peer
review, can lead to “greater system-wide agility, adaptability
and innovation.”

Yet we also found that possibly one of the most
significant developments in the nature of networking, has
been the movement away from top-down models of PLNs
towards the emergence of bottom-up approaches. Richard

Hanscomb and Brown
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Holme explores the role of grassroots professional learning
groups and informal networks, in contrast to traditional top-
down control; while Vivienne Porritt and colleagues report on
the phenomenal expansion of WomenEd networks across the
world, concluding that “this networking liberates women.”
David Hopkins spotlights how “autonomous schools who are
free to work collaboratively together can spur innovation and
sustain the drive to innovate, as well as enhancing student
achievement.” Such autonomy enabled Liz Robinson and her
colleagues, within the space of a year, to build a hub of
learning, which was a site filled with blogs, events and
resources, and to “generate tangible improvements in
education on the ground.” 

For some, the experience of the pandemic proved to
be a great leveller. As Jane Jones describes in her chapter,
educators took the initiative and “provided spaces for a
diversity of learning formats, in groups, networks, on social
media platforms, individualized research, across as well as
within subjects.” She identified the benefits of on-line formats
of networking as not only enabling more extensive
professional learning within and between educational
settings, but also free and extensive access to global learning
communities.

This burgeoning of grassroots network activity, has in
turn, led to radical challenges to the structure, coordination
and orientation of PLNs. David Woods, for instance, describes
how networks within urban communities created a new
organisational sense of place and shared purpose, which
helped address common concerns and challenges facing
educators working with disadvantaged and vulnerable groups.
The WomenEd networks confronted organisational and
systemic bias through the spontaneous sharing of women’s
lived experiences, and new collaborative mechanisms such as
coaching and ‘unconferencing’. 

Marcella McCarthy highlights how the relatively
neglected network of student voice was developed to fuel
significant curriculum and pastoral change. Meanwhile,
Hopkins sees PLNs having the potential for ‘re-inventing’ the

Hanscomb and Brown
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‘middle tier’ of educational governance “by promoting the
focus on learning, l inkages, and multi-functional
partnerships.” This is echoed in Toby Greany and Andy
Wolfe’s declaration that “there is an important role for
networks alongside formal professional development
programmes in England’s fragmented education system.” 

At the heart of such alternative structural forms of
networking are particular values, which promote distinctive
purposes and practices. For instance, John Baumber is
adamant that the pandemic, and the accompanying
emergence of new modes of connection and networking,
have questioned the status quo and challenged what has not
been working. In particular, he argues that teacher well-being
has become a critical imperative in schools and calls for
professional development programmes adopting a
personalised approach, facilitated through networking. 

This focus on well-being, personalisation and identity
is taken up by a number of contributors as they explore the
raison d’etre of networking. In the context of arts education,
Steven Berryman explains that our sense of identity working
within this field will drive the nature of our professional
learning activities, and the characteristics of the networks
such educators join or create. 

Chris Bolton reflects that the pandemic has provided
time and space to deepen our critical understanding of what
being an educator means. He contends that this “exploration
of new teacher identity and pedagogy … is intentionally in
marked contrast to the quick-fix-disco-finger techniques”
promoted by some educationalists. 

In their detailed OECD analysis of networking, Pablo
Fraser and Gabor Fulop examine the relationship between
teachers’ engagement in collaborative activities and self-
efficacy and job satisfaction, as well as how school and
education environments support these engagements. 

The dynamic nature of learning networks and the
potential they offer, also has significant implications for
leadership. Jane Jones records how the hiatus of the
pandemic led to educators rising to the challenge in

5Vol. 28 No. 2 • Education Journal Review
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undertaking instructional leadership roles. Toby Greany and
Andy Wolfe found in their evaluation of two regional
networks developed by the Church of England Foundation for
Educational Leadership, that as well as the sharing of
resources and building relationships with other school
leaders, the networks enabled strategic reflection on the
nature of leadership itself. Along with other chapter
contributors they identified core skills for network designers
and facilitators. 

The many contributors to our book, from across the
world, demonstrate that the era of Professional Learning
Networks has well and truly arrived. PLNs are no longer the
preserve of the few enthusiasts, initiated and sustained by,
albeit well-intentioned, leaders. The clarion call that
resonates throughout, is that the networks have the greatest
potency when bubbling up from practitioner ideas, activity
and concerns, and when they are teacher or participant led. 

From this central tenant, a number of significant
things follow. Prominent among these is a radical shift in the
understanding of the purpose, focus and leadership of such
networks, along with a reassessment of the nature of
professional learning. So, we contend that the focus and
outputs of PLNs should be directed by what matters to
teachers and should be something that addresses their
concerns. PLN participants should also have the freedom to
leverage and share what emerges from networks. 

As such, an acceptance by educational leaders that the
aim of Professional Learning Networks may often shift from
their traditional foci of being solely concentrated on
pedagogy or performance related outcomes. 

The sustainability of the power of networks is likely to
come from the following:
• Leaders ceding control in certain domains of
responsibility
• Reframing the role of the school leader from that of
agenda setter, to that of facilitator and provider of support 
• New understanding about the role of participants
which moves beyond mere engagement to incorporate

Education Journal Review • Vol. 28 No. 2
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responsibility to sustain, develop and replenish networks
• Participants need to be empowered as agents of
change, rather than simply being pliant members 
• Embracing the dynamic nature of networks by
understanding that in order to flourish PLNs need to be
responsive, agile and iterative, maybe even short-lived;
remaining organic, supple and re-shaping/reconfiguring
according to participants’ needs. 

The implications for the leadership and facilitation of
networks are profound. Traditional network leader modes
like ‘initiator’, ‘convenor’, and ‘gatekeeper’ fall away and are
replaced by coach, mentor, and catalyst, standing alongside
someone who can provide access to the types of resources
that help foster success. These might include the provision of
time; impact measurement tools (where appropriate);
signposting to new partners across a range of spheres or
fostering communication within and between networks etc. 

This reimagining of the contribution of those in formal
leadership positions, in turn highlights new professional
development needs. We need to know more about effective
network facilitators: who should they be; where should they
be based; what knowledge and skills do they require; and
how should they be resourced.

The  recasting of network participants in this way also
has significant implications. What kind of skil ls and
competencies do PLN participants as agents of change need? 
Amongst other things these are likely to include: 
• the confidence to engage
• the disposition to collaborate and operate collegially
• the ability to challenge, question or provide feedback,
in ways that are respectful, supporting and empowering 
• the ability to engage maturely with challenge
• the aptitudes and dispositions to be a change agent
• the temperament to adopt an ethical student-led
outlook
• able to exercise critical thinking skills
• being evidence literate

7Vol. 28 No. 2 • Education Journal Review
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Much of the rich testimony provided in our book, highlights
how this kind of participant networking spontaneously
emerged during the pandemic experience, particularly via on-
line engagement. These accounts also make it clear that the
pandemic environment proved to be simply the
circumstantial opportunity for a movement that was already
underway. Both key features – participant-led networking and
virtual engagement – had been nascent within professional
communities for some time. Now that they have been given
the momentum of the COVID years, they have begun to
become an embedded feature of network engagement and
learning, there’s no going back! 

However, it would be a blinkered outlook if we viewed
the future developments of PLNs to be more of the same as
those experienced in lockdown and recovery. During those
times practitioners were beginning to connect not just locally
but wider afield and there is the potential for this to expand
exponentially. With the emergence of virtual and augmented
realities - often referred to as the ‘metaverse’ - PLNs now
offer the possibilities of engaging across the globe and doing
so in an egalitarian way. Here what matters is more about our
ideas than our status or position in the hierarchy. We see the
end result as international communities of practice in which
educators of all types of standing, hailing from both the global
south and north, can come together, engage and learn - with
the added environmental benefit of not travelling.
So what is emerging is a genuinely brave new world where
networks create spaces which enrich people’s sense of
identity, where ideas rather than status have leverage, and
the nature of the profession is fashioned by its participant
members.

A world populated by these empowered professional
learning networks presents challenging questions for school
leadership, education governance and government itself.
Indeed our chapter contributors call upon governments and
policy makers to embrace networks, not just to help in
implementing their reform agendas, but also to regard
networks themselves as crucial change agents and key means

Education Journal Review • Vol. 28 No. 2
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to achieving school improvement. Rather than being
perceived as comfortable collaborative clubs for like-minded
localised professionals, PLNs should be seen as a cauldron of
ideas, a formative test bed for development and as facilitators
for learning that benefit the whole system. 

We are immensely pleased with the work and hope
you find the book provides a stimulating insight into
professional learning networks and the transformative
difference they are poised to make in further educational
development. We look forward to this bold new future.

9Vol. 28 No. 2 • Education Journal Review
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This source is biased. What
are my options? 

By Andrew K Shenton
Visiting Professor, Bolton University and
Professor in Education, Durham University

Abstract: Students are bombarded by vast amounts of
material of variable quality, in a range of forms and from so
many diverse originators, that by no means all of it will merit
their attention. Even where information is accurate, its
presentation may be biased. The author outlines four options
for countering bias. The main requirements must be, though,
that their decision is soundly based, derived from critical
thinking, justifiable to others and rooted in what they believe
to be the main priorities for their study.

Key words: Critical thinking, information, learners, bias.

The skill of evaluating information has never been more
important than it is today. Students are bombarded by
so much material of variable quality, in a range of

forms and from so many diverse originators, that by no
means all of it will merit their attention, even if the subject
is relevant to them. Some quality checks are easily taught.
Learners can often ascertain the currency of the material
simply by examining the dates of the items in the references
and explore how far the main text deals with recent
developments. They may verify the source’s accuracy by
testing the facts within it against material elsewhere. Bias,
however, presents bigger challenges, partly because the
problem assumes a variety of manifestations.

Types of Bias
A source can of course be factually accurate yet still biased.

Education Journal Review • Vol. 28 No. 2
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The author may use emotive language in order to make their
case more persuasive. They may repeat a central message in
different ways so as to reinforce it. Unequivocal conclusions
may be drawn on the basis of questionable evidence or
atypical cases. The ideas of others may be taken out of
context in a manner that misrepresents the original author’s
information. A particular perspective may be adopted and no
acknowledgement made of alternative points of view. In all
these circumstances, we may feel that the writer is
attempting to mislead us. Yet, not all bias is deliberate.
Where the author covers issues, events or developments
selectively, such partiality could be intentional but if the
evidence available to the individual is limited and they have
no choice but to use whatever can be found, it may have
been impossible for them to present a balanced treatment.

Counter Strategies: Recognition
There are many methods we can recommend to young
people for exposing bias. We can train them to look into the
credentials of the author, so as to determine the likely angle
from which they are approaching their topic. They should find
out more, too, about any organisation that has been involved
in the work, as a publisher or fund provider for example. We
may urge students to read widely so other viewpoints
become known to them and they can judge whether a source
represents mainstream opinion and gives coverage to
alternative voices. Also, by enhancing their topic knowledge,
youngsters will  become better placed to identify
developments which, although integral to the subject, may be
conspicuously absent from the writer’s text. Training in
critical thinking will help a learner to question whether, based
on the evidence that has been presented, the author’s stance
is justified. Finally, students should appreciate that by
scrutinising the writer’s language closely, they may be able to
determine if the individual is purely intent on persuading,
rather than analysing dispassionately.

Shenton
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Counter Strategies: Information Use
After recognising bias in a source, the student must decide
what they should do next. Essentially, there are four options.

1) They can reject the use of the source outright.
Unfortunately, the mental processes that have led to the
youngster discarding the item will go unnoticed by the
assessor, unless the learner has drawn explicit attention to
them in their essay, presentation, etc. Stil l ,  where a
references list cites only sound sources, the scrutineer will
recognise that it is not the result of simple fortune that good
quality materials have been used; they have been consciously
selected after a rigorous appraisal process.

2) They can utilise only those parts of the source that
they know to be sound and which are corroborated
elsewhere. As long as the items are trustworthy in the
contexts in which they are being used, by drawing on many
items the individual can build up a highly inclusive evidence-
based “story”. Moreover, if we believe that the sources cited
in an essay should offer insight into the work’s construction,
we can give the student credit for noting that particular
information has been found in a certain source and they have
seen the same information elsewhere, too. By citing both
items together, the individual has made an important link.

3) They can exploit the source but acknowledge its flaws.
In some situations, like for example where the student is
wishing to research the views of a particular pressure group,
the individual may be actively seeking biased material. They
must of course realise, though, how what is in front of them
is not impartial. The shortcomings may be highlighted in the
essay, perhaps at the point when the material is first used, or
they may be pointed out in a separate document, such as a
diary, “processes report” or an annotated bibliography.

4) If the source adheres to a single perspective without
acknowledging others, they can draw upon its contents but

Shenton
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look for a “compensating” item which presents an alternative
view and its inclusion extends the scope of their analysis. In
compiling an essay that samples a range of arguments, the
student may want to group these and present different
schools of thought, with the ideas of separate writers cited as
examples of a wider body of opinion.

Final Thoughts
There are many respects in which the sources students
consult may be seen to be inadequate. Bias, which is such a
multi-faceted phenomenon, can be among the most
troublesome, however. Practical advice on how to detect bias
specifically can be hard to find in frameworks for teaching
good academic practice and educators may have to fall back
on more general tried and tested methods of evaluating
information. Even when material has been exposed as biased
by the student, there remains the problem that they must
decide on how they should proceed. Learners will reach
different conclusions on the best course of action, even if
they are viewing the same item. The main requirements must
be, though, that their decision is soundly based, derived from
critical thinking, justifiable to others and rooted in what they
believe to be the main priorities for their study.

Shenton
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The development of selective
and comprehensive education 

By Demitri Coryton
Editor of Education Journal and Education
Journal Review

Abstract: The question of how secondary education should be
organised was one of the dominant issues of 20th century
education policy in Britain. The origins of the modern
comprehensive school, or ‘common school’ as it was known in
the first half of the 20th century, originate in the USA. That
was one option available. Selection on the basis of ability, if
that could be measured, was another. The issue of ‘common
school’ or selective school arose as a serious consideration in
the 1920s, but for the upper elementary stage and not for
secondary education. Theories of selection at secondary level
were developed in the Spens report of 1938 and, in particular,
the Norwood report of 1942. The Education Act of 1944 did
not bring in selection, as many people think. It made possible
free secondary education for all, but what type of secondary
education was left to local authorities to decide, with a
number of different types of school adopted in plans
submitted from around the country. It was the Labour
government elected in 1945 that introduced selection. By the
1960s the Labour government elected in 1964 had turned
against selection, and comprehensive education took off.
Selection now exists in about 20% of England and much of
Northern Ireland. It is completely absent in Scotland and
Wales. Debate over whether it should be abolished in the rest
of England has begun again, with overwhelming evidence that
selection causes harm to more children than benefit from it.

Key words: Selection, grammar, secondary modern,
multilateral, ability, LEAs, Plowden, OECD, social mobility.
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With a number of organisations coming together to
form the Time’s Out for the Test campaign to end
the 11+ in England, with a well-attended launch

conference in London, and Christine Blower’s Private
Member’s Bill in the Lords to end selection getting its Second
Reading, both in early December 2022, the long dormant
issue of selection into different types of school at age 10 has
suddenly come back to life. The origins of one of the most
divisive issues in education go back decades, to the period
from the end of the First World War to the end of the
Second World War. 

You can go back to the idea of the Common School in
the Scotland of the 17th century for the origins of
comprehensive education, but in its modern form it is an
American idea. The whole of the United States was
comprehensive by the 1920s, which gave the USA a great
advantage in the expansion of higher education after the
Second World War when the country had a pool of people
educated up to 18 who could take up places in their greatly
expanded higher education system.

It was a different situation in Britain. Before the 1944
Education Act the vast majority of children did not go to
secondary school at all. They spent the whole of their
education in elementary schools, as primary schools were
then called. 

After the First World War, as the Liberal-Conservative
coalition government struggled to build the “land fit for
heroes” that Prime Minister David Lloyd George had
promised, competing ideas of how schools should be
organised were developed. The popular Dalton Plan, for
example,  “allowed for individualisation of learning in classes
with widely differing interests and abilities”. [1]

Yet this ran counter to Board of Education thinking and
at a time when intelligence testing was developing, ideas of
stratification within schools, or between them, increasingly
gained ground. This emphasis on increased stratification was
taking place within elementary schools. 

In the 1920s a few urban local education authorities

Coryton
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(LEAs) began to divide elementary education into two halves
at the age of 11. Some went for selective central schools for
the brighter child from 11 to the school leaving age of 14,
while others thought that all children should progress to
upper elementary schools after 11.  

The Hadow Report of 1926, The Education of the
Adolescent, one of three reports that Sir William Haddow
produced as chairman of the Board of Education’s
Consultative Committee, concerned itself with what it called
post-primary education. [2] This was not secondary education,
which the committee was explicitly prevented from
considering by its terms of reference. His report
recommended the creation of non-selective senior schools
within the elementary school system, for children from 11 to
14 who did not go to secondary school (which the vast
majority did not). The debate over selection in the 1930s was
over implementing the Haddow Report and whether non-
selective senior elementary schools or selective central
schools were the way forward. [3]

The issue of secondary education was quite separate.
It was available almost entirely only to middle class children
whose parents could afford the fees that the pre-war
grammar schools charged. There were a few scholarship
places available free for the bright working class child, but the
cost of actually going to a grammar school, rather than out to
work, still deterred some who were qualified. Most grammar
schools, like most independent schools, were not particularly
selective as they provided the only education available for
middle class children. In most cases, if you could afford the
fees, your child was in.  

Just as the Haddow Report of 1926 had advocated
non-selective senior elementary schools, so the idea of a
single type of secondary school gathered pace, especially
among teachers. These would have multiple departments of
different types, and were often referred to as multilateral
schools. In January 1925 a conference of the Association of
Assistant Masters, a secondary association that many years
later became part of the AMMA, which changed its name to

CorytonCorytonCorytonCoryton
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ATL before finally merging with the NUT to form the present
NEU, unanimously called for multilateral schools. [4] 

The Consultative Committee looked at secondary
education in the Spens report of 1938. [5] This and the
Norwood report of 1942 [6] developed the idea of the
tripartite system. At about the age of ten children would take
a test (the 11+, similar to the pre-war Scholarship) which
would decide whether they went to a secondary grammar
school for an academic education, a secondary technical
school or a secondary modern school (which were usually
anything but modern). There would be a re-assessment at the
age of 13 to allow late developers to transfer to grammar
schools and, in theory, those who had got into a grammar
school but were not up to it to transfer the other way to
secondary technical or modern schools. Transfers to grammar
school at 13 hardly ever happened. Transfers the other way
never did.

While Britain was moving towards a selective system
of secondary education, the trend in much of the Empire was
in the opposite direction. All the Dominions of the British
Empire with the exception of the Irish Free State were
comprehensive by 1939 (at least academically. Clearly, the
Union of South Africa was not racially comprehensive.) [7]

There was very little discussion of comprehensive
secondary education in Britain prior to the 1944 Act, for until
that act there was no legal basis for the establishment of
comprehensives. (The exception was the Isle of Man, which
went comprehensive in 1938, but the island was a Crown
dependency with its own laws that were not dependent on
the domestic legislation of England, Scotland or Wales.) 

There had been support for the concept of the
common secondary school from parts of the Labour Party and
some trade unions from early in the 20th century, but that
was on the periphery of educational discussion. Far more
mainstream was debate over selection within elementary
schools and the implementation of the Haddow report.

The Education Act 1944 was the work of the
Conservative President of the Board of Education, R A Butler,

Coryton
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known universally by his initials as RAB, and his Parliamentary
Under Secretary, Labour’s James Chuter Ede. Ede played a
more significant role than his junior position might at first
indicate. He had been a teacher in Epsom, Surrey, before
going into politics. He became active in local government,
becoming chairman of the Education Committee of the Surrey
County Council, even though he was Labour and Surrey was
one of the strongest Conservative counties in England. (It was
also a county with a strong tradition of liberal education
policies.) His deep knowledge of education and links with the
teacher unions (he had been a member of the NUT) were
invaluable to Butler and the two formed a strong war-time
partnership. Yet there is not a single mention of selection,
comprehensive education or multilateral schools in Ede’s war-
time diaries. [8]

The most contentious issue in the Education Act 1944
was the role of the churches in education. This was hugely
controversial and took up an inordinate amount of time in the
couple of years leading up to the Act becoming law. The
wartime Coalition set out its plans in the Board of Education’s
White Paper, Educational Reconstruction. [9] It outlined the
plans for what became the Education Act 1944 as being the
provision of free secondary education for all, the integration
of the voluntary (church) schools more fully into the national
system and the streamlining of local administration with the
abolition of the Part III authorities introduced by Arthur
Balfour’s Education Act of 1902. 

It is often thought that it was the 1944 Act that
introduced the tripartite selective system, but that is not so.
The 1944 Act made secondary education for all possible. It
left it up to each local education authority (LEA) to decide
what system of secondary education would suit it best. In the
period up to 1945 this was not a contentious issue. There is
no mention of comprehensive education in the Conservative
Party’s education policy report of 1942, which was a fairly
bland document. [10] Butler himself favoured some
experimentation, supporting those local authorities that
wished to introduce comprehensive schools, or multilateral
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schools as they were more usually then known as. [11] [12]
The Conservatives at this time did not take an ideological
view of selection, and a number of Conservative LEAs made
plans for comprehensive reorganisation in whole or in part,
especially in rural areas. Conservative authorities that
planned to introduce multilateral (i.e. comprehensive)
schools in the late 1940s included Surrey, Westmorland and
the West Riding of Yorkshire. 

The issue was sharper and more divisive in the Labour
Party. Many saw the new grammar schools as more
egalitarian, although some on the left favoured the
multilaterals. Their American origin made some in the Labour
Party suspicious of them. Some also argued that multilaterals
would be more expensive, at a time of great post-war
austerity, as they would require more new buildings while a
selective system could more easily be fitted into the existing
school building stock. Some also suggested that to get a
decent sixth form at a time when very few progressed that
far, multilaterals would have to be very large by British
standards, as American high schools usually were. When
London County Council announced its plans for multilaterals
they included schools of between 1,250 and 2,000 pupils. The
average for most authorities that went down this route was
500 to 600 pupils. [13] 

In accordance with the 1944 Act, LEAs began filing
their development plans with the new Ministry of Education.
Joan Thompson of the Fabian Society kept tabs on them. By
1947 she had a sample of 53 LEAs and reported a
considerable variety of plans. [14] As well as the three types
of school outlined in the tripartite system, councils also went
for combinations whether multilateral or bilateral. The
bilateral schools had either grammar and technical streams,
grammar and modern or technical and modern streams.
Among these various alternatives 10% of schools were
multilaterals accounting for 26.5% of pupils. Grammar schools
accounted for 17% of schools and 12% of pupils. Secondary
moderns were the largest category, with 50% of schools and
41% of pupils. The following table gives the full results. [15]
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Table 1. Types of secondary schools in the development
plans

Source: Secondary Education for All, Joan Thompson, the
Fabian Society, April 1947, page 8.

LEAs reacted to the freedom given to them by the
1944 Act to submit plans with a wide range of school types
reflecting local need. On the basis of Joan Thompson’s survey
of 53 LEAs, comprehensive/multilateral schools would have
provided for over a quarter of pupils, which would have been
a decent foundation for comprehensive education to have
built on. But it was not to be. In 1945 the Labour Party won a
landslide at the general election. Clement Attlee became
Prime Minister and the Labour Cabinet plumped for selective
education. Those LEAs, Conservative and Labour, that had
planned comprehensive and/or multilateral schools, and that
was a considerable number, were stopped dead in their
tracks. Labour insisted that all LEAs adopt a selective system
of secondary education, although in practice this tended to be
grammar and modern schools rather than the full tripartite
provision as secondary technical schools were few and far
between. The government even wrote to all LEAs helpfully
pointing out that the secondary moderns were meant for the
working class. 

The decision of Attlee’s Labour government to insist on
only a selective system for secondary schools has had a major
and negative effect on both secondary and higher education,
and remains a baleful influence on education in the 20% of

Type of school Schools % Entrants %
Grammar 17% 12%
Technical 7% 6%
Modern 50% 41%
Grammar-technical 2% 1.5%
Technical-modern 11% 10%
Grammar-modern 1% 1%
Multilateral 10% 26.5%
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England which retains selection to the present day. It
condemned millions of children to be written off as failures at
10, with life changing consequences, and delayed the
expansion of higher education as England in particular did not
have the number of school students educated to 18 needed
for the expansion of higher education. In 1945 only 2.5% of
young people, almost entirely men, went into higher
education. That was slightly fewer than before the English
Civil War three hundred years earlier. [16] That number
increased very slowly in the 1950s and 1960s, until the
Robbins report of 1963 led to an expansion of universities, but
they were not actually created until the 1970s. This also had a
negative impact on Britain’s economy. As former universities
minister David Willetts has observed: “One reason Britain fell
behind key competitors such as the US in the post-war period
is that we had fewer highly educated workers than they did.”
[17]

Labour divided
Attlee’s policy did not have universal support within the party.
For example, in the 1948 party conference in Scarborough
Mrs Edna Harrison of the Derbyshire North East District
Labour Party moved a motion that: “This conference affirms
the principle of the common Secondary School for all, up to
the age of 16”. But she was followed by a composite motion
moved by Mr T P Riley of Walsall which, in its many parts, did
not mention selection or the common school at all. Mrs
Harrison had her supporters, but we will never know how
many they were as when it came to a vote the chairman
suggested that the motions that had been proposed should
be remitted to the National Executive for further
consideration. And so they were, so there was no vote that
might have embarrassed the party leadership. [18]

The post-war Labour government put its selective
education stamp on education for the next 20 years. It was
largely accepted by the Conservative Party, which in its 1950
Campaign Guide said that with comprehensive and
multilateral schools, while “Conservatives are willing to see a
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few of these functioning, they consider that they should be in
the nature of an experiment as they have not proved
altogether satisfactory in other countries. To enable these
schools to give adequate sixth form work they must be far too
large.” [19] Again, the low numbers staying in education until
18 were thought to mean very large comprehensive schools
to give a good size sixth form, which for many regardless of
party was a major argument against them. 

The Conservatives were back in power the following
year, but changes to secondary education came very slowly.
The priority was building more schools for the post-war baby
boom and recruiting enough new  teachers to teach in them.
The last of the all-age elementary schools was not converted
into primary and sererate secondary schools until the 1960s.
[20] 

Yet there was some movement. In 1954 the Ministry
of Education published Early Leaving. A Report of the Central
Advisory Council for Education (England) [21] This was the
Gurney-Dixon report. It noted that grammar schools were
virtually the only way within the state system that pupils
could progress to GCE A-levels, never mind university. The
secondary technical schools had very few pupils staying on
until they were 18, and the secondary modern schools had
none. The tiny number of comprehensive schools were too
few to be statistically significant. The report looked at how
those who had failed the 11+ but transferred to grammar
school at 13 performed compared to those who started
grammar school at 11. The report noted that: “There is just as
high a proportion of good academic achievement among the
transfers as in the whole intake into maintained grammar
schools, even though when tested at the age of 11 they were
presumably all regarded as below grammar school standard.”
[22] 

The Gurney-Dixon report also found that: “During the
five to seven years of the grammar school course a large
number of pupils have shifted their position in academic
order.” [23]  The theory of the tripartite system was that the
intelligence of children could be accurately measured at about

Education Journal Review • Vol. 28 No. 2

Coryton



23Vol. 28 No. 2 • Education Journal Review

the age of ten and, apart from a few late developers, would
not change thereafter. The report found that this was simply
not true, and that  “certainty about individuals is impossible”.
[24] 

If it had been within the committee’s terms of
reference, which it was not, they would also have found that
significant numbers of pupils at independent schools whose
parents entered them for the 11+ as an insurance policy just
in case in future they could not afford the fees at private
schools, failed the 11+ but passed the easier Common
Entrance at 13 and went on to get GCE O-levels, A-levels and
go to university where they got a degree. It was the first
evidence that selection tests at age 10 (the age at which the
vast majority of children took the rather mis-named 11+)
were not accurate predictors of later academic performance.

It was also in the mid-1950s that the Conservative
government abolished the legal limit on secondary modern
schools providing O-level coursed for their students. This
restriction had been brought in by the post-war Labour
government and prevented secondary modern students from
studying beyond 15. O-levels were meant for 16-year-olds.
The reversal of this policy meant that secondary moderns
began to provide O-level courses for children who, in theory,
should not have been able to do O-levels. It was another crack
in the wall of the theory of the tripartite system.

Parental opinion was slowly beginning to change.
Some LEAs who had been thwarted in their comprehensive
reorganisation plans in the 1940s began to look again at
ending selection. The first area to go comprehensive was the
Isle of Man in 1938. It was not part of England and was
completely independent in its internal affairs. The second
place to go comprehensive in all its schools was the island of
Anglesey in Wales, in 1953. It did not have any grammar
schools, sending those who passed the 11+ to grammar
schools in neighbouring authorities. Anglesey County Council
just stopped sending children out of county and increased the
size and scope of its existing schools.  

The major breakthrough in comprehensive education
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came in 1957, when Conservative controlled Leicestershire
County Council reorganised its grammar and secondary
modern schools into a two-tier comprehensive system of
upper and lower schools with a break at 14. This two-tier
system has an echo in the present University Technology
Colleges which also have an age range of 14 to 18. But as the
UTCs have found out, there are also problems with this age
range and the Leicestershire model was not widely followed.
Leicestershire County Council at that time did not include the
City of Leicester, which was Labour controlled and fiercely
defended its grammar schools. The city only went
comprehensive when it was merged with the county in the
reorganisation that followed the Local Government Act 1972.
The Tories controlled the enlarged county and against much
protest from Labour in the city the Tories turned it
comprehensive. 

It was the failure of the secondary moderns that
undermined the selective system. Middle class parents who
could not afford private school fees were increasingly not
prepared to see their children go to secondary moderns. The
provision of grammar school places varied widely, within an
LEA as well as between them, and this also undermined the
selective system. In reality there was no percentage of the
population that was of grammar school ability. The number of
pupils who went to grammar school varied from 8% to 40%,
and depended on the provision of school buildings in a given
area rather than pupil ability.   

A change of opinion in the 1960s
There was a sea change of opinion in the 1960s. In the early
part of the decade the Organisation for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) began publishing reports
highlighting the failures of selective systems. These would
become increasingly influential. The National Union of
Teachers, most of whose members taught in primary schools
where the union had a virtual monopoly, changed from being
strongly pro-selection to supporting comprehensives. Within
the Labour Party, the pro-comprehensive supporters had at
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last triumphed and Labour tapped into the growing demand
for change with a strongly pro-comprehensive line. It helped
Labour return to power in 1964 and win a bigger majority in
1966. The result was Circular 10/65 which required all LEAs to
submit plans for comprehensive reorganisation. 

This political movement was underpinned by the
seminal Plowden report, Children and Their Primary Schools,
published in 1967. [25] (In Wales there was a parallel report,
Primary Education in Wales, the Gittens report. [26]) Plowden
(and Gittens) came down unequivocally in favour of ending
selection. This was not just because grammar schools were
not the most effective way of educating children, but because
of the harm done to the roughly 80% of children who failed
their 11+ (or did not take it) and went to secondary moderns.
As Plowden warned, “selection procedures may create the
future they predict. The reputation, good or bad, which a
pupil earns by his performance at 11 tends to influence what
his teachers and parents expect of him in the future and what
he feels he can do. Boys and girls tend to live up to, or down
to, their reputations.” [27]

Plans for reorganisation were nowhere near
implemented when Labour lost the 1970 election. One of the
first acts of the new Conservative government was to issue
Circular 10/70, in June 1970. While this repealed the
compulsion of Circular 10/65 and its follow-up Circular 10/66,
the Tory government did not stop those LEAs that wanted to
go comprehensive from doing so. The party’s policy was a
return to R A Butler’s policy of leaving it up to the LEAs. A few
Tory authorities look advantage of this change of policy and
halted their plans. Those that did included a small number,
like Kent, Buckinghamshire, Lincolnshire and the City of
Plymouth, who were strongly opposed to going
comprehensive. Yet most LEAs, including most Conservative
ones, continued with their plans even though, in some
Conservative areas, there was strong opposition from the
right wing of the Tory party. 

It is one of the great ironies of the move to
comprehensive education that the Education Secretary who
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closed more grammar schools and approved the opening of
more comprehensives than any other was Margaret Thatcher,
Tory Education Secretary from 1970 to 1974. It was under
Thatcher that England went from having a predominantly
selective system of secondary education to a predominantly
comprehensive one. As the Conservative Campaign Guide
1974 proudly boasted, Margaret Thatcher had approved 91%
of the comprehensive reorganisation proposals submitted to
her. Out of about 3,600 reorganisation proposals put before
her under Section 13 of the Education Act 1944 as amended,
she turned down only 325. [28] The Guide could have added
that these 325 were poor proposals that HMI recommended
against.

The progress of the comprehensive reforms continued
when Labour returned to power after the February 1974
election, under Wilson and later Jim Callaghan. 

In October 1976 one of the main academic architects
of the selective system was engulfed in scandal which further
undermined selective education. Sir Cyril Burt had had a very
distinguished career, and was Professor of Psychology at
University College, London, until his retirement in 1950. From
his early work in Liverpool to his years as Educational
Psychologist of the London County Council from 1913 to 1931,
he developed his interest in intelligence tests, becoming
known as the father of the 11+. In 1942, Burt was elected
President of the British Psychological Society. 

Not long after he died in 1971 he was accused of
having fabricated his research evidence which, given his close
association with the development of the 11+, was a
devastating blow to the credibility of the selective tests used
for entry into grammar schools. In his balanced biography of
Burt, Professor L S Hearnshaw concludes that “the evidence ...
has shown beyond reasonable doubt that these charges (of
fraud) were true. Burt did deceive the scientific community on
matters of moment, and even after the utilization of his data
by others to substantiate conclusions of social significance, he
never issued disclaimers. He committed a grave offence
against the tacitly accepted codes of scientific ethics ... in a
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man of Burt’s standing they were scandalous and hard to
forgive.” [29] 

Comprehensive reorganisations decline to a trickle
Under the long years of the Conservative governments of
Margaret Thatcher and John Major, the number of
comprehensive reorganisations declined to a trickle, but this
was because by then the only selective areas left were where
opposition to ending selection was very strong. To the despair
of his Education Secretary, Gillian Shephard, and her political
advisor, Dr Elizabeth Cottrell, John Major (who had gone to a
grammar school) at one time talked about bringing back “a
grammar school in every town”. As Shephard pointed out to
him, this also meant a secondary modern in every ward.
Nothing came of the proposal.

The election of New Labour and Tony Blair with a large
majority in 1997 could have led to the completion of the
comprehensive reform in England. (Scotland and Wales were
completely comprehensive by the 1970s.) In the 13 years of
Labour government not a single grammar school was
reorganised. New Labour was strongly opposed to completing
the comprehensive reorganisation, but on political rather than
educational grounds. This was a choice. It did not have to be
this way. In 1997 Labour controlled almost every LEA in the
country, with only a few shire counties still Conservative. As
the Socialist Education Association made clear to Blair at the
time, a Labour government could have left it up to the LEAs.
Buckinghamshire and Kent would still have held out for
selection, but there would have been a further advance for
comprehensives. Instead, Blair devised a system of parental
ballots in selective areas that were deliberately almost
impossible to secure. Only one ballot took place, in Ripon,
Yorkshire, where the grammar school and the secondary
modern were opposite each other. Labour ensured that the
system of ballots was rigged to never succeed. For example,
the parents of children at the secondary modern did not get a
vote, but parents at the grammar school did, as did parents at
independent prep schools outside Ripon, most of whom
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would never use the state education system.
With the Tories back in power in 2010, in a coalition

with the Liberal Democrats, the new Prime Minister, David
Cameron, was pro comprehensive. However, many in his
party were not. During his election campaign for Tory leader
before the election he was up against David Davies. At a
hustings meeting of Conservative party members in Exeter,
Cameron was asked about selection and gave an answer
sympathetic to comprehensives. Out of an audience of
several hundred, only two people applauded. [30]

Cameron won the keys to Downing Street in 2015, but
the following year he lost the EU referendum and resigned. A
lot of UKIP folk flooded into the Conservative Party while One
Nation MPs were expelled. The Conservative Party moved to
the right. Theresa May succeeded Cameron and announced
plans for new grammar schools. Yet the negative reaction
from within her own parliamentary party was so strong that
the plans got nowhere. [31] Under the brief leadership of Liz
Truss, May’s idea was revived. Truss lasted 45 days. With the
grown-ups back in charge of the party, that plan was soon
dropped. In answer to a written question from Jonathan
Gullis, who for a few days had been a minister at the DfE,
Nick Gibb, recently appointed Schools Minister although it
was his third stint in the job, who personally supports
grammar schools, replied: “The Department maintains a
diversity of schools and wants grammar schools to continue
to play an important role within the education system. The
Department’s priority is to concentrate on ensuring that as
many children as possible, whatever their ability, have access
to an outstanding education, rather than creating more
grammar schools.” [32]

So, we are back in the position we were in when New
Labour came to power in 1997. Should Labour win the next
election, its leaders have made it clear to pro-comprehensive
campaigners within the party that Sir Keir Starmer is no more
likely to end selection in England than Tony Blair was. Equally,
the Conservatives have moved away from introducing new
grammar schools, but won’t do anything to get rid of existing
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ones. The stalemate looks set to continue.

The evidence
Policy in this areas is determined by politics, not facts or
evidence. Labour does not want to risk upsetting its carefully
crafted moderate image under Starmer. The Conservatives
don’t want to take on the right wing of the party in the
remaining selective areas. But what is the evidence?

The OECD has been producing reports showing the
benefits of comprehensive education since the early 1960s.
From 1980 its research Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) has repeatedly shown both academic and
social benefits from comprehensive systems. The 2012 PISA
report stated: “Early student selection has a negative impact
on students assigned to lower tracks and exacerbates
inequities, without raising average performance.” [33] 

As Andreas Schleicher, Director of the OECD Education
and Skills Directorate, said to Education Journal in September
2022: “The evidence from PISA shows no positive correlation
between early selection and better overall academic
outcomes, but it does show a strong correlation between
selection and the impact of social background on learning
outcomes.” [34]

Speaking at the launch of the OECD annual
publication, Education at a Glance, in 2016, Andreas
Schleicher said: “Schools are very, very good in selecting
students by their social background but they’re not very good
in selecting students by their academic potential. And the
earlier they select, the worse that relationship is. Academic
selection ultimately becomes social selection.” [35]

Within the UK, research over decades has consistently
shown the advantages of comprehensive education. For
example, in the mid 1970s Surrey County Council had a report
from its Chief Inspector, Joan Dean, put before the Education
Committee, which showed improvements at every level, from
screening tests of five year olds to Oxbridge entrance, which
followed the phases of primary and secondary reorganisations
across the county. (Surrey had undertaken a Plowden
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reorganisation of primary schools and comprehensive
reorganisation of secondary schools in phases across the
county, starting in the west and ending up a few years later in
the east of the county.) 

In 2013 the journal the Oxford Review of Education
published a paper on selection in Buckinghamshire. It found
that any success that grammar school pupils had was at the
expense of pupils not in grammar schools. It also found that:
“The low prevalence of FSM (free school meals) eligible pupils
in the grammar schools casts doubt on their ability to aid
social mobility.” [36]

Nationally, the Education Policy Institute published
Grammar Schools and Social Mobility in 2016. The full list of
conclusions follows. The emphasis is that of the authors of the
report.
1. Once prior attainment and pupil background is taken
into consideration, there is no overall attainment impact of
grammar schools, either positive or negative.
• At school level, grammar school pupils perform highly
in raw attainment terms, with 96.7% of their pupils achieving
five A*-C GCSEs, versus the national average of just over 57%
in all state-funded schools.
• This high performance is driven however by the very
high prior attainment and demographics of pupils in grammar
schools.
2. Pupils who are eligible for free school meals (FSM), a
proxy for disadvantage, are under-represented in grammar
schools. Only 2.5 per cent of grammar school pupils are
entitled to FSM, compared with an average of 13.2 per cent in
all state funded secondary schools.
• A main cause of this significant under-representation
of disadvantaged pupils in grammar schools is that, by the
time the ‘11 Plus’ entry exam (or equivalent) is taken, 60 per
cent of the disadvantaged attainment gap – equivalent to 10
months of learning by this stage – has emerged.
3. We do not find a significant positive impact on social
mobility. The gap between children on FSM (attaining five A*-
C GCSEs, including English and Maths) and all other children is
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actually wider in selective areas than in non-selective areas –
at around 34.1 per cent compared with 27.8 per cent. Our
analysis indicates the reason for this is:
• grammar schools attract a larger number of high
attaining, non-FSM pupils from other areas and so, in selective
areas, there is a disproportionately large number of high
attaining, non-disadvantaged children. Indeed, pupils travel,
on average, twice as far to attend a selective school as a non-
selective school.
• pupils eligible for Free School Meals in wholly selective
areas that don’t attend a grammar schools perform worse
than the national average.
4. An expansion of grammar schools in areas which
already have a large number of selective schools could lead
to lower gains for grammar school pupils and small
attainment losses for those not attending selective schools –
losses which will be greatest amongst poor children.
• In the most selective areas, the positive effect of
attending a grammar school is 2.3 GCSE grades spread over 8
subjects (0.3 grades per subject).
• Within those highly selective areas, that gain falls to
0.8 of a grade overall (or 0.1 of a grade in each of eight
GCSEs), in areas where grammar school places outnumber the
proportion of high attaining pupils.
• In the most selective areas there is a small negative
effect of not attending grammar schools – an average of 0.6
grades lower per pupil across all GCSE subjects (or just below
0.1 grade per subject).
• But that impact is greater for pupils eligible for free
school meals who do not attend grammar schools, they
achieve 1.2 grades lower on average across all GCSE subjects
(or just below 0.2 of a grade lower in each of eight GCSEs).
5. If you compare high attaining pupils in grammar
schools with similar pupils who attend high quality non
selective schools, there are five times as many high quality
non selective schools as there are grammar schools.
• This means high attaining pupils perform just as well in
high quality non-selective schools as selective schools.
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These are schools which are in the top 25 per cent based on
value added progress measures and represent good quality
schools operating at a large scale
• These schools are much more socially representative
than grammar schools, admitting close to the national rate of
FSM pupils (12.6% versus 13.2% nationally, and just 2.5% in
grammar schools). They also admit close to the national share
of children with special educational needs.
6. Other interventions to raise school standards and
attainment have proven to be more effective than grammar
schools in raising the attainment of disadvantaged pupils. The
Labour sponsored academies programme has had a more
positive impact on the attainment of disadvantaged pupils
compared with the present grammar school system. This
finding is based on:
• Research commissioned by the Education Policy
Institute from the LSE, which showed that the Labour
sponsored academies demonstrated average attainment gains
of one grade in each of five subjects (or 0.6 of a grade over
eight subjects). The pupil intakes of grammar schools and
sponsored academies are clearly very different in terms of
prior attainment, but it is notable that those early sponsored
academies educate around 50,000 FSM entitled pupils
compared to around 4,000 such pupils in grammar schools.
[37] 

A POSTbrief note from the Parliamentary Office for
Science and Technology, Academic Evidence on Selective
Secondary Education, published in 2016, found that “available
evidence from England and international comparisons using
PISA data suggests that selective education systems widen
educational inequality.” [38] 

In December 2016 the Sutton Trust published research
which showed that students from families on below average
incomes (those ‘Just About Managing’), were significantly
under-represented at grammar schools. The research also 
found:
• Disadvantaged white British children enter grammar
school at the lowest rate of any major ethnic group;
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• While there had been modest increases in the rate of
grammar entry for disadvantaged black children and white
non-British over the past five years, the rate of white British
entry had not improved;
• High proportions of grammar school pupils come from
the independent primary school sector, at roughly double the
rate that might be expected;
• Much of the higher pupil achievement at grammar
schools is attributable to high levels of prior attainment of the
pupils entering grammars, and that highly able pupils achieve
just as well in top comprehensives as they do in grammar
schools. [39]

In 2017 the House of Commons Education Select Committee
published a report, Grammar Schools, Evidence Check, which
concluded that despite nearly seventy years of trying: “The
Government has yet to demonstrate how an admissions
system could be designed in a manner which would be
immune to gaming, or being reduced to the ability to pay.”
[40] The Committee’s Conservative chairman, Neil
Carmichael, said: “The focus on opening new grammar
schools is, in my view, an unnecessary distraction from the
need to ensure all our young people are equipped with the 
skills to compete in the modern workplace.” [41].

The Education Select Committee heard evidence from
a panel of academics and policy experts, responsible for
leading items of research in this field, where they expressed
their scepticism at the influence of grammar schools in
improving attainment. Members of the panel were in broad
agreement that the evidence that pupils from lower socio-
economic backgrounds did better in grammar schools was
weak.

While the Schools Minister cited evidence relating to
GCSE results, Progress 8, and university entries in support of
the case for grammar school success, the Committee's report
urges caution when making comparisons between high- and
mixed-ability pupils at selective and non-selective schools.
The Committee stresses the importance of ensuring that,
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where comparisons are made, they take into account wider
socio-economic issues.

In December 2022 the House of Commons Library
published a research briefing on grammar schools that quoted
an article in the Financial Times in 2013, where the journalist
Chris Cook analysed evidence from areas of England where
selective schools remained in place. He concluded “the net
effect of grammar schools is to disadvantage poor children
and help the rich.” [42]

Conclusion
The research evidence on this subject is vast, and only a small
part of it has been cited here. The overwhelming majority of it
shows that children do better in a comprehensive system, and
all research shows that in a selective area those who are not
selected and end up in a secondary modern (or whatever the
non-selective schools are called) that disadvantages them, and
that it is the most disadvantaged that are most adversely
affected by selection.

In an article in Education Journal to coincide with his
address to the Times Out for the Test conference in December
2022, Professor Andreas Schleicher, Director of Education and
Skills at the OECD, concluded: “... the future isn’t that much
with selection and grouping students, but with personalising
education in ways that help every learner reach their full
potential.” [43]

Yet as we have noted, the decision on whether to end
selection in England will be based on political considerations
and not educational evidence. The level of selection has
remained static for nearly 50 years. The new campaign to end
selection, Time Out for the Test, will only succeed if it
galvanises public opinion so that politicians in both main
parties conclude that there are more votes to be lost by
continuing with selection where it still exists than by
abolishing it.  
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ISTP: Building on COVID -
inclusion and well-being
By Tim Mangrove

Abstract: The International Summit on the Teaching
Profession (ISTP) is a top level meeting for education ministers
and teacher union general secretaries that meets regularly
under the auspices of the OECD and EI. 
     The 2022 ISTP met in Valencia, Spin and was
dominated by discussion on post-COVID recovery. The theme
of the conference was Building on COVID - inclusion and well-
being. To augment the discussions, the OECD and EI present
papers in advance of the conference. 

Key words: COVID, partnership, teachers, resilience.

The International Summit on the Teaching Profession
(ISTP) met in Valencia, Spain, in May 2022. The ISTP is
a joint event organised by the Organisation for

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and
Education International (EI), the global confederation of
teacher unions. It brings together small delegations at
Minister and union General Secretary level to discuss
educational issues where unions and governments can co-
operate. The three-day summit is tightly moderated, with
contributions limited to a couple of minutes to stop the
politicians making speeches. The summit also takes place
largely in private.

John Bangs, a Special Consultant at Education
International, former Assistant Secretary of the NUT  and a
frequent participant at most of the summits, told the weekly
Education Journal magazine: “This is the first in-person
teachers' Summit since 2019. The Spanish Government's
dedication and commitment to organising the Summit is both
welcome and remarkable particularly since they first agreed
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to hosting it in March 2019! So much has changed since then.
The world faces at least three existential crises; the
continuing pandemic itself; a sharpened awareness that
climate change is now actually a clear and present danger,
and the threat of war and the erosion of democratic values. 

“All of these are reflected in the Summit agenda which
is probably nowhere better expressed than in the third
session where delegates are asked to tackle the not
inconsiderable issue of how to define the future role of
teachers and school communities in securing a sustainable
future! That countries now see the Summit as a unique and
necessary forum is exemplified by a joint request from the
Baltic country delegations, both Unions and Governments, for
the Summit to discuss practical strategies on meeting the
educational needs of  the new influx of refugees from
Ukraine.

“The fact that there are fifteen countries attending,
including the US and the UK, the Eastern European and Nordic
countries, Singapore and Spain, is actually a testament to the
fact that governments are at least prepared to act on the
principle that there is more that binds Unions and
Governments on the importance of education than divides
them. This is now particularly important because EI's latest
evidence is that some governments' understanding and
enthusiasm for seeing education as an engine for post
pandemic recovery is now stalling-particularly in relation to
funding. There couldn't be a more important Summit.”

David Edwards, General Secretary of Education
International, said: “The idea of moving forward with hope in
this Summit’s theme, is accompanied by the understanding
that proactive collaboration between governments and
teacher unions is fundamental to making sure that no student
is left behind. 

“This understanding was described by US Secretary for
Education Cardona as intentional collaboration when he
addressed the 2021 ISTP. I welcome the Spanish Host’s
agreement to schedule a pre-Summit seminar which will act
as a bridge between last year’s US hosted Summit and the
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Summit in May. The idea that intentional collaboration is vital
to achieving teacher professionalism and well-being, whole
child education and equity echoed throughout the discussions
in last year’s Summit. Those ideas provide an essential
backdrop to addressing this year’s Summit themes and sub-
themes.”

From a policy perspective EI asked a number of
questions. Will teacher unions with governments consider
and develop the proposals on digital education within the
OECD/EI Principles on Effective and Equitable Recovery? Will
governments with teacher unions act to agree partnerships
for developing together, within the public sector, digital
learning infrastructures, digital provision, professional
support and learning for teachers and equitable and sufficient
digital provision for students? Will teacher unions and
governments pursue proposals to improve teachers’ working
conditions and professional development 
including improved working conditions in the digital
environment? 

Will governments with teacher unions develop agreed
protocols about the development and use of digital
technology in schools which are defined by the values of
equity, human wellbeing, creativity, democratic values and
sustainable development? Will governments and unions
initiate research together on the relationship of digital
technologies and students’ social and emotional wellbeing? 

Innovation momentum for digital, inclusive education
The OECD published a report by its Director of Education and
Skills, Professor Andreas Schleicher, for presentation at the
ISTP. Building on COVID‑19’s  Innovation Momentum for
Digital, Inclusive Education, observed that nothing has hit
education systems across the globe harder and more
thoroughly than school closures during the COVID-19
pandemic. 

The disruption has yielded many observations, but
two are particularly important. Firstly, digitalisation has not
just helped maintain teaching and learning during school
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closures but transformed it. Schools are now waking up to a
digital world that will fundamentally change learning.
Secondly, students, schools and education systems that were
not ready for this transition have fallen significantly behind.
Inequities in digital infrastructure and equipment, and
people’s digital skills are but one aspect of many education
systems’ insufficient inclusivity. Digitalisation and inclusive
education are two of the themes of the 2022 International
Summit of the Teaching Profession. This report looks at the
pedagogical implications of digitalisation and how inclusive
education can be the driver of more inclusive societies. 

Chapter 1 discusses the effectiveness and anytime-
anywhere flexibility of education technologies. 
To teachers, the collaborative possibilities they open up are
also of growing interest. Digitalisation can boost professional
learning and exchange among teachers and schools. Online
education communities strengthen teachers’ networks,
allowing them to co-create and share best practices gained
from research and classroom experience.

Perhaps the most transformative force in education,
however, is artificial intelligence (AI). Though 
still early days, data-driven personalised learning allows
students to take greater ownership over how they learn and
where they learn. Technology can take over teachers’ routine
tasks, freeing them for what matters most: working directly
with students. Real-time classroom analytics displayed on a
dashboard can tell teachers what they may be missing:
students who are having trouble following a lesson, who
source information poorly or who are bored, for example.
The report cautions, however, that integration of AI software
into teaching requires well-deliberated policy on ethics,
fairness, transparency, safety, accountability and data
privacy.

Interactive table tops, gamification, simulations and
augmented reality are the new digital tools in hands-on
blended learning. But technology has evolved much faster
than pedagogy so we need to help teachers leverage its
potential. While COVID-19 expediencies of remote learning
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sped up everyone’s digital uptake, this did not take place in
optimal circumstances. What do we know about teachers’
formal training in digital and media literacy?

According to the OECD’s Teaching and Learning
International Survey (TALIS) 2018, only 56% of 
teachers in OECD countries received formal training in digital
technologies for teaching and only 
43% felt it had properly prepared them. We also know that
educating students about online risks 
was left out of most teachers’ professional development. 

Teachers would benefit from explicit training on
online risks and, on the flip side, positive engagement in the
digital sphere. This kind of digital citizenship requires tech
competence and engagement; critical thinking in digital
spaces; the ability to negotiate platforms and source reliable
information; a readiness to interpret, understand and express
oneself through digital means; and empowerment over one’s
data rights and right to privacy. Generally, education –
especially in secondary and not earlier – focuses on students’
basic operational digital skills rather than combining them
with social and creative ones, including the capacity to create
digital content. A more comprehensive digital skills approach
would generate more positive tangible outcomes.

How should digital and media literacy be integrated
into school curricula? Generally, digital skills are integrated
into existing subjects or feature as independent classes or
units. Some countries are entirely overhauling their
curriculum or have already done so. What is key is that media
and digital literacy learning be holistic. It works best when
students’ voices on the subject are heard and when parents,
teachers, computer experts, health professionals,
psychologists, law enforcement and community organisations
are involved. Teachers would benefit from explicit training on
online risks and, on the flip side, positive engagement in the
digital sphere. This kind of digital citizenship requires tech
competence and engagement; critical thinking in digital
spaces; the ability to negotiate platforms and source reliable
information; a readiness to interpret, understand and express
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oneself through digital means; and empowerment over one’s
data rights and right to privacy. Generally, education –
especially in secondary and not earlier – focuses on students’
basic operational digital skills rather than combining them
with social and creative ones, including the capacity to create
digital content. A more comprehensive digital skills approach
would generate more positive tangible outcomes.

How should digital and media literacy be integrated
into school curricula? Generally, digital skills are integrated
into existing subjects or feature as independent classes or
units. Some countries are entirely overhauling their
curriculum or have already done so. What is key is that media
and digital literacy learning be holistic. It works best when
students’ voices on the subject are heard and when parents,
teachers, computer experts, health professionals,
psychologists, law enforcement and community organisations
are involved. Unleashing digitalisation’s full potential in
education requires unprecedented investment in technology
and professional development. Education systems must be
ready to partner with the private sector. Beyond financial
implications, it is a collaboration that should extend to the
design process of education software to ensure that it is
inclusive of minority populations of students.

Chapter 2 is devoted to inclusive education.
Vulnerable students, especially, have suffered socially, 
emotionally and academically because of the COVID-19 crisis;
they deserve special attention in its aftermath. The long-term
consequences of pandemic-induced learning gaps are
estimated to be an average decline of 3% in individual
earnings. These students may also experience more fragile
social, emotional and physical health in the future. The report
looks at equitable opportunities that even out the
disadvantages of students’ particular socio-economic
backgrounds. Economic arguments for inclusive education
encompass poverty reduction and the productivity gains
obtained by improving the academic outcomes of low-
performing students. On the opposite side of the balance
sheet, the costs societies incur by not supporting
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disadvantaged students include losses in gross domestic
product (GDP) and tax revenues, and rises in social welfare
and health spending.

The equity gap in OECD education systems was
spotted well before the pandemic. Data from TALIS 2018
show that, on average across OECD countries, at least one in
five teachers (22%) needed training on special education
needs (SEN), with a significant shortage of teachers able to
teach students with SEN in lower secondary. Regarding
immigrant and refugee students, TALIS 2018 shows that, on
average, one in three teachers (33%) did not feel sufficiently
equipped to teach in multicultural settings. This is critical
when one considers that 17% to 30% of teachers in OECD
countries work in schools with culturally or linguistically
diverse student populations. From simply a numerical point of
view, classrooms are insufficiently inclusive of refugee
students: a refugee  child is five times more likely to be
excluded from school than a non-refugee. 

We see the marginalisation of other diverse groups as
well. The enrolment rates of Roma children in 
early childhood education across Europe are far below that of
the population average, with higher drop-out rates later on in
education. Students with an Indigenous background, gifted
students and those in LGBTQI+ communities are all, in varying
degrees, more vulnerable to poorer socio-emotional and
academic outcomes in non-inclusive schools.

The benefits of inclusive education are manifold.
Studies show that students with special educational needs do
better academically in inclusive settings and are more likely to
enrol in higher education. Cultures that are more gender-
equal are associated with a reduction in the negative gender
gap in mathematics. But the most compelling argument for
inclusive compulsory education is its potential for
strengthening social cohesion. In countering our natural
intolerances and hidden biases, and expanding our world and
belief that we can excel, education that reaches out to all
students is one that cultivates trust, that most intangible of
bonds holding societies together.
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Primary assessment in
England
By Arabella Hargreaves

Abstract: National Curriculum Assessments are now an
established part of England’s education system, especially its
primary phase. Yet they are still controversial. National
Curriculum Assessments were disrupted by COVID. In this short
paper describes the development of National Curriculum
Assessments and their current position.

Key words: Assessment, primary, Key Stages, phonics.

National Curriculum assessments were introduced
following the introduction of a National Curriculum
to schools in England and Wales under the Education

Reform Act 1988. They have been a controversial part of the
education system ever since. Governments of all persuasions
have seen them as an essential tool for raising standards and
holding schools, in particular primary schools, accountable.
The teacher unions, in particular the NUT which represented
the vast majority of primary school teachers (and which has
now merged with ATL to form the NEU) wanting them
replaced by teacher assessment alone. There have also been
questions about the technical appropriateness of aspects of
the assessments, including, for example, the phonics
screening check.

As the national curriculum was gradually rolled out
from 1989, statutory assessments were introduced between
1991 and 1995. The assessments were introduced only for the
core subjects of English, Mathematics and Science. The first
assessments in Key Stage 1 were a range of cross-curricular
tasks to be delivered in the classroom, known as standardised
assessment tasks (SATs). However, the complexity of the tests
resulted in their being quickly replaced by more formal tasks.
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The assessments in Key Stages 2 and 3 were developed using
more traditional tests. 

In all 3 Key Stages, tests became the main form of
statutory assessment, but a separate strand of Teacher
Assessment was also used. This allowed teachers to make
judgements about pupils they taught, based on their
knowledge of the pupil's learning and attainment against the
attainment targets contained within the national curriculum.
The results of both tests and teacher assessments were
reported using a common scale of attainment levels,
numbered 1 to 8 across the three key stages, with the
national expectation that pupils would achieve Level 2 at the
age of 7; Level 4 at the age of 11; and Level 5 or 6 by the age
of 14.

This model continued, with minor adjustments to
reflect the changing content of the National Curriculum, up to
2004. From 2005, the role of the tests was downplayed at Key
Stage 1, with tests being used only internally to support
teacher assessment judgements. Further changes came in
2008 when the government announced that testing in Key
Stage 3 was to be scrapped altogether.

In June 2011, Lord Bew’s Government-commissioned
review of key stage two assessment arrangements and the
role of SATs  was published. [1] Among other things, this
backed the retention of external school level accountability
(e.g., assessment). It also recommended that, in the medium
term, the use of national curriculum ‘levels’ for reporting
children’s attainment should be reviewed. The then-
Government’s response was published on 18 July 2011,
accepting all of Lord Bew’s recommendations. [2]

In June 2012 the phonics screening check becomes
mandatory for pupils at the end of year one (age five to six).
This tests whether children are secure in ‘decoding’ words (as
opposed to recognising them on sight). Half the 40 words
used are made-up nonsense words. If children do not pass the
test then they have to take the test again the following year.
This is one of the most controversial aspects of primary
assessment. It was strongly supported by former Schools
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Minister Nick Gibb during his decade in office, despite
growing evidence that it was ineffective and in some cases
even harmful. (See Professor Margaret Clark’s articles in this
publication and Education Journal Review [3].) 

In 2013, then Education Minister, Michael Gove
announced that when the new version of the National
Curriculum was introduced to schools from 2014, the system
of attainment levels would be removed. [4] As a result, since
2016, the old system has levels that are no longer used as
part of statutory assessment. Instead, tests and teacher
assessments now follow different models at each key stage
The then-Government claimed that this would allow schools
greater freedom to decide for themselves how to track the
progress pupils make. [5]

In February 2015 then Schools Minister, Nick Gibb,
announces that a Commission on assessment without levels
would be set up to support primary schools. [6] In November
2015 the then Education Secretary Nicky Morgan announces
plans to require students to resit their SATs if they don’t meet
the required level at the end of key stage two. 

There were a number of changes that took place in
2016. In March the Government published its White Paper,
Educational Excellence Everywhere. Among other things, it
promises reform of primary assessment. In April  the
Government announces the three ‘baseline tests’ for
reception children are not sufficiently comparable and will not
be used as planned for school accountability purposes. In the
Summer the first key stage one and key stage two national
curriculum assessments based on revised national curriculum,
reported as scaled scores rather than levels.  In September
provisional results from 2016 key stage one and key stage two
assessment announced. At key stage two, 53% of children
achieved the expected standard in all of reading, writing and
maths. In October the Education Secretary made a  Statement
to Parliament on the future of primary assessment. This
confirmed that no new national tests or assessments would
be introduced before the 2018-19 academic year, and that
the plans to make some year 7 (secondary) pupils resit their
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SATs were being scrapped. 
In March 2017 the DfE published two consultations,

one on the future of primary assessment and the other on
implementing the recommendations of the Rochford Review
for assessing attainment and progress of children with SEND.
The Government published its response to these
consultations that September. [7] 

When the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted schooling,
the Government decided that for the 2019/20 and 2020/21
academic years the statutory national curriculum assessments
would be suspended. The Government decided that for the
2021/22 academic year assessments would return in their
usual format. It also announced that all qualifying schools will
administer an online multiplication tables check for children
in year four (normally aged eight or nine). This will test recall
of times tables up to 12.  It was also announced that children
in state-funded primary and infant schools will now take a
new baseline assessment within the first six weeks of entering
reception class. This focuses on maths, language,
communication and literacy. The results will be used as the
starting point to assess how much progress schools are
making with their  pupils. Results for individual children or
schools will not be published. 

In its January 2022 White Paper, Levelling Up the
United Kingdom, the Government announced an ambition for
90% of key stage two pupils to reach the expected standards
in reading, writing and mathematics by 2030, and for the
proportion meeting the expected standard in the “worst
performing areas” to improve by a third. In 2019, the last year
for which figures are available, 65% of pupils reached 
the expected standard, and 11% reached the higher standard.
The 90% target was also restated in the March 2022 schools
White Paper, Opportunity for All: Strong schools with great
teachers for your child. 

What assessment measures are in place now?
There are six national assessment measures that are in place
now. Starting with that for the youngest children first, they
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are:

Baseline assessment. This happens within the first six weeks
of a child starting in reception class. The assessment is in
maths, literacy, communication and development (statutory
from 2021/22 academic year). The results not published. They
are used only to calculate progress made by KS2 at school
level.

Early years foundation stage profile. This takes place in
Reception class (age 4 - 5). It is not a performance 
measure, and is not reported at school level. 

Phonics screening check (reading ability). This is administered
in Year 1 (age 5-6) and is usually reported at 
local authority level. 

National curriculum assessments in maths; English reading
and writing; and science. This is administered in Year 2 (age 6-
7) and is usually reported at local authority level. 

Multiplication tables check (statutory from 2021/22 academic
year). This is administered in Year 4 (age 8-9) and is reported
at local authority level. 

National curriculum assessment. This is in maths, English
reading and writing, grammar, punctuation and spelling.
Science sampling is also undertaken, usually biennially.

All maintained schools are required to participate in national
curriculum assessments (also referred to as to as SATs.)
Primary-phase academies and free schools will normally have
clauses in their funding agreements requiring participation in
assessments. There are different arrangements for some
pupils in non-mainstream settings, such as hospital schools.

Levelling Up White Paper
In the Government’s Levelling Up White Paper, the
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Government announced an ambition for 90% of pupils to
reach the expected standard in all of reading, writing and
mathematics by the end of key stage two by 2030 and for the
proportion meeting the expected standard in the “worst
performing areas” to improve by a third. [8] In 2019, the last
year for which figures are available, 65% of pupils reached the
expected standard, and 11% reached the higher standard. [9]
These ambitions were restated in the Government’s March
2022 schools White Paper, Opportunity for All: Strong schools
with great teachers for your child.

Duty to ensure assessments and tests are administered
Maintained school head teachers are under a duty to ensure
that eligible pupils undertake national curriculum and other
statutory assessments, in line with any published assessment
and reporting arrangements. For academies, the duty is
enforced through the academy trust’s funding agreement.
The Standards and Testing Agency (STA) publishes statutory
guidance on the arrangements for reception, key stage one
and key stage two assessment in 2022.

Key stage one assessments can be taken at any point
during May. They aren’t strictly timed. If a child is temporarily
absent because of illness or for another reason, they would
usually be able to complete the assessments when they
return to school. 

At key stage two, there is a national timetable for the
tests to ensure they’re taken on the same days in all schools.
For 2022, if a pupil is absent, for example because of illness,
on the day of a test, but returns to school within five school
days, the school may be able to apply to the STA to let the
child sit the test(s) late. This is known as a timetable variation. 

There is no parental right to withdraw children from
sitting SATs, but head teachers have the power to determine
whether a particular child should undertake the assessments.
Parents are responsible for ensuring their child attends school
regularly, if they are on a school roll. Where a child of
compulsory school age is absent from school on an
unauthorised basis, during the SATs period, then the usual
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parental responsibility measures are available to schools and
local authorities. These include issuing fixed penalty notices
(fines) in lieu of prosecution. Fixed penalty notices must be
issued in line with the relevant local authority’s code of
conduct.

SATs and school accountability
National curriculum assessment results are one of the ways in
which the DfE holds schools accountable for their
performance. This year the Government intends to publish
key stage two data at local authority, regional and national
levels. School-level data will not be published, although it will
be shared with the schools’ inspectorate, Ofsted, academy
trusts, local authorities, and with primary schools themselves.

The DfE publishes a range of statistics on primary
attainment and progress. Summary statistics for individual
schools can be found on the DfE’s Compare School
Performance website. Data on performance in the early years
and in key stage one is normally published at local authority,
regional and national level – with the latest available data
being for 2018/19.

Foot notes
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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 April to July 2022. 

Not Just Another Brick in the Wall: Why prisoners need an
education to climb the ladder of opportunity, House of
Commons Education Select Committee, First report of Session
2022/23, HC 86 incorporating HC 56. Wednesday 18 May
2022.

Is the Catch-up Programme fit for purpose? Government
response to the Committee’s Fourth Report of Session 2021–
22, House of Commons Education Select Committee, First
Special Report of Session 2022/23. HC 273. Published on 25
May 2022.

Financial Sustainability of the Higher Education Sector in
England, House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts,
Eighth Report of Session 2022–23. HC 257. Published by the
Stationery Office Limited on Wednesday 15 June 2022. 

Education Poverty: How children in residential care have been
let down and what to do about it, House of Commons
Education Select Committee, second report of Session
2022/23, HC 57. Published on 8 July 2022.
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Prisoner education
Not Just Another Brick in the Wall: Why prisoners need an
education to climb the ladder of opportunity, House of
Commons Education Select Committee, First report of Session
2022/23, report, together with formal minutes relating to the
report, HC 86 incorporating HC 56. Published on Wednesday
18 May 2022.
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/203/education
-committee/publications/

Almost two thirds of prison inspections show poor
quality management when it comes to the quality of
education, skills and work, and the number ranked

“good” or “outstanding” has fallen dramatically in the past
year. At the same time, the number of prisoners
participating in education qualifications has plummeted. In
the year 2017/18, the number of prisoners participating in a
course equivalent to AS-levels or above had decreased by
90%, compared to the 2010/11 academic year. 
     Not Just Another Brick in the Wall: Why prisoners
need an education to climb the ladder of opportunity, the
latest report by the House of Commons Education Select
Committee published today has highlighted the cracks in a
“clunky, chaotic, disjointed system” which did not see
education as the key to rehabilitation, despite data which had
shown that prisoners who participated in education whilst
incarcerated were 7.5 percentage points less likely to
reoffend than those who did not.  
     While the Committee had campaigned for prisoners to
be allowed to study for apprenticeships, a recommendation
which the Education and Justice Secretaries had accepted in
February 2022, without significant reform throughout prison
education, many prisoners lack the support and the necessary
tools.
    The report highlighted the failure of prisons to assess

the individual educational capabilities and needs of every
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prisoner, and to identify prisoners with special educational
needs and disabilities. The MPs argued that without rigorous
educational screening, access to the necessary support and
services was severely restricted, which hampered the ability
of prisoners to engage with educational courses.  
    The report’s findings included:   

•   Failure to assess educational needs. Over 30% of
prisoners faced learning challenges, although the figure was
likely to be a gross underestimate, given that until 2019, self-
assessment had been the primary tool used to determine
educational needs. The Government's "two-part screening
tool", introduced to identify learning difficulties, was not
adequate to identify prisoners with additional learning needs
and it was not consistent across every prison. There were only
25 qualified Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCo)
across all public prisons, which equated to around one SENCo
for every four prisons.  

•   Education undervalued and under resourced. Although
the 2016 Coates Review of prison education had
recommended that prisons should place education at the
heart of the system, six years later, the ambition had not been
pursued or met, and the quality of prison education had
declined.  

•   Learning is disincentivised. Prison education was often
paid at a lower rate than unskilled work, which acted as a
disincentive to engage with education, with which many
prisoners had had previously negative experiences. Prisoners'
education was severely hampered by transfer between
different institutions, as the transfer of educational records
was often delayed, or did not happen at all, which often
meant the disappointed transferred prisoners abandoned
their studies.  

•   Incentives must be provided to prisoners and
businesses. The proportion of former prisoners in P45
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employment a year after release was just 17%, but data
showed that employment was one of the most important
factors in reducing reoffending. The Government's
commitment to improving the links between prisons and
businesses had been welcomed.  

•   A digital divide. The majority of prisons in England and
Wales did not have the cabling or hardware to support
broadband, which stifled opportunities to learn remotely
though courses such as the Open University. Lack of digital
access was widening the digital divide between prisoners and
the wider population, which restricted the ability to acquire
employment and life skills. A change in attitude to technology
in prisons was long overdue.  

The report’s recommendations were:   

•   Rigorous assessments. The Government must
introduce a rigorous screening and assessment process to
evaluate the educational needs of each prisoner. A consistent
process across prisons would determine the levels of ability
and identify prisoners with SEND and additional learning
needs. The outdated education data and case management
platform currently used was not fit for purpose, and must be
re-designed to allow multiple learning difficulties to be
identified and recorded. Funding must be properly allocated
to allow for one Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators
(SENCo) per prison.   

•   Culture shift within prisons. There must be a “culture
shift” within prisons to embed education within institutions,
and the Government must demonstrate its commitment to
the aim by appointing a Deputy Governor of Learning for each
prison. Prisons should also have clear and meaningful key
performance indicators related to education, employment
and training, which would be monitored by Ofsted. 

•   Individual digital education passports. Digital
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education passports should contain a record of each
prisoner's learning and educational needs, to facilitate better
transfer of studies across the prison estate. Prisoners'
ongoing education, and whether their studies could be
sustained, should also be taken into account when
considering moving prisoners. The Government must also
consider incentivising learning for prisoners who can
demonstrate progress with their studies, including pay being
equal to prison work. 

•   Financial incentives for businesses. through financial
incentives, businesses must be encouraged to overcome
reservations about employing former prisoners. In any future
review of the Apprenticeship Levy, the Government must
allow businesses to direct the Levy towards prisoner
rehabilitation schemes. The Government must also commit to
publishing a timetable to set out the roll-out of employment
hubs across the prison estate and the establishment of
Employment Advisers within the prison system. 

•   Transformation of digital infrastructure. The
Government must carry out an audit of physical infrastructure
to provide high-level education across the prison estate.
Prisoners must be equipped with the digital skills necessary
for good employment opportunities upon leaving prisons.
Using technology for educational purpose only, access would
be restricted to approved content which could be monitored
so that prisoners could be permitted to use digital resources
to study.  

The Chairman of the Education Select Committee, Robert
Halfon MP, stressed that education, from a practical
apprenticeship to a masters' degree, increased employability,
which was one of the most important factors in reducing
reoffending. He said that the argument for placing education
at the heart of the prison system was a “no-brainer”, as
prisoners who engaged with education and those who found
employment on release were statistically less likely to
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reoffend. 
     He pointed out that, six years after the points had
been set out to the Government in a landmark review, prison
education was in a “chaotic place.” Mr Halfon said that
“shambolic” transfer of records, no assessment for
educational needs and the lack of access to modern learning
tools painted a dismal picture. 
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Catch-up – Government
response
Is the Catch-up Programme fit for purpose? Government
response to the Committee’s Fourth Report of Session 2021–
22, its First Special Report of Session 2022/23. HC 273.
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/22391/docu
ments/165328/default/ 

In March 2022, the Education Select Committee published
its report on the Government’s education catch-up
programme which warned of an “epidemic” of

educational inequality exacerbated by the loss of learning
caused by COVID-19 lockdowns. The Education Select
Committee's Report, Is the Catch-up Programme fit for
purpose?, called on the Government to prove its multi-
million pound pandemic Catch-Up Programme was working,
or else cancel its contract with tutoring provider Randstad.  
     Now the Committee has published its first special
report, which is the Government’s response to its report in
March. The Committee “strongly welcomes the
Government’s actions which include ending its contract with
Randstad, simplifying and allowing schools more autonomy
over funding routes, and undertaking a review of the impact
of COVID-19 on SEND pupils.” 
     However, the Report's warnings about persistent and
severe absence have not been fully addressed. Despite calls
from the Committee for “proactive measures” to help
children back to school, the Government's response does not
yet commit to a targeted support plan. Recommendations to
introduce mental health and wellbeing assessments for
schoolchildren were also rejected.  
     The chairman of the Education Select Committee,
Robert Halfon (Con, Harlow), said:   “After a lengthy campaign
led by the Education Committee, I welcome the changes
made by the Government including ending the contract with
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NTP provider Randstad, and giving schools the autonomy they
need to organise catch-up programmes. Schools know their
pupils and their needs the best and it is right they are able to
make these decisions. However, the elephant in the room
remains. According to the Children’s Commissioner, over
124,000 ‘ghost children’ have still not returned to school. It is
also particularly concerning that the Centre for Social Justice
reported that before March 2022, 13,000 pupils in exam-
critical years were missing from the system and the latest
figures published by Education DataLab suggest that 5% of
pupils were severely absent from September to May of this
year. We cannot risk these children becoming an ‘Oliver Twist’
generation, slipping through the cracks and lost to the system
forever.  
     “The Department have made some very welcome
interventions but it must ensure that targeted support is
provided to the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children
to ensure that every child has equitable access to climb the
ladder of opportunity and develop to reach their full
potential.”
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Financial sustainability of HE
Financial Sustainability of the Higher Education Sector in
England, House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts,
Eighth Report of Session 2022–23. Report, together with
formal minutes relating to the report. HC 257. Published by
the Stationery Office Limited on Wednesday 15 June 2022. 
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/127/public-
accounts-ommittee/publications/

The House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts
(PAC) said it had not been convinced that the Office for
Students (OfS) had made sufficient progress in “getting

a grip” on the long-term systemic challenges facing the
sector and individual providers, which meant that financial
pressures could risk harming students’ experience of
university. 
     The PAC stressed that there were systemic, long-term
pressures on providers’ finances. It pointed out that some of
the underlying factors, included pension fund deficits (and
predicted rises in employer contributions), inflation and rising
costs, a continuing freeze in the cap on student fees rising
more quickly than income, the impact of changes to loan
repayment terms and further uncertainties arising from
potential policy reforms following consultation on, for
example, minimum entry requirements. 
     The Committee said that while the OfS considered
that the financial sustainability of the sector appeared to be
more stable than at the start of the pandemic, it accepted
that risks remained. The PAC report pointed out that the OfS
relied heavily, although not exclusively, on financial metrics to
identify risks to providers’ financial sustainability and it had
designed a regulatory approach that did not involve routine
discussion with individual providers. However, the Committee
argued that the OfS currently lacked an integrated model that
it could use to understand, in a systematic way, the combined
effects of different pressures, such as changes in different

Select Committee reports



65Vol. 28 No. 2 • Education Journal Review

costs, income streams or student numbers on the sector and
on individual institutions, although it had told PAC that it had
been developing a model to allow it to do so in a more
sophisticated way. 
     Without these insights, the Committee warned that
OfS could lack the information needed to spot, and act on,
early signs of distress in vulnerable providers, and it also had
an incomplete picture of the experience of students. The
Committee pointed out that, for example, the National
Student Survey only covered final-year undergraduates and
therefore, the OfS did not have a picture of the experiences of
students earlier in their degrees. It added that similarly, OfS
did not yet fully understand new issues, such as the impact of
hybrid teaching, and some providers did not believe that the
OfS had all the information it needed to put financial data into
context. 

Increasing understanding 
The PAC recommended that the OfS should write to it by the
end of July 2022, in line with the academic year-end, setting
out the actions it would take to increase its understanding of
the sector and pressures on providers, and how it would
demonstrate to universities and students, that it had done so.
The Committee pointed out that, despite a background of
deteriorating financial health of an increasing number of
providers, the Department for Education was not effectively
holding the OfS to account. The report said that the
Department was responsible for the overall regulatory
framework of the sector and for holding the OfS to account,
and the OfS’s role included protecting students’ interests
from the consequences of financial risk in higher education
providers which could adversely affect students. 
     The Committee argued that the financial sustainability
of the sector had been declining since before the pandemic,
as the number of providers with an in-year deficit had
increased from seven (5%) in 2015/16 to 80 (32%) in 2019/20.
It added that of those 80 providers, 17 had been in deficit for
the past two years and a further 20 for three years or more.
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But PAC stressed that the OfS did not, however have a
complete set of measures by which its performance could be
judged. The Committee pointed out that, of the 26
performance indicators the OfS had set out on its website,
eight had still been in development or it had had incomplete
performance information and a further 11 indicators do not
yet have associated targets. 
     The PAC pointed out that complete information was
available for just seven indicators, which offered an
inadequate picture of performance. The report noted that the
Department had asserted that it was not complacent and that
it had committed to reviewing the set of performance metrics
and ways to measure them, by the summer. But the
Committee pointed out that the OfS did not ask providers for
structured feedback on its own performance as a regulator. 
     The PAC recommended that, working with the OfS, the
Department should establish a complete set of robust,
published performance measures and targets, including
structured feedback from providers, and use them to hold the
OfS to account for its effectiveness. 
     The report warned that protections for students, in the
event of providers facing financial distress, were not strong
enough. It pointed out that, while the OfS required providers
to have a student protection plan in place to address the risk
of continuity of study for its students, it has identified
common weaknesses, including over-optimism about risks
and weak refund and compensation policies. 
     The PAC said that when initially registering providers,
the OfS approved a number of student protection plans that it
considered inadequate, so as not to delay registrations. The
Committee added that during the pandemic, the OfS had
found that it had needed greater powers to intervene more
quickly, and it had therefore introduced a new condition of
registration from April 2021 which had allow it to issue
directions to universities it considered at material risk of
failure. But PAC pointed out that the process of implementing
a student protection plan, which the OfS had described to the
Committee, had appeared to be reactive. 
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Student protection plans 
The PAC recommended that the OfS should prioritise ensuring
that all providers’ published student protection plans that
were fit for purpose and sufficiently clear for students to
make confident, well informed decisions about the
protections that universities were promising them. The
Committee said it was concerned that the financial
sustainability of some providers was being put at risk by their
heavy dependence on their ability to continue growing
overseas student numbers, and many providers were already
highly dependent on cross-subsidy to make up deficits in
publicly funded teaching and research. 
     The report pointed out that much of the subsidy came
from income from overseas students’ fees; and in 2019–20,
there had been more than 340,000 overseas students at
English providers, almost half of whom had come from China
or India. The Committee added that many providers’ medium-
and long-term financial forecasts assumed continued growth
in student numbers, particularly overseas students. The PAC
said that the OfS monitors providers’ forecasts had found
their student number projections to be over optimistic, and
there were also risks associated with an over reliance on
international recruitment which may not align well with the
UK’s wider geopolitical interests. The Committee said that the
Department had said because it had been aware of such risks,
it had encouraged the sector to diversify in terms of where
providers recruited their students from. 
     The report pointed out that there were also cross-
government considerations, such as how student recruitment
was affected by, and potentially at odds with, the Home
Office’s plans to control migration. It added that the
Department had recognised that it was a very competitive
market and that there were many countries around the world
were seeking to bring in more international students, for
exactly the same reasons that UK providers were. 
     The PAC recommended that the Department, drawing
on OfS analysis as appropriate, should set out what it
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considered to be the risks to achieving the continued forecast
growth in overseas student numbers universities were relying
on for their future financial security, and explain how it was
mitigating those risks. The Committee stressed that student
satisfaction with the value for money of their courses was at a
worryingly low level, and one of the OfS’s four regulatory
objectives was that students should receive value for money.
OfS had told the Committee that students should receive the
academic experience they were promised by their provider
and that their interests as consumers should be protected
before, during and after their studies. 

Student satisfaction 
The PAC reported that overall student satisfaction had been
consistently over 80%, but it had fallen to 75% in the
pandemic, which was one of the main contributing factors
being dissatisfaction with learning resources required by
lockdown restrictions. 
     The Committee noted that the proportion of students
who thought their course was value for money was much
lower and it had dropped from 38% in 2020 to 33% in 2021, as
more than half had said it was not value for money. The
report pointed out that the OfS had acknowledged and was
concerned that students believed they were not getting value
for money, and it argued that quality of provision was central
to how students regarded value for money. The OfS had said
that it was looking at quality issues closely and that working
with the universities would ensure that, even on
oversubscribed courses, quality remained good. 
     The PAC recommended that the Department and the
OfS should set out what action the OfS was taking to improve
students’ satisfaction with value for money, including the
OfS’s assessment of the impact of hybrid teaching on
students’ experience and what progress had been made in
addressing the causes of dissatisfaction. 
     The report concluded that the Department had failed
to adequately assess the current and future financial impacts
on providers of disruption to A-level assessments, and the use

Select Committee reports



69Vol. 28 No. 2 • Education Journal Review

of locally assessed grades in place of A-level exams during the
COVID-19 pandemic had led to substantial grade inflation in
2020 and 2021. The Committee pointed out that while the
decision had meant that more students had been able to take
up places at high-tariff providers, many medium- and low-
tariff and specialist providers had been undersubscribed and
had therefore lost expected fee income. 
     The report said that while the Department had
anticipated the likely impact of locally assessed grades on
providers that would be oversubscribed and that could
require additional funding for high-cost courses, it had not
considered the impact on those providers that would become
undersubscribed. The Committee stressed that being
undersubscribed caused financial pressure on providers for an
extended period, as most courses lasted at least three years,
and oversubscribed providers risked not being able to
maintain the quality of provision they had promised their
students as they may not have sufficient teaching facilities or
student accommodation. 
     The PAC recommended that, learning from the
disruption to the higher education market during the COVID-
19 pandemic, the Department and the OfS should model and
review the financial impacts on providers of changes to the
number and profile of domestic students over the short,
medium and longer terms.
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Education poverty
Education Poverty: How children in residential care have been
let down and what to do about it, the Education Select
Committee second report of Session 2022/23, HC 57.
Published on 8 July 2022.
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/23006/docu
ments/168514/default/

MPs have called for local authorities to ensure that
all looked-after children receive full-time
education in a school registered with the

Department for Education. A report from the House of
Commons Education Committee, pointed out that currently,
9% of children in children’s homes were in unregulated
education provision, which was not inspected by Ofsted and
has no quality-assurance. 
     The report, Educational Poverty: How children in
residential care have been let down and what to do about it,
also revealed that a further 6% of children in children’s
homes were not in any education, employment, or training at
all. The MPs added that the problems were compounded by a
“black hole” of data at the centre of the care system, which
had rendered the Department blind to the full extent of
children in unacceptable or non-existent education.
     The Committee has recommended more robust
measures to ensure that schools and local authorities did not
flaunt their legal duty to ensure that looked-after children
were in full-time education, “in the best possible schools.”
The report argued that there was a “culture of impunity”
which was enabling schools to turn away children in care.
Despite being prioritised in law for places at good and
outstanding schools, research by Ofsted had identified that,
of children in residential care attending mainstream state
schools, 76% attended Good or Outstanding schools,
compared to 84% of children nationally. The Committee
urged Ofsted to cap ratings for schools that blocked
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admissions for looked-after children.
     The report’s Key findings included:

•   The state is failing to ensure that looked after children
received quality education, as just 7.2% of looked-after
children achieved the grade 5 “good pass” threshold in
English and mathematics GCSEs, compared to 40.1% of non-
looked-after children.

•   The state had failed to act as a “pushy” enough
corporate parent when it came to children in care and their
education and career outcomes.

•   While 74% of children in residential care had special
education needs (SEN), only 47% had education, health and
care (EHC) plans and 27% received SEN support.

•   Although the law clearly stated that schools rated
Good and Outstanding by Ofsted should be prioritised for
looked-after children, children in care were less likely than
their peers to attend the best schools. 

•   Ofsted had found that, of a sample of 2,600 children
living in children’s homes, 9% attended unregulated
education. The Children's Commissioner had warned that
local authorities did not have an accurate figure on how many
children were not receiving DfE regulated education.

•   Currently, there are no processes for local authorities
to ensure that unregulated education was short-term, and
there was no national system for monitoring whether a
looked-after young person was being educated in a registered
school.  There are over 6,000 young people in care living in
unregulated accommodation, an 80% increase since 2010.

•   41% of 19–21-year-old care leavers are not in
education, employment or training (NEET). 22% of care
leavers aged 27 are in employment compared to 57% of
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others. 33% experience homelessness, a quarter of them are
sofa-surfing and 24% of those in prison have been through the
care system, while    just 2% of care leavers went on to an
apprenticeship.

The Committee’s recommendations included:

•   The Department must urgently tackle the “black hole”
of data on the educational outcomes of children in children's
homes. It must commit to annual data publication through a
data dashboard for looked-after children which was
disaggregated by care placement type, including flagging
when a child was living in unregulated provision. The data
must include progress, attainment, attendance, suspensions,
and exclusions.

•   Every looked-after child must be able to gain entry to a
good or outstanding school in their local area. Virtual School
Heads, local authority professionals with a duty to promote
and support the education of children in care, should be
granted expanded statutory powers, guidance and control
over the process and the allocation of the Pupil Premium Plus
grant. Sanctions and a mechanism must be introduced for
schools which consistently refuse or delay admissions of
looked-after children. The lever for the accountability should
be the impact on the school’s Ofsted judgement. 

•   There must be greater accountability for local
authorities which failed to ensure that their looked-after
children received full-time, high-quality education, and local
authorities which failed to fulfil the duty should be sanctioned
by Ofsted in the form of capping their rating.

•   The Department must extend Pupil Premium Plus
funding beyond the age 16 to ensure that looked-after pupils
received the support to succeed throughout their education.
The Government should also explore a range of options to
funnel excessive care home profits into improving the care
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system, especially through early intervention, including a
windfall tax, increasing the bargaining power of local
authorities, or transforming care home businesses into
community interest companies.

•   The Department must nationally roll out Staying Close,
a scheme which included an offer of move-on accommodation
which was suitable for a young person and close to their
previous children's home when they had moved out. 

•   The Department must strategically weigh the
apprenticeship levy in favour of care-experienced young
apprentices under age 25. As £250 million of the levy had
been unspent in 2020/21, it should be used for a rise to the
apprentice minimum wage for care leavers, to enable them to
receive the National Living Wage in recognition of the
financial barriers young care leavers faced.

The chairman of the House of Commons Education
Committee, Robert Halfon, argued that the least the system
could do for children in care was to make sure that looked
after children were prioritised for the good and outstanding
schools that could cater to their needs, which were often
more complex than children living with their parents. But he
stressed that many were abdicating even that responsibility,
by using children’s own circumstances against them with
impunity.
     He called for Ofsted ratings to tumble if councils and
schools did not give the children equal opportunities, and far
more power should be given to Virtual School Heads, whose
specific responsibility was to get looked after children the best
education possible.
     Mr Halfon said that, as unemployment rates were so
high for care leavers, it was “indefensible” that children were
being left out in the cold after the age of 16, at the beginning
of their transition into professional life. He argued that Pupil
Premium Plus funding to support the education of children in
care, should be extended past the age of 16 to help looked
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after students kick-start their careers. Mr Halfon added that
similarly, care-experienced apprenticeships must get
preferential wages, given that they were usually living
independently. 
     Dame Rachel de Souza, Children's Commissioner for
England, said that the report had backed-up many of the
concerns her office had raised over the last year, including
that care was patchy and inconsistent, the importance of
creating an education system where the child was at the
centre of decision-making and that authorities needed to use
data, statutory powers, and funding to make maximum
impact and deliver excellent outcomes, for all children.
     Barnardo’s CEO, Lynn Perry MBE, said that the charity
had long been concerned that children in care had poorer
educational outcomes than their peers, which affected their
ability to move into employment and achieve their goals in
adulthood. She added that as children in care were over five
times less likely to get good grades in GCSE maths and English
than those not in care, a change was needed.   
     Ms Perry said that Barnardo’s had welcomed many of
the Education Committee’s recommendations, particularly
increasing the powers of virtual school heads, and the need
to make apprenticeships more accessible for care-
experienced young people. She pointed out that children in
care often had to move school when they moved between
foster parents or care homes, which meant that their
education could be more disrupted than their classmates. Ms
Perry added that the Committee had been right to say that
the state should act like a “pushy parent”, and make sure that
children in care received the right support at school, at home
and in the community to help them thrive. 
     Cllr Anntoinette Bramble, chairman of the Local
Government Association’s Children and Young People Board,
said that the recent Independent Review of Children’s Social
Care and SEND green paper had been opportunities to ensure
that the country was better able to meet the needs of
children in care, including children with special needs.
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