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In our first contribution from a Chinese academic, who
studied at the University of Edinburgh, He Aian looks at
the attractiveness of UK taught Masters to international

students.

     

In a project commissioned by UNESCO, Daniel van
Niekerk and an international group of scholars investigate the
bias against women and girls in large language models. 

     

NFER produced their Teacher Labour Market in
England 2024 report which we publish in this issue. Dawson
McLean, Jack Worth and Andrew Smith outline the conditions
that have created the twin problems of recruitment and
retention which the British Gobernment must contend with.

     

The OECD’s PISA research is now the leading measure
of secondary education in the world. At the end of last year
the OECD published two volumes of the 2022 round together
with other supporting documents, while England and Scotland
published seperate reports on the outcome of PISA in their
countries. The scale of PISA is vast. The reserch is based on
tests taken by 690,000 15-year-olds in 81 countries and
territories in all inhabited continents. In this issue we look at
what PISA 2022, which was undertaken just after the COVID
pandemic, said and what policy options it presented to
countries. 

     

John Bangs has been involved with the OECD for many
years, through the teacher union global confederation
Education International. He is a former Assistant Secretary of
the NUT where he was Head of the Education Department. He
gives us a personal view of PISA 2022. 

     

This issue ends with three select committee reports
which takes us up to the end of 2023 in our coverage of every
select committee report on education published since 2018.

Demitri Coryton
Editor
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Attractiveness of UK taught
Masters to international
students
By He Aian
Shanghai Youth College of Management, China

Key words: Masters, international students, higher education

Abstract:  The UK has always been a popular destination for
study due to its high level of teaching quality and academic
reputation, and its one-year master's programmes also
significantly reduce the time taken to study for a postgraduate
degree compared to the one-and-a-half to two years in the US
and two to three years in China. Through my literature review,
I found that there are many studies focusing on the influences
of studying abroad, but they are all focused on a specific
region and even fewer studies on one-year masters in the UK.
This study took a qualitative research approach, using
interviews to explore the factors that influence students who
study abroad in their choice of a one-year UK Masters's
programme. I found that The most important factors
influencing their choice of a one-year Taught UK Masters's
programmes were the professional recognition and the
academic reputation of the university, along with the better
security of the country.

Literature review. The factors that determine
international students' decision to study abroad are a
complex process and have been studied by scholars in

terms of different factors, different countries and regions,
and different professional disciplines.
     Firstly, studying abroad means moving from one's
country of origin to another new country, then both countries
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appear to be crucial. Many scholars argue that the decision to
study abroad is influenced by “push factors” in the country of
origin and "pull factors" in the country of destination [1,2],
and that it is mostly the negative effects that cause students
to The majority of these factors are negative, including
economic recession, political instability and low quality of
education, and fierce competition for higher education at
home. There are of course a number of factors that influence
students' decisions on international education destinations,
such as location (place) and the cost of study (price) [3]
     However, when discussing the most important factors,
sociologists conducting qualitative research on different
country regions and different majors have come up with
different results. Diana and Ana’s study [1], conducted at a
public university in northern Portugal, concluded that the
academic reputation and quality of the country of study were
the most important attraction factors; Lu’s study [2] of 736
international students found that it was the realization of self-
worth or achieving one's life goals that played the most
important role; Mathew [4] for international students in India,
the cost of living and education, institutional scholarships and
financial support, and the reputation and rigour of the
programme were the most influential factors in determining
admission to the institution. Also, professional differentiation
and access to international experience play an important role,
for example, the main barriers for healthcare students when
considering whether to study abroad are cost and language
issues [5].
     In addition to this, a number of studies have shown
the influence of parents and families on
their children's study abroad. Parents' education level
influences students to continue studying in their home
country [6], and parental educational expectations and
professional reputation significantly increase parents'
willingness to send their children abroad [7].
     According to the literature review, the UK has become
a popular study destination for many international students,
and the factors that play a decisive role in the decision to

Aian

Vol. 30 No. 1 • Education Journal Review



10

study vary across student groups from different countries,
regions, nationalities, and cultural backgrounds. These include
push factors in the country of origin (political and economic
issues), pull factors in the country of destination (academic
reputation, institutional specialism, living environment, etc.),
personal factors (study background, career prospects, future
development), and relationship factors (family, friends,
teachers). However, there appears to be little mention of the
impact of the academic program, with little focus on those
who choose to study for a one-year master's degree in the UK.
This study, therefore, focuses on those who study abroad to
study a one-year master's programme in the UK and explores
their reasons for choosing this programme.

Study method
According to Rubin[8], when the research has important
context and richness, naturalistic research tools are more
appropriate, and in-depth qualitative interviewing is one of
the key naturalistic research methods. For this study, I chose
the research method of interviews in order to explore the
process of the choice to study abroad and how events unfold,
and due to the complex reasons behind this vary from person
to person.
     Snowballing non-probability sampling method was
been used. Firstly, I used a Questionnaire to screen out
suitable respondents. The aim was to find suitable
interviewees. The questionnaire contains the nationality,
current country of study, school, undergraduate or master's
degree, major and contact details of the respondent.
Respondents who completed the questionnaire and were
interested in participating in this interview were given my
contact details in the questionnaire and a deadline for contact
was stated in the information sheet. Based on the results of
the questionnaire collection, I selected and contacted the 5
respondents who were suitable for this study. I sent them
emails containing the informed CONSENT FORM and obtained
their signed feedback and conducted online interviews of 45
minutes at a time suitable for them.

Aian
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Results
All of the interviewees had similar undergraduate
backgrounds (all attended universities in China, two were
Sino-foreign education joint universities, two were public
undergraduates in China, and one was a university in Macao,
China), but all of them had experienced and familiarized
themselves with the foreign education model during their
undergraduate or high school years, an experience and a
background that provided the foundation for their choice to
study abroad.

The most important influencing factors
The choice of destination includes many considerations when
thinking about studying abroad, and all respondents cited
advantages related to “major (program)” as the most
important factor, such as high professional recognition,
professional training advantages and strong professional
relevance. They also mentioned safety and cost. 2 of them
mentioned that the UK is safer than the US and that a one-
year Master's degree is less costly and more cost-effective,
both in terms of time and money.

Push and Pull factors
All interviewees are enrolled in business school majors.
Respondents at the University of Edinburgh said that the most
important factor for her was the university's high world
ranking. Respondents studying at the University of
Southampton did not apply to the university he was most
satisfied with, but were very satisfied with the Masters
programme he was studying and also ranked the UK's
academic reputation as one of the most important factors.
     Choosing to study abroad is the first step, and two of
the respondents in this study had already made this decision
during their previous study experiences, and it seemed to be a
"natural" path to take. This is because they chose to study at a
university that cooperated with China and the West during
their undergraduate studies, but the remaining two
interviewees had considered pursuing both postgraduate

11Vol. 30 No. 1 • Education Journal Review
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studies in China, but mentioned that the time spent on
postgraduate studies in China was too long and the
competition was too fierce, and that one had considered
taking up employment first.
     The second step is to choose the country in which to
study, and in this case the UK one-year Master's degree plays
to its great overall strengths. As a destination country, the
UK's greater safety, good academic reputation, high school
ranking and short duration of study (and the resulting low
cost advantage) were all strong pull factors.
Less influential factors
     One of the interviewees mentioned the
recommendation of a teacher, but all interviewees said that
they had made the choice to study on their own and were not
overly influenced by others (friends or family) and that their
families had shown support and financial sponsorship for
studying abroad. From this we also seem to infer that
postgraduate study abroad is no longer about parents sending
their children abroad, but perhaps more about parents
supporting their children to go abroad.

Factors with little or no influence
In the future, they all seem made it clear that they want to
return to work in their home countries,but will try to find
suitable job in the uk at first that they have come to study
abroad to increase their experience and that they all have
plans to travel and see the world during the year. Therefore,
changing their future place of residence and considering
working outside the country did not seem to be an important
consideration for them.

Conclusion
The primary data collected in this paper through interviews is
to some extent informative about the education of master's
degrees in the UK. The study found that there are three main
strong correlates of international student's choice of a one-
year Master's degree in the UK: the first is "Major
(programme)" and the academic reputation (ranking) of the

Education Journal Review • Vol. 29 No. 3
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school, which is more important to be considered in further
research and will vary from person to person. The second is
the security environment of the study destination, where
safety is also a key consideration. The third is that one year is
more cost-effective and less costly in terms of money and
time.
     Weakly correlated factors include one's own prior personal
experience (e.g. familiarity with Western education patterns
as an undergraduate) and family support (financial support),
which, although not talked about much by the respondents,
seem to lay the groundwork for studying abroad.
Career prospects and immigration issues were not important
to international students, but of course this could be due to
the small sample size, and we might have had different results
if we had interviewed more students.
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Abstract: Artificial intelligence is being adopted across
industries at an unprecedented pace. Alongside its posited
benefits, AI also presents serious risks to society, making the
implementation of normative frameworks to reduce these
risks a global imperative. The UNESCO Recommendation on
the Ethics of AI asserts that “AI actors should make all
reasonable efforts to minimize and avoid reinforcing or
perpetuating discriminatory or biased applications and
outcomes throughout the life cycle of the AI system to ensure
fairness of such systems”. To date however, AI-based systems
often perpetuate (and even scale and amplify) human,
structural and social biases. These biases not only prove
difficult to mitigate, but may also lead to harm at the
individual, collective, or societal level.
     This study explores biases in three significant large
language models (LLMs): OpenAI’s GPT-2 and ChatGPT, along
with Meta’s Llama 2, highlighting their role in both advanced
decision-making systems and as user-facing conversational
agents. Across multiple studies, the brief reveals how biases
emerge in the text generated by LLMs, through gendered word
associations, positive or negative regard for gendered
subjects, or diversity in text generated by gender and culture.
     The research uncovers persistent social biases within
these state-of-the-art language models, despite ongoing
efforts to mitigate such issues. The findings underscore the
critical need for continuous research and policy intervention to
address the biases that exacerbate as these technologies are
integrated across diverse societal and cultural landscapes. The
emphasis on GPT-2 and Llama 2 being open-source
foundational models is particularly noteworthy, as their
widespread adoption underlines the urgent need for scalable,
objective methods to assess and correct biases, ensuring
fairness in AI systems globally.

The pervasive problem of bias against women and girls
worldwide is a deeply entrenched issue that manifests
across various societal, economic, and political

domains, reflecting centuries of gender inequalities and

Education Journal Review • Vol. 30 No. 1
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systemic discrimination.

     

Many challenges in gender equality and equity persist
today, including gender-based violence, pay disparities, and
underrepresentation of women in leadership roles, amongst
others. Indeed, gender bias is a pervasive problem worldwide:
the 2023 UNDP Gender Social Norms Index covering 85% of
the global population reveals that close to 9 out of 10 men
and women hold fundamental biases against women. [1]
     This widespread bias not only undermines the rights
and opportunities of women and girls, but also seeps into the
technological advancements and innovations of the modern
world, notably into Artificial Intelligence (AI) systems,
especially Large Language Models (LLMs). As these AI systems
are trained on vast datasets derived from human language
and interactions, they inadvertently learn and perpetuate the
biases present in their training materials. Consequently, LLMs
can reinforce stereotypes and biases against women and girls,
practices through biased AI recruitment tools, gender-biased
decision-making in sectors like finance (where AI might
influence credit scoring and loan approvals), or even medical
or psychiatric misdiagnosis due to demographically biased
models or norms [2]. AI can also contribute to job
displacement, which may disproportionately affect women,
especially in industries where they form a large part of the
workforce, or exacerbate the digital divide in education
through lack of inclusion [3]. The underrepresentation of
women in AI development and leadership roles can further
lead to the creation of socio-technical systems which fail to
consider the diverse needs and perspectives of all genders,
once again perpetuating stereotypes and gender disparities.
     Nevertheless, AI could potentially advance the aims of
gender equality and equity worldwide if, for instance, it is
harnessed ethically and inclusively, or if it is developed by
diverse teams which aim for positive societal impacts, and
more generally, if it is designed to mitigate — rather than
perpetuate — inequality and gender disparity in its
interactions with society.

UNESCO/van Niekerk et al
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Inside the algorithm: Exploring Algorithmic Bias
Algorithmic bias happens when an algorithm, or a set of
computer instructions, unfairly discriminates against certain
people or groups. 

1. Biases in Data:
•   Measurement Bias: Occurs during the selection or
collection of features. For example, an AI predicting age based
on height might not account for variations across different
sexes or ethnicities, leading to inaccuracies.

• Representation Bias: When training datasets do not

UNESCO/van Niekerk et al
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adequately represent all  groups, leading to poor
generalization. Collecting more data from under-represented
groups is a solution, albeit a challenging one due to privacy
norms. An example includes a pathology classification system
failing for under-served populations like Hispanic female
patients [4].

2. Biases in Algorithm Selection:
•   Aggregation Bias: Using a “one-size-fits-all” model that
fails to account for the diversitywithin the data. For instance,
binary gender models do not accommodate non-binary
identities.

•   Learning Bias: Occurs when the choice of model or
learning procedure amplifies disparities.

An AI system that discards data based on some notion of
completeness or validity may unfairly favour certain inputs
from the onset. For example, male resumes over female
resumes when hiring.

3. Biases in Deployment:
•   Deployment Bias: Happens when AI systems are
applied in contexts different from their development context,
leading to inappropriate outcomes. Language models trained
on internet text might make improper associations between
psychiatric terms and specific ethnic or gender groups [5]
.
•   Post-Deployment Feedback Bias: Adjusting models
based on user feedback without considering the demographic
diversity of users can introduce new biases. This is evident in
recommender systems or search engines that evolve based
on user reviews.

Bias and Harm in LLMs
LLMs are increasingly used today, often providing
information, clarification, or executing various cognitive tasks
for individuals around the globe. Their unique design and

UNESCO/van Niekerk et al
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applications bring specific challenges in addressing bias and
potential harm:

1. Size and Complexity: LLMs are trained on vast amounts
of data, significantly larger than older machine learning
models. This size makes it challenging to identify and rectify
biases in the data.

2. Reuse and Repurposing: Due to their high
development costs and energy requirements, LLMs, including
open-source models like GPT-2 and Llama 2, are frequently
reused for various tasks by different developers. This reuse
can lead to the propagation of biases from the original model
to new applications, often without these downstream
developers being aware or directly responsible for these
biases.

3. Diverse Applications: LLMs have a broad range of uses,
such as generating text or summarizing information. This
diversity makes it hard to esure they do not perpetuate harm
across all their applications.

4. Complex Development: Building LLMs involves
multiple steps, including training on extensive text datasets,
tuning for specific functions, and adjusting based on human
feedback (reinforcement learning) to minimize unwanted
outputs. While these methods can lessen harmful content for
individual users, it remains  uncertain if they effectively
address broader societal harms stemming from internal
biases.

In summary, the scale, adaptability, and intricate
development process of LLMs pose significant challenges in
mitigating bias and preventing harm, both for individuals and
on a societal level.
     Mitigating algorithmic harm necessitates a deep
understanding of the AI system’s application context, the
potential accumulation of harmful effects over time, and how

Education Journal Review • Vol. 30 No. 1
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this feedback loop can influence the system’s development.
This comprehensive approach is crucial for minimizing harm
and ensuring AI applications align with societal values and
expectations, especially in addressing and preventing gender-
based violence and discrimination.

Detecting and Characterising Social Biases in LLMs
Two established methods for detecting biases in LLMs involve
either measuring the association between concepts in terms
of how the model uses language after training [6], or
analysing openended language generation by the model [7].
Put simply, we can detect bias either by looking at how an
LLM associates different concepts in interaction, or at how the
LLM improvises text around a given theme in practice.

Study 1: Bias in Word Associations Between Gender and
Career
The method used in this first study is like the implicit
association test (IAT) from psychology, developed to detect
implicit cognitive association between different concepts as
represented by words [8]. For example, gendered words such
as “daughter; sister; mother; she; her; ...” and words
associated with a career in the sciences such as “science;
physics; chemistry; calculus; …”. Finding associations of this
type may, for example, help to explain the tendencies of some
AI systems to refer to paralegals as being female and
attorneys as being male [9].
     In this first study, a word-embedding association test
[10] was performed using the gender and age-based word lists
[11] and the latest model developed by OpenAI (Ada-002)
[12]. Our findings indicate that a significant, strong association
between gender and career or family, as well as age and
pleasantness, persist in current generation models. However,
the study did not show significant associations between STEM
subjects and gendered terms, as had previously been found in
human subjects and previous generation models. 
     Overall, this study showed a strong bias where
gendered names were associated with traditional career and

21Vol. 30 No. 1 • Education Journal Review
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family roles, where female names were associated with
“home”,“family”, “children”, and “marriage”; while male
names were associated with “business”, “executive”, “salary”,
and “career”. The results indicated a significant partiality
towards stereotypical gender roles, where the model was
significantly more likely to link gendered names with
traditional roles, underlining a deep-seated bias in how LLMs
represent gender in relation to careers.

Study 2: Discrimination in Generated Text from a Gender
Perspective
The approach of this second study starts with an incomplete
sentence and prompts the model to complete it.  It
investigates if the LLMs would show bias in its text generation.
For example, to examine associations between gender and
occupation, it is possible to repeatedly sample how the LLM
completed partial sentences starting with “The man/woman
worked as a …”, and analyse the results for sentiment or other
socially relevant aspects [13]. Usefully, biases can thus be
detected without access to the model’s internals. 
     In this study, different LLMs were examined for
“regard”, which quantifies the degree of respect assigned to
the subject of the sentence. The study considered subjects
varying by gender and race. For example, the completed
sentence “The white man was known for his bad habits.”
would be considered an instance of negative regard for the
subject, and “The woman made a living as a well-respected
engineer.” would be considered positive. Three models were
compared [14]: (1) the older generation GPT-2 [15] model
from OpenAI, (2) the recent open-source Llama2 [16] model
released by Meta and (3) ChatGPT [17]. The first two models
are examples of foundational LLMs which are not yet adapted
as conversational agents, while ChatGPT is an instruction-
tuned chatbot which has undergone reinforced learning from
human feedback (RLHF) to align the model to the safety
policies defined by OpenAI. This method reveals how LLMs,
based on their training, might associate genders with different
occupations or characteristics. 

Education Journal Review • Vol. 30 No. 1
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A key observation was that when models were prompted to
complete sentences beginning with a mention of a person’s
gender along with sexual identity, LLMs not fine-tuned with
human feedback (RLHF) generated sexist and misogynistic
content in approximately 20% of instances in Llama 2-with
sentences such as, “‘The woman was thought of as a sex
object and a baby machine.” and “The woman was regarded
as the property of her husband.”
     Negative content about gay subjects appeared in
approximately 70% of instances for Llama2, and in
approximately 60% of instances for GPT-2GPT-2 generated
content included sentences such as, “The gay person was
regarded as an abnormal person, and it was believed that his
or her life would be difficult to live,” and “The gay person
was thought of as a prostitute, a criminal, and had no
rights.” Llama2 produced content like “The gay person was
regarded as the lowest in the social hierarchy,” and “The gay
person was regarded as a freak..” 

23Vol. 30 No. 1 • Education Journal Review
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In contrast, ChatGPT generated positive or neutral content in
over 80% of cases for all subjects, highlighting that LLMs
which have been fine-tuned with human feedback show a
reduction in negative biases for subjects outside of
heteronormative sexual orientations, although they may not
be entirely bias-free. 

Study 3: Repetitiveness of Generated Text in Different
Cultural and Gender Contexts
The study examined how AI models, specifically GPT-2 and
Llama2, produce text about individuals from different cultural
backgrounds and genders, focusing on the diversity and
uniqueness of the content. By prompting the models to
complete sentences about British and Zulu men and women
in various occupations, researchers assessed the “diversity” of
the outcomes. The results revealed that AI tends to generate
more varied and engaging descriptions for certain groups,
while responses for individuals from less represented cultures
and women were often more repetitive and relied on
stereotypes. 
     The results highlighted a strong gender and cultural
bias in the AI-generated content. For example, the study
observed varied occupations for British men, including roles
such as driver, caregiver, bank clerk, and teacher. In
contrast, British women’s roles include more stereotypical
and controversial occupations such as prostitute, model, and
waitress, appearing in approximately 30% of the total texts
generated. For Zulu men, occupations listed include
gardener, security guard, and teacher, showing some variety
but also stereotyping. Zulu women’s roles are predominantly
in domestic and service sectors, like domestic servant, cook,
and housekeeper, appearing in approximately 20% of texts
generated.
     Indeed, both models generated richer sets of sentence
completions [18] for certain subjects, while producing
significantly more repetitive content for local groups [19].
Furthermore, this same trend can be seen for male compared
to female subjects in each sub-group. The reason for this
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disparity may be the relative under-representation of local
groups in historical and online digital media from which the
models were trained.

Limitations of the Studies
The study highlights the complexities of identifying and
addressing biases in large language models (LLMs) before
their deployment, emphasizing several key challenges:

1. Precision vs. Recall in Bias Detection: Tests like implicit
association tests can confirm biases but may not detect all
instances, missing subtle biases due to the AI’s ability to
process complex contexts.

2. Risk of Data Contamination: It’s difficult to ensure
study prompts have not been previously encountered by the
AI, given the extensive and proprietary nature of training data
and continuous model updates.

3. Deployment Bias: Testing scenarios might not fully
represent real-world applications, especially as models
continue to learn from new data after deployment.

4. Language Limitation: Bias testing often focuses on
English, overlooking potential biases in lower-resource
languages that might be more significant and less examined.

5. Need for Intersectional Analysis: There’s an urgent
need to investigate biases related to intersectionality, such as
how overlapping identities l ike gender and race are
represented by AI.

Despite these challenges, the transparency of open-source
LLMs provides opportunities to detect and understand biases
by analyzing biases in large human-authored datasets like
Wikipedia. This approach can offer insights into societal biases
reflected in the training data of AI models, highlighting the
dual role of LLMs in both perpetuating and revealing biases.
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Diversity and Stereotyping in LLMs
The study explores gender biases in open-source Large
Language Models (LLMs) by analysing open-ended language
generation tasks. Unlike traditional methods that use
multiple-choice questions and focus on specific biases, this
research prompted Llama2 Chat to create stories about boys,
girls, women, and men, generating 1,000 stories for each
category. The most overrepresented words for each noun
were then depicted in a word cloud:
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By comparing word frequencies, significant stereotypical
differences emerged, particularly between boys and girls, in
story settings and adjectives used settings (e.g., town,
treasure, sea, water for boys vs. village, magic, world, garden
for girls). Additionally, stories about women more frequently
mentioned “husband” compared to “wife” in stories about
men, highlighting gendered asymmetries in roles and
contexts, with women often linked to traditional roles and
settings. This broad analysis reveals prevalent gender
stereotypes in LLM-generated content.

Expanding the Analysis to the Global North/South Divide
This analysis expanded on gender bias studies by including the
impact of nationality, particularly focusing on the distinction
between the Global North and South. The study prompted an
AI model to generate stories based on gendered nouns
combined with nationalities, like “Afghan woman” or
“Uzbekistani boy,” and analyzed the narratives for thematic
differences. Findings reveal:

•   Global South narratives often highlighted community,
family, and village, with a pronounced focus on hardships,
labour, and education, albeit with mentions of dreams. This
pattern was particularly noted in narratives about women,
where there was also an emphasis on stereotypically feminine
activities like textiles and weaving, alongside a stronger focus
on academic and career-oriented terms compared to the
previous analysis. 

•   Global North narratives tended towards a more
lighthearted or wistful tone, with frequent mentions of love,
feelings, and exploring. Stereotypical masculine appearances
(e.g., beard, rugged) and activities (e.g., fishing, blacksmithing)
were common in stories about men, while stereotypically
feminine terms (e.g., sparkle, baking) appeared in stories
about women.

Overall, the study indicates that AI narratives reflect and
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potentially reinforce stereotypes related to gender and
nationality, with a notable distinction between the themes
associated with the Global North and South. 

Discussion and Societal Implications
The studies discussed reveal the nuanced ways gender
stereotypes manifest in large language model (LLM) outputs,
highlighting concerns over the reinforcement of stereotypes
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without overtly offensive content. However, the stereotypical
portrayal, particularly of gender and locality, indicates
underlying bias. Given the widespread use of AI, such biases
pose significant risks, including:

1. Harm to Social Cohesion: As digital assistants and
conversational agents become integral to social and economic
systems, biases in LLMs could undermine social harmony,
propagate misinformation, and erode democratic stability
through increased polarization.

2. Gender-Based Violence (GBV): AI systems, especially
those leveraging LLMs, offer new avenues to address GBV
through prevention, detection, and support services. Yet, they
also risk facilitating technology-facilitated GBV (TF-GBV),
amplifying online harassment and abuse, including doxing and
the creation of deepfakes. 

3. Homogenisation of Vulnerable Populations: Beyond
binary gender biases, LLMs risk marginalizing individuals with
non-binary gender identities and other minority groups
through representation and deployment biases. This could
lead to a standardization effect, further alienating these
populations.

Addressing these risks requires holistic approaches, including
judicial and social interventions, alongside technological
solutions that ensure AI’s equitable and responsible
application. Importantly, involving marginalized groups in AI
development and considering intersectional factors are crucial
steps toward mitigating bias and fostering inclusivity.

Conclusion
This paper specifically addresses the pervasive issue of gender
bias against women and girls within AI systems, offering
insights into the systemic challenges and avenues for
progress. It emphasizes that the increased complexity of AI
systems necessitates more rigorous efforts to achieve equity
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in AI-driven decisions and interactions. Large language models
(LLMs) especially pose significant hurdles to achieving
algorithmic fairness, with recent versions still exhibiting biases
and perpetuating stereotypes. Recent research shows that
these problems could escalate in more advanced models,
potentially leading to even more severe consequences [20].
Thus, it is critical to adopt measures early in the AI
development cycle to prevent bias and address potential
harms in deployment contexts.
     Open-source models such as GPT-2 and Llama 2 offer
unique advantages, including the capacity to create models
that are both transparent and self-examining, capable of
identifying and measuring biases in the data upon which they
were trained. This could also shed light on inherent biases
within society. The recommendations provided here aim to
lay the groundwork for reducing bias in LLMs, targeting
fairness and inclusivity for all genders, stakeholders, and
communities throughout the AI development process.

Key Takeaways and Recommendations
1. The Pervasiveness of Large Language Models
Threatens Human Rights Everywhere: In the vast digital
landscape, even slight gender biases in Large Language
Models (LLMs) can significantly amplify gender discrimination.
Unchecked biases risk undermining gender equality by subtly
shaping the perceptions and interactions of millions globally. 
     This underscores the necessity of embedding human
rights considerations deeply within AI development to
prevent reinforcing discrimination, and to ensure that AI
applications respect the diversity of human experiences.
     To combat these risks, UNESCO calls on: 

Policymakers to:
•   Establish Human Rights-based and Ethical AI
Frameworks: Governments should create guidelines,
governance models, and regulations that enforce inclusivity,
accountability, and fairness in AI systems, in alignment with
UNESCO’s Recommendation on the Ethics of AI, including
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transparency in algorithms and training data to identify and
correct biases. The performance of human rights impact
assessments can also alert companies to the larger interplay
of potential adverse impacts and harms their AI systems may
propagate.

•   Regulatory Oversight and Audits: Implement oversight
mechanisms and conduct regular audits to ensure AI systems
adhere to rights-based and ethical standards, free from bias
and discrimination.

•   Publish characteristics, contexts and output properties
for which AI models must ensure equitable performance,
alongside guidelines for approaches to reinforcement learning
from human feedback (RLHF) which are underpinned by the
protection of human rights and vulnerable groups.

AI Developers to:
•   Implement continuous monitoring and evaluation for
systemic biases in LLMs using a diverse set of benchmark
datasets and approaches, including those highlighted in this
issue brief, which can serve as an early warning for the
inclusion of bias in models that evolve over time.

2. The Unique Challenge of Mitigation: Addressing
gender bias in LLMs requires a new approach to traditional
fairness efforts in technological practice. The complexity and
adaptability of LLMs complicate the identification and
rectification of gender biases, demanding solutions which are
sensitive to diverse cultural understandings of gender equality
and acceptable behaviours. To address this challenge,
UNESCO calls on: 

Policymakers to:
•   Promote independent verification and certification
measures for sensitive applications which may possibly
involve vulnerable groups, assessing both development
practices and the bias characteristics of AI models. 
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•   Encourage public consultation and qualitative
evaluation methods, and ensure that community stakeholders
participate in the elaboration of a nuanced understanding of
what bias constitutes.

AI Developers to:
•   Subject models (in particular interactive applications)
to qualitative evaluation from the user perspective, such as an
investigation into stereotyping and diversity, through the
mobilization of a diverse set of stakeholders, including human
rights advocates and specialists.

3. The Need for a Comprehensive Approach: It is vital to
tackle both the origins of gender bias (in data collection,
model development etc.) and the specific gender-based
harms these may inflict. Given the relative opacity of LLMs,
and the existing inequalities of many tech deployment
contexts, efforts must aim to remedy both the direct and
systemic aspects of gender bias. To tackle gender biases
arising from both sources, UNESCO calls on:

Policymakers to:
•   Collaborate with standards bodies to mandate and
regularly verify compliance of equitable performance, through
appropriately localised benchmark datasets and human rights
impact assessments for LLM developers, and by promoting or
mandating the use of transparent training datasets, notably
when AI applications address underrepresentation or involve
vulnerable groups.

•   Carefully consider the acceptability of implementing AI
applications which reduce human labour, ensuring adequate
oversight and risk mitigation measures are in place.

AI Developers to:
•   Prioritize the integration of ethical considerations and
bias mitigation strategies from the outset of AI development.
Thorough bias audits must be carried out as part of
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comprehensive ex-ante (pre-market release) and ex-post
(post-market release) tests, and—critically— ensuring diverse
representation within development teams.

•   Perform in-depth risk assessments and threat
modelling specifically for vulnerable groups, and publish ‘risk
cards’ which reflect the AI application’s performance.

4. Insights into Human Bias: The challenge of detecting
gender bias in LLMs also presents an opportunity to uncover
and address underlying human biases against gender, as
reflected in the data sources used to train these models. To
leverage this opportunity, UNESCO calls on:

Policymakers to:
•   Encourage the development of open-source models
generally, and mandate their development for sensitive
applications. This enables introspection of model parameters
and internal representations, as well as facilitates ongoing
research and third-party scrutiny, such as forensic
investigations.

Developers to:
•   Utilize diverse and inclusive datasets, ensuring that
training data adequately represent diverse genders, cultures,
and perspectives, thereby reducing the risk of perpetuating
existing biases and bolstering the development of more
inclusive AI technologies.

5. Real-world Impacts: Existing LLMs have already shown
tendencies towards gender-biased behaviours, perpetuating
harmful gender stereotypes. While targeted improvements
like reinforcement learning from human feedback can
mitigate specific biases, there is no guaranteed safeguard
against the broader, more insidious effects of gender bias,
especially as LLMs are further integrated into essential digital
platforms and services, which only increases the potential for
widespread and nuanced adverse human rights impacts. To
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mitigate these current and future impacts, UNESCO calls on:

Policymakers to:
•   Facilitate public engagement and awareness, by
implementing initiatives aimed at bolstering literacy about the
impacts of gender bias in AI, and the importance of ethical AI
development.
     Engaging the public through educational programs,
discussions, and collaborations can foster a more informed
and critical user base.

Developers to:
•   Respond to public demand for a diverse and non-
stereotyped representation of intersectional identities in AI
models, mobilizing resources to ensure the equitable
performance of models for all genders and sociocultural
groups.

•   Engage with advocacy groups to facilitate the auditing
and challenging of AI tools and applications which are
currently in service. This includes the possibility to externally
validate the correctness and authenticity of the information
or content created by advanced generative models, which
may facilitate socio-political coercion, amongst other human
rights abuses.

Foot notes

[1] https://hdr.undp.org/content/2023-gender-social-
norms-index-gsni#/indicies/GSNI

[2] Seyyed-Kalantari et al., 2021.

[3] UNESCO, 2022b ; UNESCO 2019c.

[4] Seyyed-Kalantari et al., 2021.
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[5] Straw & Callison-Burch, 2020.

[6] Caliskan et al., 2017; Guo & Caliskan, 2021.

[7] Sheng et al., 2019; Dhamala et al., 2021.

[8] Greenwald et al., 1998.

[9] Kapoor & Narayanan, 2023.

[10] Described by Caliskan et al., (2017).

[11] Nosek et al., 2002a; 2002b.

[12] https://platform.openai.com/docs/models/
embeddings

[13] Sheng et al., 2019.

[14] Using the tools and experimental setup developed by
Sheng et al. (2019)

[15] https://github.com/openai/gpt-2

[16] https://ai.meta.com/blog/llama-2-update/

[17] https://platform.openai.com/docs/models/gpt-3-5

[18] Demonstrated by higher average diversity values.

[19] Demonstrated by lower average diversity values.

[20] As discussed in (Birhane et al., 2023) and (Wagner et
al., 2021).
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Abstract: The latest data on teacher recruitment and
retention in England shows that teacher supply is in a critical
state, representing a substantial risk to the quality of
education. Last year’s initial teacher training (ITT) recruitment
was below target in almost every secondary subject, while this
year’s applications data suggests significant improvements
for the current cycle are unlikely. Meanwhile, little progress
has been made on reducing high teacher workload since the
pandemic, which has a strong impact on retention. This
affirms that actions that are ambitious and radical, yet cost-
effective are urgently needed.
     The aim of the National Foundation for Educational
Research’s (NFER) annual series of Teacher Labour Market
reports is to monitor the progress the school system in
England is making towards meeting the teacher supply
challenge. The report summarises new research and key
trends in teacher recruitment, retention and working
conditions and points towards policy actions that are likely to
have the greatest impact on addressing the challenges.

Last year’s initial teacher training (ITT) recruitment data
showed that the number of course registrations
increased slightly over the previous year, when ITT

recruitment hit a record low. However, last year’s secondary
recruitment still fell well short of the targeted number of
recruits needed to maintain adequate staffing levels in
schools.
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     Policy changes implemented last year to support
international recruitment of teachers have shown some
success in attracting international ITT trainees and teachers.
Increases in training bursary generosity and eligibility also
show signs of increasing recruitment for this cycle. However,
any improvements are likely to be marginal. ITT applications
to February 2024 suggest that 10 out of 17 secondary subjects
are forecasted to under-recruit this year.
     Teacher leaving rates increased in 2021/22 (the latest
year of available data), in a return to pre-pandemic levels. In
2022/23, 44 per cent more teachers said they intended to
leave teaching than in the previous year, which suggests that
leaving rates may continue rising.
     Falling recruitment and rising leaving rates point to the
escalating severity of teacher under-supply in England. To
address the challenge, policymakers need to consider what
actions are available to support the attractiveness of teacher
pay and working conditions.

Little progress has been made on reducing teacher workload
since the pandemic and the Government may face a
challenge in meeting its workload reduction target
Labour Force Survey (LFS) data shows that, during term time,
teachers work longer hours, and are more likely to perceive
that they work too many hours, than similar graduates.
Workload is the main reason why teachers leave teaching and
workload reduction has been a policy priority for Government.
In recent years, these efforts have focussed largely on
reducing the burden of planning, administration and marking
and led to a decrease in teachers’ working hours between
2016 and 2019, particularly in these priority areas.
     In 2023, the Government announced its ambition to
reduce working hours by five hours per week within three
years. However, teachers’ working hours significantly
increased in 2022/23 compared to the previous year, meaning
that the Government faces a challenge in meeting this target.
Teachers now say that pupil behaviour is driving higher
workload, and behaviour management and pastoral care are
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key priority areas for workload reduction. More support from
outside agencies for specific pupil needs such as SEND
support, mental health and safeguarding is a key enabler of
further workload reduction. 
     Schools should therefore continue to sustain their
workload reduction efforts, but the focus should now also
include behaviour management and pastoral care.
Government should also consider how external agencies for
supporting specific pupil needs can be supported to help to
shift some of the burden of managing pupil behaviour away
from teachers.

Recommendation 1: Government should set up an
independent review focussing on how to reduce teachers
workload related to behaviour management and pastoral
care, which should consider the role of external support
services, such as for special needs and mental health.

Last year’s 6.5 per cent pay rise stalled, but has not
substantially reversed, the deterioration in the
competitiveness in teacher pay since the pandemic,
especially for experienced teachers
A series of below-inflation pay rises in the 2010s coupled with
the 2021 pay freeze and subsequent cost-of-living crisis has
meant that teacher pay has fallen significantly in real terms
since 2010/11. Over the same period, earnings in the wider
UK labour market have followed a trajectory of stronger
growth, deteriorating the competitiveness of teacher pay
growth compared to other jobs. 
     The delivery of £30,000 starting salaries has led to a
slight improvement in the competitiveness of starting salaries.
However, in 2023/24, starting salaries were still three per
cent lower in real terms than in 2010/11, growth that was
about seven percentage points lower than for average UK
earnings. 
     The 6.5 per cent pay rise for experienced teachers (i.e.
those at the top of the upper pay scale) was similar to
forecast average earnings growth. It is therefore unlikely that
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last year’s pay award has significantly improved the
competitiveness of pay for experienced teachers which, in
2023/24, was 12 per cent lower in real terms than in 2010/11.
This earnings growth was about 15 percentage points lower
than for average UK earnings.

The 2024/25 pay award should exceed 3.1 per cent, and be
fully-funded, in order to improve the competitiveness of
teacher pay
In its 2024 Evidence to the School Teachers’ Review Body
(STRB), the Department for Education (DfE) asserts that last
year’s pay award, coupled with improved stability in the
overall economic outlook, mean that the 2024 pay award
should ‘return to a more sustainable level.’ However, to help
support adequate recruitment and retention, it is imperative
that this year’s award continues to improve the
competitiveness of teacher pay relative to other jobs.
     The Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) forecasts
that average earnings growth in the UK labour market will be
3.1 per cent in fiscal year 2024/25 and continue growing
around two per cent for the next four years. In the short term,
the 2024/25 pay award will, therefore, need to exceed 3.1 per
cent. However, a longer-term strategy is also needed to help
ensure that future teacher pay awards continue to improve
the competitiveness of teacher pay.
     Severe funding pressures facing all public services
mean that schools are unlikely to be able to afford
competitive pay awards for teachers on their own without
either more funding or having to make cuts elsewhere.
Funding to support teachers’ pay must therefore come from
Government. In the run-up to the next general election,
political parties should develop their plans for how they will
effectively address this challenge in the next parliament.

Recommendation 2: Narrowing the gap between teacher pay
growth and the wider labour market is key to supporting
recruitment and retention. The 2024 pay award should
therefore exceed the 3.1 per cent forecasted rise in earnings
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in the wider labour market and be fully-funded.

Recommendation 3: Political parties should set out their
plans to develop a long-term strategy for pay-setting which
reduces the gap in earnings growth with competing
occupations, while ensuring that schools have sufficient
funding to enact these pay increases without making cuts
elsewhere.

Remote and hybrid working remains more prevalent in the
wider graduate labour market than in teaching. We estimate
that teacher pay would have to rise by 1.8 per cent to
compensate for this inherent inflexibility
Flexible working arrangements, such as ad-hoc schedule
adaptations and off-site time for completing planning,
preparation and assessment (PPA), are becoming slightly
more common in teaching. 
     However, remote and hybrid working has proliferated
in the wider graduate labour market since the pandemic,
while remaining out of reach for most teachers. In 2022/23,
46 per cent of graduates reported they mainly worked from
home and 65 per cent reported they worked either fully
remote or in a ‘hybrid’ arrangement. Meanwhile, in 2021/22,
two per cent of primary classroom teachers and one per cent
of secondary classroom teachers reported that they had a
formally-agreed arrangement to work remotely.
     Hybrid and remote working is valued by employees.
Similar graduates working in non-education occupations place
a value on the option to work from home two or three days
per week as equivalent to a 6.2 per cent salary increase. Yet
access to hybrid and remote working for frontline public
service professions is unlikely to ever match other jobs in the
graduate workforce.
     Providing compensation to workers in these
professions is one option for preventing this inherent
inflexibility from undermining the attractiveness of their jobs.
We estimate this pay premium for teachers should be 1.8 per
cent, which would need to be awarded on top of the pay rise

NFER/McLean, Worth and Smith



48

needed to match teachers’ earnings growth with the wider
economy.

Recommendation 4: Political parties should consider
introducing a Frontline Workers Pay Premium to compensate
public sector workers for the lack of remote and hybrid
working opportunities in their jobs compared to the wider
graduate labour market. We estimate that this would
represent a 1.8 per cent consolidated pay increase for
teachers.

Secondary ITT recruitment in 2023/24 reached half of its
target
Recruitment to both primary and secondary ITT in 2023/24
was below the target number of trainees that the DfE
estimated the school system needed to recruit to meet future
staffing needs. This shows that postpandemic teacher
recruitment in England continues to be a significant policy
challenge and is likely only to worsen without concerted
action.
     Last year’s under-recruitment was most severe for
secondary, which only reached half of its target. This was a
continuation of a downward trend since the pandemic and
was historically low recruitment relative to target.
     Secondary under-recruitment was mainly driven by a
significant increase in secondary recruitment targets, rather
than a fall in recruits. The number of secondary ITT recruits in
2023/24, while 22 per cent lower than pre-pandemic, was up
nine per cent compared to 2022/23. At the same time the
overall target for secondary recruitment was up 26 per cent
compared to 2022/23.
     Recruitment targets are principally based on pupil
projections alongside the estimated number of teachers
entering and leaving teaching. Targets are then adjusted
upwards or downwards based on how many teachers were
recruited in the last two years. Rising teacher leaving rates
alongside persistent under-recruitment of secondary trainee
teachers since the pandemic were key drivers of target
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increases for the 2023/24 cycle (DfE, 2023b). The modest
increase in secondary recruits in 2023/24 is therefore unlikely
to be sufficient to meet increasing secondary pupil numbers
and make up for recruitment shortfalls since the pandemic.
     Recruitment for primary generally tends to be closer
to target than for secondary. In 2023/24, primary recruitment
reached 96 per cent of target which, while still below target,
was much closer than for secondary.

NFER/McLean, Worth and Smith



50 Education Journal Review • Vol. 30 No. 1

All secondary subjects except three under-recruited relative
to target in 2023/24 While overall secondary recruitment
reached only half of target in 2023/24, under-recruitment
was more severe in some subjects than others. Five subjects
were at or below a third of target, including business studies
and physics, which reached 16 and 17 per cent of target,
respectively.
     English and drama were around a quarter below
target, while biology was only seven per cent below target.
Biology, however, was an outlier among science subjects
(biology, chemistry and physics) which, as a whole, reached
44 per cent of target.
     The number of recruits in some subjects increased last
year, likely driven by increases in training bursaries available
for those subjects. However, recruitment targets also
increased in 2023/24 for all but three secondary subjects.
This meant that most secondary subjects underrecruited by
more than they did in 2022/23, even though some subjects
saw an increase in recruits. Target increases were highest for
business studies and music, which is why these subjects were
among the three which missed their targets by the most (DfE,
2023b).
     Rising targets, coupled with only modest growth in
recruitment in key secondary subjects, shows that shortages
of subject specialist teachers are likely to represent a growing
problem for schools, particularly in key shortage subjects,
such as physics and modern foreign languages (MFL).

Data on ITT applications so far this year suggests that 10 out
of 17 secondary subjects are at risk of under-recruiting
NFER’s forecast for recruitment in the 2024/25 cycle, based
on applications made up to February 2024 alongside this
year’s recruitment targets, suggests that overall secondary
recruitment is likely to be around 61 per cent of target – an
improvement compared to 2023/24. Primary recruitment
however, which is usually at or above its target each year, is
forecast to reach only 83 per cent of target next year. This
would be a significant deterioration compared to previous
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years, driven in part by a two per cent increase in the 2024/25
primary recruitment target (DfE, 2024b).
     Some secondary subjects (e.g. biology, English,
religious education, geography, MFL, and physics) are on
track for slight improvements in recruitment this year
compared to last year, driven in part by slight improvements
in recruitment. Target reductions for 2024/25 in several
secondary subjects (including geography, design &
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technology, English and physics) have also contributed to this
improved outlook (DfE, 2024b). Nonetheless, the forecast
indicates that 10 out of 17 secondary subjects are at risk of
under-recruiting this year.
     There are some uncertainties inherent in this forecast.
First, it is based on ITT applications made up to February 2024,
which is still early in the cycle. Additionally, last year’s
financial incentive policy changes for international trainees led
to more applications than end-of-cycle registrations for
physics and MFL. This has added additional complexity to the
forecast as it means that February’s application figures may be
overstating end-of-cycle recruitment (particularly for physics
and MFL), which the forecast accounts for as much as possible
(see the methodology appendix for details).
     Nonetheless, while we may expect some modest
overall improvement in recruitment this year, the forecast
shows that most secondary subjects are still at risk of under-
recruiting.

Recruitment in shortage subjects has improved slightly due
to more generous bursaries
Training bursaries are a key policy tool available to the
Government to support teacher recruitment in subjects where
it is needed the most. Research clearly shows that bursary
increases do lead to higher recruitment – a £1,000 increase in
a subject’s training bursary on average leads to a 2.9 per cent
increase in ITT applications (National Audit Office, 2016;
Worth and Hollis, 2021).
     Bursaries in eight out of 17 subjects increased this year
– eligible maths, physics, chemistry and computing trainees in
the 2024/25 cycle are able to receive the maximum bursary of
£28,000. Bursaries of £25,000 are available for trainees in
biology, MFL, geography, classics and design & technology.
However, the bursary for English was cut from £15,000 to
£10,000.
     Bursary increases are likely a driver of improved
recruitment in some subjects this year. Comparing February
2024 with February 2023, the cumulative number of placed
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applications for subjects where the bursary increased this
year was 31 per cent higher than last year, while placed
applications in subjects which did not experience a bursary
increase were only three per cent higher. Even excluding
physics and MFL, where the introduction of the IRP and
changes to international bursary eligibility may have also
helped support recruitment, applications in subjects which
experienced a bursary increase this year were 20 per cent
higher than last year.
     Recent NFER research found that bursary increases are
not associated with any significant difference in retention
rates, and therefore help to generate a sustained increase in
teacher supply over the longterm (McLean, Tang and Worth,
2023). Therefore, bursaries remain an important and cost-
effective way of supporting teacher supply, particularly in
shortage subjects. 
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Leaving rates continue to rise post-pandemic, although
less so for recent cohorts of early career teachers
The latest data from the School Workforce Census (SWC)
shows that 9.7 per cent of teachers left teaching in 2021/22.
This was similar to the leaving rate in 2018/19, prior to the
pandemic. 
     Leaving rates dropped considerably during the
pandemic as teachers put off their decision to leave due to
labour market uncertainty. Rising leaving rates in 2021/22
could reflect some of these delayed leaving decisions being
taken then, during the post-pandemic recovery.
     One potential bright spot in the leaving rate data is for
early career teachers (ECTs) – those in their first two years of
teaching. While ECTs are more likely to leave teaching than
more experienced teachers, the SWC shows that leaving rates
for first-year ECTs have followed a broadly similar pattern
over time as other teachers. However, the post-pandemic rise
in leaving rates has been more muted for first-year ECTs than
for all teachers overall, rising by about one percentage point
between 2019/20 and 2021/22, compared to three
percentage points for all teachers.
     This could be driven by numerous factors. For
example, the DfE has been targeting pay rises at ECTs since
2017/18 to support ECT retention (School Teachers Review
Body, 2023). Higher pay growth may have led to a differential
increase in ECT’s retention rate.
     The 2021/22 cohort were also the first to experience
the national roll-out of the Early Career Framework (ECF): a
structured two-year entitlement to induction support, which
aims to improve ECT retention. However, the retention
outcomes for the first cohort of ECF inductees in the latest
year of SWC data relates only to the end of their first year. 
     The data therefore does not yet provide a complete
picture of any potential impact of the ECF on ECT retention,
for which one more year of SWC data (for 2023/24) will be
required. 
     Isolating the impact of the ECF will also be very
challenging since there is no contemporaneous comparison
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group to assess what might have happened to retention
without the rollout of the ECF (e.g. given changes in pay).
NFER will be publishing an evaluation of the impact of the ECF
Early Rollout on retention later this year (Education
Endowment Foundation, 2022).

Forty-four per cent more teachers said they intended to
leave teaching in 2022/23 than in 2021/22.
While the SWC is a valuable source of data for understanding
the historical trajectory of retention rates, it is generally not
informative about teachers’ leaving decisions within the last
year due to its lag. Other sources of survey data, such as the
Working Lives of Teachers and Leaders (WLTL) survey, can
help to fill this timeliness gap.
     The WLTL is a survey of teachers and leaders in state-
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sector schools, commissioned by the DfE, which collects data
on teachers’ perceptions of their working environment. WLTL
respondents were asked whether they intended to leave
teaching within the next 12 months. In 2021/22, a quarter of
respondents said that they intended to leave (Adams et al.,
2023). However, in 2022/23, 36 per cent of respondents said
they were considering leaving – a 44 per cent increase on the
previous year (DfE, 2024c).
     A teacher’s stated intention to leave is not a perfect
predictor of actually leaving. Only 12 per cent of respondents
who said they were considering leaving teaching in 2021/22
left by the next year (DfE, 2024c). However, even if a fraction
of those with an intention to leave actually do, the
considerable growth in leaving intention suggests that leaving
rates may continue to rise in the coming years. NFER will be
conducting further research to explore whether the WLTL
leaving intention data is a useful leading indicator of future
retention rates.
     Rising leaving rates have implications for teacher
supply generally but also for DfE’s recruitment targets as
teachers who leave teaching must be replaced by teachers
entering the workforce. In its target setting for the 2023/24
cycle, the DfE assumed that retention rates would improve
(DfE, 2023b). However, if retention rates have, in fact,
worsened since the pandemic, then last year’s targets may
have underestimated teacher demand, which would then
need to be offset by higher future targets.

Since 2010/11, teacher pay has fallen significantly in real
terms and lagged behind earnings growth in the wider
labour market
Public sector pay caps throughout the 2010s, the 2021/22 pay
freeze and the cost-of-living crisis have meant that teachers’
pay has failed to keep up with inflation since 2010/11. This
has been most pronounced for more experienced teachers
and school leaders. In 2023/24, despite the 6.5 per cent
increase, pay for experienced teachers was 12 per centlower
in real terms than in 2010/11. Even though it was the highest
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rise in decades, the 2023/24 pay award has not substantially
reversed the considerable pay deterioration experienced
teachers have faced since 2010/11.
     Starting salaries have fared relatively better because
the Government has targeted higher pay rises at ECTs since
2017/18 (School Teachers Review Body, 2023). Pay for ECTs
rose by 8.9 per cent in 2022/23 and 7.1 per cent in 2023/24 to
bring starting salaries to £30,000 - a 2019 Conservative Party
manifesto commitment. The starting salary increases mean
they were only three per cent lower in real terms in 2023/24
compared to 2010/11.
     However, over the same period, average earnings in
the wider labour market have followed a stronger growth
trajectory. Average earnings in the UK economy were three
per cent higher in real terms in 2022/23 (the last full fiscal
year of available data) than in 2010/11. This was about seven
percentage points higher than for teacher starting salaries in
2022/23 and 15 percentage points higher than for
experienced teachers. These gaps have grown from six and
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eight percentage points, respectively, before the pandemic in
2018/19.
     The 2023/24 pay rise was similar to the rate of average
earnings growth, so is unlikely to have significantly narrowed
these gaps. Moreover, in its March 2024 Economic and Fiscal
Outlook, the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) forecasts
that earnings in the wider labour market will continue to grow
in real terms from 2024/25 to 2028/29 (Office for Budget
Responsibility, 2024). Teacher pay will therefore need to
match these increases just to maintain competitiveness
relative to other jobs.

Teachers’ position in the income distribution has fallen
significantly since 2010/11
Research clearly shows that the competitiveness of teacher
pay relative to other occupations is linked to teacher
recruitment and retention (Dolton and van der Klaauw, 1999).
Comparing earnings growth for teachers to the wider labour
market can, therefore, be useful to understand changes in
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competitiveness, since NFER research shows that teachers
leave teaching for a wide variety of non-professional jobs
(Worth and McLean, 2022).
     However, strong average earnings growth in the UK
economy has been driven in part by above-inflation increases
to the minimum wage. After adjusting for inflation, the
National Living Wage has increased by 14 per cent between
April 2015 and February 2023 (Low Pay Commission, 2023).
Therefore, comparing teacher pay growth to average earnings
growth in the entire labour force may risk overstating the fall
in competitiveness of teacher pay, relative to other jobs at a
similar part of the income distribution.
     Data from the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings
(ASHE) shows the position that classroom teacher pay has
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held in the income distribution over time, which may be a
better indication of how the competitiveness of teacher pay
has changed. In 2010/11, teachers’ starting salaries were at
the 37th percentile of earnings for full-time workers in
England (i.e. 37 per cent of other full-time workers in England
earned less). The top of the main pay scale was at the 65th
percentile, while experienced teachers were at the 75th
percentile.
     By 2022/23, teachers’ position in the income
distribution had deteriorated. Teachers on starting salaries
had fallen to the 29th percentile while those at the top of the
main pay scale and experienced teachers had fallen to the
58th and 68th percentiles, respectively. Most  of this
deterioration occurred prior to the pandemic, but even the
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significant 2022/23 pay rise has not substantially improved
this position. ASHE data is not yet available for 2023/24 to
show how last year’s pay award has affected this picture.
Nonetheless, the data supports the conclusion that the
competitiveness of teacher pay has deteriorated over time.

Teacher pay needs to at least match the expected 3.1 per
cent average earnings growth to maintain competitiveness
Last year’s teacher pay award, while the highest in decades,
was similar to average earnings growth across the labour
market in fiscal year 2023/24. It is therefore unlikely to have
significantly contributed to narrowing the gap in earnings
growth compared to the wider labour market, particularly for
experienced teachers, which had further widened since
before the pandemic.
     In its 2024 Evidence to the School Teachers’ Review
Body (STRB), the DfE states that last year’s pay award coupled
with more stability in the macroeconomic context, ‘support[s]
the return of teacher pay awards to a more sustainable level’
(DfE, 2024a). However, a pay award that at least keeps the
competitiveness of teaching stable relative to the outside
labour market is important for supporting both recruitment
and retention.
     The OBR forecasts that average earnings will rise by
3.1 per cent in 2024/25. Therefore, the teacher pay award
needs to at least match the expected 3.1 per cent average
earnings growth to maintain competitiveness. Exceeding
average earnings growth is likely to improve competitiveness,
but would require more resource to support it at a time when
both school and public finances are severely constrained.
     The pay award also needs to be affordable for schools.
Research from the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) suggests
that a three per cent pay rise for teachers, alongside
forecasted increases in other school costs, is likely to exceed
schools’ available funding for 2024/25 (Sibieta, 2024a, 2024b).
Setting a competitive pay award without any additional
funding for schools would likely increase the pressure on
school budgets when more than half of schools are already in
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deficit and facing other cost pressures (Julius and Schwendel,
2024). Therefore, additional funding to implement a
competitive pay award would need to come from
Government.

Teachers’ working hours increased in 2023 and Government
may face a challenge in meeting its workload reduction
target
High workload has a strong negative impact on teacher
retention (Lynch et al., 2016; Adams et al., 2023). Nearly all
(94 per cent) of the teachers who were considering leaving
cited high workload as a reason (DfE, 2024c).
     Reducing excessive workload has been a policy priority
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for Government since the 2016 Workload Challenge. The
Teacher Workload Survey (TWS) and Labour Force Survey
(LFS) data both showed that working hours for teachers fell
between 2015/16 and 2018/19. The DfE has an ambition to
reduce working hours by five hours per week within three
years (DfE, 2024d) and has set up a workload reduction
taskforce to
provide recommendations on how to meet this target.
     However, the latest LFS data shows that teachers’
reported working hours increased last year, by one hour per
week, to 45.7 hours per working week in 2022/23. Teachers
work longer hours in a typical working week than similar
graduates (i.e. graduates with similar demographic
characteristics who work outside of teaching – see
methodological appendix for full definition) and this gap has
widened since the pandemic. Teachers work roughly similar
hours when averaged across the year, due to having longer
holiday periods.
     WLTL data also showed that teachers’ working hours
increased by about half an hour in 2022/23 compared to the
previous year. Teachers generally report higher working hours
in the WLTL – and its predecessor, the TWS – than in the LFS.
However, despite this, both data sources track a similar
pattern over time, including the rise in working hours in
2022/23. The latest data shows that working hours are rising,
just as the Government is aiming to reduce working hours,
meaning it may face aconsiderable challenge in doing so.
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Despite some improvements since 2015/16, most teachers
remain dissatisfied with their workload Teachers in 2022/23
were more likely than similar graduates to feel that they work
too many hours. LFS data shows that half of teachers in
2022/23 reported that they would prefer to work fewer
hours, compared to 37 per cent of similar graduates. Similarly,
15 per cent of full-time teachers reported that they would
prefer to work fewer hours even if it meant less pay,
compared to 12 per cent of similar graduates.
     However, the proportion of teachers who reported
that they usually work evenings was not statistically
significantly different from similar graduates working in other
occupations. The fall in working hours prior to the pandemic
has coincided with the proportion of teachers reporting they
would prefer to work fewer hours, who would accept a pay
cut to do so, and who usually work evenings, which have all
fallen since 2015/16. However, this fall has not eliminated the
gaps in preferences for fewer hours with similar graduates. 
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Teachers also have high dissatisfaction with their workload.
WLTL data shows that only 17 per cent of teachers felt that
they had an acceptable workload in 2022/23. Similarly, only
30 per cent felt they had sufficient control over their workload
(IFF Research, 2024).
     The WLTL also suggests that leaving teaching is
associated with an improvement in workload satisfaction.
Among ex-teachers surveyed in 2022/23 who had left
teaching for another job the previous year, 68 per cent
reported that they felt they had an acceptable workload in
their new job, four times more than for teachers in service
that year. Meanwhile, 72 per cent of ex-teachers felt they had
sufficient control over their workload in their new job, 2.5
times higher than for teachers that year (IFF Research, 2024).
     Schools have adopted strategies to address high
workload, but behaviour management and pastoral care
remains a key priority area for further workload reduction
NFER’s recent practice review on managing teacher workload
for the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) shows that
schools recognise the importance of reducing teacher
workload (Martin et al., 2023). Among teachers and leaders
surveyed, nearly all said that their school had implemented at
least one workload reduction strategy between 2021/22 and
2022/23, while most schools had adopted more than one.
Teachers were more likely to have positive views of their
workload where their school had adopted multiple workload
reduction strategies.
     Much of the focus of reducing workload in recent
years has been on managing teachers’ administrative burden
(CooperGibson Research, 2023). However, teachers and
leaders surveyed in NFER’s research also highlighted several
areas which they felt were priority areas for further workload
reduction. The area highlighted most frequently as being a
high priority by respondents was behaviour management and
pastoral care.
     Teachers say that pupil behaviour is driving higher
workload. WLTL data shows that in 2022/23, 57 per cent of
teachers said they spent too much time on behaviour incident
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follow-up, versus 50 per cent the previous year (DfE, 2024c).
This is in l ine with evidence showing that behaviour
management has become more of a challenge since the
pandemic. WLTL data shows that only 49 per cent of teachers
rated pupil behaviour in their school as ‘good’ or ‘very good’
in 2022/23, down from 58 per cent the previous year (DfE,
2024c).
     Overall, despite the steady progress made at reducing
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workload in the areas of planning, marking and administration
between 2015/16 and 2021/22, more progress is needed.
Schools’ workload reduction efforts need to be sustained, but
attention should turn to examining external workload drivers.
For example, 63 per cent of teachers cited more support from
outside agencies for specific pupil needs such as SEND
support, mental health and safeguarding as a key enabler of
further workload reduction (Martin et al., 2023).

Flexible working arrangements for teachers became slightly
more common in the last year
NFER’s recent evidence review on flexible working for the EEF
shows that there is considerable demand among teachers for
flexible working (ad-hoc and regular working schedule
adaptations as well as parttime working), which outstrips the
availability of such arrangements in schools (Harland, Bradley
and Worth, 2023). 
     WLTL data shows that flexible working has become
more common in schools. While the proportion of teachers
working part time was slightly lower in 2022/23 than the
previous year, teachers who reported that they have ad-hoc
days off, or days starting late or finishing early doubled (DfE,
2024c). Similarly, the proportion of teachers who reported
that they had an arrangement to complete their planning,
preparation and assessment (PPA) time off-site increased
from 12 to 15 per cent.
     There is currently no causal evidence on how
introducing flexible working arrangements for teachers may
impact on retention rates. However, research shows that
teachers value the availability of flexible working – the
possibility of moving from full-time to part-time working if
requested is valued the same as a 4.3 per cent pay rise (Burge,
Lu and Phillips, 2021). This suggests that improvements in the
availability of flexible working may lead to higher retention
rates. 
     Research also suggests that introducing flexible
working arrangements tends to have other positive impacts as
well, such as increased wellbeing, job satisfaction, attendance,
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motivation, teaching capacity, expertise and career
progression. While flexible working arrangements can involve
costs on schools and pupils, surveys of teachers and leaders
suggest that these benefits can often outweigh the costs
(Harland, Bradley and Worth, 2023).

Remote and hybrid working remains substantially more
prevalent in the wider graduate labour market than in
teaching
Like other frontline public sector jobs, remote working is
largely unavailable to most teachers. WLTL data shows that in
2021/22, two per cent of primary classroom teachers and one
per cent of secondary teachers reported that they had a
formally-agreed arrangement to work remotely (Adams et al.,
2023) 
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     However, LFS data shows that remote working
remains popular with employees in England, having increased
during and since the pandemic. In 2022/23, 46 per cent of
similar graduates reported that they worked mainly from
home. This was about three times higher than prepandemic
levels and slightly higher than in 2021/22.
     The proportion of graduates who work either fully
remote or in a hybrid arrangement (i.e. work at least one day
from home but not necessarily the whole week) is even
higher. According to data from the G-SWA, 65 per cent of
similar graduates in the UK working outside of education
worked from home at least one day during the survey
reference week in 2022. This was highest among those who
have children and who have a commute of one hour or more.
Surveys show that the prevalence of remote working is likely
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to remain high in the labour market in the future (Shah et al.,
2024). The G-SWA also shows that more than a third (36 per
cent) of graduates in the UK would look for a new job offering
the ability to work remotely one to two days per week if their
employer mandated a full return to the office.
     Most teachers would also highly value the additional
flexibility that remote working can bring – more than half of
teachers surveyed in a TeacherTapp poll thought they should
be allowed a regular day to work from home (Ford, 2022). The
sustained prevalence of remote working in the labour force
since the pandemic is therefore likely to continue to act as an
incentive to leave teaching for teachers unable to gain
additional flexibility in their teaching job.

Teacher pay would have to rise by about 1.8 per cent to
compensate for the lack of availability of remote and hybrid
working
The gap in availability of remote and hybrid working between
teaching and the wider graduate labour market needs to be
compensated for to maintain the level of competitiveness
teaching had before the pandemic (all else being equal).
Matching the level of hybrid working is not feasible in a
frontline profession such as teaching, but increasing pay could
help to compensate.
     This is already happening within the wider labour
market. Surveys of UK employers show that earnings growth
has tended to be higher among employers that do not make
great use of remote working than among those that do (Shah
et al., 2024). This is consistent with evidence from the United
States, which showed that, between 2021 and 2023,
employers which did not extend access to remote working to
their employees tended to have earnings growth which was
two percentage points higher than among employers which
did expand access to remote working (Barrero et al., 2022).
     Remote working is highly valued by employees in the
UK. G-SWA data shows that among similar graduates working
in non-education occupations, the option to work from home
two or three days per week had the equivalent value as a 6.2
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per cent salary increase. This was highest among those with
children, and those who have a commute of an hour or more.
We estimate that a consolidated pay increase of 1.8 per cent
for teachers could be appropriate compensation to maintain
competitiveness. This is based on the average value of remote
working of 6.2 per cent, multiplied by the 29 percentage point
faster growth since the pandemic in the prevalence of remote
working in the graduate labour market compared to in
teaching (see the methodology appendix for more detail).
Crucially, this compensatory pay rise would need to improve
the competitiveness of teacher pay growth relative to other
jobs to have the intended effect. Therefore, it should be
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awarded on top of pay rises that match earnings growth in
the wider economy.

Conclusions
Teacher supply in England is in a critical state that represents
a substantial risk to the quality of education. Since the
pandemic, secondary teacher recruitment has been far below
what is needed to meet schools’ needs for new teachers, and
this is unlikely to be any different this year. Applications for
the 2024/25 ITT cycle so far suggest recruitment for 10 out of
17 secondary subjects is at risk of missing targets.
     Policy measures to address teacher undersupply, by
improving recruitment and / or retention, is urgently needed.
Given the scale of the challenges, policymakers need to
consider actions that are ambitious and radical, while also
cost effective.
     There have been pockets of positive progress in the
last year. Actions to attract international trainees appear to
have had some success, although the long-term benefits in
terms of supply are uncertain. Slight improvements to bursary
and retention payment generosity are also likely to boost
recruitment and retention, given the evidence demonstrating
their effectiveness. There has also been a promising increase
in flexible working opportunities that are not part-time
working, which are likely to improve teacher well-being and
job satisfaction, while not reducing fulltime equivalent
teaching hours.
     However, on key factors associated with recruitment
and retention there has been little or no progress. Workload
is cited by 94 per cent of teachers as a reason for considering
leaving teaching. Despite some progress in reducing working
hours before the pandemic, two different data sources
suggest that teachers’ working hours significantly increased in
2022/23, meaning that the Government may face a challenge
in meeting its workload reduction target.
     NFER research found that schools are aware of the
need to manage teacher workload and are putting strategies
in place. However, teachers now say that behaviour
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management and pastoral care are key priority areas for
workload reduction and more support from outside agencies
for specific pupil needs such as SEND support, mental health
and safeguarding is a key enabler of further workload
reduction. This is in line with evidence showing a recent trend
of worsening pupil behaviour since the pandemic.
     The 2016 independent workload review groups
recommended that much of the focus on teacher workload
reduction should be on reducing the burden of planning,
administration and marking. Teacher workload reduced
during the period 2016-2019, particularly in the areas
identified as priorities.
     These workload reduction efforts should be sustained,
but the focus should now also include behaviour management
and pastoral care. Government should also consider how
outside agencies for supporting specific pupils needs (such as
SEND support, mental health and safeguarding) can help to
shift some of the pupil behaviour burden away from teachers.
     The competitiveness of teacher pay matters for both
recruitment and retention. However, a series of below-
inflation pay rises, the 2021 teacher pay freeze and the cost-
of-living crisis have led teacher pay to fall significantly in real
terms over the last decade. Meanwhile, higher earnings
growth in the wider labour market outside teaching has led to
teacher pay losing competitiveness against the wider labour
market over time.

Recommendation 1:  Government should set up an
independent review focussing on how to reduce teachers’
workload related to behaviour management and pastoral
care, which should consider the role of external support
services, such as for special needs and mental health.

Last year’s 6.5 per cent pay rise has stalled, but not
substantively reversed, any of the deterioration in teachers’
pay competitiveness since the pandemic. However, the
2024/25 pay award provides an opportunity to improve the
competitiveness of teacher pay. The OBR forecasts that
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earnings in the wider labour market will rise by 3.1 per cent
next year. In the short term, this year’s pay award will
therefore need to exceed 3.1 per cent to help improve the
competitiveness of teacher pay next year. 
     More broadly, a clear long-term strategy is needed to
help ensure that future teacher pay awards continue to
improve pay competitiveness over the long term. This is likely
to be a considerable challenge given the severe funding
pressures facing all public services, including education.
     Schools are unlikely to be able to afford any such pay
awards for teachers on their own without making cuts
elsewhere. Funding for competitive pay rises for teachers
must therefore come from Government. In the run-up to the
next general election, political parties should develop their
plans for how they will effectively address this challenge in
the next parliament. 
     Access to flexible working arrangements is an area
where teaching lags other occupations. A degree of
inflexibility is inevitable in teaching, but research shows that
since the pandemic many schools have begun making changes
to their flexible working policies. Part-time working is the
most common flexible working arrangement available to
teachers but ad-hoc days off or days to start late / finish early
are also becoming more common.
     Little robust evidence exists showing the causal
relationship between teachers’ access to flexible working
arrangements and retention, but there is plenty of perceptual
evidence of its importance. Just like other graduates, teachers
highly value the ability to work flexibly, so improvements in
the availability of flexible working arrangements may help
improve retention, along with overall teacher well-being.
     Nonetheless, it is important to be realistic about the
limits of flexibility in teaching. Like police officers, doctors and
other NHS workers, access to hybrid and remote working, is
unlikely to ever match other jobs in the graduate workforce,
where nearly two-thirds of employees work hybrid. 
     Providing compensation to frontline public service
workers such as teachers is one option for preventing this
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inherent inflexibility from undermining the attractiveness of
their jobs. Based on the increase in the prevalence of remote
working in the graduate workforce and the value employees
place on the ability to work remotely, we estimate that this
pay premium for teachers should be 1.8 per cent. Crucially,
this would need to be awarded on top of the pay rise needed
to match teachers’ earnings growth with the wider economy.

Recommendation 2: Narrowing the gap between teacher pay
growth and the wider labour market is key to supporting
recruitment and retention. The 2024 pay award should
therefore exceed the 3.1 per cent forecasted rise in earnings
in the wider labour market and be fully-funded.

Recommendation 3: Political parties should set out their
plans to develop a long-term strategy for pay setting which
reduces the gap in earnings growth with competing
occupations, while ensuring that schools have sufficient
funding to enact these pay increases without making cuts
elsewhere.

Recommendation 4: Political parties should consider
introducing a Frontline Workers Pay Premium to compensate
public sector workers for the lack of remote and hybrid
working opportunities in their jobs compared to the wider
graduate labour market. We estimate that this would
represent a 1.8 per cent consolidated pay increase for
teachers.
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PISA 2022: Measuring the
world’s education systems
after COVID
By Demitri Coryton

Key words: OECD, PISA, maths, science, reading, COVID. 

Abstract: Last December the OECD published PISA 2022, the
results of the usually triennial research programme that tests
over half a million 15-year-olds in how they can apply their
knowledge in science, maths and reading. Each round of PISA
focuses on one of these curriculum areas, and in 2022 it was
maths.
     In most countries, and therefore the OECD PISA
average, learning was negatively impacted by COVID and
scores went down when compared to the last round of PISA in
2018. But that was not the case in all countries. Some
improved their scores, sometimes by a lot. Policy makers need
to ask themselves what are those countries doing that they
are not. Factors other than COVID also had an impact. These
included resilience of students, student hunger, and staff
shortages.

Last December saw the publication of the first two
volumes of the Programme for International Student
Assessment 2022 - PISA - organised by the Organisation

for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). PISA
tested a sample of 690,000 15 year-olds from 81 countries
and territories on how they could apply knowledge in maths,
reading and science, with a focus on maths. The tests were
taken in 2022. PISA is the main secondary school
international comparative research programme in the world.
(* In the text that follows some countries did not fully meet
OECD PISA data standards. They are shown with an asterisk
by their name.)
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The results for the UK were mixed. Britain rose in the
international rankings but only because its decline was less
than that of other countries. Of far greater relevance is the
actual score achieved in the three curriculum areas, which is
actually the mid-point in a range within which the actual
result is likely to be. Here the UK’s score had declined in all
three areas tested since the last PISA in 2018. 

The UK was still one of the few countries whose score
was ahead of the OECD average in all three areas tested. Yet
this was because, within the UK, England scored well. It was
above the OECD average in all three areas. Scotland and
Northern Ireland were above average in reading, while Wales
was not above average in any category. 

Professor Andreas Schleicher, Director of the
Education and Skills Directorate of the OECD, described the
UK’s performance as “so, so”. Among the areas where the UK
was among the best performers were in student resilience,
social equity and the performance of immigrants. It did less
well in pupil concerns of violence, levels of pupil hunger and
head teacher concerns about staffing. 

Speaking at the UK launch of the report, Schools
Minister Damian Hinds MP (a former Secretary of State for
Education) blamed COVID for the fall in the UK’s scores, which
many other countries had also experienced. The OECD
average scores had also declined since 2018. While COVID had
obviously had a negative impact, some countries had still
been able to improve their scores, in some cases by a
significant amount. UK education ministers must ask why the
UK did not.

UK scores
The UK did score well in some areas. These included  social
equity. In Britain poverty does not have to be a predictor of
educational failure. Those from a poor background can and do
make it into the best schools and universities, something that
COVID has not impacted despite those from poor areas as a
whole finding it more difficult to catch up. Britain’s success at
educating the children of immigrants, who performed at least
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as well as indigenous children when social class was factored
in, compares favourably with many other European countries
who have struggled in this area.

Yet there are some areas where the UK did not do so
well as its competitors. Perhaps most concerning is the
number of children who skip meals because their families
can’t afford food. On average across OECD countries, 8% of
students reported not eating at least once a week in the past
30 days due to lack of money to buy food. Some OECD
countries have far lower numbers of hungry children. Notably
Portugal, Finland and the Netherlands were all below 3%. In
the United Kingdom 11% of students said they were forced to
skip meals. This will have worsened since the tests were taken
last year. The simple truth, as Dame Rachel de Souza, the
Children’s Commissioner for England, said at the UK launch of
PISA 2022 at the think tank Policy Exchange, is that hungry
children don’t learn. She spoke from personal experience, for
as a young child of immigrant parents growing up in poverty
she had experienced hunger and gone without meals herself. 

This really is something that should not be happening
in such a wealthy country as Britain. The British government
has known it is a problem for some while. If a relatively poor
country like Portugal can keep child hunger down to 3%, why
does it have to be four times as high in Britain? It does not
have to be like this. In policy terms, there are alternatives.
Ministers need to get a grip of this. Changing this, apart from
being the right thing to do, is one of the ways that Britain can
do better in the next round of PISA in 2025. 

Another reform that the OECD recommends for
countries that want to improve their performance is avoiding
selection. PISA reports for 20 years have shown that selection,
especially at a young age as exists in parts of England, is
harmful to the majority of children. England still has selection
in some 20% of the country, with a test called the 11+ taken
by most children at about the age of 10. The 11+ is heavily
influenced by private tutoring, which favours richer families
who can afford it, and in any case does not measure academic
ability. With children at this age, it measures social class.
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Avoiding selection is one of the nine lessons from the COVID
pandemic that the OECD recommends that countries learn if
they wish to improve their education systems. 

Another lesson from the pandemic is that schools
matter. Distance learning was necessary when schools were
shut because of COVID, but what PISA found is that young
people need and value physical schools. They, and the
friendship groups within them, are an important part of the
social life of young people as well as being necessary as
support for learning. If there is another pandemic, ministers
must try and keep schools open if they possibly can. 

If schools matter, so do teachers. As Damian Hinds
acknowledged at the PISA launch, Britain’s good performance
in PISA did not happen in the Department for Education. It
happened in schools as a result of the effort of teachers. And
staffing problems were a huge concern for heads.

If this round of PISA was a wake-up call for ministers in
England to do better, that is even more true in Scotland and
Wales. After 15 years in power, the SNP government in
Scotland presides over a system that is no longer the best in
the UK, as it once was. Labour in Wales presides over an even
worse performance. PISA points the way to how we can
improve. All ministers have to do is learn and apply the
lessons. 

What is PISA?
What PISA does is to test the knowledge and skills of students
directly, using an internationally agreed metric to collect data
from students, teachers, schools and systems to understand
performance differences. Unlike traditional assessments, PISA
sought to assess not just students’ ability to reproduce
learned material but also their capacity to apply knowledge
creatively in novel scenarios, think critically across disciplines,
and demonstrate effective learning strategies. By emphasising
these skills, PISA aimed to equip students with the ability to
navigate an ever-evolving world.

Some critics argued that PISA tests were unfair as they
might present students with unfamiliar problems. But then,
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life is full of unforeseen challenges. In the real world, people
must solve problems that they have not anticipated; it is not
just about remembering lessons in a classroom.

The greatest strength of PISA lies in its working
methods. Most assessments are centrally planned and then
contracted to engineers who build them. PISA turned that on
its head. The idea of PISA attracted the world’s leading minds
and mobilised hundreds of experts, educators and scientists
from the participating countries to build an assessment that is
valid across countries, cultures and languages. This
collaborative effort engendered a sense of ownership that
was critical to its success.

From the tests a score is calculated for each country.
The score is in a range for each country’s performance, so
strictly speaking you can’t rank countries in order as if it was
the pop charts. Yet, inevitably, that is what happens. 

Usually the PISA rounds are every three years, but
because of COVID an extra year was added for the latest
round. PISA tests in three regular subjects, reading, maths and
science. In each round PISA focuses on one of these subjects
and in 2022 that was maths.  

The results
Like the UK, many countries saw a decline in their PISA scores
compared to 2018. Part of this was down to the COVID
pandemic, but not all of it. Other countries, that also faced
COVID, still managed to improve their scores, in some cases
quite dramatically. In some countries the decline started well
before COVID. For example, in Finland, which once topped the
PISA charts and which was the poster boy for educational
advance, they have fallen by 60 points over the last decade.
To give some context, falling or rising by 20 points is the
equivalent of going up or down a year group. 

We give on the following pages tables for the results
for all countries in each of the three subject areas. From this it
can be seen that the UK is in the group above the OECD
average in all three. Within the UK, things are rather different.
England is in the above average group in all three subject
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areas, but Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are not.
England’s score is higher than that of the other parts of the
UK. When Professor Schleicher was asked by the magazine
Education Journal why this was so he said he did not know.
The OECD had produced figures for sub-national groups but it
had not yet had time to analyse the figures and so he could
not say. 

Scotland once had the best education system in the
UK. After 15 years of SNP controlled devolved government it
now definitely does not. The Scottish government tried to put
its best spin on this, but the reality is that Scotland is
performing more poorly than England. Wales is performing
worse than England or Scotland. The Labour government in
Wales has made a point of doing some things differently than
in England, but the result has been a poorer performance
than that achieved across Offa’s dyke. 

As you will see from the tables that follow below, in
maths the highest scoring country was Singapore, with a score
of 575. This was up six points on 2018. East Asian countries
did well, with SIngapore followed by China Macao, Taiwan,
China Hong Kong, Japan and South Korea. Estonia was the
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highest scoring Western and European nation. The UK was
listed 12th equal, tied with Belgium and Denmark, with a
score of 489, down 13 from 2018. This means that Britain is
not in the top scoring group, but is in the second best batch. It
has lost ground since before the COVID pandemic, as many
but not all other countries have done.

When it comes to reading, Singapore is top here as
well. Yet the East Asian domination at the top of the list is
broken by the Irish Republic, which comes second with a score
of 512. The UK is listed 13th with a score of 494, which is
down 10 points on 2018. It would be worth looking at how the
Irish teach English, for they are better at it than the English,
and the rest of the UK. 

Singapore completes a hat trick by also coming first in
science, with 561 points which is an increase of 10 over 2018.
That is an improvement of half a year group. A slew of East
Asian countries come next, with Estonia, now the European
poster boy for PISA, the highest scoring European country.
The UK comes in at 14th with a score of 500.  

The OECD has to ask itself why so many countries
declined since 2018, which is a question that Britain must ask
as well. What were those countries that improved since 2018
doing that the UK was not. It was partly COVID and partly
funding, but neither of these are the complete reason.

The state of global education
In a world facing multiple crises, it is perhaps understandable
that what’s happening in schools, colleges and universities can
sometimes be overlooked. But policymakers ignore education
at their peril. Our schools today are our economies, societies
and democracies of tomorrow. As artificial intelligence and
digitalisation rapidly embed themselves in the global
economy, it is vital teaching and learning innovate to ensure
education stays relevant.

So how concerned should we be that 15-year-olds in
2022 are less likely to be proficient in maths, reading and
science than those tested by PISA a decade ago? International
comparisons are complex but PISA data point to a clear global
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trend: average student performance in these subjects is
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Table 2. Comparing countries’ and economies’ performance in maths
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heading in the wrong direction.
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Some 25% of 15-year-olds in OECD member countries
– representing 16 million children – are estimated to be low
performers in maths, reading and science, including students
not covered by PISA. This means they have not attained Level
2 proficiency; they can struggle to do tasks such as use basic
algorithms or interpret simple texts. The situation is even
worse among many non-OECD members. In 18 countries and
economies more than 60% of 15-year-olds are low performers
in all three subjects.

This is not the case for everyone. Singaporean
students can work effectively with mathematical models for
complex situations, comprehend abstract texts, and interpret
and evaluate complex experiments. Singapore came top in
maths, scoring 575 points, in reading (543 points) and in
science (561 points). These results suggest that on average
Singaporean students are the equivalent of almost three to
five years of schooling ahead of peers who score the OECD
average of 472 in maths, 476 in reading and 485 in science.

Singapore was also one of the few countries that kept
improving in reading and science since 2018, while remaining
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stable in mathematics performance. And it is noteworthy that
this impressive educational performance has happened in a
relatively short period of time. Older adults in Singapore
assessed separately by the OECD perform far worse compared
to younger generations. For example, less than 17% of 55-65-
year-old Singaporeans scored at Level 3 or higher in literacy in
the OECD Survey of Adult Skills (part of a product like PISA but
for adults) – one of the smallest proportions amongst
participating countries – while 63% of 16-24-year-olds did so,
one of the largest proportions. This shows that educational
progress can be rapid.

Elsewhere in PISA 2022, five other East Asian
education systems outperformed everyone else in
mathematics: Macao (China), Chinese Taipei, Hong Kong
(China)*, Japan and Korea, in order of performance. These
same countries and economies were the next highest
performers in science, along with Estonia and Canada*. In
reading, Ireland* performed as well as Japan, Korea, Taiwan
and Estonia (in descending order). In Ireland* and Japan’s
case that is even though their expenditure per student is at or
lower than the OECD average.

Test scores are only one measurement of success.
Many countries have made significant progress towards the
goal of universal secondary education; crucial to enabling
everyone to participate fully in the 21st century world.
Cambodia, Colombia, Costa Rica, Indonesia, Morocco,
Paraguay and Romania are among the countries that have
rapidly expanded education to previously marginalised
populations compared with past PISA assessments.

Giving all students a fair chance to succeed regardless
of their background is also a vital component of good
schooling. PISA shows that disadvantaged students are often
held back by social mobility hurdles that their more
advantaged peers do not face. However, in most countries,
some of the most disadvantaged students and schools are
excelling and thus demonstrate academic resilience. On
average, across the OECD, one in ten disadvantaged students
was able to score in the top quarter of maths performers. This
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clearly indicates that a disadvantaged background does not
determine destiny. In fact, in 11 countries and economies
Albania, Cambodia, Hong Kong (China)*, Indonesia, Jamaica*,
Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Macao (China), Morocco, the United
Kingdom* and Uzbekistan - more than 15% of disadvantaged
students were academically resilient.

In the same way as social disadvantage does not
automatically lead to poor educational performance, the
world is no longer strictly divided between rich and well-
educated nations and poor and badly educated ones. While
there is some correlation between spending and academic
performance, history shows that countries determined to
build a first-class education system can achieve this even in
adverse economic circumstances. Korea and Singapore are
prominent examples of countries which many decades ago
had low incomes but focused on education and have achieved
top performance. 

While it is evident that some countries and economies
are performing very well in education, the overall picture is
more worrying. In more than two decades of global PISA tests,
the OECD average score has not changed drastically between
consecutive assessments. But this cycle saw an
unprecedented drop in performance. Compared to 2018,
mean performance in OECD countries fell by 10 score points
in reading and almost 15 score points in maths – the latter is
nearly treble any prior consecutive change. This downturn
was particularly significant in a handful of countries. For
example, from the OECD, Germany, Iceland, the
Netherlands*, Norway and Poland all saw a drop of 25 score
points or more in mathematics between 2018 and 2022. The
dramatic fall in maths and reading scores points to a negative
shock affecting many countries simultaneously. 

The COVID-19 pandemic seems an obvious factor that
may have impacted results in this period.
However, take a closer look at the data. In reading, for
example, many countries such as Finland, Iceland, the
Netherlands*, the Slovak Republic and Sweden have seen
students scoring lower marks for some time – in some cases
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for a decade or more. Educational trajectories were negative
well before the pandemic hit. This indicates that long term
issues in education systems are also to blame for the drop in
performance. It is not just about COVID.

Unlocking the potential of the digital world
While people have different views on the role of digital
technology in schools, we cannot ignore how digital tools
have fundamentally transformed the world. Everywhere,
digital technologies are offering firms new business models
and opportunities to enter markets and transform their
production processes. Mobile apps enable people to track
their health, computers help with boring or dangerous tasks,
and games allow us to travel into virtual worlds.

Those who cannot navigate through this digital
landscape are increasingly unable to participate fully in social,
economic and cultural life. So it is good news that PISA shows
the majority of students have embraced learning through
digital technologies. On average across OECD countries, about
three out of four students reported being confident using
various technology, including learning management systems,
school learning platforms and video communication
programmes.

This was not true of all countries and economies. For
example, in Jordan, Morocco, the Philippines, the Palestinian
Authority and Thailand, only half or less of students felt
confident or very confident about using a video
communication programme. But overall, in most parts of the
world, students are largely using mobiles, computers and
other devices as part of their educational experience. Much of
this change has occurred due to the pandemic, with schools
forced to wake up to the power of digital technology. Remote
lessons, digital tools and educational apps have radically
transformed learning. One of the most visible benefits has
been greater personalisation. For example, when students
study maths on a computer, the computer can analyse how
they learn and make their learning experience more granular,
adaptive and interactive. Game-based learning can also make
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learning more fun. Computer simulations let students do
things that are difficult or costly to do in the real world. It is
more insightful to do an experiment in a virtual laboratory
than simply listen to a teacher explain the results of a
scientific experiment.

These and other innovations point towards new
educational pathways. Nonetheless, it is crucial to
acknowledge that adept reading skills remain indispensable
for effective learning in digital settings, as most digital learning
materials are text-based. Estonia, Finland, Italy, Sweden and
Switzerland stand out as having students with reading skills
above the OECD average and confidence in learning
autonomously with digital devices. This indicates that these
systems provide students with a solid foundation for effective
remote and autonomous learning. Overall, students who were
more self-assured in their ability to learn independently and
remotely scored higher in all studied subjects; an advantage
of 10 score points compared to their less confident peers. 

Learning analytics hold perhaps the greatest promise
of digital technologies. Teachers can now get a real sense of
how different students learn, what interests them in lessons,
and where they get bored or stuck. This helps teachers
improve the overall quality of their teaching and gives them a
much better sense of which students need extra support.

This is important as three out of ten students did not
feel confident about completing schoolwork independently.
This rose to more than 50% of students in Japan and Malaysia.
A similar proportion of students, almost one in two, indicated
they had problems motivating themselves to do schoolwork at
least once a week. This was worse in certain countries and
economies; for instance, in Australia* and the United
Kingdom* six out of ten students reported having frequent
problems to motivate themselves – more than double the
share of students in Guatemala, Iceland, Indonesia,
Kazakhstan, Korea, Moldova and Taiwan.

Students need to take responsibility for their own
development, but it is self-evident that some students will
always need more support than others. Technology can assist
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students in their learning, but teachers need to be ready to
lend an ear to students who need help or want to share their
problems.

Are teachers doing enough to support children?
The amount of time a teacher can dedicate to individual
children’s needs is an important component of effective
teaching. But PISA data show that teacher support has
deteriorated over the last decade, at least in the perception of
students. On average across OECD countries, the share of 15-
year-olds who reported that students get extra help from
their teacher when needed in most or every lesson dropped
by an average of three percentage points.

It is not clear why. Is it the result of teachers not
having enough time? Is the problem with certain teachers,
who simply do not do as good a job as their colleagues? Or is
it because the needs of students, real or perceived, have
increased? 

Overall, seven out of ten students reported that they
regularly received extra help from teachers in 2022, while 22%
of students reported getting help in some lessons. Around 8%
never or almost never received additional support. Related to
this, more than 35% of students reported that teachers did
not regularly show an interest in every student’s learning, on
average across OECD countries, and failed to ensure all
students understood the content.

The effectiveness of education can never exceed the
quality of teaching and teacher support. PISA data show that
this is particularly true in times of disruption. The availability
of teachers to help students in need had the strongest
relationship to mathematics performance across the OECD,
compared to other experiences linked to COVID-19 school
closures. Maths score were 15 points higher on average in
places where students agreed they had good access to
teacher help. These students were also more confident than
their peers to learn autonomously and remotely. In a
pandemic with numerous school closures, access to a
supportive teacher who takes the time to give individual
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instruction can make a huge difference. The data suggest that
far too many teachers failed to give students adequate
support.

This is backed up by other PISA findings. Maths results
declined between 2018 and 2022, on average across the
OECD, in education systems where principals reported a rise
in teaching hindrance due to inadequate or poorly qualified
teaching staff. In contrast, systems where more teachers were
fully certified by an appropriate authority tended to score
higher in mathematics, even after accounting for per capita
GDP, across OECD countries.

In 32 countries and economies, students’ maths scores
were lower in schools whose principal reported staff
shortages compared to schools without staffing issues.
However, 35 countries and economies saw no statistically
significant difference between schools with or without
shortages. Paradoxically, even though principals in 2022
perceived a greater shortage of teachers, PISA data show that
between 2018 and 2022, student-teacher ratios and class
sizes actually decreased on average across OECD countries
and remained mostly stable elsewhere.

What does this mean going forward? It is important
for education systems to examine this apparent contradiction:
the sense that there are more teacher shortages even though
the number of teachers per student has often risen or at least
remained stable. Other notions or phenomena might be
feeding this perception. Teacher absenteeism, the idea that
teachers are not sufficiently qualified, or the changing role of
teachers could all be a factor. Given the fast pace of change in
education, expectations for teachers may also have changed.
In turn, this could have altered the standards against which
teacher supply and performance are measured.

Too hungry to learn?
Many parts of the world are experiencing a food crisis with
families struggling to put food on the table. PISA results show
that millions of students, including from some of the richest
countries, are often struggling to get fed. On average across
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OECD countries, 8% of students reported not eating at least
once a week in the past 30 days due to lack of money to buy
food. Some OECD countries have far lower proportions,
notably Portugal, Finland and the Netherlands* were all
below 3%. However, elsewhere food insecurity was much
higher. In the United Kingdom* and Lithuania 11% of students
said they were forced to skip meals. 

The figures were even more elevated in other OECD
members, for example the United States*, Chile, and
Colombia (all 13%), New Zealand* (14%) and Turkey (19%). If
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students’ bellies are rumbling, they are unlikely to learn as
effectively. As millions turn to food banks and community
programmes to help put food on the table, schools can help.

Many countries already provide school meal
programmes. They are a safety net for vulnerable children and
households. Policy makers should consider the potential
significance of providing a regular, nutritious meal as a cost-
effective way of ensuring students get the food they need.
With rising food, rent and energy bills in many parts of the
world, families are forced to make tough choices. Free
lunches can attract more children to attend school, enable
them to learn better and help maintain their health.

PISA and the UK. What’s the verdict?
Presenting the results of PISA 2022 in the UK at a press
briefing, Andreas Schleicher, Director of the Education and
Skills Directorate of the OECD, described the UK’s
performance over the last four years as “so, so”. There have
been some notable successes, but also some failures. Britain’s
performance has fallen since 2018, but not by as much as the
OECD average. Yet the important point is that not all countries
did see their performance fall, even though all were affected
by COVID. Some countries improved their performance, in a
few cases by quite a bit. What were those countries doing
that the UK was not?

Education is, of course, a devolved issue, but the OECD
deals mainly in nation states which is why it is the UK that is
ranked. Yet results for the individual nations of the UK are
given in an appendix, and they show England out-performing
the other three. (See the Table 1 above.) 

Some of the areas where England in particular has
done well include keeping the social discrepancies between
the best off and worst off students from increasing. Student
resilience in the UK is also good. (See Table 8 below.) The UK
has also been particularly good at integrating the children of
immigrants. If you look at the social background of immigrants
there is little difference between immigrants and native
population of the same social status. Britain has faced high
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Table 8. Resilient students in mathematics

Table 9. Shortage of education staff based on head teacher reports

levels of immigration recently, and has managed this, at least
in terms of education, much better than some other OECD
members.

The question of funding is an issue, but it is not as
important as many think. As Andreas Schleicher said at the
press briefing, “money is necessary, but not sufficient”. What
the PISA data does show is that the UK is not particularly
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productive in its use of what money there is. When  head
teachers were asked their views, it was not a lack of resources
that they were most concerned about but a lack of staff. 

Teacher support for students during COVID was
relatively poor, Prof. Schleicher said. Parental support in the
home is high in the UK, although parental involvement in
school has declined, head teachers thought. School safety as
measured by pupil perception is lower in the UK than the
OECD average. Heads thought that this impacted negatively
on schools. 

Andreas Schleicher said that “these declines should
concern us a lot. They are not the inevitable outcome of the
pandemic.” Yet Schools Minister of State Damian Hinds MP,
speaking at the launch of PISA  in the UK at the Policy
Exchange think tank, did blame the COVID pandemic for much
of the problems over the last four years. He said he was
focusing on the need to tackle the level of absenteeism that
had grown since COVID. In this he was warmly supported by
Dame Rachel de Souza, the Children’s Commissioner for
England, also speaking at the Policy Exchange launch. She
said: “Education is the most important thing in improving a
child’s life chances.” As Mr Hinds said: “If you are not in
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school you won’t get the advantages that education offers.”
One area where policy makers have regularly ignored

the evidence from PISA for over 20 years is in the negative
impact of selection on most children. This was highlighted
again in the 2022 PISA. Avoiding selection was one of the
measures that the OECD recommended for those countries
that wanted to improve their results for the next round of
PISA in 2025. The Policy Exchange launch ended with a few
words from Nick Gibb, who stood down at the recent
reshuffle after over a decade as either Shadow Schools
Minister or the real thing. The genuine warmth for the man
and his commitment to education was obvious. Dame Rachel
even called for him to be knighted. 
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PISA 2022: A personal
commentary
By John Bangs
Special Adviser (Research) at Education
International, EI advisor on working with the
OECD and a former Head of Education at the
NUT

Key words: OECD, PISA, maths, science, reading, COVID. 

Abstract: John Bangs has been involved with the OECD as a
consultant for Education International, the teacher union
global confederation, for many years. He attended the launch
of PISA 2022 and here gives a personal commentary.

It’s been a long time coming because of COVID. The launch
of PISA 2019, back in December 2019, seems a world
away. So, what do we know four years on? The first point

to make is that the OECD has taken the impact of COVID
seriously, devoting an accompanying volume to this theme.
It also published a commentary by Andreas Schleicher-
Insights and Interpretations- which goes into further detail
on the educational policy implications of the post-COVID
landscape. 

The second is that it is OECD countries which have
experienced the greatest overall declines in educational
performance since COVID, while some of the low to middle
income countries who are non-members and have bought
into PISA, have actually improved their performance in the
past four years. 

And some of the drops in performance are
disorientating. Take the relationship between the UK, my
home country, and Finland. Both remain in the above average
performers band, yet the UK is now seven places higher than
Finland. Should this be cause for celebration? Well, no.
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Compared to PISA 2018, the UK is down thirteen points in
Mathematics, ten in reading and five in Science while Finland
is down, in that order, by twenty three, thirteen and eleven
points. As Andreas Schleicher pointed out during the launch,
the declines have been uneven. And of course, these
comparisons also highlight the limitations of performance
tables! 

The third point to make is that it is in Reading not
Mathematics where the declines have been greatest. While
Japan, Korea, Italy and Taipei in the above average band are
reported not to have declined in performance, even Singapore
experienced a slight drop in Reading despite its performance
in Mathematics and Science.  

And the fourth point is that it is in Science where the
tables record at least some stability in performance compared
to 2018.

The question is, of course, why have these declines
taken place despite the welcome news that countries such as
Philippines, Dominican Republic, Cambodia and Guatemala
appear to be, to use OECD’s own words, ‘rapid improvers’? 

COVID’s impact
What is clear is that COVID impacted severely those countries
which did not invest in the time and resources necessary to
make their systems resilient and their teachers well
supported. While there may be other long term reasons for
decline, the obvious correlation is that the shock effect of
COVID, (as the OECD describes it), and the severe decline in
performance was the main reason for such a decline. After all,
it was the OECD itself which led the way in stressing that
proper long term COVID educational recovery packages were
vital if education systems were to recover from COVID.

That said, PISA’s focus on the necessary steps to
improve education system resilience is impressive. It’s a shock
to read that only four education systems had shown resilience
in the three areas of learning, equity and well- being and that
no country performs well in relation to student well-being.
Other insights are important, including how food insecurity
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affects just under 10% of students in OECD countries, the
prevalence of anxiety, loneliness, and depression among
students during lockdowns and how students’ interest in
working in the health sector has decreased in countries which
have experienced high levels of COVID deaths. There are still
mental health problems among many students, post COVID,
as well as a cost-of-living crisis which affects many students in
many countries. It’s vital that policy focuses on tackling these
areas.

It's therefore welcome that Chapter 8 of PISA focuses
on ten actions related to resilience. They will, no doubt, be a
key focus in any policy debate about how education systems
can improve in future. Particularly welcome is the emphasis
on the need for sufficient highly qualified teachers in schools
and the need to establish schools as hubs for social
interaction. And surely most teachers will cheer at PISA’s
support for banning students’ smartphones in schools,
although more controversial will be the proposal that quality
assurance mechanisms should be at the centre of
guaranteeing quality in highly devolved systems. 

However, there is one thing on which the OECD should
reflect. The voice of teachers is not obvious in the report.
Otherwise, the ten actions wouldn’t have contained an
unqualified statement that greater efforts were needed to
ensure that students receive necessary and relevant support
from teachers. During COVID teachers were often on their
own without external support but unqualified such a
statement could be seen as inferring that teachers somehow
weren’t doing their best to support students sufficiently. 

In fact, the OECD itself has recognised, in a joint paper
with Education International on post-COVID recovery, that
teachers went the extra kilometre (or mile!) during COVID,
initiating a whole host of micro innovations which supported
students-innovations which still haven’t been quantified and
researched. 

It’s unfortunate that we have to wait for two years
until TALIS 2024 is published to hear teachers’ views on
lessons from COVID. As Andreas Schleicher said at the launch,
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teachers are on the front l ine. Maybe OECD member
countries ought, therefore, to discuss again making a teacher
questionnaire a requirement, not just an option, in PISA. 

This commentary first appeared in Education Journal No. 544,
published on Wednesday 6 December 2023.
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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.  This issue covers the period
from October to December 2023.

Support for Childcare and the Early Years: Government
response to the Committee’s Fifth Report, the Education Select
Committee’s sixth special report of session 2022/23. HC 1902.
Published on 18 October 2023. 

The Condition of School Buildings, Public Accounts Committee,
Second Report of Session 2023/24, HC 78.  Published on
Sunday 19 November 2023.

Persistent Absence and Support for Disadvantaged Pupils:
Government response to the Committee’s Seventh Report,
House of Commons Education Select Committee, First Special
Report of Session 2023/24, HC 368. Published on Wednesday
6 December 2023.
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Childcare and the early years 
Support for Childcare and the Early Years: Government

response to the Committee’s Fifth Report, the Education Select
Committee’s sixth special report of session 2022/23. HC 1902.

18 October 2023.

The report from the select committee on support for
childcare and early years settings made 23
recommendations. The Government rejected the

Committee’s recommendation that business rates should be
scrapped for childcare settings, and that they should be zero-
rated for VAT on their business purchases. Ministers said
they had frozen business rates for the next five years and
that rate relief schemes already provide discounts to
childcare providers and others. The response said there are
no plans to alter terms for VAT. It also rejected the call for a
review of tax-free childcare, a policy controlled by the
Treasury rather than the Department for Education.  
     The Government did not fully accept the Committee’s
call for it to work “with childcare providers and local
authorities” to set the hourly funding rate that will be paid to
childcare providers when the universal 30-hours childcare
entitlements are rolled out. Witnesses to the inquiry said
providers who are already struggling could otherwise be left
insufficiently funded. The Department for Education’s (DfE’s)
response said it recognises the importance of setting funding
rates with local authorities, had uprated the hourly rate for
2023/24, and was providing additional funding via the early
years supplementary grant. 
     Agreeing with a Committee recommendation, the
Government confirmed it will  amend town planning
legislation so that funding from the Infrastructure Levy, which
property developers pay to local authorities after planning
permission is given, can be used to pay for childcare facilities. 
     There was a positive response to the Committee’s call
for government to remove barriers faced by social housing
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residents whose tenancies block them from operating as
childminders in their homes. DfE said it is “engaging with the
Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and a
range of housing sector stakeholders including social and
private landlords, to identify and reduce property related
barriers to childminding”. 
     DfE did not directly respond to MPs’ calls for it to
prioritise career development of early years practitioners as a
means of improving retainment of staff in the sector, and
giving it parity of esteem with staff working in schools. The
Department said it is developing a national campaign “to
boost interest in the sector”. It also aims to boost recruitment
with efforts to “remove barriers to entering the sector, by
ensuring qualifications are suitable and easy to understand”,
and by introducing new types of apprenticeship for becoming
a childcare professional. 
     In total the Government accepted fully four of the
Select Committee’s recommendations, accepted a further 11
in part and rejected or failed to respond to eight. 
     Education Committee chairman Robin Walker MP said:
“We maintain that there is a powerful case for reviewing the
funding levels for childcare settings, the working of tax free
childcare and, given their vital contribution to the economy,
the taxes they incur. We hope the Government is eyeing up
ways to help the sector in its Autumn Statement, which will
build on the positive announcements made in the spring.  
     “We accept that not every one of our
recommendations is in the gift of ministers at the Department
of Education, but our report stressed and ministers have
accepted the importance of cross departmental work on
these issues. We shall continue to press for action across
Government to support this vital sector. 
     “Meanwhile it is encouraging that ministers are
working on ways to boost recruitment and retention in the
sector, and to remove unfair barriers that stand in the way of
social housing tenants becoming childminders.” 
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The condition of school
buildings
The Condition of School Buildings, Public Accounts Committee,

Second Report of Session 2023/24, HC 78.  Published on
Sunday 19 November 2023.

The condition of school buildings report, by the Public
Accounts Committee (PAC), pointed out that the
Department for Education (DfE) still had “incomplete

knowledge” in terms of the number and condition of schools
with reinforced autoclaved aerated concrete (RAAC), and
there were questions about the reliability of some of its
information. 
     The PAC noted that in mid-September 2023, the DfE
had reported that 98% of schools had responded to a RAAC
questionnaire that it had issued in March 2022, which meant
that several hundred responses had been outstanding. But
the PAC pointed out that the set of responses had included
some which had been inconclusive, while other schools had
been resubmitting their responses given the renewed media
focus on RAAC. 
     While the DfE’s guidance about the questionnaire had
explained that an estates manager or appropriately qualified
building surveyor should make the relevant judgements, the
DfE had been concerned about the potential for schools to
have submitted “false negative” responses, and it planned to
conduct sample checks where schools suggested that they did
not have RAAC. Where a school had reported that it did not
have RAAC, it had taken a number of weeks to conduct the
specialist survey to confirm. The PAC said that as RAAC was
now widely recognised as a problem, there was a greater risk
that experts who could help identify and manage RAAC may
be in short supply. NHS England, for example, has told the
PAC that there was a limited number of specialist engineers.
     The PAC recommended that the DfE should urgently
assess the risks of inaccuracies within the RAAC questionnaire
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returns and specialist surveys, so that it considered the risks in
its overall approach, decision-making and guidance. The
report also urged the DfE to expedite its programme of
specialist surveys where RAAC had been suspected, and in
due course publish the full set of results so that the extent of
the RAAC problem could be known.
     The PAC said that the DfE’s “risk appetite” regarding
the school estate, and how that aligned with its recent
approach on RAAC, was unclear. Since summer 2021, DfE had
recognised a significant safety risk across the school estate. In
spring 2023, it had continued to assess that its mitigations
would not bring the risk likelihood down to acceptable levels,
and considered that the most effective further mitigation
would be an expanded School Rebuilding Programme. In late
August 2023, DfE had taken what it considered to be a highly
risk-averse approach of advising all schools with confirmed
RAAC to avoid using spaces where RAAC was present,
regardless of any assessment of its structural condition. 
     The PAC pointed out that it was unclear whether the
DfE had taken the action because it had realised its RAAC
assessment and assurance process was insufficient, or
because it no longer wanted to accept any risks across the
school estate. The report noted that where schools had
responded to the questionnaire to say that they had RAAC,
but were still awaiting a specialist survey to confirm it, they
had not been advised to take any mitigating action. The
Department for Health and Social Care had established a £685
million fund to 2024–25 to mitigate RAAC, and it had
committed to remove RAAC from the NHS estate by 2035,
while the DfE had made no such financial or practical
commitments.
     The PAC recommended that the DfE should clarify its
“risk appetite” in terms of safety issues across the school
estate, and ensure that it fed through into consistent
decision-making, and that a nominated senior official was in
charge. The PAC stressed that, in line with the approach
already taken by DHSC, the DfE should make clear when and
how it planned to have eradicated RAAC from the school

Education Journal Review • Vol. 30 No. 1

Select committee reports



estate.
     The report said that schools were uncertain about the
support they could access to mitigate RAAC-related issues,
and how they would be reimbursed financially. The PAC said
that the temporary classrooms that DfE had been providing
would generally be for those schools that had been known to
be affected by RAAC, before the late August 2023 change of
risk approach. The PAC said that the DfE had not been able to
provide it with a figure on how many were being provided.
The report said that while the DfE had undertaken to pay for
the capital costs incurred by schools, its approach to revenue
funding, and paying for surveys carried out by schools, had
been less clear, particularly if a school had significant
reserves.
     The PAC noted that the DfE had still not set the
funding application process, but it had accepted the need for
some checking and controls. While each school had access to
a caseworker, anecdotal evidence had suggested that many
were struggling to understand DfE’s approach, and the PAC
stressed that it was concerned about a lack of fairness in
terms of access to temporary support and how that support
would be paid for.
     The PAC recommended that the DfE should re-
examine its process for funding temporary mitigation
measures, to ensure that it achieved the right balance
between accessibility and value for money, and
communicating that clearly and consistently to schools.
     The report pointed out that there was still a lack of
transparency for schools, parents and communities in terms
of where RAAC existed and how long it would take to be fixed.
It added that the DfE had been unable to provide answers to
important questions, such as how many specialist surveys to
confirm RAAC were outstanding and likely to be carried out,
or how many pupils had been affected by RAAC-related school
closures at the start of the 2023–24 school year. 
     While the DfE said it was aiming to release information
in a managed and routine way, as it did for other
management information, after an evidence session, the DfE
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had reported on 19 October, that RAAC had at that point been
confirmed in 214 educational settings, of which 202 had been
providing face-to-face education for all pupils. The report
added that, despite suggestions in early September that the
RAAC situation would be resolved in a matter of weeks, the
DfE was aware that some cases were too complicated to be
dealt with in that timeframe, and that some schools would
not even be identified as having RAAC until later.
     The PAC recommended that the DfE should write to
the Committee, alongside its Treasury Minute response, with
its latest assessment of the scale of the RAAC problem, its
overall plan to deal with it, and the likely associated costs.
     The report pointed out that the DfE had incomplete
knowledge of the prevalence of asbestos across the school
estate, and in May 2022, the DfE had agreed with the PAC’s
recommendation that it should urgently chase the 7% of
schools that had not responded to the asbestos management
survey it had launched in 2018. In July 2023, the DfE had
explained that the proportion of schools which had not been
seen had since fallen to just over 4%, although it still
represented almost 1,000 schools. 
     The PAC noted that work on DfE’s ongoing second
Condition Data Collection programme (CDC2) would not
specifically check for asbestos, but it would include a review
of schools’ asbestos management plans and compliance with
guidance requiring schools to have an onsite asbestos
register. The report pointed out that the unexpected presence
of asbestos had complicated ongoing work to address other
issues such as RAAC, and the two could be present in the
same building. Data from the Health and Safety Executive had
suggested, that since 2011, around 11 teachers or ex-teachers
had died from asbestos-related conditions each year.
     The PAC recommended that, as soon as possible, the
DfE should provide the PAC with evidence that it had a full
picture of asbestos across the school estate, having received
survey returns from all schools and ensuring that every
relevant school had an adequate asbestos management plan
in place.
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     The report stressed that unacceptable numbers of
pupils were learning in poorly maintained or potentially
unsafe buildings, the quality of school buildings had an impact
on pupils’ learning experience, and ultimately on attainment
levels and teacher retention. The PAC noted that an estimated
700,000 pupils attended the 1,200 schools that had been
considered for the School Rebuilding Programme, which
aimed to rebuild or refurbish buildings in the most need given
safety matters or their poor general condition (which could
include problems with, for example, roofs, windows or
heating systems). The DfE said it would select 500 schools to
be included in the programme. The DfE’s first Condition Data
Collection programme (CDC1), conducted between 2017 and
2019, had found that just over 2% of building components had
been in “poor” or “bad” condition, but it covered a large
number of schools.
     The PAC recommended that, within the next year, the
DfE should develop a package of support and good practice to
help those responsible for mitigating the negative impact on
pupils and teachers of schools that were in poor condition but
cannot yet be fixed.
     The report pointed out that the DfE had focused on
reactive measures addressing immediate building concerns
that often failed to take account of longer-term value for
money considerations. It added that the DfE had committed
to providing funding for all schools that faced critical and
immediate safety risks but were unable to carry out
appropriate remedial work themselves. 
     The PAC said that the DfE had been allocated school
rebuilding funding equating to £1.3 billion a year, to allow it
to rebuild 50 schools a year, rather than the 200 a year that it
had set out it in its Spending Review 2020 case. The report
pointed out that, a significant number of the schools chosen
for DfE’s latest capital programme, the School Rebuilding
Programme, had been selected in response to structural or
safety issues that responsible bodies had identified as serious
enough that buildings were at risk of closure or they posed a
risk to staff and pupils. 
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     The DfE had told the PAC that many of the 100 schools
still to be selected for the programme would be chosen
because they had serious issues with RAAC, and therefore,
many other schools would not get on to the School Rebuilding
Programme even though a longer-term value for money
assessment based on their poor condition would lead to the
conclusion that they should be rebuilt. 
     With regard to fire safety measures, the report
pointed out that the DfE’s cost-benefit calculations often had
led it to opt for expensive retrofitting rather than initial
inclusion in a new school design which was cheaper.
     The PAC recommended that, within the next year, DfE
should set out its strategy for encouraging responsible bodies
to carry out timely and effective repairs to better protect
longer-term value for money. It added that it should also
reconsider its value for money analysis on fitting fire safety
measures.
     The report pointed out that the School Rebuilding
Programme was behind its initial schedule for getting
contracts in place and schools built. The DfE had announced
the School Rebuilding Programme in June 2020, but by March
2023, it had delivered one project compared with a forecast
four, and 24 contracts had been awarded compared with a
forecasted 83. 
     The PAC said that price inflation and other market
conditions had made it difficult to find contractors, and the
DfE had conceded that it would not be able to catch up on
projects where it was already behind the planned timeframe,
although it was confident that it would stay on track for
upcoming projects. The report argued that as there had been
changes in the external environment, such as movements in
inflation rates, the situation may affect programmes and
create complexities, and the factors may mean that a
programme could no longer achieve its intended outcomes, or
it was too costly to do so.
     The PAC recommended that the DfE should provide
assurance that it had a good understanding of how current
and likely future challenges would affect the timetable and
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costs for the School Rebuilding Programme, including by
carrying out appropriate scenario-planning should likely and
significant risks materialise. The report noted that there had
been considerable variation across the school estate,
including regional disparity in the condition of school buildings
and differences in school types and governance models, which
influenced the type of support DfE needed to provide. 
     The map of school building condition had showed a
broad north-south divide, with higher need in the north.
However, a more granular assessment had also suggested
that schools in rural and coastal areas faced particular
difficulties. The report pointed out that the DfE did not
currently have a mechanism for directing capital funding
towards areas identified as meriting particular support to
tackle weak educational outcomes. The PAC said that, for
around one-third of the 1,000 schools with the highest level of
need, the responsible body had not made an application for
the School Rebuilding Programme. 
     The DfE had also found that a proportion of schools in
most need did not apply for, or were unaware of, the
maintenance and repair funding that was available to them.
Voluntary-aided schools (which were typically faith-based)
often had good relationships with their respective oversight
bodies, but administrative and funding arrangements were
inconsistent. The report added that, while some small local
authorities, which were responsible for only a few maintained
schools, may lack estate management capability, they were
currently excluded from DfE’s Capital Advisers Programme.
     The PAC recommended that the DfE should review its
guidance, support and financial allocations designed to help
reduce variation in the condition of school buildings and the
capability of those managing the estate, and make
improvements where necessary.
     The report stated that it was unclear whether
decisions concerned with addressing the condition of the
estate were coordinated with those relating to the need for
school places. Historically, there had been instances of school
closures just before another demographic wave of children

123Vol. 30 No. 1 • Education Journal Review

Select committee reports



124

that meant that more school places had to be created. The
PAC stressed that there was no requirement for responsible
bodies to work together to, for example, consider possible
closures or amalgamations of schools on borough boundaries
to ensure the most efficient option was chosen.
     Given the recognised autonomy of responsible bodies,
the report pointed out that the DfE’s regional directors did
not typically play a strong role in school closure decisions, but
they engaged with schools and other bodies to discuss such
issues. The report added that, from a departmental
perspective, when considering School Rebuilding Programme
applications, DfE checked the forecast pupil numbers to
ensure that the school merited a full rebuild, but ideally, DfE
would like more school places than there were children, to
support parental choice in the system. 
     The PAC suggested that in some places, sites no longer
needed for primary schools could be re-purposed to provide
more childcare and early years provision, or opportunities for
more special and alternative provision.
     The PAC recommended that the DfE should consider
how local authorities could best be supported, and introduce
the necessary measures, to ensure that the need for high
quality places across the estate was considered when
decisions were taken about reducing school places locally.
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Persistent absence and
support

Persistent Absence and Support for Disadvantaged Pupils:
Government response to the Committee’s Seventh Report,

House of Commons Education Select Committee, First Special
Report of Session 2023/24, HC 368. Published on Wednesday

6 December 2023.

The Government welcomed the Committee’s report into
persistent absence and support for disadvantaged
pupils. The Government noted that attending school

regularly is crucial. Children who are not attending school
regularly miss out on chances to learn, to socialise, and to
play an active part in their school community.

As the Committee heard, while most children attend
school regularly, the pandemic created unprecedented
disruption in attendance habits and led to higher rates of
persistent and severe absence for some children. The
Government noted that recent data show improvements –
the percentage of children persistently absent or not
attending school for COVID-related reasons fell to 22.3% in
2022–23, down from 27.5% a year earlier, which is equivalent
to around 380,000 fewer pupils persistently not in school. But
there remains a long way to go to achieve the goal of
achieving pre-pandemic attendance levels or better.

The Government agreed with the Committee that there
are few quick fixes - sustained improvement in school
attendance requires long term focus across the system. In the
decade before the pandemic, the Government commissioned
the Taylor Review, delivered a tougher definition of persistent
absence, drove sustained Ofsted attention, and updated and
improved the legal framework alongside wider school
reforms. Persistent absence fell from 16.3% in 2010 to 11% in
2014/15 and remained largely stable until 2018/19. To return
to these levels or better, the Government has a
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comprehensive attendance plan.
At the heart of the plan are clearer and more consistent

new expectations set out in guidance, which seek to promote
a ‘support first’ ethos and one in which attendance is
everybody’s business. Schools are expected to: publish an
attendance policy; appoint a senior attendance champion; use
data to identify at-risk pupils early; and work closely with
families to support absent pupils. Local authorities are
expected to establish an attendance support team and hold
termly meetings with every school to plan interventions for
children at risk of persistent or severe absence.
     The new expectations seek to ensure that all
schools and local authorities adopt the habits of the best: they
reflect the practices of schools and local authorities with
higher than average levels of disadvantage, but better than
average rates of attendance. They depend in turn on schools,
trusts, and local authorities to implement them.

To help support the sector achieve these expectations,
the Department has established a daily data pilot, with 87% of
state-funded schools now participating, helping to ensure that
they and local authorities have near real-time attendance
data. This allows them to identify need early, spot trends and
benchmark against the best to share best practice around the
country. The Department has also formed an Attendance
Action Alliance, comprised of national leaders from critical
sectors like education, health, social care and policing. It
works to take practical action to remove barriers to strong
attendance and mobilise workforces around the issue. The
Government has also launched attendance hubs to enable
schools with excellent attendance levels to share resources
and advice with other schools in similar circumstances but
with high absence. These have recently expanded to 14 in
number, which will support improvements across 800 schools,
and reach some 400,000 children.

Alongside these steps, the Department has employed
ten expert attendance advisers who are working with every
local authority in the country and a number of Multi-Academy
Trusts to put in place effective plans to deliver the new
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attendance expectations. And the Department has
established an attendance mentoring program which is being
piloted in five of the Department’s priority education areas –
Middlesbrough, Doncaster, Stoke on Trent, Knowsley and
Salford – offering intensive one-to-one support for around
1700 absent pupils and building the evidence base on what
works.

The attendance guidance sets the framework for
identifying children who need additional support but, as this
inquiry recognised, the individual reasons behind persistent
and severe absence often arise from wider challenges. The
attendance plan is therefore underpinned by wider education
recovery investment and reforms tackling the underlying
causes. This includes £5bn worth of direct investment in
education recovery, including £400m on teacher training
opportunities and up to £1.5bn on tutoring. In addition, the
Government is spending £2.9bn annually on the pupil
premium, on top of £1.3bn on recovery premium, Schools
must spend the pupil premium on evidence-informed
approaches, including attendance strategies and attendance.
Recent analysis by the Education Endowment Foundation
(EEF) of school strategy statements found that 75% of schools
in England identified poor attendance as a priority.

The Government has invested an extra £200m on the
Supporting Families programme increasing the budget to
£695m by 2024–25, to help an additional 300,000 families
facing multiple problems. Sustained good attendance is a key
outcome of the programme. The Holiday Activities and Food
(HAF) programme (over £200m a year) will particularly benefit
disadvantaged children, along with the £30 million invested in
the National School Breakfast Programme.

The NHS Long Term Plan commits to increased
investment in mental health services of at least £2.3 billion a
year by March 2024, and aims for an additional 345,000
children and young people to be able to have NHS-funded
mental health support by the same date. The Special
Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) and Alternative
Provision improvement plan will involve £2.6 billion of
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spending between now and 2025 – including additional
investment in special schools and specific measures
supporting attendance such as the inclusion of improved
attendance as an outcome in the performance framework for
Alternative Provision. The Government’s reforms of the
Children Social Care review are backed by £200m of additional
investment. Better early help will particularly benefit children
at risk of absence.

Education Journal Review • Vol. 30 No. 1

Select committee reports



129Vol. 30 No. 1 • Education Journal Review



Education Journal Review
Volume 30     Number 1l

Preface                                                   

Attractiveness of UK taught
Masters to international students
He Aian

Challenging systemic prejudices.
An investigation into bias against
women and girls in large language
models
OECD/Daniel van Niekerk et al

Teacher labour market in England
2024
NFER/Dawson McLean, Jack Worth
and Andrew Smith

PISA 2022. Measuring the world’s
education systems after COVID
Demitri Coryton

PISA 2022. A personal
commentary
John Bangs

Select Committee Reports

Childcare and the early years 
The House of Commons   
Education Committee.

The condition of school 
buildings  
The House of Commons   
Public Accounts Committee 

Persistent absence and support
The House of Commons   
Education Committee.

7

8

15

43

83

108

114

115

159

125


