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The Case for Change
1.

England’s schools can be better. Over the past 15 years, a number of major
studies have examined systematically how well students perform in literacy,
mathematics and science in different countries of the world at different ages.
These studies have begun to expose how well different education systems are
doing – and have cast the education debate in this country in a wholly new light.
In the latest round of tests of 15 year olds (PISA), England was 17th in reading,
24th in mathematics and 14th in science – ahead of countries like Spain, the USA
and Italy, but still well behind, for example, Finland, Hong Kong and Canada.

2.

At the top of the international league table in this round of tests was Finland.
Our internal analysis suggests that if pupils in England had done as well as
pupils in Finland, some 67% of young people would have achieved five A*-C
GCSEs including English and mathematics in 2009, as compared to the 49.8%
who actually did so in that year. Even in neighbouring countries, the international
evidence shows that there can be dramatic differences in standards and
expectations: for example, in Canada, 15 year olds are on average a full year
ahead of their counterparts in the United States 1. In this country, the debate has
focused too frequently on whether standards today match those of the past – but
the real question is how to make the improvement necessary to match the best
standards being achieved elsewhere, right now.

3.

At the same time, the gap between rich and poor in Finland was much
narrower than in England. England had one of the highest gaps between high
and low performing pupils and a strong relationship between social background
and performance. 13.9% of the variance in performance of pupils in England
could be explained by their social background, as compared to just 8.3% in
Finland and 8.2% in Canada. For a very long time in this country, the ‘long tail of
underachievement’ has been tolerated; sometimes it has been seen as an
inevitable consequence of a system which does a very good job for some. Too
often in England it has been thought that there is a choice between an excellent
system for the most able and one which serves the least able well; or else that in
order to narrow gaps and expand the number who succeed, it is necessary to
‘dumb down’ the standards expected. But the international evidence shows that
it is not so: in Finland, Canada, Japan and Korea, for example, not only are
average standards higher than those here, but so too achievement gaps are
narrower (see Figure 1).

4.

So the evidence is clear. It is possible to have an education system in which
many more young people achieve highly than in the past or the present. It is
possible to have an education system in which the gap between the
achievements of the richest and the poorest is narrower. And there is no tradeoff between the two: it is possible to achieve both at once.

5.

The evidence is clear on another point as well. Never has the quality of a
nation’s education system been more important than it is today. Of course, for
the individual, it has long been vital. Education draws out our gifts, strengths and
potential, makes life intrinsically more fulfilling, enables us to realise our goals
and gives us greater control of our lives. Those who are better educated earn
more and are less likely to be unemployed 2, are healthier and live longer 3.
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Figure 1

Source: Schleicher: Is the sky the limit to educational improvement? London, September 2010.
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6.

But now, shifts in technology and the global economy make the education of
every child and young person more important than ever. In the past, there was a
plentiful supply of unskilled and low skilled work in England. For many young
people, even without much education, it was possible to look forward to a secure
life in a stable community, with a stable job which even allowed some prospect of
progression, through traditional training routes.

7.

Today, the position is radically changed: many of the industries which once
required these forms of labour have declined sharply in this country; and even in
higher technology industries, much lower level work is now carried out overseas
(see Figure 2, which illustrates the similar trend in the US). Around 44% of those
in employment in the UK are in jobs that are most likely to require graduate level
qualifications, compared to 19% who are in jobs most likely to require no or low
level qualifications. 4 The number of manufacturing jobs has more than halved in
the past 30 years, from around 6,600,000 in 1978 to only 2,500,000 now, and the
nature of the jobs has changed towards skilled work while there has been strong
jobs growth in the professional, scientific and technical activities sector, from
768,000 jobs in 1978 to 2,352,000 now. 5

8.

This is the new economic reality: much more economic activity can be moved
from one part of the world to another now than was the case in the past; where
businesses are looking for low-skilled workers, they will tend to find them
wherever in the world they cost least; and in high productivity industries,
businesses will be prepared to move in search of the high level skills that they

Labour Force Survey, quarter 3 (July – September), 2010.
Office for National Statistics Labour Market Statistical Bulletin Historical Supplement
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need. A highly educated population is therefore vital to our national prosperity;
and the decline of low-skilled work means that for the cohesion of our society, we
cannot afford for anyone to be left out. As President Obama has said: ‘’the
countries that out-teach us today will out-compete us tomorrow.’’
Figure 2
How the demand for skills has changed
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9.

So, not only can our education system be better and more equitable, but also
our country needs it to become so. Across the globe, governments have
recognised the urgent need to improve their education systems. Those that are
performing at the highest levels now made significant reform a priority some time
ago. In Finland, major reform began in the 1960s, and has continued since the
1980s with ongoing increases in local decision-making powers, and plans for
further curriculum reform. And in many countries, including South Korea and
Singapore, education reform was a central plank of generating the economic
growth that has transformed their societies. In South Korea, upper secondary
and higher education were rapidly expanded in the 1970s and 1980s through a
centrally-led drive. In the 1990s, the next wave of reform emphasised
deregulation and diversity in order to meet pupils’ needs better, while now there
is further effort to increase schools’ operational autonomy and make more data
available to parents and students. In Singapore, reform focused first on securing
sufficient places and then focused on quality through a highly centrally-directed
process, including prescription of lesson content and teaching. By the mid1990s, the strength of the teaching profession had increased sharply, and the
challenge was to make an effective system even better at meeting the needs of
individual pupils. This led to a new approach of giving schools and teachers
greater professional autonomy in order to promote greater innovation. Effective
systems continue to reform in order to meet the challenges they face.

10.

Industrialised Western countries held the lead in education in the middle of the
20th century: the United States had the highest rate of university graduation in the

4

world. Those that have stood still have now found themselves surpassed by
countries which, having out-taught them, are now out-growing them
economically. Now, spurred by the evidence from international studies of having
lost their lead, these countries too are reforming fast. In the United States, the
President has set the ambition that by 2020, America should again have the
highest graduation rate in the world. To achieve this ambition, a major reform
programme seeks to establish higher and more consistent standards, stronger
data systems, better training, development and evaluation of teachers and more
effective intervention in poor performing schools. But the countries which lead
internationally at present are not standing still either: Finland, Singapore and
others are continuing to reform, and are discussing approaches to reform with
other high-performing jurisdictions.
Figure 3

International graduation rates 1995, 2000 and 2008
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11.

So our task is clear. We too must learn from those countries which outperform us at present. We must reform with urgency, even as they continue to
reform and improve. It is clearly important that as we learn from other countries,
we do so in a sophisticated way: understanding that the ways in which different
features of education systems interact with one another and with the broader
society are very important. Nonetheless, there is now a significant body of
knowledge from which to learn.

12.

The context for reform in England is challenging. We face a record level of
national debt, and the need to tackle it means that while school funding will grow
slightly in real terms, it cannot grow faster. Meanwhile, pupil numbers are
projected to rise from 2010 onwards, following a decade of decline. By 2014, we
expect pupil numbers to be around 8% higher than in 2010. 6 There are
demographic pressures in the workforce as well: some 59% of heads are 50 or
over, compared to 50% in 2000, with around one in four head teachers set to
retire in the next three years.

DfE pupil projections, 2010
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Good teachers are the most important feature
of a successful education system
13.

Providing good teaching is the most important thing a school can do for its
pupils: pupil progress depends more on the quality of teaching than on anything
else.

14.

In US research 7, an eight year-old consistently given a teacher in the top
quintile of performance was found to perform 50 percentile points better three
years later than a similarly performing eight year-old consistently given a teacher
in the bottom quintile of performance. Internal Department for Education analysis
suggests that this translates into a difference of between 6.7 and 7.9 National
Curriculum points at key stage two – which is more than two years’ progress.
Figure 4
The effect of teacher quality

*Among the top 20% of teachers **Among the bottom 20% of teachers
Analysis of test data from Tennessee showed that teacher quality affected student performance more
than any other variable; on average, two students with average performance (50th percentile) would
diverge by more than 50 percentile points over a three year period depending on the teacher they were
assigned
Source: Sanders & Rivers, Cumulative and Residual Effects on Future Student Academic Achievement,
McKinsey

15.

Analysis of data in England 8 shows much the same: good teachers make a
substantial difference to overall attainment and progress, and this can be shown
to be likely to have an impact on GCSE grades. Likewise, the DfES VITAE
study 9 shows that in relation to pupil progress, the influence of the teacher was
more important than pupils’ background characteristics.

16.

So, the evidence is clear that improving average teacher quality has
considerable potential for improving educational standards. The key question is
therefore what should be done to improve teacher quality. The evidence
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suggests that at the national level, three strategies are effective: recruiting more
of the most effective people; improving their initial training and induction; and
improving the systems for their professional development.

Improving the recruitment and selection of teachers is a key step
towards improving teacher effectiveness
17.

In the highest performing systems internationally, including Finland,
Singapore, Hong Kong and South Korea, teachers are consistently drawn from
the top third of graduates 10: in South Korea from the top 5%, in Finland from the
top 10%. In Finland, more than a quarter of young people cite teaching as their
top career choice 11 and there is significant oversubscription of teacher training
courses. Selection for teacher education is rigorous at both the national and the
university-specific level in ensuring that teachers have the academic background,
experience and skills to be successful.

18.

In this country, the proportion of entrants to initial training with a 2:1 degree or
better has grown and has grown more sharply than in the overall graduate
population. As a result, the average degree class of entrants to teacher training
is better than the average for the graduate population, having been somewhat
below average 10 years ago 12. Nonetheless 6% of trainee teachers had degrees
below a 2:2 and England’s ability to draw from the upper reaches of its graduate
population remains significantly less than is seen in the highest performing
systems: in England only 2% of first class honours graduates from Russell Group
universities went on to train to teach on graduating.

19.

Research in this country strongly suggests that subject knowledge as well as
overall attainment is a key determinant of success, especially in the sciences and
mathematics. In secondary schools 13, teachers’ expertise in physics (as
measured by qualification) is the most powerful predictor of pupil ability in GCSE
and A level physics after pupils’ overall achievement. Similarly, in mathematics,
pupils taught by teachers with a Masters in the subject do better 14; and overall,
teachers’ preparation in their subject matter is positively associated with pupil
performance 15.

20.

In this country, there has consistently been a shortage of teachers with
degrees, especially good degrees, in the sciences and mathematics (which is
likely here to be very closely correlated with subject knowledge). Some 16% of
secondary mathematics lessons are not taught by a specialist; while only 21% of
secondary science teachers have a chemistry degree, and only 19% a physics
degree. It is clear, therefore, that there is scope for considerable improvement in
the system by improving the proportion of teachers who have good subject
degrees, especially in subject disciplines where there is a shortage.

21.

There are also clear characteristics which can be identified before entry to
teaching which are necessary for someone to make a good teacher. These are:

•

A high overall level of literacy and numeracy;

•

Strong interpersonal and communication skills;

•

A willingness to learn; and
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The motivation to teach. 16

•

Figure 5
First year postgraduate trainees on mainstream initial teacher training courses by
classification of their first degree
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22.

The most successful systems in the world have been effective in ensuring that
entrants to teaching have had these common characteristics and the right level of
subject knowledge as well as being drawn from the top tier of graduates. They
tend to use these criteria to be selective about who may start teacher training
rather than leaving selection until after teachers have graduated. 17 The same
lessons have been applied to charitable endeavours which focus on improving
teaching – including Teach for America and, in this country, Teach First. Teach
First draws exclusively from the highest achieving part of the graduate
population, and selects on the basis not only of academic achievement in the
main subject, but also literacy and numeracy and inter-personal skills. National
evaluation of Teach for America has shown that participants are more effective
than other teachers. And recent evaluation of Teach First 18 shows that schools
in challenging circumstances which employ Teach First teachers have seen a
statistically significant improvement in their results. While the majority of
teachers rate the status of teaching as medium (47%) or low (43%) 19, Teach First
is now consistently rated one of the top graduate recruiters 20.

23.

It is clear from this evidence that there is scope to improve schools in England

16

Allington and Johnson, 2000
Barber and Mourshed, 2007
18
Muijs et al, 2010
19
GTCE, 2005
20
E.g. voted 7th in Times Top 100 Graduate Employers
17

8

through systematically improving recruitment and selection of teachers. The
English system can be improved through drawing more new recruits from the top
echelon of graduates, including in particular improving recruitment of good
graduates with degrees in shortage subjects and improving selection to ensure
that it assesses the broad range of characteristics that are known to be required
of teachers.

Better training and induction of new teachers will have an impact on
teacher quality
24.

21
22

High performing systems use four main approaches to help teachers to teach
effectively:

•

Building practical skills during initial training;

•

Placing coaches in schools to support teachers;

•

Selecting and developing effective instructional leaders; and

•

Enabling teachers to learn from one another. 21

25.

Teachers are found to develop the majority of their skills during their first
years of training and practice. In England, however, teachers are not always
confident on leaving initial training about some very important areas of
professional practice. For example, only half of newly qualified primary teachers
rated their training as good or very good in preparing them to teach reading,
including phonics and comprehension. Newly qualified teachers trained on
employment-based routes were significantly more positive (63% good or very
good) compared to those who were postgraduate trained (53%) and those who
were undergraduate trained (48%). Likewise, only two thirds of newly qualified
primary teachers said that they were well or very well trained to establish and
maintain a good standard of behaviour in the classroom – compared to 80% of
those on the employment-based route.

26.

It is crucial that during the period of training and induction, teachers are given
plenty of opportunity to practise skills, that they are exposed to outstanding skills
and receive plenty of feedback and coaching. In Finland this is achieved in part
through the organisation of teacher training schools, which are fully operational,
highly effective schools which are part of the faculty of education of universities.

27.

In this country, there is evidence that university-based trainees see their
training as too theoretical: 46% of BEd students thought this, as did 33% of
primary and 19% of secondary PGCE students – compared to 12% of primary
Gradute Teacher Programme (GTP) students and 10% of secondary GTP
students 22.

28.

The approach taken by Teach First applies many of the lessons of high
performing systems. To begin with, trainees attend a summer school for 6
weeks, in which they are taught many of the fundamentals of teaching. Trainees
then spend the next school year as paid employees in school, teaching,
observing other teachers, being observed, coached and mentored. They
continue to be involved in events with their Teach First cohort, including training
events and opportunities for wider leadership development. Evaluation of Teach
First shows that it has not only been effective in attracting into teaching people
who would not otherwise have applied, but also that half of trainees were
‘outstanding’ and some were ‘amongst the most exceptional trainees produced

Barber and Mourshed, 2007
Hobson et al, 2009
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by any teacher training route’ 23
29.

In countries where teaching already enjoys very high status, it is viable to fill
teacher vacancies entirely through long university courses. In other countries,
this is much less true, and in a number of countries, it has proved important to
open up other routes to teaching. There are examples of this in Boston and
Chicago in the US, for example, as well as England, where employment-based
routes, including the GTP, provide around 20% of new teachers. Most systems
have also found that the quality of applicants on these programs is higher than
otherwise. 24

30.

The evidence therefore strongly suggests that there is scope for improvement
in the training of teachers. A sharper focus on the essentials of teaching,
together with a shift in the balance of training routes, is likely to lead to improved
performance.

A strong culture of professional development will raise standards
31.

There is strong evidence from studies in the UK that a culture of classroom
observation is an essential part of creating effective and useful Continuing
Professional Development (CPD) 25. International evidence confirms that
appraisal and feedback have a strong positive impact on teachers, and that an
effective school system should have an approach to appraisal and feedback
which provides incentives to teachers, rewards good performance and provides
development opportunities where needed 26. The best performing systems in the
world are characterised by high levels of lesson observation and ongoing, regular
performance management. 27 For example, South Korea encourages teachers to
open up their classrooms fully once or twice a month as a matter of routine so
that any other teacher can come to observe their lessons.

32.

A systematic review of research on professional development found that there
are some key features of professional development which are linked to better
achievement by children:

•

Observation of teaching;

•

Feedback to teachers;

•

The use of external expertise linked to school-based activities;

•

Scope for teachers to identify their own CPD focus;

•

An emphasis on peer support;

•

Processes to encourage, extend and structure professional dialogue; and

•

Processes for sustaining CPD over time to enable teachers to embed practice in
their classrooms 28.

33.

There is also convincing evidence that collaborative professional development
is more strongly associated with improvements in teaching and learning.
Evidence from inspections has found that better sharing of good practice in
teaching and learning within and between schools led to improvement 29.
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Collaborative CPD appears more likely to produce changes in teacher practice,
attitudes or beliefs and in pupil outcomes 30. Sustained, embedded CPD is
positively correlated with changes in teaching practice. 31
34.

Collaborative professional development is a feature of all high-performing
systems. In Hong Kong, a School Support Network has been set up to help
schools to implement system reform, and at least 50 of the expected 150 hours
of professional development a teacher undertakes over three years is expected
to be through collaborative work. Ontario made the approach of bringing
professionals together to share practice and exchange ideas central to its
improvement approach. Singapore, from the introduction of the ‘Thinking
Schools, Learning Nation’ approach in 1997, developed school clusters to create
a way for professionals to share practice across schools. More recently, it has
strengthened ‘Professional Learning Communities’ which share and review
practice collaboratively.

35.

Similarly, the most effective chains of Charter Schools in the US adopt a
collaborative approach to development. For example, the Aspire schools make
joint lesson planning and professional development central to their approach.
There is observation of lessons and joint professional work on planning lessons
as a systematic part of the week. Evaluation is rigorous, using performance
data. This has led to great consistency of practice between teachers and
schools, created through sharing of practice. In the UK, Academy chains and
other clusters of schools are also introducing shared professional development
across chains of schools.

36.

In China, teachers routinely form part of ‘teaching research groups’ throughout
their careers. These typically meet formally for an hour a week, to share practice
and ideas and to study teaching materials, collaboratively planning lessons and
then reflecting on them. Comparative studies of primary mathematics teaching
illustrate that through this approach, teachers with lower levels of education than
in the US have nonetheless acquired a deeper conceptual understanding for the
purposes of teaching 32.

37.

In the highest performing and fastest improving systems, it is routine for the
most effective teachers to be given wider roles in supporting other teachers. This
is seen, for example, in South Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong and Finland.

38.

In England, there remains resistance in some places to open observation of
lessons. There is a misconception in some quarters that direct observation of
teaching should be limited to three hours per year. This can limit the ability of
schools to adopt the approaches to professional development which are most
effective: direct observation, feedback and reflection and review. In too many
schools, CPD is still understood as focused on leaving the classroom to attend
courses and passive in character 33, rather than the fundamentally classroom and
practice-based approach which is known to be the most effective. There have
been developments of leading schools and leading teachers, but these remain
relatively unorganised and are not fully embedded in the system. Implementing
change to increase lesson observation, strengthen collaborative CPD and the
role of leading teachers would therefore be likely to lead to improvement in
England’s schools.

30
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Effective leaders are key determinants of
success
39.

Evidence in this country and abroad strongly suggests that leadership is
second only to classroom teaching as an influence on pupil learning 34 and that
schools are rarely more effective overall than their leaders. For example, Ofsted
evidence suggests that 93 out of 100 schools with good leadership also have
good standards of achievement, while only 1 out of 100 schools without good
leadership will have good standards of achievement. 35

40.

Inspection evidence highlights that the best leaders have an ability to
communicate high aspirations and set clear and ambitious expectations for pupils
and staff. Good leaders tend to have in common a certain limited number of
characteristics, including willingness to learn, persistence in having high
expectations, resilience and optimism 36. Many of these characteristics can be
acquired over time, but some people are more able to acquire them to a higher
level 37 and so both training and selection are both important issues.

41.

Effective leaders have a strategic approach to improvement and take practical
and rigorous action to address weaknesses 38. Leadership appears particularly
important where a school faces significant challenges. In its publication ‘12
outstanding secondary schools excelling against the odds,’ Ofsted notes that
‘other schools can adopt the strategies of the successful schools, but they will
only succeed if they are born of a deep sense of purpose and commitment,
courage and ambition, stemming from the leadership of the school’ and that ‘the
quality of leadership is paramount and no problem is insurmountable’. The
OECD say that the evidence is that effective systems need principals who are
trained, empowered, accountable and provide instructional leadership.

42.

Crucial to strengthening leadership is to provide the right opportunities for
leadership development and the right programmes to develop future leaders.
Equally, new models of school leadership are developing which will provide
opportunities for the best head teachers to extend their reach and have a wider
impact.

Preparing and selecting leaders well makes a significant difference
43.

England is relatively unusual in having a formal qualification requirement for
headship. Among the highest performing systems, Ontario has a similar
requirement, and although Singapore does not formally require a qualification, in
practice heads are expected to have completed the NIE’s leadership programme.
Alberta highly recommends that principals should have completed a Masters
degree in education or educational leadership.

44.

In the most effective systems, whether there are qualifications or not, heads
complete significant amounts of organised training for school leadership. For
example, two thirds of Singapore principals say that they have had more than
400 hours of preparation for their role 39. In most high-performing systems, the
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vast majority of principals complete either a pre-appointment programme or an
extended induction programme 40.
45.

Evaluation of the National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) has
been mixed. Many heads have been accepting of the need for a qualification,
but concerned that to begin with NPQH was too paper based 41. Subsequent
evaluation has suggested that the level of time commitment away from school on
courses was too heavy, and that more mentoring and a more systematic
approach to placements would be beneficial 42.

46.

A focused reform of training and selection of heads has the potential to
improve standards in England. This would involve focusing NPQH more on the
key skills of leading schools, together with more practical experiences and
structured learning from other schools. There is also scope to improve selection
of candidates for NPQH or headship in order to ensure that the right candidates
are more systematically identified.

There is scope to spread the impact of the best leaders more widely
47.

Schools in England are increasingly introducing new models of school
leadership. By some international standards, schools in England are relatively
small: averaging around 400 students, as compared, for example, to 1500 in
Singapore. This means that a greater proportion of the workforce goes on to
headship in this country than in others: 1 in 18 teachers becomes a head in
England (rising to 1 in 6 in primary schools). This compares to 1 teacher in 54 in
Singapore 43.

48.

There is great interest in this country in the potential for the best school
leaders to extend their impact over more than one institution. In the United
States, many of the best Charter Schools are part of chains (such as KIPP or
Aspire) which have developed strong, common approaches to effective
education and raising standards. In this country, there are now several Academy
chains (such as Ark, Harris and ULT) many of which are showing particularly
strong evidence of significant improvement in results – in some cases at twice
the national rate 44.

49.

At the same time, a number of head teachers of very effective schools have
taken responsibility for leading more than one school. Some of these heads are
now leading chains of schools or Academies (for example, those based on
Outwood Grange and Kemnal Park and the Cabot Learning Federation). These
too are proving particularly effective in raising standards.

50.

The model of National Leaders of Education (NLEs), where outstanding heads
of outstanding schools provide support to other heads and schools, has also
proved highly effective in extending the impact of the best school leaders.
Primary schools supported by NLEs during 2007/08 made improvements in the
proportion of pupils gaining Level 4 in English and mathematics at key stage two,
averaging ten percentage points, while schools nationally saw no increase over
the same period. Secondary schools supported by NLEs during 2007-08 saw an
improvement in GCSE pass rates over the two years (as measured by the
percentage of pupils gaining five GCSEs at grades A*-C including English and

40
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mathematics), double the national average 45.
51.

45

Evidence from this country and overseas therefore strongly suggests that
there is scope to expand models which extend the reach of effective leaders.
This includes both chains of schools (including those which bring new providers
from outside the system and those which grow from excellent schools within the
system) and school to school support models such as NLEs.

Hill and Matthews, 2010
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The most effective systems set high standards
52.

In every high performing jurisdiction, there are mechanisms for setting high
expectations of pupils and creating a coherent curriculum. There are different
approaches to this in different parts of the world. In England, the National
Curriculum has been an important part of setting standards and expectations. It
has changed and evolved over time, varying in levels of prescription and in
content. Levels of prescription from age 14 onwards have tended to reduce over
time, though subjects and content have also been added for some age groups,
and there has been a tendency to increase advice about organisation and
teaching of the curriculum. At present, there are over 250 pages of guidance
about the National Curriculum.

Effective systems set high expectations and create curriculum
coherence
53.

Analysis suggests that an important feature of high performing systems is that
they achieve ‘curriculum coherence’ 46. A system achieves coherence in this
sense when its national curriculum content, textbooks, teaching content,
pedagogy, assessment and drivers and incentives are all aligned and reinforce
one another. Concepts in subjects such as mathematics are consequently
arranged in an appropriate, age-related hierarchy 47.

54.

This analysis strongly suggests that a national curriculum cannot alone carry
the weight of achieving curriculum coherence. Other factors which are relevant
may include, for example: inspection, pedagogy, assessment and qualifications,
funding, governance, accountability arrangements and so on. Coherence does
not require centralised control by Government agencies, nor that there is topdown control, but it does mean that there needs to be some measure of control
within the system. This can be achieved in different ways in different systems.

55.

The nature of the content of the curriculum is also a significant factor in
determining the success of a system. All high-performing systems emphasise
the fundamentals of subjects and give them substantial time allocation 48. In
Massachusetts, the 1993 Education Reform Act established knowledge-based
standards for all grades and a rigorous testing system. Subsequently, there have
been significant improvements in scores on the US-wide National Assessment
for Educational Progress (NAEP) measure, to record-breaking levels 49.
Introducing knowledge-based curricula has been effective in improving pupil
engagement, literacy and formal discourse in speech and in writing 50; and in
raising achievement in areas of particular deprivation 51.

56.

In a number of countries, including France and Germany, lower performance
in international studies has led to a sharper focus on the basics in the curriculum.
In some aspects of primary science and mathematics (though not in data
handling), England’s primary curriculum is narrower and less demanding than in
high-performing countries 52.

57.

There is compelling evidence from a number of systematic reviews of
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research on the teaching of reading. This work has agreed that systematic
phonics instruction is more effective that the alternatives in teaching children to
read 53. It is widely agreed that systematic synthetic phonics should be taught
within a broad literacy curriculum.
58.

Highly effective education systems have also been increasingly examining the
likely needs of the future, and adopting a systematic approach to curriculum
reform. This approach has included thorough examination of evidence about the
needs of young people, benchmarking against other curricula internationally and
care to avoid too frequent changes to the curriculum, instead establishing a cycle
in which the curriculum may be thoroughly reviewed perhaps once a decade.

59.

Against this evidence, there are clearly deficiencies in the curriculum in
England. There is some evidence that the design of the curriculum does not
promote coherence. One concern is a lack of focus on key elements of
knowledge and a lack of clear description of content, leading to overly generic
statements which do not sufficiently guide the sequence of teaching. Another is
that there is confusion between content on the one hand and context and
teaching method on the other. As a result, curriculum guidance inappropriately
specifies how content should be taught, with the result that teachers are overly
constrained in their practice. A third is that the alignment between curriculum
and assessment does not promote coherence. There is also concern that the
primary National Curriculum in mathematics and science is not as demanding as
in some other jurisdictions, and that teaching of early reading does not always
recognise the research evidence on systematic synthetic phonics.

60.

The evidence therefore suggests that reform of the National Curriculum would
be beneficial in raising standards. This should take full account of the
international evidence about effective practice. Again in line with international
best practice, there should then be substantial stability in the curriculum, to avoid
the risks of overly frequent reform.

School systems can raise standards through detailed prescription,
but this approach is self-limiting

53

61.

In a number of systems, the approach to achieving curriculum coherence was
initially based on a highly prescriptive approach. This was true in Singapore, for
example, where in 1980 the Curriculum Development Institute of Singapore
(CDIS) was established. This oversaw not only the curriculum, but also
textbooks, teaching materials and lesson plans which were deployed by
teachers. The CDIS made sure that every class of a particular age had the same
resources, and also trained teachers in their use. This highly centralised
approach to the curriculum was an important part of achieving progress up to the
mid-1990s.

62.

This approach altered from 1996 onwards, with the closure of the CDIS and
the development of a new strategy: ‘Thinking Schools, Learning Nation’. This
freed teachers and principals substantially. It was seen as a necessary change if
the ambition was to move beyond standards being achieved in the mid-1990s, to
a system in which more pupils could achieve substantially more highly. It can be
argued that with curriculum coherence firmly embedded in the culture of the
system and the professionalism of teachers, and with an increasingly strong
teaching force, the need for centralism was past, and could only limit the ability of
teachers to extend all children (and perhaps ultimately limit the attractiveness of

Ehri et al, 2000; Torgerson and Brooks, 2005; Torgerson, Hall and Brooks, 2006.

16

teaching as a profession).
63.

Similar lessons can be drawn from the example of Finland, where there has
been a national curriculum since 1881 54. The process of reform from the 1960s
onwards was tightly controlled from the centre of government, including tight
control of textbooks and teaching materials. Again, there was relaxation once
there was curriculum coherence in place, with a strong and professional
workforce to maintain this coherence.

64.

In each of these cases (and in a number of other cases of reforming systems),
the top-down approach was seen as necessary initially. Ultimately, however, it
was seen to be limiting to the further development of the system. There is also a
significant international trend towards greater curriculum autonomy in schools 55.
Significant levels of curriculum autonomy have existed for at least a decade in a
number of other currently high-performing jurisdictions as well, including New
Zealand and the Netherlands, suggesting that current performance levels in
these countries have been achieved while this has been the reality.

Highly effective systems do not prescribe how to teach
65.

In the very early stages of developing and reforming a school system, it is
common for states to adopt quite prescriptive strategies for improving teaching
as well as for implementing the curriculum. This tends to be effective where
teachers are relatively unskilled and not highly qualified, and can include detailed
prescription of teaching method, materials and pedagogy as well as of curriculum
content. These approaches can be seen today in a number of nations seeking to
create improvement from a relatively low base, as well as in the past in a number
of countries which today are very highly-performing.

66.

However, high-performing systems do not tend to be prescriptive about
teaching method in general. They rely instead on their workforce strategies to
ensure that they have people with the right knowledge and skills, well trained and
working with other skilled professionals collaboratively. Prescription about
teaching method appears to be an effective approach to securing basic minimum
standards, but ineffective as a strategy to encourage excellence.

67.

This is likely to reflect the fact that in a workforce with low skills, despite the
fact that the teachers will have more knowledge of their students than a central
agency, it is possible to prescribe methods which on average improve
performance. By contrast, highly skilled teachers will be able use their
knowledge of their students to develop a refined approach which outperforms
any central model. In addition, it is likely that teaching will tend to be a more
attractive career to the most able if there is greater scope for them to exercise
professional judgement.

Setting high expectations in assessment can raise standards
68.

54
55

Internationally, the existence of external assessment improves achievement
overall. Setting high expectations through assessment is strongly associated
with higher achievement. Analysis of the standards set by US states for
‘proficient’ performance after the introduction of the No Child Left Behind Act
found significant variation in level of challenge set, mapped against NAEP
scores. Students in states setting high expectations make around 10% more

Nurmi V 1990; Kantola J, Nikkanen P, Kari J & Kananoja T 1999, quoted in Oates 2010
INCA, 1999; 2003
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progress than students in states with low expectations 56.
69.

In this country, there is significant debate about qualifications’ standards. The
evidence shows that economic returns to general qualifications (GCSEs and A
levels) are greater than to other types of qualification. In 2009, 77% of teachers
had confidence in the A level system 57. In a different survey of teachers,
however, the most commonly stated reasons for increases in the number of A
grades were pupils knowing more about what would be in exams (43%) and resits (20%) 58. A recent study found that 25-65% of those pupils who re-sat a
module improved their grade, depending on the unit and the subject, but that the
fact that the option of a re-sit was available may have lessened a pupil’s resolve
to do their best at the first attempt 59. In 2008, between two thirds and three
quarters of students re-sat at least one unit 60.

Apprenticeships and vocational education can make a significant
contribution
70.

Systems with high levels of post-compulsory participation tend to have strong
vocational and occupationally-specific routes. In some countries, including for
example Singapore, vocational education at school leads on to high participation
in vocational higher education. There is evidence that careful design of a system
of vocational education can make a significant difference to participation: socalled ‘mixed’ systems where academic education has high prestige and there is
no dominant vocational education/training route (as against ‘dual’ or ‘state’
systems) tend to have lower participation rates overall than other systems 61.

71.

The OECD has suggested that vocational education and training should
provide young people with generic, transferable skills to support occupational
mobility and lifelong learning; should engage employers and unions in curriculum
development and ensure that skills taught reflect the needs of the modern
workplace; should include a mix of programmes to reflect pupil and employer
needs; and that the costs should be shared beyond secondary level between
government, employers and pupils, according to the benefits 62.

72.

In England, there has been growing acceptance of vocationally related
qualifications for entry to higher education (HE). The proportion of new entrants
to HE with vocational qualifications has grown sharply over the last decade 63.
Analysis of qualification returns in England shows that of vocational
qualifications, Apprenticeships have particularly good returns: those with an
Advanced Apprenticeship, for example, earn on average some 18% more than
those qualified to Level 2 64. There is scope to apply lessons both from
Apprenticeships and from other systems internationally to vocational education
and training more broadly.

Increasing post-16 participation can yield significant benefits
73.

In the most recent analysis of participation rates globally, the UK ranked 27th
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out of 30 countries 65 in relation to participation in education at age 17. However,
participation is now starting to rise. There is strong evidence that continuing to
participate in education post-16 has significant benefits to the individual – there
are significant economic returns to qualifications at both Level 2 and Level 3 66.
By contrast, there are very significant costs to the individual, the economy and
society if young people spend a considerable period of time not in education,
employment or training (NEET). Overall, estimates of the costs and benefits of
full participation of all young people to age 18 (over and above 90% participation
at 17) suggested that benefits would be of the order of £2.4 billion for each cohort
of young people, discounted over their lifetimes (in 2016-17 prices), at a cost of
around £774 million 67.
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The most effective systems combine high levels
of school autonomy with effective
accountability
74.

There is strong evidence that the most effective systems in the world seek to
combine significant operational independence for schools with effective
accountability. OECD analysis of PISA data considered system factors affecting
student performance. This found that school autonomy in selecting teachers for
hire and standards-based external examinations were the two system factors
which made the most significant positive difference to student achievement in
PISA (see Figure 6). The combination of the two factors – autonomy and
accountability – had an even greater positive impact on PISA scores (63 points
on the PISA scale). A system in which schools are free to decide how things
should be done and are then accountable for the results appears to be the most
effective in raising achievement 68.

75.

Internal analysis of this to translate PISA scale points into impact on GCSE
results suggests that an improvement of 63 PISA points translates into an
improvement of 57 GCSE points per pupil. This is equivalent to the difference
between, for example, every pupil getting eight C grade GCSEs and every pupil
getting seven Bs and one A 69.
Figure 6
School autonomy, standards-based examinations and science
performance
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Across the world, greater school-level autonomy has been a key part
of improving performance in more effective systems
76.
68
69

There is strong evidence that children and young people do better when
schools manage their own budgets and select their own teachers and, based on

OECD, 2010b
DfE, 2010
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analysis of PISA results from 2000, schools’ freedom to choose their own
textbooks is also strongly related to higher pupil performance 70. Overall crosscountry analysis shows that school autonomy has a beneficial impact 71.
77.

In some of the highest performing systems, there has been very significant
school autonomy for an extended period. This is true in Finland, where high
levels of autonomy were promoted from the late 1980s and strongly so through
the 1990s, alongside a shift towards decentralised education management 72.
Finnish schools became increasingly accountable for learning outcomes, and
were given freedom to establish optimal teaching methods and learning
environments, taking leadership responsibility for educational development and
school improvement. This flexibility enabled schools to learn from one another
and make best practice universal, encouraging teachers and schools to expand
their repertoire of teaching methods and individualising teaching to meet pupil
needs 73.

78.

There is similarly clear evidence that greater autonomy is beneficial within
wider systems. For example, the more autonomous Charter Schools tend to
perform better than public schools in the US 74. Likewise, in Sweden, Free
Schools have higher achievement than other schools, having higher average
points scores than state schools in most subjects, a higher proportion of pupils
eligible to progress on to upper secondary education and having more pupils
progress to higher education 75. Free School growth has a positive impact on
municipality academic performance 76.

79.

Likewise, in this country, Academies have made great improvements in
performance at GCSE level. In the 63 Academies open long enough to have
results in both 2008 and 2009, there was a 5 percentage point improvement in
the proportion of pupils achieving 5 good GCSEs including English and
mathematics – twice the increase seen nationally. Similarly, over a longer
period, comparing Academy results in 2009 to those in predecessor schools in
2001, there was much faster improvement in Academies than in other schools
(16.4 percentage points compared to 11.9 percentage points). Analysis also
shows Academies outperforming a comparison group of similar schools, with
similar characteristics and levels of attainment 77. The National Audit Office finds
a ‘clear lift’ in performance after schools convert to Academy status 78.

80.

There is also evidence that greater school autonomy benefits deprived pupils
in particular. In the US, Charter Schools appear to close the attainment gap
between advantaged and less advantaged pupils 79 and pupils have a higher
probability of graduating and enrolling in college 80. Similarly, in England, City
Technology Colleges (CTCs), the forerunner of Academies, have shown a
particularly positive impact on the achievement of deprived children. In the 15
CTCs and former CTCs, the proportion of pupils eligible for free school meals
who achieved five or more A*-C grade GCSEs including English and
mathematics was just over twice as high as for all maintained mainstream
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schools. This success is being repeated in Academies: the attainment of pupils
eligible forfree school meals has risen faster than the national average and faster
than in schools in other major interventions.
81.

There is therefore a strong body of evidence in this country and internationally
favouring greater autonomy for schools. Autonomy would appear to have
particular benefits for disadvantaged pupils.

Schools, heads and teachers are highly accountable in the most
effective systems
82.

Research examining accountability and children’s outcomes in highperforming systems has found that attainment is used as an outcome indicator in
virtually all. Literacy and competence in the national language was important in
virtually all systems. And virtually all systems used outcome data to monitor
national standards, and the large majority to monitor schools 81.

83.

OECD evidence strongly suggests that the use of external assessment data is
important for accuracy and effectiveness of accountability mechanisms. External
assessment proves to be a more reliable indicator of future progress and
success than teacher assessment 82. And there is evidence that teacher
assessment tends systematically to understate the achievement and progress of
poorer children and those from minority groups 83.

84.

Different jurisdictions take different approaches to accountability. Targets
have tended to be shared widely with stakeholders and the broader public in a
number of English speaking systems (including England, the USA and Canada).
They have been less used in Asian and Eastern European countries, where
performance data has largely been discussed within the profession. To some
extent, these differences reflect differences of culture and expectation. What is
clearly the case is that in high-performing systems, there is an effective
mechanism for identifying and improving performance where schools are not
doing well. And increasingly, there are effective systems in schools in highperforming countries for identifying children who are not performing well and
intervening to support them effectively. These systems draw heavily on data.

85.

In England, performance tables set out how well children do, school by
school. In recent research, 71% of parents (and 59% of other respondents) said
it was very important to them that parents and the public should know how well
each school performs. And 87% of parents (and 82% of other respondents)
agreed that the performance of each school in tests and exams should be
published and publicly available 84.

86.

There is evidence that if good performance information can be made available
to parents of disadvantaged pupils at the time that they make a school choice,
this can make a significant difference 85. Recent research 86 has considered
whether the use of performance tables data is useful in predicting how well
children will do. To the researchers’ surprise, they find that the tables are indeed
a good predictor of how well a child will do in future, and that ‘parents should use
performance information to choose schools’. They find that raw attainment is a
much better predictor than a Contextualised Value Added score.
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87.

However, there is also concern about ‘gaming’ behaviour on the part of
schools. At secondary level, this includes concern that schools have increasingly
entered students for qualifications which count heavily for the performance tables
but are less suitable for the individuals (the number of vocationally-related
qualifications taken in schools has grown from 15,000 in 2004 to 575,000 in
2010 87); and that schools have focused on pupils who are ‘borderline’ on the five
A*-C measure at the expense of others 88. There is scope to tackle some of
these concerns through adjustments to the accountability system and to
performance measures. Likewise, in primary schools, there is substantial
concern about narrowing of the curriculum and over-rehearsal of tests 89, and a
desire to find approaches to accountability and the measurement of performance
which reduce this problem.

88.

In relation to inspection, there is evidence that positive changes in
performance follow inspection 90. There is also evidence that how schools
respond to inspection is related to the quality of inspection, the quality of
leadership of the institution and the implications of the inspection for the funding,
esteem or staff of the institution 91. Heads and others believe strongly that
inspections should be targeted more sharply on satisfactory or inadequate
schools, and that inspection recommendations should focus sharply on the
actions a school should take to become good or better 92.
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School funding is a crucial enabler of fairness
89.

International evidence shows a positive relationship between the amount that
is spent on education and the results achieved. The graph below illustrates this.
However, it is also clear that at any given level of expenditure, there is a wide
disparity between the most and least effective system as measured by PISA. For
example, Norway spends substantially more per pupil than Finland, but achieves
less well. The United Kingdom spends a very similar amount to Finland.

Score
400 425 450 475 500 525 550 575

Figure 7
Relationship between performance in science and cumulative
expenditure on educational institutions per student between the
ages of 6 and 15 years, in USD, converted using purchasing
power parities (PPPs)
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90.

As important, therefore, as how much money is used to support a system is
how the system is designed to ensure that the money is used well. Different
systems use their resources very differently, making different prioritisation
decisions. Equally, some systems are significantly more effective than others in
promoting equity through the way that they use resources.

There are significant differences in how resources are used
91.

Countries make very different choices about how they use resources. For
example, Figure 8 shows how different systems have used resources on staffing.
Korea, for instance, which spends well above OECD average as a proportion of
GDP per capita on secondary teachers, pays teachers highly relative to GDP per
capita, but compensates for this by having larger class sizes. Luxembourg
spends at a similar level to Korea, but much of the money goes on small class
sizes. Meanwhile, Finland spends less as a proportion of GDP per capita, and
this is largely achieved by having larger class sizes than average. Overall, there
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is some evidence that within the resources available, more effective systems
tend to have fewer, better teachers through having larger classes but paying
teachers more than less effective systems 93.
Figure 8
Spending choices on secondary schools

Contribution of various factors to upper secondary teacher compensation
costs per student as a perentage of GDP per capita (2006)
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92.

In this country, more money has gone into schools overall, but without
corresponding gains in performance in international studies. An important issue
is that the distribution of resources has become increasingly unfair. At present,
one school may receive up to 50% more funding than another school in similar
circumstances serving a similar pupil body. This is illustrated in Figure 9, which
illustrates budgets and exam performance of a group of similar secondary
schools outside London, of a similar size and with similar levels of deprivation.
As can be seen, the levels of funding range from a little over £4,000 per pupil, to
over £6,000 per pupil. There is little or no association between achievement and
funding level.

93.

Of course, schools in this sample will have significantly different levels of prior
attainment amongst pupils arriving at age 11 and other contextual differences,
which will also have an impact on results. However, it is clear from these
examples and from other evidence that effective leadership in using resources
efficiently is as important as total quantum of resource. At both the level of the
national system and the level of the individual school, effective approaches to
using resources well have as much impact on attainment as overall funding
levels. Even at a time of slower real terms growth in funding, there is scope to
make very significant gains in achievement levels through effective
implementation of change.

Whelan, 2009

25

Figure 9
Variation in budget share plus grants against GCSE points score for secondary
schools without sixth forms, 750-1000 FTEs, 9-13% FSM, non-London
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Funding can be used effectively to incentivise change and create
equity

94

94.

OECD analysis suggests that how resources are deployed can make a
significant difference to the equity of the system. In less effective systems, highly
skilled teachers tend to work in the most advantaged schools. In the most
equitable systems, incentives, rules and funding encourage a fair distribution of
teaching talent 94.

95.

In this country, only 70% of the money that is intended by Government for the
most deprived pupils is actually allocated to schools on that basis. The ‘spend
plus’ funding methodology, which allocates funding on the basis of the previous
year’s funding, has been implemented to secure budget stability for schools. As
a result, however, the funding system has become increasingly opaque and
unresponsive, with the money that schools receive depending more on history
than on the current composition of their pupil body. This means that the systems
and incentives in this country do not encourage a fair distribution of teaching
talent, and that there is scope to improve this incentive structure.

Schleicher, OECD, ‘The high cost of low educational performance’, 2010
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Conclusion
96.

Evidence from international studies shows conclusively that it is possible for a
school system to be simultaneously higher performing and more equitable than
the current system in England. Analysis of the evidence from these international
studies, from the design of the highest performing and fastest improving systems
globally and from national evidence, shows that there is substantial scope for
beneficial reform of the English school system.

97.

Reform should seek to strengthen the recruitment, selection and development
of school teachers and leaders. It should strengthen and simplify the curriculum
and qualifications, to set high standards, create curriculum coherence and avoid
prescription about how to teach. It should increase both autonomy and
accountability of schools, and ensure that resources are distributed and used
fairly and effectively to incentivise improvement and improve equity.
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