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Praise for Obstetrics for Schools


            Rachel Macfarlane’s book is exactly what we all need right now. The perfect antidote to COVID-19 gloom, it’s a stirring call to arms in the fight against education inequality. Macfarlane counters the defeatist acceptance that the education system will inevitably fail some students and, through a series of case studies, shows how it is possible to ensure that every student receives a great education. Accessible, practical and inspiring, Obstetrics for Schools is a great read for anyone who cares about education.

            Lucy Heller, Chief Executive, ARK

            I love this book! If we can improve the process of childbirth so dramatically, we must apply similar fail-safes to the next 18 years of every young person’s life, especially their time at school. In Obstetrics for Schools Rachel Macfarlane brings her formidable intellect and experience as a successful head teacher to show us how a certain kind of expansive education can solve the postcode lottery of our birth. The book is packed full of practical strategies to help you decide what will work for you and your learners. Anyone working in a school will want to have this terrific guidebook beside them.

            Bill Lucas, educational reformer, researcher and award-winning author

            This book is rare in providing both a compelling vision for education and a range of practical ideas to help achieve it. It is also perfectly timed for the post-COVID world, showing both the humanity we need to readjust and the practical wisdom we need to rethink.

            Driven by a passion for ensuring the most disadvantaged succeed in life, Rachel Macfarlane uses her experience as a great head teacher to show how each of the barriers standing in the way of young people can be dismantled. Drawing on excellent practice from her own schools and those she has worked with, she provides fresh insights into both leadership and classroom practice. She transcends the artificial divisions between traditionalists and progressives, instead focusing on the importance of young people achieving great results and also becoming powerful lifelong learners.

            If you are looking for a fresh take on social mobility, and if you believe that a better society comes from unlocking the potential of each and every child, then Obstetrics for Schools will give you inspiration and hope. The work is never easy, but the rewards, as Macfarlane shows, are immense. This elegantly written book will give renewed impetus to those seeking a more expansive vision for education.

            Peter Hyman, Co-Director, Big Education, and co-founder and first head teacher of School 21

            In this timely book, Rachel Macfarlane poses a blunt question: why do we tolerate inequality in education? Drawing on a wide range of case studies across every phase of education, Macfarlane shows how a can-do spirit of optimism, combined with the careful application of research findings, can help schools to improve every child’s life chances. B

            Whilst Obstetrics for Schools is a visionary book, it is also firmly grounded in reality. In particular, Macfarlane draws substantially on her own track record as an exceptional head teacher and system leader. The many case studies show how ideals can be put into action in a wide range of different schools and contexts, and they also act as a testament to Macfarlane’s commitment to collaborative school improvement.

            If you think it’s intolerable that a child’s success in school is largely predicted by how well off their parents are, then you must read this book. It didn’t just heat up my outrage; it gave me practical examples of how I might become a better school leader, too. It also gave me courage.

            Dr Julian Grenier, Head Teacher, Sheringham Nursery School and Children’s Centre, Director, East London Research School

            Obstetrics for Schools takes a bleak account of poverty, disadvantage and underachievement and – using real-life case studies and data – shows that it doesn’t have to be like this. If ever there were a time to recalibrate our education system around equity, it’s now. If ever there were a book to help us to do it, it’s this one.

            Geoff Barton, General Secretary, Association of School and College Leaders

            Written with passion, care and a deep understanding of the issues, Obstetrics for Schools gets under the skin of what schools and school leaders can do to address inequity in education. Full of practical ideas, down-to-earth strategies and authentic case studies, it doesn’t just point the way to eliminating failure and combatting disadvantage amongst young people – it shows us the way too. Macfarlane also offers a refreshing departure from so much academic writing that too often considers and analyses the problems but leaves us floundering for practical solutions.

            Obstetrics for Schools is a triumph, and so timely too. I love it and will be recommending it everywhere I go.

            Steve Munby, Visiting Professor, Centre for Educational Leadership, UCL

            Obstetrics for Schools is a fantastic and important contribution to the growing evidence and research base about the challenges that leaders in the education sector face. Rachel Macfarlane rightly acknowledges that this will be our main focus in the years ahead – not simply because of the post-pandemic context but because it is morally and strategically the right thing to do. Furthermore, she draws upon her own leadership experience, as well as that of others, to consider carefully the priorities we should be seeking to address.

            This book gets to the heart of what is right, and morally just. If we want our young people to grow into adulthood as successful learners, ready to move to the next stage of their journey, we need to address the core issues today. We can currently see an avalanche of Copinion pieces and publications on the imperative of doing more for disadvantaged children – but if you only have time to explore a few thoughtful publications, make this book one of them.

            Sir David Carter, Executive Director of System Leadership, Ambition Institute

            Obstetrics for Schools is a wonderful book. Through sharing vignettes and reflections from her own leadership experience, Rachel Macfarlane powerfully illustrates that high expectations for all is the most essential mindset for teachers and school leaders. The book also provides practical grounded examples throughout, with prompt questions designed to challenge and encourage the reader, and presents stories about the profound impact of seemingly small positive actions which illustrate the power that schools have either to diminish or to enable. There were many times as I was reading the book when I wanted to punch the air and exclaim ‘Yes!’ – and so many occasions when the author’s experiences resonated with my own as a school leader.

            I recommend Obstetrics for Schools to all teachers, school leaders and governors who are committed to truly making a difference within their community.

            Dame Alison Peacock, Chief Executive, Chartered College of Teaching

            Obstetrics for Schools is a powerful call to arms to eradicate inequity in the education system. Tackling disadvantage is a hugely complex and challenging task, but Rachel Macfarlane has confronted the brutal facts and communicates her faith that something can be done. Informed by evidence and grounded in the reality of schools, the book covers topics ranging from the importance of relationships with students and parental engagement to metacognition and the power of oracy. It is also packed with a wide range of exemplar case studies that bring the book alive, inspiring hope and belief in what is possible. If ever there were a book for our time, this is it: a powerful reminder of the life-changing difference the teaching profession can make.

            Andy Buck, founder of Leadership Matters and creator of the BASIC coaching method

            Obstetrics for Schools is firmly focused on the difference schools can make, and how best to support children from disadvantaged backgrounds to achieve their potential. Whilst recognising the significant broader challenges contributing to the socio-economic gap for attainment, Rachel Macfarlane draws on her deep professional experience as a teacher and leader in education to show how schools can and do make a difference in raising the attainment and supporting the life chances of disadvantaged pupils. Teachers and school leaders will find a range of practical strategies and case studies exemplifying successful practices for narrowing the gap. Moreover, they will be galvanised by Macfarlane’s encouragement and determination that infuse the book, and by the inspiring examples of positive change.

            Becky Francis, Chief Executive, the Education Endowment Foundation

            D Every school leader and teacher reading Obstetrics for Schools will find a wealth of strategies and case studies illustrating the various ways by which the education and life chances of disadvantaged learners can be improved. Rachel Macfarlane draws on her own successful school leadership experience and provides a wide range of practical examples and research findings to construct a powerful case that every learner, however disadvantaged, can succeed. This book will make a real difference in the schools where its lessons are applied.

            Sir John Dunford, author of The School Leadership Journey and former National Pupil Premium Champion

            It is a disgrace that we can accept that a third of our children will fail at school. Such a rate of attrition, and such inequity, is no longer tolerated in childbirth, and it should not be tolerated in schools. Medicine has developed robust procedures to make sure this doesn’t happen – but where are the equivalents in education? Thankfully, they are right here, in Rachel Macfarlane’s brilliant Obstetrics for Schools. Wise, passionate, compassionate and, above all, practical, this book is an intimate guide to reducing the poverty gap in education. Every head teacher, administrator and minister of education should read it and be judged on their responses to it. If this doesn’t happen, it will only show that we as a society still don’t really care, and that intellectual and ethical torpor still rule the roost.

            Guy Claxton, author of The Learning Power Approach: Teaching Learners to Teach Themselves

            I love this book. It is pragmatic, comprehensive, intelligent, challenging and evidence informed. It is also rooted in the experiences of a school and system leader with a brilliant track record. Any opportunity to work with Rachel Macfarlane is a rich, enlightening and positive experience, and her knowledge, expertise and values are interweaved throughout Obstetrics for Schools – from building relationships with families to the importance of getting it right with classroom interactions.

            The book makes uncomfortable reading at times, and rightly so. In its current state, our education system practically guarantees that a third of our pupils leave school without qualifications in English and maths. To counter this, Macfarlane provides a framework that sets out to ensure that all pupils can achieve – including those that experience the diving bell of disadvantage. It is a book for the moment. I would argue that we will never have a better chance than now to adopt the pupil-led approach to addressing underachievement advocated by Macfarlane. The provision-led approach driven by labels or accountability measures has failed too many.

            Obstetrics for Schools is a brilliant book for support staff, pastoral teams, teachers, leaders, governors, system leaders and policy makers.

            Marc Rowland, Pupil Premium and Vulnerable Learners Adviser, Unity Schools Partnership
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i
            Foreword

         

         ‘A guide to eliminating failure and ensuring the safe delivery of all learners’ runs the beguiling subtitle of this compelling book. Let’s set this proper ambition for all learners, firstly, in an international context and, secondly, within a UK historical perspective.

         International context

         The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has run its Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests since 2000. They measure the ability of 15-year-olds to apply their skills and knowledge to real-life problem solving in reading, maths and science. The rankings are based on samples of pupils in each country, with about 600,000 pupils having taken this most recent round of tests (Schleicher 2019). In the latest league table – based on results for the tests taken in 2018 – China, Singapore, Macau and Hong Kong continue to lead maths and reading rankings. In science the same countries dominate, with Estonia rising to join the top table. Canada and Finland are up there too, as they have been for a number of years.

         As to the UK, it has climbed the rankings since the 2015 tests. It has gone from:

         
	22nd in reading to 14th.

            	15th in science to 14th.

            	27th in maths to 18th. (Reported in Coughlan 2019)

         

These UK figures are based on a sample of about 14,000 pupils in 460 schools. If government and opposition politicians were commenting on these results, claims and counterclaims would doubtless be made for the impact of phonics and mastery maths, academies and increased funding in classrooms. A more sober analysis lies with Andreas Schleicher, the OECD’s education director, who said there were ‘positive signals’ from the UK’s results which showed ‘modest improvements’. He went on to say that at the current rate of progress it would take a ‘very long time’ for the UK to catch up with the highest achieving countries (quoted in Coughlan 2019).

         iiSo what is the UK not doing that the ‘top table’ are? I recently met a group of undergraduates who are studying education at the University of Reading. Many come from the countries which feature at the top of the PISA league. They argue strongly that culture trumps systems, that the esteem in which teachers are held in their societies is the determining factor alongside the value placed on education by parents. Tutoring outside school also plays a part, they suggested. These undergraduates spoke eloquently about the expectations which all teachers have that all children will succeed.

         Dig a little deeper into how the ‘top table’ countries organise things, and examinations at age 16 are a feature of the past, considering that the vast majority of young people are in education or training until the age of at least 18. Not to mention trusting teachers to assess their own students, externally verified. Ask folk in Canada or Finland about the balance between school accountability and school support and they find the Ofsted model an alien force.

         The UK will not feature in the top PISA ranks in the coming decades unless there is a seismic shift in how our society values education and teachers – and in how the profession works with government to challenge the accepted orthodoxy that failure for a third is baked into our system. The Chinese, Japanese, French, Indian and Libyan undergraduates I spoke to cannot believe we do this. Why would you? Why do we?

         UK perspective

         In 1963, John Newsom and his colleagues presented to the government of the time a beautifully crafted, 300-page report entitled Half Our Future (Central Advisory Council for Education 1963). The landmark report painted a picture of success and positive self-esteem for 50 per cent of the nation’s 15-year-olds. It went on to identify that the other 50 per cent languished with an unsuitable curriculum resulting in poor or no qualifications. The report’s various recommendations led to the raising of the school leaving age in 1973. Six decades on and that 50 per cent identified by John Newsom has become the forgotten third. When we talk about social justice and ‘levelling up’, it is these young people who most need our attention.

         In 2019 I chaired an independent commission set up by the Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL).1 Every August in this country we celebrate as a time-honoured ritual the achievements of our higher attaining students. Local newspapers iiipicture them jumping for joy. But there’s another story. Every year there are many, many thousands of 16-year-olds who fall short of a grade 4 pass in English and maths – and this after 12 years of compulsory schooling. Their chances of progression in further study, future careers and, ultimately, in life are diminished. 

         What is perhaps not widely understood is that this rate of attrition, this forgotten third, happens year in and year out because it is built into our exam system. In the poignant words of one student: ‘it seems a third of us have to fail for two-thirds to pass’.

         Grimly surreal as it may seem to the uninitiated, this level of collateral damage is an accepted part of the process for determining the distribution of GCSE grades. In other words, we judge the success of our education system by the number of young people who don’t gain that pass. Few other high-performing jurisdictions would think that sensible or morally acceptable.

         The long tail of underachievement casts a shadow over the UK education system today just as it did in 1963. It is not a necessity but a political choice. System change is needed – and quickly. Indeed, examination reform may come – and sooner than we imagine in an era of disruption in which the extraordinary becomes the commonplace, at a faster and faster rate.

         Obstetrics for Schools is rooted in another historical perspective, namely that the infant mortality accepted in the Victorian era has been almost eliminated today. Why, the author asks, can the same not be true in education? Why can’t all learners succeed? In the same way that today’s physicians have harnessed the best science and their considerable skills to bring forth safely just about every newborn, why can’t this generation of skilled teachers – steeped as they are in strong research as never before – deliver comparably good educational achievements for children and young people?

         Rachel Macfarlane’s radical, evidence-led narrative contests that with the highest of expectations – and different ways of doing – the current school system can deliver top outcomes for almost all students. She may be right. History is against her. The future may be with her.

         Roy Blatchford, CBE

         
            1 For more information, see our report (Association of School and College Leaders 2019).
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1
            Introduction

         

         
            Imagine if all children were on an equal playing field. Imagine children waking up believing that their dreams could come true. Imagine what that belief could do for the future of this country.

            Marcus Rashford, MBE1

         

         This book is about righting wrongs. It takes a look at the deficiencies in learners’ outcomes in the UK education system and at the inequity of education provision. The former is evidenced by the shocking percentages of learners who fail to leave school with grades commensurate with adequate acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills, and the latter by the significant over-representation of disadvantaged learners in the third of children who ‘fail’ at school. This book examines a number of factors that contribute to the current state of affairs. Each chapter focuses on a key potential barrier and offers various strategies related to that aspect of provision, aimed at addressing the educational ‘fatality rate’ and ensuring success for all. The book is aimed at teachers and leaders in all phases, from early years to sixth form, and at those working in both mainstream and special education.

         Many of the chapters contain case studies – glimpses into how particular schools are addressing a challenge and eliminating a barrier to success. The case studies are in the words of leaders at the schools featured. In a few places, I include case studies of specific learners. Here I have protected identities by changing names; however, the stories are completely true. The autobiographical stories I tell are as accurate as my memory allows, but in places I have changed the names of those involved for the same reason.

         Each chapter contains some questions, and sometimes suggested activities, for the reader. I very much hope that these will be useful for the purpose of general reflection and application to your own setting and will not come across as patronising. If you don’t like them, feel free to skip over them!

         2 I often refer to practice that my colleagues and I introduced at my previous schools, and particularly at Isaac Newton Academy (INA), the all-through school I set up in 2011 and led until 2018. I also include some examples of INA tools as appendices at the end of the book. These are offered as ideas and illustrations; I am not suggesting that I have all the answers or that the schools that I led had totally cracked the problem of fatalities in the education system. My aim is not to tell you what to do or how to do it. It is important that each school feels accountable for its disadvantaged and vulnerable learners and devises and takes responsibility for its own actions. There are many different roads to success, and it is vital that schools adopt systems and practices that work for them, in their context and with their cohorts.

         It might be helpful to clarify at the outset some points related to definitions and terminology. During this book I shall make references to ‘low-income families’, ‘disadvantaged learners’, ‘children eligible for free school meals (FSM)’ and ‘those eligible for pupil premium (PP) funding’. At times I will use eligibility for PP funding as a measure of disadvantage, although it is, of course, an imperfect proxy. It is important to guard against an assumption that it is only those eligible for PP funding who experience economic poverty. Hobbs and Vignoles (2010) found that a large proportion of FSM-eligible children (between 50% and 75%) were not in the lowest-income households. This is partly because the very act of receiving means-tested benefits and tax credits, which entitle a child to FSM, raises the household income above that of the ‘working poor’. As educators, we recognise that a proportion of families over and above those eligible for PP funding also experience economic hardship. Likewise, we must remember that financial constraints do not constitute the only form of poverty. Thomas Rogers (2016), writing in the TES, argued:

         
            The problem is, I think, that the most significant ‘poverty’ in the UK today is emotional poverty, mind-set poverty, aspiration poverty, in essence; ‘values poverty’.

         

         We know that educational disadvantage can result from many more factors than economic hardship: a special educational need or disability (SEND), a first language other than English, a dysfunctional or fractured family life, being a young carer, or exposure to abuse or neglect. When referring to educational disadvantage, I am taking a wide definition of the causes, and the strategies I recommend in this book to overcome disadvantage and ensure high attainment are effective for learners with a wide range of needs and none. 3

         I also write a lot about parents. When I refer to ‘parents’, it is in the knowledge that many learners live with carers rather than parents – so, in effect, I mean parents, carers and other responsible adults.

         At this point, I should also clarify an important point about the purpose of education and the role of examinations. In this book, I shall focus a lot on strategies to assist all learners in achieving examination success. You might assume from this that I see the role of educators as being to equip learners with the knowledge necessary to succeed in public exams, but that is only partially correct. There is far more to a good education.

         If asked to define what I see as the purpose of education, I would say that it is about preparing learners in a holistic way to be ready to lead rich, rewarding and fulfilling lives as thoroughly good people: to thrive in modern society, to enjoy loving relationships, to contribute in a positive and tangible way to the local or wider community, to be happy and healthy, and to identify and enjoy pursuits in which they are ‘in their element’ – to coin the phrase used by the late, great Ken Robinson in The Element (2008). So a good education is about developing learners’ character and influencing their behaviour every bit as much as it is about teaching knowledge and skills for exam success. As we will explore in Chapter 6, it is about building learning power, so that learners are self-regulating and autonomous and will continue to learn for life. Great educators care about their legacy beyond results day, just as medical professionals judge infant mortality rates not just on survival at the birth itself but on the baby thriving into their early years and beyond.

         However, none of this detracts from the fact that, in our current society, examination success and assessment systems are inextricably linked to enjoying the kind of life that I have just described. There are many who feel (and I count myself as one amongst them) that our education system has not got the balance right between methods and types of assessment by which to determine whether learners have received a good education – that we do not measure all the learning that matters and that some of what we assess is of little practical use as preparation for leading a good life. Yet it is the system in which we operate, and it has a profound impact on life chances.

         We could debate whether the Year 6 SATs and GCSE English and maths exams test the skills that are really essential to thrive at secondary school and in the wider world. Nonetheless, if we apply the ‘what would I want for my own child?’ test, I suspect that we would all wish for our daughters and sons to achieve the early years (EY) benchmark standard greater level of development (GLD), the Year 6 age-related expectations (ARE), a standard pass at GCSE, and so on, as a basic indicator of their preparedness 4 for their next stage in life. Likewise, we would all want our children to have a genuine choice as to whether they progress on to university or higher education.

         As Neil Harrison and Richard Waller (2019) point out, ‘the unavoidable reality is that by far the strongest predictor for participation in higher education is attainment in school.’ They assert that many working-class young people fail to progress to higher education not ‘because they lack ambition, but because the accumulation of disadvantage throughout their childhood becomes embodied in their qualifications.’ It is imperative that we eliminate our examination fatalities in order that we improve the life choices and chances of those left behind, who are disproportionately from disadvantaged groups even before they are made additionally vulnerable by their school record.

         So what has motivated me and, perhaps more importantly, what qualifies me to write on this matter? In my 30 years as a teacher and school leader, I was always motivated by two overriding desires: firstly, to support students to get the best learning outcomes and be equipped with the skills to prepare them for life beyond school, and, secondly, to level the playing field and tackle the disadvantage gap through my role as an educator. Like most practitioners, as a history teacher and then head of department – long before the days of performance league tables and subject/class residuals in schools – I would pore over my classes’ exam results, breaking down percentages, looking at value added, striving for my and my team’s results to be the best in the school. In the 2000s and 2010s, when I was a head teacher, I always retained a teaching commitment and took the opportunity – when possible – to have at least one exam class each year so that I was held to account for supporting learners to achieve great outcomes, along with everyone else. And, like all head teachers, I would wait impatiently on results days to compare my school’s outcomes by each measure against our school’s previous best, against the scores of neighbouring competitors and, importantly, against those of top-performing schools nationally.

         The scores achieved by the highest attaining students were always crucially important to me, as a class teacher, middle leader and a head. I have long believed that striving for academic excellence in a comprehensive setting is vital. I was proud that, in 2017, 32% of the GCSE grades at INA were 9–7 and that that was surpassed in 2018, when the figure was 35%. But equally important was supporting students who had historically been lower attainers to reach a level whereby they could safely graduate and progress to the next stage of their education, career and life: a C grade or, latterly, a 4/5 at GCSE, for example. At INA, with cohorts which were very much at the national average in terms of attainment on entry, and with a third of learners eligible for PP funding, we always aimed for 100% pass rates at GLD, phonics screenings, SATs and GCSEs, almost always setting targets of over 90% and believing them to be eminently 5 achievable. Crucially, we strove to ensure that progress made and outcomes achieved by disadvantaged learners were as strong as their more advantaged peers’.

         In my time at the school, we never quite hit a 100% pass rate in external assessments, but we got very near on occasions. In 2017, the GCSE results of the first exam cohort placed the school comfortably within the top 1% in the country for progress. We didn’t achieve complete parity in the attainment and progress scores of PP and non-PP learners, but the gaps were very small and students eligible for PP funding significantly outperformed their PP peers nationally. In 2018, Ofsted (2018: 3) recognised that disadvantaged learners ‘make exceptional progress across the curriculum’ at the school. So, in my career as a teacher and leader, I didn’t manage to reach the goal of 0% fatalities within the cohorts in my care, but my staff and I got close at times; close enough for me to believe that the dream could be a reality and to think that some of the strategies we adopted are worth sharing.

         Many of the ideas offered in the following chapters, however, come from schools that I have not led or worked in. In my 16 years as a head, I was fortunate to collaborate with and learn from leaders of literally hundreds of other mainstream and special, nursery, primary, secondary and all-through schools. From 2009 to 2018 I led a project for the London Leadership Strategy called Going for Great (G4G). This involved working with cohorts of leaders from outstanding schools across the capital (117 schools in total) and supporting them in sharing great practice and writing about initiatives that had led to their high performance. The work culminated in nine volumes of great practice case studies.

         In my current role, as a director of education services in Hertfordshire, I am privileged to see outstanding practice in a wide range of schools and settings across the county. In 2018 I set up a programme – called Great Expectations – which facilitates networking between leaders of participating schools to share great practice in terms of closing progress and attainment gaps and raising attainment for all. The aim of the programme is to bring leaders of some of the most successful schools in Hertfordshire – across all phases and sectors – together to:

         
	Explore the key features and qualities of schools that have a strong ethos and culture of high performance, the highest expectations of – and aspirations for – all and a no-excuses culture.

            	Research strategies and review literature focused on schools that have effectively closed attainment and progress gaps between disadvantaged students and their more advantaged peers.

            	Share exceptional practice and ensure that strong schools are contributing to system leadership in Hertfordshire.

         

6 Thus I continue to observe a range of strategies that work in reducing fatality rates – strategies that, if adopted consistently across the country, would radically reduce our national fatality rate and level the inequalities between the disadvantaged and their more advantaged peers. Many of these approaches are shared in this book.

         
            1 See https://twitter.com/marcusrashford/status/1328446896176844806?lang=en.

         

      

   


   
      
         
7
            Chapter 1

            The problem laid bare

         

         
            The best anti-poverty program is a world-class education.

            Barack Obama1

            We need to remember that societies are strong when they care for the weak. They are rich when they care for the poor. And they are invulnerable when they care for the vulnerable.

            Rabbi Sacks2

         

         Let’s jump straight in and take a look at some sobering facts and statistics which illustrate the problem we face:

         
	‘By age five, children from low-income backgrounds are, on average, 15 months behind their better-off peers.’ (Gadsby 2017: 12)

            	‘Children from wealthier backgrounds are approximately 20 percentage points more likely to meet the expected standards at 11 than those from low-income families.’ (Gadsby 2017: 14)

            	In 2019, only 45% of disadvantaged pupils in England achieved passes at levels 9 to 4 in English and maths, compared with 72% of non-disadvantaged pupils. (Starkey-Midha 2020: 4)

            	The disadvantage gap has now begun to widen across all three phases of education – the early years, primary school and secondary school. (Hutchinson et al. 2020: 11)

            	
‘The gap for the most persistently disadvantaged pupils, already twice the size of the gap for the least persistently poor pupils, has increased in every year but one since 2014.’ (Hutchinson et al. 2020: 32) 8


            	‘Since 2011, the gap between pupils from black and White British backgrounds has increased in the order of 60–70 per cent. Meanwhile, the gap for pupils who arrive late into the English state school system with English as an Additional Language (EAL) has widened by 11 per cent.’ (Hutchinson et al. 2020: 32)

            	For SEND pupils, progress in closing the gap for both school support and education, health and care plan (EHCP) pupils has slowed since 2015, ‘and reversed for pupils with the greatest needs.’ (Hutchinson et al. 2020: 32)

            	‘By Year 13 (age 17), nearly one in three young people eligible for free school meals are not participating in education, compared to only one in seven not eligible.’ (Gadsby 2017: 20)

            	‘24% of pupils eligible for free school meals attend higher education, compared to 42% of non-free school meal pupils.’ (Gadsby 2017: 24)

            	Low-income undergraduates are less likely to stay on a university course. ‘Each year, one in 12 university freshers from a low-income background drops out, some 2,000 students in total.’ (Gadsby 2017: 26)

            	‘Students from higher income families earn around 25% more than those from low-income families. […] three and a half years after graduation […] privately educated graduates earn £4,500 more than their state school counterparts. Their salaries also increase more quickly.’ (Gadsby 2017: 28)

            	‘Without five good GCSEs, a young person loses out on an average of £100,000 in earnings over their lifetime.’ (Starkey-Midha 2020: 3)

            	‘Every graduate Prime Minister since 1945 has been an Oxford alumnus.’ (Gadsby 2017: 34)

            	The cost of poor social mobility to the UK economy per year by 2050 is estimated to be 14 billion. (Gadsby 2017: 10)

            	‘If you’re born poor, you will die on average 9 years earlier than others.’ (Prime Minister’s Office and May 2016)

         

These figures speak for themselves. They convey the moral imperative for educators to take action.

         In summary, we know that, compared with ‘other OECD countries, children in the UK are more likely to achieve along socio-economically predictable lines; well-to-do children tend to achieve higher outcomes than children raised in poverty’ (Goodall 2017a: 4). Disadvantaged children are over-represented in the tail of low attainment in our schools. In July 2019, the annual report by the Education Policy Institute (EPI) warned that disadvantaged pupils finish school 18 months behind their more advantaged peers (Hutchinson et al. 2019: 10). A year later, the 2020 report announced the 9 sobering news that the gap had expanded to 18.1 months, and 22.7 months for the persistently disadvantaged (those eligible for FSM for 80% or more of their school life) (Hutchinson et al. 2020: 35). Top-attainers in England perform at a similar standard to high-achievers in some of the most successful developed nations in the world, but what distinguishes the UK is a long tail of low attainment, highly correlated with family income and background.

         So, as we have seen from the statistics quoted, young people from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to progress into higher education. They have lower average earnings, poorer health and a shorter life expectancy than their more affluent peers. The Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission’s State of the Nation report (2014: 64) highlighted that children from disadvantaged backgrounds are twice as likely to not be in education, employment or training (NEET) and at higher risk of ending up in poverty as adults.

         Why the reference to obstetrics in this book’s title?

         You may well have been asking yourself this question. Well, it’s because, although I have opened this book with some rather bleak statistics, if we look at the history of obstetrics and changes in infant mortality rates, we find a story of hope and some important lessons from which we, in education, can learn.

         In 1800 the global child mortality rate was 43%. With a combination of the discovery of antiseptics, advances in surgery, vaccines against and cures for infectious diseases, improvements to maternity and infant care and better general health and diet, this had reduced to 22% by 1950. It dropped to just 4.5% by 2015 (Roser et al. 2013). In most parts of the world, the death of a baby during childbirth or as an infant is now a rare tragedy, rather than a commonplace feature of society. There are, of course, still significant variations around the world: infant mortality stands at 11% in Afghanistan at the time of writing, whereas it is just 0.4% in the UK.3 However, the overall advance is both striking and uplifting.

         Like infant mortality rates around the globe, educational outcomes vary considerably from region to region and even between schools in the same locality. In some settings in England, including many which are non-selective, almost all students reach 10 the standards of literacy and numeracy required to gain a grade 4 or better at GCSE (or the equivalent), whilst in others the majority of students leave school without the level of maths and English qualification required for progression into higher education or gainful employment. This, of course, reduces their earning potential, their chances of enjoying a rich and rewarding career and life, and even their life expectancy. 

         This variation is unacceptable, as is the overall approximately 30% ‘failure’ rate. What is more, it is no more an inevitability, I suggest, than the high infant mortality rates witnessed at the start of the 19th century. Barring a few exceptions (for example, students with cognitive impairments and certain learning disabilities), all students educated in UK schools should be capable of attaining the level of skills and competence required to gain a grade 4 in English and maths by the age of 16 in our currently norm-referenced assessment system.

         Our job as educators is to strive to create the best conditions for learning – an environment in which all students can, and almost every student does, succeed, safely delivered into the world as a healthy and resilient learner. Like a well-functioning hospital obstetrics ward, our schools should, and can, be environments in which failures are reduced to occasional exceptions. In this book we will explore the conditions required for this to happen.

         Why am I writing this book now?

         Well, it appears that, far from being on course to incrementally reduce and close the disadvantage gap, we are in danger of leaving it jammed wide open. Whilst there were some encouraging signs of the disadvantage gap closing at the beginning of the 2010s, the EPI’s 2019 report found that the reduction of disadvantage gaps in education seemed to have been slowing down markedly in recent years, with progress in gap-narrowing at Key Stage 4 looking to have ground to a complete halt (Hutchinson et al. 2019: 10–11). In its 2020 report, the EPI brought us the news that:

         
            The disadvantage gap has stopped closing over the last five years and there are several indications that it has begun to widen. […] This is a concerning indication that inequalities have stopped reducing and have started to widen. (Hutchinson et al. 2020: 9, 11)

         

         11 The report presents stark data regarding increased numbers of learners coming from persistently disadvantaged families, where the attainment gap is greatest (23 months at age 16) (Hutchinson et al. 2020: 17). The data regarding other vulnerable groups is equally concerning. The 2020 EPI report also showed a significant widening of the gap over the last decade for pupils from Black backgrounds and for ‘late arriving EAL pupils’ (Hutchinson et al. 2020: 20). Stubborn inequities persist for vulnerable groups too: the gap between the attainment of looked after children and their peers is 29 months and for those with a child protection plan it is 26 months (Hutchinson et al. 2020: 24).

         And then COVID-19 struck in early 2020. England’s schools closed to all but a small number of children as the nation struggled to contain the coronavirus outbreak. It was apparent within days that home learning was going to be a vastly different experience from family to family. Where children from more affluent backgrounds would likely have their own room, desk, stationery, books, computer, internet access, a home printer and an outdoor learning environment, many of the disadvantaged children in England were living in conditions much less conducive to home learning, with limited resources (traditional and digital). Where well-educated parents could assist with learning tasks and middle-class parents could afford a tutor to support their children, those from poorer backgrounds were more likely to have parents who had to go out to work and who were not as able to assist with school tasks. Many schools were not furnished with ‘intelligence’ as to which of their students lacked the necessary resources to learn. In normal times, schools are engineers of social mobility, but in lockdown this was going to be much harder. As Mariella Wilson (2020) predicted in April:

         
            What is clear is that the learning and, therefore, the attainment gap – between those who are disadvantaged and those who are not – that has worried the profession and the government for over a decade, is set to grow exponentially. As our lockdown looks set to be extended, the impact of missed schooling will have long-lasting effects.

         

         On 13 May 2020, Vicki Stewart, the deputy director of the Department for Education (DfE) PP and school food division, told a Westminster Education Forum event that the pandemic and the resulting partial school closures would ‘almost certainly’ have ‘a very significant impact’ on the attainment gap: ‘The predictions are stark – up to a 75 per cent widening’ (quoted in Whittaker and Booth 2020).

         12 As this book goes to press, the first anniversary of the start of the 2020 lockdown measures looms and these prophecies appear depressingly accurate. Whether we are considering access to digital technology, attendance rates in schools or the impact of the virus on communities, the divisions in our already unequal society have been painfully visible and ever-growing during the pandemic.

         Let’s start with the inequity in terms of the sectors of society most affected by COVID-19. In February 2021, the BBC reported that nearly six out of every 10 people who died with coronavirus in England between January and November 2020 (30,296 out of 50,888) were disabled (BBC News 2021). The Office for National Statistics (2021b) reported that:

         
            Looking at people with a medically diagnosed learning disability, the risk of death involving COVID-19 was 3.7 times greater for both men and women compared with people who did not have a learning disability.

         

         The significantly increased infection and mortality rates for people from black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) backgrounds has been well-documented and much debated. A report by Public Health England (2020: 6) into disparities in the risk and outcomes of COVID-19 stated that:

         
            people of Bangladeshi ethnicity had around twice the risk of death than people of White British ethnicity. People of Chinese, Indian, Pakistani, Other Asian, Black Caribbean and Other Black ethnicity had between 10 and 50% higher risk of death when compared to White British.

         

         It has also been the case that mortality rates from COVID-19 have been significantly higher in areas of socio-economic disadvantage. The Office for National Statistics (2020b) reported that between 1 March and 30 June 2020 in England:

         
            the age-standardised mortality rate for deaths involving COVID-19 in the most deprived areas […] was 139.6 deaths per 100,000 people; this was more than double the mortality rate in the least deprived areas (63.4 deaths per 100,000 population). The most deprived areas in Wales had a mortality rate for deaths involving COVID-19 of 119.1 deaths per 100,000 people between March to June 2020, nearly twice as high as in the least deprived areas (63.5 deaths per 100,000 people).

         

         13 This can partly be explained by more crowded living arrangements, a greater likelihood of adults needing to leave home to work and having no option but to use public transport. Our disadvantaged and vulnerable learners are more likely to have been directly impacted by the virus and, sadly, to have experienced a bereavement from COVID.

         The increased prevalence of the virus in more disadvantaged parts of the nation has also had a significant impact on school attendance rates. During the autumn and early winter of 2020, the education of thousands of learners was disrupted by positive cases amongst students and staff leading to isolation from school. Fewer vulnerable learners were in school than their more advantaged peers.

         DfE figures released for the period up to 15 October 2020 showed that pupil attendance was at around 89%: 92% in primary, 86% in secondary but only 81% in special schools and 59% in alternative provision. And in mainstream schools, the attendance rate of pupils with an EHCP stood at just 84%, as did that of children in need. The autumn term 2020 attendance rates revealed considerable regional variation (Department for Education 2020a). James Carr (2020) reported in Schools Week on 22 October that 11 local authorities had secondary attendance below 75%, with Liverpool at 67%, Calderdale at 64% and Knowsley at 61% (all areas of significant economic deprivation). Carr gave the example of The Prescott School in Liverpool, where 69% of the students had missed some school in the first half of the autumn term for COVID-related reasons and Year 10s had had to study at home for four of the seven weeks. The experience of a Key Stage 4 learner preparing for GCSEs at a school like this bore no comparison to that of students in a part of the country with low infection rates and no disruption to education provision. Freddie Whittaker (2020) reported in Schools Week that, ‘as of November 26, secondary attendance ranged from 37 per cent in Sandwell to 92 per cent in Southend.’

         Then, in December 2020, a new and more virulent strain of coronavirus emerged, leading to a rapid rise in cases in schools in London and the South-East. Data on school attendance in the final weeks of the autumn term, when eventually released by the government in January 2021, showed a shocking picture in the capital. James Carr (2021), writing in Schools Week on 14 January, revealed that in the London Borough of Havering only 24% of secondary-aged learners were in school in the last week before the Christmas holidays; in Redbridge the figure was 17% and in Thurrock just 14%.

         The correlation between attendance and pupil progress is well understood. In a blog entitled ‘Urgent action required’, Dan Nicholls (2020) presents a graph illustrating the link between attendance and progress in the secondary academies in his multi-academy trust (MAT), the Cabot Learning Federation. It identifies the Progress 8 14 score typically achieved by disadvantaged learners (light grey) whose attendance falls below 90%, and those whose attendance is between 90 and 95%, and their non-disadvantaged counterparts (dark grey). The bars show not only the effect of absence from school on performance but also the disproportionate impact that absence has on disadvantaged learners, reducing Progress 8 by a further 0.36 (one third of a GCSE grade) compared to non-disadvantaged children with less than 90% attendance.
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         Reflecting on the emerging picture of variable school attendance rates, Nicholls said:

         
            as with the pandemic, the impact is never felt equally across society; the asymmetry will deepen, the disadvantaged (and others) will fall further, losing their foothold in education.

         

         And so we come to the digital divide. The variable experiences of children from working- versus middle-class backgrounds, attending schools in affluent versus deprived areas and studying at state versus independent schools began to reveal themselves just a couple of weeks into the first lockdown and have not levelled in the succeeding months. Research from the Sutton Trust showed that, by the start of April 2020, 23% of pupils were participating in online lessons (live or recorded) each day, but that pupils from middle-class homes were much more likely to have taken part 15 (30% compared to 16% of working-class pupils). At private schools, 51% of primary and 57% of secondary students had accessed daily online lessons. 37% of schools situated in the most affluent areas had an online platform for the receipt of work, compared to just 23% of schools serving the most deprived catchments (Cullinane and Montacute 2020: 1).

         Aware of the implications of a digital divide, the government promised computers to disadvantaged learners. However, it quickly transpired that, initially, only certain groups were eligible for the free devices: those who had a social worker, were in care or in Year 10. Supply problems ensued and many of the devices delivered came with attendant password access issues. The results of an Office for National Statistics (2020a) survey – covering 12,000 families and published in July 2020 – revealed that 50% of parents reported that their child had struggled to continue with home education during lockdown. For households with one parent, 21% said that this was due to the lack of a device that would enable them to access remote learning.

         In recognition of the deleterious effect of the pandemic – and resultant school closures – on learners’ educational development, in June 2020 the government announced a £650 million catch-up fund for schools and a £350 million National Tuition Programme (NTP). But in late July it became apparent that the tutors on the NTP would only start to be deployed in November 2020 and the scheme would not be fully operational until spring of 2021. Furthermore, the allocation of the £650 million (amounting to £80 per pupil) in catch-up funding was criticised for failing to target the most needy and most adversely affected by lockdown. David Laws, executive chairman of the EPI, asserted in July 2020 that the cash is: ‘badly targeted and is unlikely to prevent a widening of the learning gap between children from poor backgrounds and other pupils’ (quoted in Dickens 2020c).

         He went on to say:

         
            It is concerning that the government has missed an opportunity to target extra funding to where it is most urgently needed. At a time when social mobility was already in danger of stalling, and with COVID significantly worsening the learning outlook for poor children, (this) decision could prove to be a costly mistake. (Quoted in Dickens 2020c)

         

         Arguments rumbled about both the government’s laptops for the disadvantaged scheme and the NTP. John Dickens (2020a) reported in Schools Week on 23 October that the government had delivered over 105,000 laptops since the start of September 16 but, at the same time, had cut schools’ allocations by up to 80% of what they had been expecting. This came at a moment when the government introduced the legal duty for schools to provide immediate remote learning in the case of self-isolation or localised lockdown. However, Ofcom estimated that ‘up to 1.78 million pupils still had no access to a laptop, desktop or tablet at home’ (as quoted by Siobhain McDonagh in questions to Secretary of State for Education Gavin Williamson in the House of Commons (Hansard 2020)). As regards to the NTP, Schools Week’s John Dickens (2020b) reported on 16 October 2020 that 140 million (40%) of the fund remained unspent and only 150 of the 1,000 academic mentors promised would be in schools by the end of the year.

         Ten months into the coronavirus pandemic, at the start of 2021, the digital divide was still a major worry. The Sutton Trust’s briefing on the digital divide in schools in England stated that:

         
            
	Just 10% of teachers overall report that all their students have adequate access to a device for remote learning. A similar proportion say that all of their pupils have access to the internet.

               	There are substantial differences between the state and private sector, with just 5% of teachers in state schools reporting that all their students have a device, compared to 54% at private schools. (Sutton Trust 2021)

            



         Sir Peter Lampl, founder and chairman of the Sutton Trust, was quoted as saying:

         
            As our new research shows, the picture has barely changed. Despite the heroic efforts of teachers, many pupils still face being left behind because of digital poverty. The government has made some positive steps but they must go further and faster to ensure that every child has the resources they need to learn while schools remain closed. (Quoted in Sutton Trust 2021)

         

         In ‘Different lockdown, same problems?’, Erica Holt-White (2021) writes:

         
            Before the pandemic, Ofcom estimated that up to 1.78 million children in the UK were living in a household without access to a laptop, desktop or tablet. […] So far, only 560,000 devices have been delivered to schools in England.

         

         17 The toll of the pandemic has been disproportionately heavy on our most vulnerable young people, who have experienced higher levels of bereavement, loss of employment in the family, disruption to key support systems – such as social workers or youth groups – and extended periods of remote learning in conditions which are not conducive to study. So, now more than ever, disadvantaged learners and those vulnerable to poor outcomes need the spotlight shone on them and their needs. We face an unprecedented challenge in closing the disadvantage gap and eliminating educational failure, but with this challenge comes the opportunity to view the landscape through fresh eyes and to commit to doing things differently, to ensure that our disadvantaged schoolchildren do not pay the price of the coronavirus pandemic. As Milton Friedman (1982: ix) said, ‘Only a crisis – actual or perceived – produces real change.’

         We have a crisis all right. So let’s examine some of the cornerstones required to support all learners to succeed and to eliminate education fatalities.

         
            1 See https://twitter.com/barackobama/status/8305989038?lang=en.

            2 https://rabbisacks.org/the-politics-of-hope/.

            3 See https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/infant-mortality-rate-by-country.
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