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				Tom Ravenscroft founded Enabling Enterprise in 2009, whilst a business and economics teacher in Hackney in East London after studying at the University of Oxford. The social enterprise is driven to ensure that students of all backgrounds develop the essential skills they need to be successful, alongside good qualifications. 

				Now a national organisation, Enabling Enterprise worked with over 85,000 students in the last year, in partnership with over 130 top employers from NHS hospitals to airports to accountancies. It recently won ‘Education Partnership of the Year’ and is sharing its approach internationally. 

				Tom’s work has been recognised with the Teach First Excellence Award, and he was also the 2009 UK Entrepreneurship Teacher of the Year. Tom has served as a non-executive director of Teach First and has also been recognised as one of the UK’s leading social entrepreneurs by being elected an Ashoka Fellow in 2017.

			

		

	
		
			
				Praise for The Missing Piece 

				“This timely book captures what has made Enabling Enterprise with Tom’s great leadership so successful over the last decade. It sets an ambitious vision of how we could support every child and young person to build the essential skills and understanding of the world to succeed - and then shares the practical steps to get there. It will be invaluable for businesses, employers and all those who want to make a real difference for those they support.”

				Dame Julia Cleverdon, Vice-President, Business in the Community

				 

				“No one is better placed than Tom Ravenscroft to write about the essential skills that our youngsters are failing to learn while at our schools and colleges. The Missing Piece is a clarion call, a well reasoned treatise that no one involved in the teaching of young people can afford to ignore if we are to develop a workforce fit for the 21st Century.” 

				Jo Owen, Co-Founder and Trustee, Teaching Leaders, Future Leaders, and Achievement For All

				 

				“This is a bold and ambitious book, founded on a fundamental belief that no child’s success needs to be limited by their socio-economic background and that essential skills are teachable.

				“Tom brings lots of passion and commitment, real experience of the front line and lots of practice through Enabling Enterprise to life in this great book.

				“The Missing Piece is widely researched and full of real experience that is ultimately packaged into practical advice focused on each stage of a child’s development.”

				Paul Drechsler, President, The Confederation of British Industry (CBI)

				 

				“The Missing Piece is a powerful argument for the elevation of ‘essential skills’ in our education policy. As Tom states clearly and eloquently, these skills are the enablers of social mobility and will set children up for future success in the 21st century. There is a decade of insight behind this book, and it shows.”  

				Brett Wigdortz, Chief Executive Officer & Founder, Teach First

				 

				“Across the education sector, organisations are grappling with how to how to make education fair. This book thoughtfully and engagingly builds the case for how we can best focus our collective energies on a key part of the challenge – ensuring that every child and young person, whatever their background, builds the essential skills to be set up for the rest of their lives.”

				Lewis Iwu, Director, The Fair Education Alliance

				 

				“It’s clear that education systems aren’t setting all young people up for success in their future careers and personal lives. In this book, Tom shares a new approach for how to ensure children are ready to flourish when they leave school which is relevant not just to the UK, but to education systems across the globe.”

				Lucy Ashman, Global Director for Social Innovation, Teach For All

				 

				“As a long-term partner of Enabling Enterprise, we have seen the transformational effect of building not just our students’ knowledge and understanding of the world but also the essential life skills that underpin it all. Tom’s book makes this accessible for all teachers and schools, as well as showing the rigorous evidence behind the approach.”

				Alison Helm, Headteacher, Curwen Primary School

				 

				“A successful primary curriculum, one that includes and values enterprise education, presents children with opportunities and experiences to build on their knowledge and understanding of how their learning prepares them for the world of work. It also develops interpersonal, communication, creative and problem-solving skills – key character components for employability. 

				“As a partner school, we have seen the remarkable difference working with Enabling Enterprise has made, confirming the effectiveness of the principles set out in this book.”

				Tanya Watson, Headteacher, William Tyndale Primary School

			

		

	
		
		  
		     

		     

		     

		     

		     

		     

		     

		     

		    For everyone who has helped build Enabling Enterprise.

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Preface

				A fundamental piece of education is missing. Knowledge and good grades are important but insufficient. Building character is powerful, but it still leaves a gap. 

				We as adults need to know a lot. We need to make good choices. But we also need to be able to do. All of us, whatever we do, need a core set of skills – to work with others, to manage ourselves, to communicate effectively, and to creatively solve problems. We might call these skills different things – soft skills, life skills or employability skills – but we draw on them as much as numeracy or literacy. I have known them as enterprise skills, but have come to see that they are best termed ‘essential skills’. If we need them, our children and young people need them even more. 

				They underpin effective learning in the classroom. They stop students dropping out of university. They are more highly valued by employers than academic grades. They are a foundation for successful entrepreneurship. They are the enablers of civic engagement and social mobility. 

				When we look to the next decades, in a world of increased automation, fragmented jobs and the need for constant learning it is these skills that will really set our children and young people up for future success. 

				Yet as an education system, we behave as if they cannot or should not be taught. 

				But they can be, and they must be. 

				I am writing this almost a decade after I set up a social enterprise, called Enabling Enterprise. I was a secondary school teacher and the Enabling Enterprise programme was for the students in my inner-city classroom. They were not learning enough in school, and were in no sense set up for the rest of their lives. 

				Over the last ten years, I’ve had the enormous privilege of leading a brilliant team of teachers. We have worked with thousands of classroom teachers and volunteers and over 200,000 students. We have seen these children and young people, often from the most disadvantaged backgrounds, build those essential skills with the same rigour and focus as any other academic learning. They can become compelling communicators, they can balance logic and creativity, they can lead and be led, and they can set their own goals and stay on the path to achieving them. When these essential skills are mastered, we truly enable our students to achieve their potential. 

				This is not just another volley in the ever-rolling education debate, or picking sides in the false choice between prioritising skills, knowledge or character; they are a trio, and are all vital. 

				This book is partly my journey as a teacher and social entrepreneur; it is what our team at Enabling Enterprise have learnt the hard way; and it is also a manifesto for the future. 

				It is driven by the experience of teachers, parents, employers and our children and young people themselves and our collective insights about how we can all work together to fill this gap. Along the way, we draw from research and thinking across the educational spectrum, as well as from business and management academia. 

				I want for every child exactly what I wanted for my own students, and what I want for my own children: to have the essential skills to thrive in the classroom and to excel in whatever they want to do with the rest of their lives. Because this is possible for every child.

				This book is a decade’s accumulated insight and experience on how to do it. 

				Tom Ravenscroft
July 2017

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Introduction

				The rumble was the warning. It started as do the warning signs of a distant storm, building into the roar of a half-time crowd. The noise ricocheted down the white-tiled corridor, and my spine stiffened. I dug my nails into my hands. 

				The class stormed in, charging over tables, chairs and one another. Bags were swung, the desks scraped across the tired floors – their scratched and worn surfaces bearing the scars of a thousand other battles. 

				We settled with some effort. There was a seating plan which had been put together with the care of a diplomat, and then constantly rearranged to reflect shifting friendships and enmities lest hostilities break out. They still broke out, to the extent that some students were effectively isolated. 

				The fragile peace was a masterpiece of careful planning and the constant deployment of an array of distractive tactics. No one willing to put up their hands to answer a question – then I’ll call on individuals at random. No answers – then I will give you time to think individually before coming back to you. I never came back to them. 

				Unable to get work done on time? Then I will build trackers to let you know exactly what you need to do next. Unable to structure your thoughts? Then I will create frameworks to the fullest extent allowed to help construct those ideas for you. Is your work just copied out? I will gently bring you up on that, and help you find your own words.

				These students were on the verge of leaving school. Meanwhile, we crept, lesson by lesson, towards the targets I had dutifully written into my planner for each student. 

				And one day, everything came into focus. It might have been because we were writing an invoice for the third lesson in a row. That was the coursework assignment, and we had five taught hours to complete it. 

				I realised that these students were 15 or 16 years old. They were on the verge of going to college, apprenticeships or sixth form. Many of them wouldn’t make it, and in 2008 would join the nearly one million young people who were not in education, employment or training.

				I was doing everything I possibly could to get them their grades. And in the process I was preventing them developing the very skills that they would need in just a few months’ time. They were unable to work together, they could not communicate effectively and they gave up easily. They had never been asked to set their own goals – I had set them. 

				I looked around and realised that this couldn’t be what we were here for. 

				It was a scene that could have been in any one of thousands of classrooms that day. Classrooms where we had accepted that we had to get through, rather than get ahead. Where motivated, dedicated teachers feel that the long march to successful futures can only be directed through a set of grades.

				While I worried about my students on the verge of leaving school, in other classrooms teachers were just as worried about their 11-year-olds’ readiness for secondary school, their 8-year-olds’ refusal to try again, or their 5-year-olds’ inability to get on with each other. 

				Beyond our classrooms, my fellow teachers and I noticed concern too. Employers were perhaps the most vocal. It was while I was teaching, a decade ago in 2008, that the CBI published its first survey of business views on education and skills. The results made clear that employers had concerns about the basic skills of their joiners – including functional numeracy, literacy and IT skills. But they were also concerned about the employability skills that 86% of employers said were most important. Employability skills like teamwork, self-management, problem-solving and communication1. 

				In 2009, the UK Commission on Education and Skills (UKCES) published a critical report on the vital importance of employability skills – describing the ‘burning platform’ for employers who were not seeing those skills in school leavers2. This wave of business concern was nothing compared to the reality that the financial crash brought with soaring youth unemployment which was to end up topping one million before the recession receded. 

				But it was not just about employment. Universities were also concerned about their undergraduates, who they felt lacked the basic skills to thrive in an environment with less structure and individual support. This was reflected in a high drop-out rate. 

				Finally, the third main route of school leavers – entrepreneurship. High level of business failure was a sad hallmark of the entrepreneurial scene. Some vital skills seemed to be missing. 

				 

				What is missing? 

				So, what was going wrong? 

				Over the last 15 years, growing recognition of the problem has led different education ministers to apply different ideas to filling the gap – whether using enterprise education, introducing personal learning and thinking skills, emphasising social and emotional aspects of learning, or character education. 

				The reality is that under a broad and ever re-branded banner can be found everything policymakers thought students should know to be ready for real life that didn’t fit elsewhere, everything that employers wanted that didn’t fit neatly into the wider curriculum, and the individual philosophies of the teachers trying to do the best for their students. 

				In the resulting mess could be found: risk-taking, communication, resilience, financial literacy, commercial awareness, honesty, interpersonal skills, reliability and self-management. We confuse things further when we interchangeably use terms including life skills, soft skills, entrepreneurship, employability, 21st century skills, achievement virtues, or character strengths. 

				But whatever we call them, much of the difference is semantic – after sifting through the confusion, we can clearly identify communication skills, interpersonal skills, problem-solving skills, and self-management skills. 

				To reflect these four critical domains at Enabling Enterprise we settled on eight skills, balancing nuance with pragmatism. The two communication skills are presenting and listening and understanding. The interpersonal skills are teamwork and leadership. Problem-solving skills are divided into the pair of problem-solving (where the problem is pre-defined) and creativity (where it is not). Self-management has the two components of aiming high to set goals, and then staying positive to stick at achieving them. 

				And once we remove the noise, the evidence is clear that each of these eight skills is an enabler of future success, and learning in school. Each has a rich pedagogical background. 

				Importantly, this is not about whether all learning should be forced through the prism of building skills or whether these skills are a replacement for academic knowledge or rigour. It is about making a concerted effort to develop each of these skills as part of the whole curriculum. 

				This is not a new idea. Take presenting as just one example. What we call presenting would have been called rhetoric back in Ancient Greece and remained a priority through to the re-focusing of education on economic outcomes during Victorian times. It lives on today as debating in many of our schools, or ‘oracy’ in others and can be coached and trained to high levels of achievement.

				Or take staying positive. We talk increasingly about resilience but staying positive is about equipping students with tools and tactics for sticking at things and adapting plans when they see setbacks – practical things that they can learn and implement, not just a mind-set. 

				We dig into each of these in Part 2, and it’s fascinating to discover the richness of the individual skills – and their learnability and teachability. 

				 

				So why aren’t we teaching them? 

				It might be intellectually interesting that we are tying ourselves in definitional knots, but not particularly helpful for our children and young people. 

				To actually fill the gap and restore our trio of knowledge, character and skills, we need to fundamentally believe that these essential skills are teachable. This is a big step. Both experience and research indicate three broad responses to the idea of teaching these skills. I’m thinking here of teachers I’ve worked with, but research suggests it is a fairly consistent view across parents and school leavers too. 

				The first group see essential skills as innate and natural to their students – they proudly identify the natural leaders, team players or presenters. By extension, there are a lot of students, perhaps even the majority, for whom these skills will remain out of reach. 

				The second group believe that these skills are formed by everything in a student’s life to the extent that a teacher can have very minimal impact. To this group, it is only a process of osmosis that will build the students’ skills – and so a bountiful supply of activities is useful but with limited expectations of the effectiveness of any particular activity, or indeed the whole roster of activities given that students are only in class for five hours each day. 

				The third group view essential skills as lying latent until inspired into existence. We can spark an interest or ignite a passion but the mechanism seems mysterious. The onus remains on the individual to pursue this passion and realise their own potential. 

				In Chapter 7, I dig into each of these misperceptions and how they have hindered serious thinking about building essential skills. 

				 

				A philosophical leap

				The eighth chapter makes the greatest leap. Over the last eight years at Enabling Enterprise we have been ruthless about building our impact – seeking always to be as rigorous as possible, and being unemotional about cutting what doesn’t work. We have seen that we have to think differently in order to make the breakthrough our students need: we have to build these essential skills alongside literacy and numeracy. 

				We’ve learned the hard way that occasional enterprise days, competitions or after-school clubs are not enough. We have tried all of these approaches.

				I am keenly aware of the many claims out there for educational pet projects to be seen to be as essential as numeracy and literacy. It is slightly embarrassing to be trying to jockey for that turf.

				However, when we look dispassionately at the characteristics of the basic skills of literacy and numeracy, we see four key things:

				
						They are primarily about doing something, not knowing something. 

						They are useful throughout life in many different settings. 

						They are tools to unlock and access further knowledge.

						While they are applied with contextual knowledge, they are transferable. 

				

				These characteristics absolutely apply to our essential skills. 

				 

				Reimagining essential skills

				Across the country, hundreds of Enabling Enterprise schools are now embracing this shift towards making essential skills a core pillar of learning, alongside literacy and numeracy. These schools work with children from as young as 3 through to 18-year-olds. Some are remote and rural, others in the heart of our cities. Some have more than a thousand students – and some less than 50. The majority of these schools serve children in the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods in the country, according to the Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index (IDACI). 

				All of them have made this transformation by implementing six key principles. 

				
						
To keep it simple: Rather than being overwhelmed by the complexity of trying to prepare students for all aspects of their future lives, these schools embrace a clear set of essential skills, and use them consistently.

						
To start early: We rightly identify numeracy and literacy as the building blocks of education – and so we start young – and then we keep going. These schools also think about students’ essential skills in the same way, rather than ignoring them after nursery age until the point they are about to leave school. 

						
To measure it: We are often led to believe that measurement is very difficult or a distraction from what we are trying to achieve. Schools who are excelling here find that by being precise about outcomes they become measurable – and that measurability drives better learning and better progress. 

						
To focus tightly: Whilst much teaching of enterprise or employability relies on presenting a smorgasbord of activities, we wouldn’t expect students to learn to read by simply letting them loose in a library. Instead, these schools use essential skill levels to make sure students are working on activities that stretch them, akin to the way we use reading levels when developing literacy. We need focus and rigour, and to teach each of the essential skills explicitly and carefully.

						
To keep practising: With literacy and numeracy we recognise the need to reinforce these key enablers elsewhere in the curriculum – a notion reinforced through initiatives highlighting that every teacher is also a teacher of English, for example. Similarly, while proper time is needed to develop essential skills in their own right, these schools reinforce it by highlighting the deployment and development of those skills everywhere else. 

						
To bring it to life: Finally, these schools apply the skills to real-life challenges – both to highlight their relevance and boost motivation and also to increase their transferability later on. 

				

				In the third part of this book, I explore how each of these principles actually runs counter to current mainstream practice. I look at what the evidence is for each principle and then what it looks like in practice. Along the way, it is illuminating to see how this group of pioneering schools are transforming their students’ learning in school and prospects for the future.

				 

				A different future 

				I write this book with great optimism about the future. The plans and proposals here are ambitious, but they are achievable. They are already working in hundreds of schools today. 

				Through our experience at Enabling Enterprise, we can see the change for individual students, whole classes and entire schools. There are other programmes working in this field too. I know, though, that whilst Enabling Enterprise is working with over 85,000 students this year, our reach into 1.2% of English schools is just a small foothold on the challenge. 

				Ultimately, to ensure that all of our students are set up for the rest of their lives we will need to achieve three things. Firstly, to build a consensus that these skills are essential for our students’ future success. Secondly, a shared belief that they are completely teachable. Finally, that we have a common language and goals around those skills to help all students to reach their potential.

				Taking this from hundreds of schools to thousands will be achieved if we focus on making four big changes at a systemic level:

				
						Firstly, by doing a lot more to train and support teachers and teaching assistants who may never have received any training on how to build the essential skills. We need expert teachers with deep understanding, as well as a basic grounding for all teachers. 

						Secondly, by creating and maintaining a shared language and expectations for essential skills to bring coherence to the range of activities and programmes out there. By having a single shared framework, individual programmes can add up to at least the sum of their parts, with the same skills reinforced consistently. 

						Thirdly, by ensuring that value is placed on essential skills in the education system. This includes the school inspectorate Ofsted ensuring an emphasis on provision of structured, age-appropriate opportunities for students to build these skills at all levels in the curriculum. Alongside, there are other policy levers the Department of Education could use, including making essential skills a core requirement, clearer up-to-date guidance, dedicated funding and stronger destination data of where students end up beyond formal schooling. 

						Finally, by properly engaging parents. As we do with numeracy and literacy, providing parents with the information and tools to support the development of their children’s skills, from the youngest to the oldest. 

				

				Some distance still to go

				The development of literacy and numeracy over the last couple of centuries should give grounds for optimism. From a shaky start, the developed world has seen almost universal basic literacy and numeracy achieved, with wave after wave of innovation helping to further those goals – whether standardised grammar, reading ages, or newer technological tools. 

				As the essential skills become an expectation of schooling we will continue to increase our effectiveness in building them together. We will learn and share best practice internationally. We will collectively refine the skills frameworks, furthering our understanding of any interdependencies and the long-term impacts of different programmes. As a result, we will continue to innovate around how we build the skills, and might expect to see twice the current rates of learning in a decade’s time. Finally, we will harness the opportunities that new technology presents – whether to capture or record progress, to use simulations to build the skills, or artificial intelligence to hone them.

				The final chapter makes clear that we will need to keep innovating because these skills are only going to become more important. Automation and algorithms will reduce job opportunities for anyone without an adaptable skill set, as even complex tasks may no longer require human workers. Similarly, there are clear trends in the nature of employment towards self-employment and gig work – needing a lot more self-direction and management than ever before. Our children and young people will need to be constantly learning and re-learning over their longer careers if they are to succeed. 

				But these changes will also provide huge opportunities, including careers focused on solving some of humanity’s most intractable challenges, from the environment to global development and health. To capitalise on these opportunities we need all our school leavers to be equipped with the essential skills to really grapple with these challenges. 

				 

				Let’s get going 

				Through the work of Enabling Enterprise and others there is a growing body of evidence in schools across the country that this approach works, that we can teach essential skills as a core enabler of our students. 

				There are primary and secondary schools in very different areas across the country where every child can tell you what the skills mean for them, and where their parents regularly join them to better understand how the skills are built and how they can support them at home. I walk down these corridors and see how each class is strategically, incrementally building the eight skills that they need for success. I talk to children who can tell me exactly what they find invigorating and frustrating about leading others, will say how they’re trying to become better listeners or presenters or recommend me a strategy for staying positive.

				More than a couple of times I have given a speech only for an audience member to stand up to ask a question and to declare that their child has done Enabling Enterprise. And when they do, my stomach constricts a little. Then inevitably they will blow me away that their child professed to adoring the activities that they have been doing – whether a trip to an employer like Birmingham Airport or an NHS hospital, or during their regular enterprise lessons in school. But what means the most is when the parents says that it’s not just the activity – it’s the change in their children. And that they wish they had had the same opportunity in school themselves. 

				I talk to our teachers a lot. Before they’ve started to implement the approach, they start in different places: some excited, some cynical, some unsure how they will find the time, and many sagely identifying the students who are their ‘naturals’. Once they’ve started, they keep going because they see the difference in their students. 

				We can see the difference in the data too: students, even from the most disadvantaged backgrounds, can make progress in their skills at a rate that puts them on the trajectory for future success. It is unsurprising that students start in different places – and unsurprising that the majority are behind where they should be. It is exciting to see that student background is uncorrelated with the progress they subsequently make and that the gap can close. This can be done. 

				

				But let’s start at the beginning. 

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Part 1: What is the Gap? 

				He thumped the pile of coursework folders down with a satisfying smack on the desk. To emphasise his triumph he pushed his chair back and threw his fists into the air. 

				There was a murmur of congratulations from the other teachers as they looked up. Someone handed him a congratulatory cup of tea from the urn in the corner of the staff room. 

				‘All done?’

				‘Yup – all done’

				‘How were they?’

				‘Alright…’ A smile. ‘Good enough anyway’

				‘They’re set for life now, eh?’

				A roll of the eyes, a smirk and a snort of laughter.

				‘If only.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1: The Gap 

				Our schools are churning out the unemployable. So ran one memorable headline when I was teaching ten years ago. Students, it reported, were leaving school ill-equipped for the real world or work: unable to organise or apply themselves, work with others, or overcome setbacks. 

				We know this story well, but what is less well appreciated is that this same fundamental challenge undermines learning at university and makes entrepreneurial failure more likely. It is even a barrier to learning in school.

				It was, and is, a huge constraint on the UK’s growth, productivity and future prosperity. It is a tragic waste of individual talent and potential, and particularly affects children and young people from the most disadvantaged backgrounds. 

				Before we can fix the gap, we have to first look into it and understand why it has grown so wide. 

				 

				My classroom 

				I first saw this in my own classroom. 

				I was 21 years old and just three months earlier had been completing my university finals in economics and management. I had had a very privileged educational experience for which I was rightly grateful – growing up in Buckinghamshire, attending the local grammar school and then on to the University of Oxford. It was quite a different experience, after training which was intense but brief, to be tasked with a roster of classes in a challenging secondary school in Hackney, in East London. My degree, majoring on economics, drove my passion to be a business studies teacher. 

				That I found teaching challenging initially would be unsurprising. But what really marked those early months was the sense of something missing. It was more of a background dissonance than any single moment; more of that rumbling sense of growing hunger than anything explosive. What troubled me most was quite mundane. When I asked my students to work in teams and they refused to work in the groups I set them. When I asked questions, and rather than suggest an answer, students would prefer to shrug and maintain a blank look. There were the critical coursework deadlines that passed without making any impression on the students themselves.

				That was the dissonance. After a few months in the classroom by many measures my class were actually doing fine. I had created Excel trackers which automatically changed colour as coursework was completed. The students were making good progress, more or less on time, towards completing all of their coursework to an acceptable standard and all at least passing. I had created structures and frameworks to help them structure their thinking, help them complete their coursework and provide the evidence that the exam board were looking for. 

				But my awarenes was growing that my students’ apparent progress was actually a thin veneer on reality. And the veneer was already cracking.

				 

				The gap in other classrooms

				I was not alone in my fears. During my first year of teaching I shared a house with three other new teachers, teaching across different schools in North and East London. Our dinner chat frequently came back to the same set of issues. We were shocked by how little ownership our students felt over their learning and how much of the responsibility rested squarely on the shoulders of us as their teachers – a phenomenon that had turned students into passive recipients of knowledge. We shared notes on how many of the basic skills that we would expect of much younger students seemed to be absent. I was not alone in worrying at how inarticulate my students could be, or at the level of animosity between different groups of students. I was not the only one who questioned why so little knowledge seemed to be retained between classes. 

				We talked too about what we wanted for our students. We weren’t teaching just for the thrill of boosting a student’s results by a grade. We wanted to build a depth of knowledge and understanding in our students that would help them appreciate and enjoy the world around them. We wanted them to feel what success felt like and be motivated to be ambitious for their own future achievements. We wanted them to go out into the world beyond school and thrive – to fashion their interests, passions and skills to build themselves a brilliant, fulfilling life. 

				 

				When the grades don’t add up

				Back in school, staff meetings invariably oscillated around students’ grades, predicted grades and any gap between the two. We talked endlessly about the proportion of students who were going to achieve their five A*-C GCSEs including English and maths – the basic benchmark of a good set of GCSEs. That is not to criticise the school – it would undoubtedly have been the same conversation in any other staff room in the country at that time. But it was a symptom and a cause of what was happening in our classrooms. 

				Sadly, this approach was not even succeeding at achieving those five good GCSEs. In 2009 only half of students achieved those indicators3. In the schools serving the most financially disadvantaged part of the population, as mine was, the proportion was much lower still. 

				In 2016, only one in three students from low-income backgrounds achieved five good GCSEs including maths and English4. 

				We weren’t getting the grades the students needed, and as we worked harder and harder at getting those grades we realised something else: we weren’t getting them ready for life beyond school either.

				 

				Also a gap at primary school 

				This awareness is by no means limited to secondary school teachers. One of Enabling Enterprise’s primary school headteachers articulated a very similar set of fears for his students. As he said, ‘Year on year, I am honoured to be working with children and teachers who overcome many challenges to high academic achievement. When they come to the end of Year 6 we have an assembly. The children sit on the stage, their parents and the other children in the audience, and I stand up and talk about how proud I am of their academic achievements – and I am. Every single word of that is true.’ He went on to question though, how ready they really were for the next stage of their education journeys.

				I’ve had the same conversation with dozens of primary school teachers – their fears that their children aren’t ready for the next stage in their lives and for the shift that secondary school represents. 

				 

				Our classroom challenge in the data

				To see the problem in the classroom more neatly, we asked teachers to observe their students over a period of up to four weeks and look for whether a student regularly displays the behaviours that evidence a particular skill. 

				I should caution that this is not a representative sample of all students – in 2016, over 65% of our schools served the most deprived 20% of communities according to the IDACI index5. But a few examples bring to life what the challenge is6:

				
						When students are 6 or 7 years old we might expect that they can articulate their emotions in simple terms – but from a sample of 1498 students their teachers found that only 64% were able to. 

						When children are 7 or 8 years old, their teachers reported that only 49% of the 1743 student assessed were generally able to listen to other students, and ask follow-up questions on what they heard. 

						In terms of staying positive, by Year 3, when they are 8 or 9 years old, we would expect that students are able to stay calm when something goes wrong, without becoming uncontrollably angry or distressed. Their teachers reported that this was only the case for 56% of the 1742 students they assessed. What’s even more concerning is that by the time they were 11 or 12 years old, their teachers felt that 16% of the students in their classes were still unable to do this. 

						When students are aged 11 and starting secondary school, their teachers judged that only 2% could take notes effectively. Something is missing if teachers themselves can see little sign of.

				

				Something is missing if teachers themselves can see little sign of some of these essential skills for learning and life in their classroom. 

				 

				Beyond the school gates

				Beyond the proverbial school gates, the future was looking grim for our students in 2008 and 2009. While we worried about the students in our classrooms, there was good reason to be nervous about what we were preparing our students for – whether that was employment, university or entrepreneurship. 

				 

				(i) Beyond the school gates: Employers

				Businesses and other employers were beginning to make clear that while we in our classrooms might be concerned about how our students were building their subject knowledge and qualifications, they were concerned at the prospect of employing them. 

				 

				Businesses looking for qualifications and basic skills 

				In 2008, the CBI (Confederation of British Industry) ran its first annual survey of members’ views on skills and education7. One of the clear points was unsurprising: it found that members wanted a well-qualified workforce, with an increased need for graduate-level qualifications – around one-third of jobs required degree-level skills or qualifications. There were particular shortages of students with science, technology, engineering and maths (STEM) backgrounds. There were also gaps around the foreign language skills of their newer recruits. 

				Among their less-skilled workforce, there were more acute problems. The 2008 CBI survey highlighted that almost half of adults in the UK ‘have difficulty with numbers’. The basic expectations of businesses include multiplication, percentages, ratios, fractions, decimals, converting units and calculating odds and probabilities. 

				The survey also highlighted that one in seven (5 million adults) were not functionally literate. In terms of literacy, some of the expectations were legible handwriting, comprehension of basic texts and being able to communicate orally. 

				It is hard to argue with the notion that mastering basic numeracy and literacy has to be key – a priority reflected in the government’s decision back when I was teaching that the five key GCSEs measure should explicitly include English and maths. I saw in my classroom that the students’ ability to engage with more complex ideas of cash flow or break-even points depended on basic numeracy. Similarly, the focus on written coursework immediately disadvantaged many students who lacked the literacy to engage.

				There were also problems in another area of basic skills: the IT skills of the workforce, which registered as a concern for more than half of employers (56%). In my first year of teaching, three spare hours on my timetable were filled by a purgatory of three Year 9 IT lessons. After that experience as an IT teacher, businesses’ concerns in this area do not surprise me – even in 2008 before the widespread uptake of smartphones, students were fantastic at finding and sharing obscure but entertaining websites, and remarkably overwhelmed by the basics of the core Office applications like PowerPoint, Word and Excel. 

				As one small example, as the students were working on their coursework I was confused by how sporadic progress was – until I realised that they had never been taught how to name or save their files properly. As a result, after keying in whatever random phrase they thought was amusing at that moment, they promptly lost their lesson’s work. Whilst fixable in a classroom context, I can imagine an employer being rather underwhelmed by a new recruit with this approach.

				All of this would seem to reinforce the notion that schools are right to drive for mastering the three key basic skill areas of numeracy, literacy and IT. They should then push for good qualifications, and work towards university entrance – this is what employers need. 

				 

				Businesses also prioritising employability skills

				However, the survey also reflected the discomfort that we felt as teachers: qualifications alone were not enough. The CBI survey in 2008 highlighted that even at degree level, only 30% of graduate-level jobs relied on a particular course of study. What mattered to most firms (86%) were the more generic employability skills, including self-management, teamwork, business and customer awareness, problem-solving and communication, including listening and questioning others. 

				The UK Commission on Employability and Skills (UKCES) was also set up in 2008, with a focus on employability skills. In 2009 they printed an interesting report called The Employability Challenge8. The foreword from Sir Mike Rake, the Chair, is worth quoting: ‘By working together well, individuals contribute to the productivity of the economy and success of society, improve the lives of colleagues and customers, and realise their own creative potential. This is enabled by everyone coming out of the public employment and skills system being able to work in a team, communicate clearly, listen well, be interested and keen to learn, take criticism, solve problems, read, write and add.’ He further added that ’these employability skills are the lubricant of our increasingly complex and inter-connected workplace. They are not a substitute for specific knowledge and skills but they make the difference between being good at a subject and being good at doing a job.’

				The Learning and Skills Network ran a similar survey in 20089. They asked 1137 employers what they would be looking for and numeracy and literacy of course came up as critical for candidates. However, they highlighted that without ‘enthusiasm, commitment and time-keeping’ half of respondents would not make a job offer to candidates who were strong in their numeracy and literacy alone.

				I look back to that period of 2008 and 2009 as this was the context of my class of students. To reassure you that this is no historical anomaly, the latest Skills & Education survey from CBI and Pearson in 2016 showed exactly the same pattern – that 89% of respondents would prioritise the employability skills and attitudes of the school and college leavers they recruit; just 23% would prioritise their qualifications and grades10. 

				 

				Businesses not finding the employability skills they sought

				Sadly, as Sir Mike Rake noted ‘In 2009, too few people have these skills...’ despite the fact ‘business has been asking for them for twenty years’. This is reference to the CBI’s 1989 report, ‘Towards a Skills Revolution’, which emphasised the essential nature of employability skills11. 

				Indeed, this has been the constant refrain of the CBI’s annual surveys – not just that these skills matter to employers but that they are found lacking. In 2008, the CBI were highlighting particular deficiencies around communication skills. They also highlighted the need for a well-rounded set of capacities including self-management, teamwork, customer and business awareness, problem-solving, and communication skills alongside the ability to apply literacy, numeracy and IT to the work context.

				There was no particular shift in the intervening years. A study led by McKinsey in 2014 found that skills that employers valued but felt were lacking in young people included spoken communication skills, work ethic, teamwork, and problem-solving12. What they pointed out was particularly galling – that despite high youth unemployment, employers were struggling to find young people with the skills they needed. 

				Finally, in 2016 the CBI’s survey was clear that ‘school and college is not equipping all young people with what they need to succeed’. They added that about half of respondents reported that they were not satisfied with skills in communication (50%), analysis including problem-solving (50%) or self-management (48%). The only relative chink of light was that only a quarter of respondents were concerned about school and college leavers’ teamwork (26%) – fractionally better than concerns around literacy (32%) and basic numeracy (29%). 

				The result of this is perhaps reflected in the 365,000 young people, aged 16-24, who were unemployed in the last quarter, from February to April 2017 – a total of 10.7% of young people that age13. 

				 

				We are only going to need more skills in the future

				It has become fashionable to highlight how much about the future is unknown. I have lost track of the number of times I have been sagely advised many of the jobs our children and young people will do in ten years haven’t been invented yet. I can well believe that the content of roles and jobs will continue to evolve – ten years ago, social media was almost unknown and yet has spawned whole industries – not just of professional tweeters and the online marketing that goes with it, but changing personal and professional interactions in many fields and generating new possibilities for big data.

				This is certainly the view of the CBI who cite that 77% of respondents believe that they will need a more-skilled workforce in the future. The final chapter looks to the future to explore exactly this point – with the trends of increased automation, the gig economy and rise of self-employment, the need to re-learn and to focus on larger and more intractable challenges. 

				That is aside from the concerns that are emerging around the UK’s imminent departure from the European Union – which Ofsted itself has highlighted might make the development of skills increasingly important as the country relies more and more on home-grown skills14. Even the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for Education, a cross-cutting group of politicians, reflected that, ‘the world of work and the labour market is changing and the education system is not keeping pace with developments’15.

				This is not just about the future, although I rather think that education should have an eye on what’s coming. It is about what is happening in our classrooms today. 

				 

				(ii) Beyond the school gates: University

				By highlighting the concerns of employers, I am not presuming that the sole or even primary purpose of education is to create economic producers for industry. Do recall that I started with despair at what was happening in my classroom.

				When I was teaching, the holy grail of success was university admission. The Tony Blair era might have come to an end before I stood in front of my class, but his goal that half of young people should go to university was still influential. 

				Some schools started to explicitly make access to university a stated goal for their students from the outset. Impressive schools like King Solomon Academy in London have a stated goal that they want all of their students to experience a university education16. This reflects the Charter School movement in the USA, many of whom make acceptance onto a four-year college course a guiding principle and expectation for all their students. 

				 

				Grades become the main focus

				The challenge with this goal is that overwhelmingly the focus to realise this ambition is on the grades that the students achieve. This is particularly the case when universities broadly acknowledge that there is often little to differentiate students on the basis of personal statements – whereas grades are a much clearer and less disputable metric of comparison. 

				In many cases, this then supercharges exactly the same behaviours that seemed so destructive in my classroom – the close focus on measures of progress and the securing of grades and results over the mastery of knowledge and wider skills. This well-meaning structuring in the classroom was complemented by wrap-around support. 

				For my students, this meant minimal responsibility for maintaining their own coursework folders – as I never let them out of my room for fear they would be lost. It meant that when deadlines were missed I immediately swung into action by keeping them back after lessons or after school to get the work done under my supervision. It meant that their learning was broken down into chunks which were ticked off as we progressed. The nature of the course I was teaching allowed that to happen. 

				 

				Universities’ perspectives on their undergraduates

				Of course the reality is that this was wildly different from the experience that most undergraduates had on arrival at university. The wrap-around support was replaced by lectures, labs and occasional seminars or check-ins with their tutors. 

				The essays that they had to write were not structured into short questions – there was no single textbook to read before replicating an answer. Instead, reading lists were wider, questions more open and required structuring. 

				University, students quickly found, required enormous self-discipline. No one checked that they attended lectures, and the temptations of freedom were often overwhelming. The contact time they had in the form of seminars was often impersonal as part of a group with a lecturer or tutor who would rather be doing their own research. 

				The students of mine who I kept in touch with also reflected that they were surprised by the level of collaboration required. Arts students were often expected to discuss their ideas before the more formal seminars. Sciences students often had problem sets to work through together – helping and supporting one another to reach the right answers. 

				This did not go unnoticed. A study by the Cambridge Assessment exam board found that many students experience a major ‘culture shock’ between leaving school and starting their university study. As one academic reflected, ‘we try our best to help them make the transition from being spoon-fed to being able to design a spoon and then feed themselves’17. 

				The study included 633 academics, around half of whom believed that first-year students were not prepared for the demands of higher education. Many said that they had to compensate through extra remedial classes – both on study skills but also more independent skills.

				The result of all of this is that each year, 1 in 12 freshers from a low-income background drops out of university18.

				 

				So, what do universities want?

				Universities are clear that they want a passion for the subject that is being studied. They are looking for the ability to read, absorb information, think creatively, and write persuasively. In the sciences, a high level of understanding is required, built on robust foundations. This includes a strong background in mathematics, and an understanding of its underlying principles. 

				But to thrive in the university environment, they also need study skills. The University of Cambridge emphasises four critical skills that are critical to the university experience19: 

				
						Intellectual skills: These include thinking critically and analysing, synthesising different ideas together and also problem-solving. 

						Communication skills: This of course includes producing formal written work of the highest quality. More than that, they also particularly highlight oral and non-verbal communication skills and active listening. 

						Interpersonal skills: This is about working with others and also being able to motivate others – a reflection of a leadership role. They also cited flexibility and adaptability as key. 

						Organisational skills: This includes the ability to work independently, to take initiative, for students to manage their own finances and time, and balancing different commitments – both academic and social. 

				

				These are skills that can be honed through the process of completing a degree, and the extracurricular activities and enterprise education support that a university setting makes available. But they are also the critical enablers of success along the way – and without them students are unlikely to be successful.

				Different universities have similar frameworks. As another example, the University of Birmingham highlights similar skills to prospective undergraduate applicants to its law courses20. These are intellectual ability, communication skills, the ability to think and work under pressure, and study skills – including self-motivation, self-direction, and time management. 

				If any final evidence is needed that academic achievement is not enough, even prospective academics are warned by the University of Manchester that a good PhD alone will not be enough. Successful academics also need the ability to network, to manage their time, to be resilient, to present effectively and need leadership and management skills21. 

				 

				So, grades are not even enough here

				We can move on then from the idea that if you are smart enough then grades and qualifications alone will get you to success. It turns out that even if you make it into university, some other skills remain critical. 

				It also turns out that if you don’t have them you are much more likely to drop out – and suffer the twin setback of debt and a wasted opportunity. 

				 

				(iii) Beyond the school gates: Entrepreneurship 

				A third route for my students beyond the school gates could well have been entrepreneurship – and for some of them it was. Often, this was focused on supporting a family business – running a shop or café, or trading. 

				The idea of entrepreneurship seems to be increasingly aspirational for young people. Research in 2013 suggested that 55% of young people aspired to set up their own businesses22. As someone who is now nearly a decade into building a social enterprise and has had more than a few conversations with people keen to ‘take the plunge’ who never do, I am rather sceptical about whether that statistic really means anything. 

				There is evidence of an uptick though. Research from Enterprise Nation looked at the number of company formations in 2006 versus 201323. They found that over that period the number of founders under the age of 35 rose from 145,104 to 247,049. Particular areas of focus for these new businesses were business and management consultancy, IT, architecture, restaurants, mail-order retail and ‘artistic and literary creation’. 

				 

				The challenges of business failure

				We all know that the rate of business failure is substantial. Indeed, the number of new businesses being created within this period was outnumbered by the number of businesses failing. 

				Now, there are perfectly good reasons why not every business makes it. Some come to a close for perfectly good reasons – that the original goal of the business has been achieved (this is particularly the case for social enterprises), that the owner retires or moves onto a new project, or that the business is bought up and integrated into another organisation. 

				However, there are also plenty of businesses which are cut down prematurely or never get off the starting blocks. It is currently fashionable to embrace business failure – not just as a sign of creative destruction, but as a sign of growth and learning on the part of the entrepreneur. I can certainly cite plenty of mistakes I have made and things that have gone wrong – and they have indeed been great learning opportunities, properly digested and rectified. 

				It is quite different to embrace the idea of ‘failing fast’ on small things, and the real impact of business failure. I think particularly of my students who would not have the same safety nets as their wealthier peers and for whom failure in their entrepreneurial endeavours would have been much more disastrous. 

				Now, sometimes external events take over. Indeed, 2008 while I was standing in front of my class is a clear example of broader market forces, and particularly credit markets, strangling firms. More often failure comes about through some of these regularly cited setbacks: 

				
						Inability to manage cash flow or model the business effectively

						Lack of vision beyond making money or focus on building a great product

						Inadequate knowledge or understanding of business basics 

						Weak leadership or the inability to manage a team

						Poor management of risk – whether through taking too much risk or the fear of failure

						Inability to persuade or communicate the value of the product

				

				There is a lot there about the responsibility of the entrepreneur. Few businesses really fail because the idea is wrong, when the right approach would give the time and space to refine and develop the idea by managing risk effectively. 

				 

				What an entrepreneur needs to be able to do 

				Entrepreneurial skills are commonly understood. In 2015, the Department of Business, Innovation & Skills (BIS) reviewed the evidence around entrepreneurial success and found that in order to be effective, entrepreneurs had to identify and capitalise on opportunities24. These opportunities might come from identifying customer needs, technical opportunities or market opportunities. 

				They broke down the skills that entrepreneurs need into four areas25:

				
						Idea identification and creation: Generating or envisaging ideas, recognising opportunities, and being able to acquire relevant knowledge to be able to capitalise on that idea. 

						Capitalising on ideas: Awareness of the environment and factors conducive to exploiting the opportunity, along with then being able to garner the necessary resources, being able to convince others of the value of the opportunity and being able to use networks to capitalise on these ideas.

						Traits and behaviours: Having self-belief, self-awareness and trust in their own judgements as well as the ability to manage risk and take responsibility and the ability to cope with difficulties.

						Managerial and leadership skills: The ability to manage others, to overcome institutional and other constraints, to turn an idea into a commercial opportunity and the ability to take decisions. 

				

				While some of these skills seem quite domain-specific, there are also skills that seem more generic – like the ability to evaluate decisions, being able to work with others, and being able to create and see through plans, for example. 

				 

				Not a direction for the faint hearted

				If there is any residual sense that entrepreneurship was an easy escape route for students who had struggled to engage at school then that sense is clearly wrong. The great entrepreneurial myths spun around individuals like Lord Sugar or Sir Richard Branson – for whom weak academic performance was no hindrance – underestimate the wider skills that needed to be built for them to succeed. 

				 

				Bringing it all together

				There is an important extra dimension to understanding the gap in essential skills too: that the gap is much bigger for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Recent studies from the Sutton Trust and the Social Mobility Commission have shown that more developed soft skills are an advantage and hallmark of more financially advantaged students. The Sutton Trust evaluated the impact of the Assisted Places scheme of 1980-1997 that saw disadvantaged students assisted to attend private schools they would not have otherwise have been able to access. It showed that those individuals saw much of their subsequent advantage over their peers as deriving from the development of soft skills like self-reliance, curiosity, communication, leadership and teamwork26. At the same time, the Social Mobility Commission found that more financially advantaged parents put more emphasis on building soft skills27. 

				So, it would seem that the nervousness we felt in the classroom was reflected in the wider world. There was a gap in the skills that students needed to learn effectively in school, those that employers are looking for, those that universities sought, and those that would allow our students to have more entrepreneurial futures. 

				While I have focused on these three routes beyond school, these areas have overlaps with many other forms of civic and democratic engagement, and volunteering as well. 

				 

				Summary 

				This chapter has focused on exposing the gap in our education system. 

				As a teacher, I and many of my fellow teachers felt we were missing something fundamental – both for our students’ development as children and young people and to enable them to learn effectively. We saw the dissonance in the classroom when we focus on grades without an appreciation of the wider skills our students need to be successful. Indeed, the focus on these grades drives teaching approaches that detract from students developing these skills.

				This gap undermines our hopes for our students’ futures beyond the classroom. When we look beyond the classroom we see that whether our students aspire to employment, university study or entrepreneurship next, they are lacking some essential skills.

				Now we see the gap, we need to understand why we haven’t managed to fill it so far. 
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