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				Reviews

				

				‘For too long, our FE provision has felt like the Cinderella offer within our wider education system. In this strongly argued analysis, Barnaby Lenon has built on his best-selling book about high-performing state schools, Much Promise, with this heartfelt call to action to improve the status and quality of what is on offer for almost half of all pupils as they enter post-16 education. As a society, he argues, we need to value ‘head, hand and heart’, not just cognitive ability.

				‘In his characteristically thorough way, Barnaby Lenon summarises the key evidence in this important debate, starting with the early years, highlighting how educational disadvantage leads to a growing achievement gap and an unacceptably long tail of underachievement. His analysis forms the basis of an insightful critique of current reforms that leads to a series of powerful recommendations about how this important area of our educational system can be given the status and success it deserves.’

				Andy Buck, CEO, Leadership Matters

				 

				‘Other People’s Children makes a grand sweep over the history of education, providing a fascinating description of years of policy failure to address a fundamental challenge that we have faced in this country for at least the last century, but probably for longer. The coverage and the depth of analysis is impressive and should make this book a must-read for any policy wonks in the field; it will certainly provide food for thought for any committed reader.’

				David Hughes, Chief Executive, Association of Colleges

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Introduction

				 

				There is a tendency of long historical standing in English educational thought (it is not nearly so visible in some other countries) to concentrate too much on the interests of the abler pupils in any group that is being considered and to forget about the rest. 

				Crowther Report, 1959

				

				In 2017, three members of my family enrolled with a further education college. First was my 20-year-old nephew who dropped out of school when he was 17 for personal reasons but would have been capable of top grades at A level; he has enrolled to study computer science. It is further education that has invariably given second chances to people like him. Next there was a 16-year-old nephew who has autism and had struggled to cope with school, but who is clearly very intelligent and keen on engineering. These were the first members of my family not to go to university, but both are very able. Finally, I enrolled to take an adult education course at my local college. This book is about the system we found ourselves in; a system about which I knew little despite having spent my whole life in education.

				The academically least successful 50% of young people in England face a number of problems. Some will have struggled at school since the day they started. They attended lessons day in day out from the age of 5 to 16, but the exams they took at the end of that 11-year slog might well have left them with a sense of failure. They might have passed some GCSEs, but at best their grades were modest.

				The path trodden after GCSEs is clear enough for the more academically successful 50%. They go on to take A levels and a university degree – qualifications which the whole population understand and recognise, qualifications which have been around for many years. But for the less academic the way ahead is much less clear. 

				Whereas their fathers or grandfathers, and even their mothers and grandmothers, quickly picked up employment at the age of 16 or younger, for them life will be less straightforward. Jobs in manufacturing and services, which formerly supported many towns and cities in the Midlands and north of England, have gone. Some of the jobs that remain – in the large construction sector, for example – have been filled by immigrants from Eastern Europe. 

				Their situation is made all the more difficult because of their family background. Many will have had few books at home. Some will not have had a father in the house when they were being brought up. A disproportionate number will have been on free school meals at school. Many will be boys. Some will be from minority ethnic backgrounds, which, for a variety of reasons, makes the transition to a good job more difficult. Some will be disabled or have other special needs. 

				They are not a small group. They are half of all young people, most of whom are mentally and physically able to do a good job if trained and given the opportunity.

				In England, our A levels and our better universities are as good as any others anywhere on the planet. But every international study tells us that the gap between the top 50% and the bottom 50% of pupils is wider in England than in almost any country in the developed world. So this is where we have the greatest capacity to improve. This is where we would now expect any sensible government to focus its attention. Not on grammar schools but on further education colleges. Not on A levels but on apprenticeships. 

				In the past the unskilled bottom 50% were a huge asset. They found work because there were jobs available for those who were unskilled or who could be easily trained on the job. Some of these jobs still exist, but in diminishing numbers. If we are to be a grown-up standalone nation then we need to become more like other standalone countries, like South Korea or Japan, where very few pupils are allowed to fail at school and where the less academic go onto carefully planned, high-quality training programmes which lead to work. 

				David Goodhart (2017) makes the point that in recent years people have been judged more and more by their exam qualifications, their cognitive ability. The ‘brightest and best’ trump the ‘decent and hardworking’. But a good society needs to balance the three Hs – head, hand and heart. We undervalue the skills of construction workers, engineers, artisans – those who work with their hands. And we undervalue those whose emotional intelligence makes them so important to the caring professions, such as nurses, early years teachers and those working in social care. 

				Post-Brexit, it is likely that immigration flow into the UK will fall, so upskilling the domestic population to fill positions that would otherwise have been taken by EU workers will become important. The current performance of many pupils at age 16 suggests that this will be difficult. 

				This book examines how we have got into this rather weak position and what we can do about it. 

				 

				What do the terms ‘higher education’ and ‘further education’ mean?

				In England, the term ‘higher education’ means university level, ‘further education’ means most things taught outside schools and universities to those over the age of 16. Vocational courses are part of what is taught in further education – skills needed for a job. 

				In recent years, the government has chosen to refer to vocational courses as ‘technical education’ because they think that ‘vocational’ has got a bad name.

				Further education in England is quite complicated but it helps if you know two things:

				
						There is a distinction between the courses for 16- to 18-year-olds, which include large numbers doing basic English and maths as well as vocational courses, and the courses for everyone over 18 (adults), which are mainly vocational but include academic courses and ‘developmental’ courses for the community like pottery or learning English.

						There is a distinction between the qualifications on offer and the institutions that teach those courses. Both need to be good if the system is to work. Government-financed further education colleges are very important in terms of the teaching, but in fact many vocational courses are taught by private companies. The qualifications themselves are all devised and administered by private firms. 

				

								 

Who controls the vocational education and training system in England?

					1. The Department for Education together with the Treasury determine overall policy and funding. The Education and Skills Funding Agency manages the funding of further education. The Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy (2017 name) helps to provide strategic guidance on skills shortages. 

									
2. Ofsted inspects schools, FE colleges and independent training providers and grades them. They monitor overall standards and assess the progress and impact of government reforms.

					3. The Further Education Commissioner assesses FE colleges if they are rated inadequate by Ofsted or fail to meet ESFA minimum standards. He helps support colleges that appear to be struggling, even though not yet graded ‘inadequate’. 

					4. The Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education manages what it says in its name. Employers have an important role in helping the Institute set up and run vocational courses and apprenticeships. 

					5. The Federation for Industry Sector Skills and Standards represents, promotes and supports Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) across the UK. SSCs are the employer-led skills organisations and they aim to reduce skills gaps and shortages and to improve productivity. The SSCs were, in the last few years, designers, as well as first-line accreditors, of most vocational qualifications. For example, ConstructionSkills is the Sector Skills Council for the construction industry.

				The Sector Skills Councils support 19 National Skills Academies which bring employers together with training organisations to develop skills training in areas like construction, environmental technologies, financial services, food and drink, health, nuclear, and railway engineering. Some opt for a permanent training centre in a fixed location, whereas others prefer training that is delivered in the workplace or online.

6. Local enterprise partnerships (LEPs) are voluntary partnerships between local authorities and businesses set up in 2011 by the then Department for Business, Innovation and Skills to help determine local economic priorities and lead economic growth and job creation within a local area. Each has a strategic economic plan. Each LEP bids for money from the government’s Local Growth Fund. 

				LEPs often undertake skills surveys and make recommendations for areas where existing vocational training needs to be strengthened. For example, in 2016 the Thames Valley LEP published a report identifying specific skills shortages in engineering, construction and digital technology.

					7.Metro mayors, some of whom have control over the adult education budget. Skills Advisory Panels are integrated into Mayoral Combined Authorities and Local Enterprise Partnerships to inform the analysis that feeds into Local Industrial Strategies. The aim is that they will bring together businesses and education providers to determine local growth priorities.

					8.The Education and Training Foundation helps colleges and teachers deliver vocational courses and functional skills qualifications.

					9.The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) is the national trade association representing providers involved in skills and employment delivery. AELP members deliver the majority of apprenticeships, traineeships, and English and maths in the workplace.
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				Chapter 1

			    The bottom 50% at age 5

 

Too many children start primary school at the age of 5 without the basic skills they need to cope – they cannot speak well, they have little understanding of reading or numbers, they cannot manage simple tasks or respond to instructions. A high proportion of such children are from low-income homes and many are boys. 

				The ‘Early Years Foundation Stage’ is the slightly grim name the government gives to children from birth to age five. The EYFS defines standards expected of children when they are required to start school at the end of this period and are used to identify those who are already behind and may need extra help. The box below defines what is meant by a good (ie expected) level of development.
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				A good level of development

				A ‘good level of development’ is defined as the expected level of development for children at the end of the Early Years Foundation Stage curriculum.

				This is assessed at the end of reception year, when most children are aged five, through the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP).

				This means that a child should, for example, be able to:

				
						listen to, understand and follow instructions.

						use the past present and future tenses correctly.

						talk about their own and others’ feelings.

						read and understand simple sentences.

						count and carry out simple addition and subtraction.
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				In 2016, 31% of children in England began primary school without this good level of early development, 46% of those on free school meals. Jane Waldfogel and Elizabeth Washbrook (2010) found that children from low-income families lagged behind their more advantaged peers by roughly 11 months at school entry. In a subsequent 2011 study, Waldfogel and Washbrook found, not entirely surprisingly, that parenting was the main reason for gaps in early development between children from low-income families and their middle- or high-income peers. The 2012 Sutton Trust Social Mobility Report found a 19-month gap in school readiness between the richest and poorest four- and five-year-olds in the UK. Parents from lower income homes speak less to their children, have a more limited vocabulary, are less likely to help them learn to read or count, are less likely to own books. 

				Once children are behind, it is hard to catch up. Bruce Bradbury et al (2015) found that more than half of the gaps in achievement at age 11 are due to inequality that was already present at age five.

				This is true in most societies. University of Kansas researchers Betty Hart and Todd Risley (1995) entered the homes of 42 families from various socioeconomic backgrounds to assess the ways in which daily exchanges between a parent and child shape language and vocabulary development. Monthly hour-long observations of each family were conducted from the time the child was seven months old until age three. They found that children from high-income families were exposed to 30 million more spoken words than children from families on benefits over those years. 

				Reflecting differences in prosperity, young children in some parts of England are more successful than others. The proportion not reaching a good level of development in the EYFS in 2016 ranged from 25% in the best to 37% in the worst local authorities. In a town like Middlesbrough in north-east England, there are twice as many children starting schools at a low level of development than in Greenwich in London. 

				But these differences are not inevitable. Jon Andrews et al (2017) found the gap in attainment between disadvantaged five-year-olds and their more affluent peers ranged from seven months’ equivalent of progress in expected development in Halton in Cheshire to zero in Newham in London.

				Gemma Moss and Liz Washbrook’s study (2016a) of Reception year pupils (four- and five-year-olds) was conducted at the University of Bristol using the Millennium Cohort Study data. The study found that each year a quarter of boys in England – 80,000 – start Reception aged four struggling to speak a single sentence or follow basic instructions. In 2015, 24% of boys were below the minimum level in early language and communication expected by EYFS, as were 14% of girls. So boys make up two-thirds of those who start primary school behind in their communication skills.

				The gap between boys and girls was there irrespective of ethnicity or social class. Boys from wealthier homes reach a higher level but so do the wealthier girls, so the gender gap remains. Moss and Washbrook also found boys with lower early language and communication skills at age five: 

				
						performed less well in Key Stage 1 reading assessments.

						were less attentive.

						read less often for pleasure.

						enjoyed school less.

						liked answering in class less.

						tried less hard in school.

				

				This is why, once boys fall behind, they struggle to catch up. Children who do not achieve the expected standard of early language and communication at age five are over four times more likely to be below the normal target level of reading at age 11 than those who did.

				According to Moss and Washbrook, two-thirds of the total gender gap in reading at age 11 can be attributed to the fact that boys begin school with poorer language and attention skills than girls. These boys go on to do badly at GCSE and struggle in life thereafter. 

				Again, this is not just a British phenomenon. In 2015, girls outperformed boys in reading at the end of secondary school in all 64 countries and economies in the OECD, the average gap being equivalent to an extra year of schooling. 

				In Alissa Goodman and Paul Gregg’s 2010 study, the authors used the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) and the British Cohort Study (BCS) to observe children at various points in time from early childhood onwards. 
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			  The Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) is a longitudinal study of approximately 19,000 children born in the UK in 2000/2001. The five surveys of MCS cohort members carried out so far – at age 9 months, 3, 5, 7 and 11 years – have built up a uniquely detailed portrait of the children of the new century.

				The British Cohort Study aimed to recruit all children born in Great Britain in a particular week in April 1970. There have been six subsequent follow-ups (at ages 5, 10, 16, 26, 29 and 34), with information collected on a wide range of socioeconomic and other family background factors, attitudes and behaviours of parents and children, cognitive and non-cognitive test scores, educational attainment and subsequent labour market outcomes through a mixture of face-to-face, telephone and postal surveys.
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			  Figure 1.1: Cognitive outcomes of children at ages three and five by socioeconomic background, sampled from the Millennium Cohort Study
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				Source: Goodman and Gregg (2010)

				 

				By the age of three, there are big differences in the cognitive outcomes of poor children compared to those from better-off backgrounds, and this gap widens by the age of five. Children at age five living in the lowest income homes are the equivalent of eight months behind their peers. The reasons were thought to be related to the following factors:

				
						Physical disadvantages: poor children are born with a lower birth weight.

						Poorer mothers are less likely to breastfeed. 

						Mothers from low-income homes were more likely to suffer from maternal depression.

						Family interactions, such as the closeness of the mother-child bond, were weaker in low-income homes.

						The quality of the home learning environment (see box) is less good; for example there is less regular reading to the child. There is a strong intergenerational correlation between a wide variety of attitudes and behaviours – the probability that a parent reads to their child daily is 25% higher if they themselves were read to daily as a young child.

						Lower income homes had weaker discipline and fewer routines (such as regular bedtimes and mealtimes), compared to children from better-off backgrounds.

						More than 40% of children in the poorest quintile are in a lone-parent family at the age of three, compared to less than 2% of children in the richest fifth.

						Children in the poorest fifth typically have relatively young mothers, and are born into families with more brothers and sisters, compared to children from better-off backgrounds.
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Questions used in the study to determine the quality of the home learning environment for five-year-olds

				
						How often do you read to your child?

						How often do you tell stories to your child not from a book? 

						How often do you play music, listen to music, sing songs or nursery rhymes, dance or do other musical activities with your child? 

						How often do you draw, paint or make things with your child? 

						How often do you play sports or physically active games outdoors or indoors with your child? 

						How often do you play with toys or indoor games with your child? 
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How often do you take your child to the park or to an outdoor playground?These findings are supported by Lindsay Richards et al (2016), who found that families where both parents are highly educated spend on average around 110 minutes a day on educational activities with their young children. Families where both parents have a low level of education tend to spend around 71 minutes a day. This compares with around 20-30 minutes a day in the 1970s, when there was no significant difference between these groups of parents.

 

				Trying to improve

				Given what we know – that differences in parenting have a huge impact on the school readiness of children – governments have tried to intervene to improve the situation for children from low-income families. Some schemes have shown a degree of success. For example, PEEP (Peers Early Education Partnership programme) is a birth-to-five intervention that aims to improve the life chances of children from a disadvantaged area of Oxford by raising their educational achievement through working with their families. It has been found to improve young children’s cognitive development by providing parents with learning materials and supporting them in their use (Evangelou and Sylva, 2007). However, in general these sorts of interventions have proven to be very hard to roll out across the country on any scale, and often the children who need the help most do not access it. 

				The CANparent programme was developed by the 2010 coalition government as part of their effort to improve parents’ capability. In a trial in three areas from 2012 to 2014, parents of young children were offered vouchers to access parenting classes. The trial was designed to stimulate the supply of classes at a cost that it would be reasonable to expect at least some parents to pay, and thereby evaluate the market potential for high-quality universal parenting classes to support the parenting skills of mothers and fathers of children under five years old. The trial was successful in stimulating a supply of providers of parenting classes, but overall the results were disappointing, with limited take-up and greater-than-expected cost (Lindsay et al, 2014). 

				 

				Sure Start children’s centres

				In July 1998, Chancellor of the Exchequer Gordon Brown introduced Sure Start, aimed at providing good quality services for children under five years old and their parents. 

				Sure Start was originally designed to help the UK’s poorest areas. In 2003, it was extended with the goal of reaching families with young children in all areas. But the main aim of Sure Start was always to enhance the life chances for young children growing up in disadvantaged neighbourhoods.

				Children in these communities were at risk of doing poorly at school, having trouble with peers and agents of authority (parents, teachers), and ultimately experiencing compromised life chances (early school leaving, unemployment, limited longevity).

				So the initiative’s aim was ‘giving children the best possible start in life’ through improvement of childcare, early education, health advice and family support. It was based to some degree on the Head Start programme in the USA. Early learning and childcare was offered for a minimum of ten hours a day, five days a week, 48 weeks a year.

				The impact of Sure Start has been examined by the National Evaluation of Sure Start (NESS) team at Birkbeck College London. They followed over 5000 seven-year-olds and their families in 150 areas, looking at the children when they were nine months, three and five years old. A group of non-Sure Start children and their families, against which the NESS sample was compared, was selected from the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) cohort. They were living in areas with similar characteristics to Sure Start areas but which did not offer Sure Start services. 

				They found that, compared to their counterparts not in Sure Start areas, mothers in Sure Start areas: 

				
						engaged in less harsh discipline.

						provided a more stimulating home learning environment for their children.

						provided a less chaotic home environment for boys.

						had better life satisfaction (this was true of lone-parent and workless households only).

				

				However, these were only 4 out of 15 possible measures. On the other 11 measures, there was no obvious impact, at least in part because of the introduction of universal free early education for all children, whether in Sure Start areas or not. A 2012 NESS report found that Sure Start had made no impact on child cognitive or language development. One of the other problems with drawing conclusions from the Sure Start experience is that programmes were locally driven and designed, so there is a big variation between centres.

				 

				Early years education

				Since 2004, free part-time pre-school provision has been available to every child aged three or four. 

				Early years provision for four-year-olds is largely found in the Reception classes of state primary schools, but most of the nurseries for younger children are in private, voluntary or independent centres. 

				Take-up of early years schooling has grown so that in 2016, 93% of three-year-olds went, as did 97% of four-year-olds. Take-up is lower among children from more disadvantaged areas and families, especially among three-year-olds. Because children become eligible for a place in the term after they turn three, autumn-born children can access five terms before entering reception class, spring-born children four terms, and summer-born three terms.

				From September 2013, some two-year-olds became eligible for a free 15-hours-a-week early education place. Initially around 20% of two-year-olds were eligible (children meeting criteria for free school meal eligibility and those looked after by the local authority), extended in September 2014 to around 40% of the age group (to include children in families receiving in-work benefits, and those with special educational needs and disabilities). In January 2016, 68% of children estimated to be eligible had taken up their place, a long way short of full coverage (Department for Education, 2016a). 

				From September 2017, there was an extension of free early education places for three- and four-year-olds: children in ‘working families’ are eligible for 30 hours’ provision each week rather than 15 hours. The problem with this reform is that many providers, particularly in the private or voluntary sectors, had found it difficult to deliver the free 15 hours because of the low rate of government funding, and relied on cross-subsidy from additional paid-for hours for younger children to cover it. Now the government-funded element has expanded to 30 hours, this cross-subsidy is no longer available. 

				The quality of early years provision matters greatly. The EYFS curriculum was introduced in 2008 to impose a degree of uniformity across all settings, including childminders. There has been a series of attempts to improve the qualifications of staff but it has been hard to attract high-quality candidates to work in early education and childcare, partly because of poor wage and career prospects. Only in state-maintained nursery schools do all three- and four-year-olds need to have a qualified teacher in the classroom.

				Government spending does not reflect the importance of early years provision. The 2017 Institute for Fiscal Studies report (Belfield et al, 2017a), Long-run comparisons of spending per pupil across different stages of education, tells us that spending per secondary pupil in 2015-16 was £6300 compared to £1720 for those in early years. 

				The EPPE project (Effective Provision of Pre-school Education), which looked at 3000 children, found that at the age of seven, those who had attended pre-school did better than those who had not, and this was especially true of those on free school meals. Poorer children often receive less help from their parents so they benefit more from a good pre-school (Sylva et al, 2008).

				Early years provision matters, but Willetts (2017) makes the point that the evidence for the success of pre-school programmes for children from low-income homes is mixed. He asserts that it is untrue to claim that if you do not intervene early, low-income children can never recover. There is plenty of neurological evidence that our brains continue to develop throughout our lives and money spent on early years is as well spent on school leavers. It is not true that our brains are shaped in our first three years of life. 

				 

				Conclusions

				Children from disadvantaged backgrounds are often well behind other children by the time they start school, both in terms of their vocabulary and their ability to carry out simple tasks. This is because of well-researched differences in the quality of parenting. Governments have attempted to remedy the situation, not least through the establishment of Sure Start centres and the funding of early years nurseries for two- to four-year-olds. These have had some effect but not sufficient to eliminate the disadvantages of weaker parenting. 

				Low-income families will always find it harder to improve their children’s performance at school. They often work long hours and they suffer higher levels of stress, making it harder to spend quality time with children. They cannot afford access to the cultural capital enjoyed by richer families. So in the end, educational inequalities are caused by income inequalities. Nurseries and schools cannot completely make up for inequalities in society.

				Those children who are behind at age five find it hard to catch up. 40% of the attainment gap between disadvantaged children and the rest at age 16 can be attributed to the gaps that were seen at age five (Hutchinson and Dunford, 2016).

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

			    The bottom 50% at age 11

 

Primary schooling is very important. Research by Hans Luyten et al (2017) showed that pupils make more progress the younger they are. Learning gains decline as they get older, partly because younger children mature faster.

				Of course, part of the learning gains during primary education occur independently of schooling. Children acquire knowledge and skills in the home. But Luyten et al found that 40% of the improvement in reading and maths of young children could be ascribed to the effect of school as opposed to home – a higher figure than had been previously thought. So primary schools matter greatly. 

				Attainment at age 11 (the end of primary school) is measured using Key Stage 2 tests in English and maths (they are called SATs). They show that poverty is a factor but is not deterministic: many poorer children do well if they have gone to a good nursery school and have a good home learning environment, regardless of low family income. 

				Nevertheless, on average the gap between poorer and better-off children is wide while they are at primary school. In 2017, 48% of disadvantaged pupils (see box for the definition) reached the expected standard in all of reading, writing and mathematics at age 11 compared to 67% of all other pupils (Department for Education, 2017a). 
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				In 2017, disadvantaged pupils were defined as those who were registered as eligible for free school meals at any point in the last six years, children looked after by a local authority or children who left care through adoption or via a Special Guardianship or Child Arrangements Order. 32% of 11-year-olds were classed as disadvantaged in 2017.
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				Looking at the effectiveness of attempts to narrow performance gaps, Jon Andrews et al (2017) found that, over the period 2007-2016, by the end of primary school, the gap between disadvantaged pupils and their peers had narrowed by 2.8 months. This is a modest improvement; at the current rate of improvement it will take around 50 years for the disadvantage gap to close completely by the time pupils take their GCSEs.

			   

				Figure 2.1: Percentage reaching the expected standard in reading, writing and mathematics for different groups, England, 2017 (state-funded schools), Key Stage 2

				[image: p4.jpg]

			  Source: Department for Education (2016b)

			   

				Boys still struggle somewhat, except in maths. In 2017 Key Stage 2 SATs, 65% of girls achieved the expected standard in all of reading, writing and mathematics compared to 57% of boys.

			   

				Figure 2.2: Attainment by subject and gender, England, 2017 (all schools), Key Stage 2
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				Source: Department for Education (2017a)

			   

				When looking at KS2 tests by ethnicity, Chinese and Indian ethnic groups are well ahead of other groups. Black Caribbean and Pakistani ethnicity groups come near the bottom of the table.

			    

				Causes of underperformance

				In its 2017 report, the Commission on Inequality in Education, using test scores from the Millennium Cohort Study, found that the strongest influences on school performance were family income and the education of the child’s parents (see Figure 2.3). 

				They also looked at quality of parenting by correlating various measures of parenting with verbal reasoning scores when the child was 11, controlling for parental income or education. They found that low verbal reasoning was related to: 

				
						failure to attend parents’ meetings.

						the child’s assessment that the parents’ interest in their school work is limited.

						the parent not ensuring a child has completed homework before doing other things (eg watching TV).

						the child being less likely to receive help with homework at home.

						failure to read to the child at age 5.

						children who do not read for enjoyment.

						not listening to or playing music outside school.

						not painting or drawing outside school.

						not having a regular bedtime.

				

				Figure 2.3: Key predictors of progress between ages 5 and 11
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				Source: Clegg et al (2017) 

			   

				Lindsay Richards et al (2016) looked at changing patterns of inequality (1969-2012), especially among children at primary school. They used multiple datasets, including the British Household Panel Survey, the National Child Development Survey, the British Cohort Study and the Millennium Cohort Study.

				They found that, in some respects, gaps between richer and poorer children were narrowing over time with relation to: 

				
						the incidence of rule violation such as truancy.

						the frequency of parents helping with homework.

						attendance at parents’ evenings at school.

						the frequency with which mothers read to their 6- to 7-year-old children.

				

				Improvements over time for disadvantaged pupils may reflect the fact that, in the past, many children could expect to gain jobs without school qualifications, but this is less true now. More parents of all social classes know their children need to do well at school and that is why more mothers are reading to their children and helping with homework.

				What is more, the expansion of good education, including higher education, means that a greater proportion of parents are well educated than in the past. They appreciate the value of education and are more able to help their children. 

				In other respects, there was an improvement in the position of disadvantaged children over time but the gap between them and more advantaged children had nevertheless widened. This was true of: 

				
						the amount of time that parents spend doing activities such as playing or reading with their children.

						the number of fathers reading to children. This is an example of an area where the middle-classes have taken the lead – with the gradual erosion of gender norms, middle-class fathers are reading more to their children. Working-class fathers have yet to catch up.

				

				In some respects, the position of disadvantaged children has worsened and the gap with more prosperous children has widened. This was true of conduct problems, which are related to two other issues: emotional problems and hyperactivity. In 1969, low-income children were twice as likely to be in the highest 10% of conduct problems than high income, a gap growing to 3.5 times as likely by 1980, unchanged to 2012.

				Richards et al (2016) were unable to explain this with any certainty. They do make suggestions, however:

				We know that older mothers tend to have children with lower levels of behavioural problems and thus the changing patterns of the age of first birth may influence inequalities over time (middle-class mothers are having children later). Some studies have suggested that screen-time and computer games might be having a negative influence on children’s attention and the modern diet may also be a factor (ADHD may be linked to diet). It is also possible that the conditions of life for families in more disadvantaged class situations are deteriorating, due to increasing economic insecurity, increasing debt and higher incarceration rates.

				There are some interesting specific findings from this research. Families where both parents were highly educated spent much more time on educational activities with their young children than less educated parents did with theirs.

				8% of children in higher professional families reported eating no meals together over the previous week, compared to 17% of those in families where no one is in work.

				Around 21% of high socioeconomic status (SES) children reported hardly ever talking to their mother about things that matter, compared to 35% of low-SES children.

				34% of children in low-income households did sport less than once a week compared to 13% of high-SES households.

				84% of children from high-income homes went to art galleries compared to 51% from low-income homes.

				The Effective Pre-school and Primary Education 3-11 Project (EPPE 3-11) was a large study of the developmental trajectories of approximately 2800 children in England from age 3 to 11 years (Sylva et al, 2008). The report showed that four things particularly determined the progress made by a child: 

				
						Attending a good quality pre-school (often a nursery school) had lasting benefits for both academic and social/behavioural outcomes, as well as pupils’ self-perceptions. The benefits of pre-school were greater for boys, for pupils with special educational needs, and for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds. Children who did not attend pre-school and those who attended a low-quality pre-school showed a range of poorer outcomes at age 11.

						The mother’s highest qualification level. More educated mothers had children that made better progress. 

						The home learning environment. Family income and being on free school meals were less powerful predictors of performance at age 11 than parents’ qualification levels or the home learning environment. What is more, the home learning environment was only moderately associated with social class. 

				

				What did they mean by a good home learning environment? A range of family members provide support for pupils’ learning, and education is valued highly by the family as a means of improving life chances. The specific things measured in terms of home environment were:

				
						Going to the library

						Being read to

						Learning activities with the alphabet 

						Learning activities with numbers/shapes 

						Learning activities with songs/poems/nursery rhymes 

						Playing with letters/numbers 

						Painting or drawing 

						Playing with friends at home 

						Playing with friends elsewhere

						Visiting relatives or friends

						Shopping with parent 

						Watching TV 

						Eating meals with the family 

						Having a regular bedtime

				

				
						
The quality of the primary school unsurprisingly affected results achieved by pupils at age 11. Pupils who attended an academically more effective primary school had significantly better academic outcomes, whatever the child and family background. 

				

				Alissa Goodman and Paul Gregg (2010) used the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC) cohort study that recruited around 14,000 pregnant women resident in the Avon area of England and whose expected date of delivery fell between the 1st of April 1991 and the 31st of December 1992.

				The gap in educational attainment between the poorest children and children from better-off backgrounds grew rapidly during the primary school years so that, by age 11, only around three-quarters of children from the poorest fifth of families reach the expected level at Key Stage 2, compared to 97% of children from the richest fifth. Poor children who performed well at age 7 had all too often slipped back by age 11, while poor children who performed badly at age 7 were far less likely to catch up over the period.

				They found that differences in attitudes and behaviours during primary school account for one-third of the differential progress that is made between rich and poor children between the ages of 7 and 11. Even after accounting for family background factors and prior attainment, children are more likely to perform well in tests at age 11 if: 

				 

				their mother: 

				
						has an external locus of control (ie believes that her own actions can make a difference, rather than things being determined solely by fate or chance).

						hopes that the child will stay in education beyond age 16, particularly if she would like them to go on to university. 81% of the richest mothers said they hoped their 9-year-old will go to university, compared with only 37% of the poorest mothers. Such adverse attitudes to education on the part of disadvantaged mothers are among the most important factors associated with lower educational attainment at age 11.

						found school valuable herself.

				

				the child: 

				
						has strong beliefs in his or her own ability.

						believes that school results are important.

						has an external locus of control.

						is less likely to engage in antisocial behaviour (such as fighting or stealing).

						does not suffer from hyperactivity or conduct problems.

						has not experienced bullying.

				

				

				Mothers and children from better-off homes are more likely to have these attributes. 

				In his 2010 study, Professor Steve Strand looked at how well different schools achieved pupil progress from age 7 to 11 in relation to prior attainment, ethnicity, free school meals (FSM) and gender using an English national dataset of 530,000 pupils attending over 14,200 primary schools. 

				He found that no school appeared to eliminate or reverse the typical within-school attainment gaps in relation to FSM pupils, Black Caribbean or White British pupils. Some schools were much better than others in terms of the results achieved on average by all pupils but the gap remained the same whatever the school. 

				Strand concludes that the same schools that are most effective for White British pupils, boys or pupils on FSM are also the most effective for Black Caribbean pupils, girls and those not on FSM. In short, there was no evidence of differential school effectiveness for different pupil types.

				In a 2016 study, Professor Strand analysed the national test results at age 7 and 11 of over 6000 pupils attending 57 mainstream primary schools over three successive years in a socially and ethnically diverse inner London borough. 

				The pupil groups with the poorest progress were White British pupils on free school meals (FSM) and Black Caribbean pupils, both those entitled and those not entitled to FSMs. Differences between schools in average pupil progress were large, but again there was no evidence of differential school effectiveness in relation to closing gaps linked to FSM, ethnicity or gender. All pupil groupings benefited from attending the more effective schools to a broadly similar extent. 

				So more effective schools ‘raised the bar’ but did not ‘close the gap’, suggesting that differences between schools in terms of quality plays little role in equity gaps. 

				Why is it that attainment gaps between rich and poor, black and white, boy and girl remain the same whether the school gets good results or bad results? The answer may be that the attainment gap has little to do with the school. It is a product of the family background. Or the answer may be that schools do things which limit their ability to close the gaps, like setting – which places the more disadvantaged children in lower sets, reducing motivation. Whatever the reasons, the conclusion is that ‘failing schools’ are not responsible for attainment gaps, they are merely responsible for all-round low attainment.

				 

				Selective education: not going to grammar school

				The bottom 75% do not get into grammar schools in local authority areas with selective education. This damages them. The academic results at age 16 of this 75% are worse than they would have been had they been educated in a non-selective area. 

				Natasha Porter and Jonathan Simons’s research for Policy Exchange (2014) showed that very few students from low-income backgrounds make it into grammar schools, so it cannot be argued that grammar schools help social mobility. The reason is that so few pupils on free school meals (FSM) are in the top 25% academically by the age of 11. And middle-class parents employ tutors to prepare their children for the entrance exams. Andrews et al (2016) found that 2.5% of pupils in selective schools are eligible for FSMs, compared with 13.2% across all state-funded secondary schools. 13% of grammar school pupils went to private schools before they moved to the grammar and 85% had private tutoring to prepare for the 11+ exam. 

				Chris Cook’s research (2013 and 2016) shows that in local authority areas with grammar schools, a minority of students in the area go to the grammar schools and they do better than they might have done in a comprehensive, but the majority left in the comprehensive schools do worse than they would have done had the grammar schools not existed. Cook’s research into Kent and Medway, an area with grammar schools, shows that poorer children lag further behind than they should do, while richer children move further ahead – but the losses at the bottom are much larger than the gains at the top. 

				The reason that comprehensive schools do less well in areas with grammar schools nearby is that all the brightest pupils have been stripped out. This makes it harder to push pupils towards the top marks and harder to attract good teachers. Those who have been rejected by the grammar schools (the great majority) are demotivated.

				Simon Burgess et al (2017) showed that the average chance of getting into an existing grammar school in selective areas is low for almost all families. Only the most affluent families – the top 10% by socioeconomic status – have a 50% or better chance of attending a grammar. 

				 

				Figure 2.4: Percentage of children at grammar school in selective areas by percentile of SES distribution

				[image: p7.jpg]

				Source: Burgess et al (2017)

				 

				But maybe this is because the children from the richest families are simply the most able? 

				No. If you look at look at two children, one from the poorest quintile and one from the least-deprived quintile and both performing at the 80th percentile in the Key Stage 2 tests, despite the same level of academic attainment, the most deprived pupil has only a 25% chance of attending a grammar compared to a 70% chance for the least deprived pupil.

				Even children from disadvantaged backgrounds who perform very well at primary school have less chance of getting into these schools than affluent children who perform moderately well.

				What about the influence of house prices on selection? Good schools push up the prices of property around them. Schools select by geographical catchment, so good schools soon become middle-class schools. As the Sutton Trust has shown (Cullinane et al, 2017), most of the class segregation by schools in England is caused by house prices keeping lower-income families out of the catchment area of the best schools. That is why some people argue that we should get rid of proximity to the school as a basis for admissions but should instead use admissions lotteries for schools that are oversubscribed.

				 

				The relative importance of income, ethnicity and geographical region

				The Commission on Inequality in Education (Clegg et al, 2017) looked at the relative impact of income, ethnicity and the region you live in on educational attainment. These three variables are not independent of each other. For example, if you are black, your family income is likely to be lower. If you live in the north-east of England, you are more likely to be white and on a lower income. So simply saying ‘children in the north-east get lower test scores’ does not tell you if the main factor operating here is income, ethnicity or geography. 

				Regression analysis tells us which of these three factors is more important. Looking at verbal reasoning scores from tests given to children aged 11, the Commission looked at children born in 1970 and those born in 2000. In their scoring system 0 means average score, -1 is the lowest score, +1 the highest score.

				They found that income was the most important factor for both the 1970 and 2000 children. After taking into account the effect of region and ethnicity, they found that being in the top income decile rather than the lowest income decile took a child from being average to being high scoring. For children born in 2000, doubling family income added 0.3 to the expected score. 

				Ethnicity came next. Chinese ethnicity raised the score for those born in 2000 by 0.5 points above those of a white child of similar income and region. 

				Regional differences were less important, but differences in test scores in different regions were greater for children born in 2000 than for those born in 1970. For two otherwise identical children, the scores for those born in 2000 and living in London were 0.3 above those from Yorkshire. So location is least important, but becoming more so. 

				 

				Special needs

				Only 18% of 11-year-old pupils with special educational needs reached the expected standard in all of reading, writing and mathematics in 2017 compared with 70% of pupils with no identified SEN – a huge gap, the biggest of all gaps. 

				At primary level, almost 18% of boys and 9% of girls were identified as having special educational needs and/or disabilities. 27% of pupils who had special educational needs and/or disabilities were eligible for free school meals, compared with just over 12% of pupils who have no special educational needs or disabilities.

				What are special educational needs (SEN)? The term means…

				
						Struggling with behaviour or ability to socialise, sometimes caused by autism.

						Struggling with reading and writing, often due to dyslexia.

						Struggling to understand things.

						Inability to concentrate, such as is caused by ADHD – Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. 

						Physical difficulties. 

				

				In 2016, 14% of all pupils in England were classified in that year as having special educational needs and/or disabilities; that is 1.2 million pupils. But if you look at pupils all the way from age 4 to 16, at some point a huge 39% had been identified as having a special need (Hutchinson, 2017). On average, this group struggles at school. 

				There are two types of support:

				
						Special educational needs support. In schools this will be the responsibility of the SENCO – the Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator. Most SEN pupils are supported in this way, the largest group being those with a moderate learning difficulty. 

						Statement of special educational needs or an Education, Health and Care (EHC) plan for those children and young people up to the age of 25 who need more support than is available from special educational needs support. They get a personal budget that allows parents to decide how the money is spent. 3% of pupils come into this group, the largest number being those with autism. A high proportion of pupils who have statements or EHC plans are eligible for free school meals: almost a third.

				

				There are over a thousand state-funded and private special schools in England for pupils with special needs. 

				Increasing school autonomy, which in some cases has fostered innovation and beneficial arrangements for SEND students, has often also left support up to the individual school’s discretion. A system which used to be co-ordinated by local authorities has become more fragmented.

				  

				Measuring potential

				If we think that talent is wasted because pupils are being held back by background, it is important to try and measure potential using methods that are independent of that background. That is what VESPARCH does: verbal and spatial reasoning tests for children, developed by the Oxford Group for Children’s Potential. 

				The VESPARCH tests try to limit the extent to which the superior literacy of children from advantaged backgrounds guarantees them high scores in tests of general ability. It uses spatial as well as verbal tests; instructions are delivered through headphones rather than in writing; where there is writing, the vocabulary is simple; it uses practice questions with detailed feedback, so children with limited experience of tests learn how to do them; it uses multiple-choice questions; and it is untimed (to reduce anxiety). 

				VESPARCH is an antidote to exam targets set by schools based on previous tests scores – for example, GCSE targets based on the results of Key Stage 2 tests – because these tend to be self-fulfilling prophecies. A child with poor SATs results will be given low target GCSE grades and this results in low academic self-confidence. 

				VESPARCH is used in some primary schools. It identifies pupils who are underachievers at school, such as poor readers who are actually quite intelligent. When the results are given to the school, generally the school is unsurprised by half the names of intelligent underachievers (many of whom have behavioural difficulties) but is surprised by the other half. So the aim is for schools to focus on these intelligent underachievers in the knowledge that, with a bit more effort on both sides, significant improvement is possible. Correlating those in the top 20% of VESPARCH with GCSE results shows that only about half the pupils score highly in both tests. Many pupils with potential in terms of cognitive ability do not fulfil that potential when it comes to public exams.

				 

				Summary

				By the age of 11, significant gaps in attainment between different groups are apparent. Boys do less well than girls, those from poorer homes do less well than others, and those with diagnosed special educational needs are often far behind. Less important, but still measurable, are the effects of ethnicity and geographical region. All schools, whether high- or low-performing in terms of Key Stage 2 results, have these attainment gaps. 

				In terms of overall performance at Key Stage 2, the home environment continues to play an important role, as does the education and attitudes of the mother and the quality of primary school attended. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3:

The bottom 50% at age 16

				 

				Between the ages of 11 and 16, the achievement gaps between the more and less able and between those from better-off and lower-income families widen. Some children appear to learn little at their secondary school, their behaviour worsens, mental health problems become more apparent. While the top 50% are moving steadily towards acquiring GCSEs and then A levels or BTECs, the bottom 50% are heading towards a more uncertain future. 

				The way that gaps grow is illustrated by this description from an Ofsted report (2012), Mathematics: Made to Measure:

				The disparity in children’s pre-school knowledge of mathematics grows so that by the time they leave compulsory education at 16 years, the gap between the mathematical outcomes of the highest and lowest attainers is vast. The 10% not reaching the expected level at age 7 becomes 20% by age 11 and, in 2016, 30% of 16-year-olds did not gain grade C at GCSE. Pupils known to be eligible for free school meals achieve markedly less well than their peers and increasingly so as they move through their schooling.

				If you do poorly at age 11, are you doomed to fail your GCSEs? Research by Tom Benton and Tom Sutch (2013) tells us that the correlation between a pupil’s Key Stage 2 (age 11) test scores and GCSE results is quite strong: 

				On the basis of this evidence we may conclude that KS2 is neither a terrible nor an excellent predictor of likely success at GCSE. Correlations for the vast majority of subjects are between 0.4 and 0.7 indicating a strong relationship but hardly a definite means of predicting attainment at either individual or aggregate level.
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