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 Are computers assets or liabilities to learning? 

I recall clerking several governing boards at the turn of the nougties (around 2010) when Interactive 

White Boards (IWBs) became the rage in many schools and academies.   The IWB craze was followed 

by one for laptops and Ipads.  Headteachers professed to their governors and swore by their holy books 

that this was the future of learning and persuaded them to release chunks of their institutions’ budgets to 

purchase all things technologically new on the market.  Many governors complied.  How could they do 

anything else, given that they were the lay people and their headteachers the professionals?    

As we enter the third decade of this century, we are discovering that computers are not what so many 

thought them to be.  Rather, like fire, water, money and (yes) even food, computers can be used for good 

– and bad.  Under control, they can be a force for extensive learning.  Out of control - they can destroy 

young people’s lives.    

More recently, researchers have discovered that computers do not necessarily enhance learning.   

Readers who know me could well be justified in recognising a Luddite. They would be partly right in 

doing so.   I need my son and daughter to help navigate the intricacies of the digital age – the PC, laptop 

and mobile phone especially – and have the patience of Job so do so.   

However, bear me out.  A 2015 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 

review of the impact of computers in education reported “no appreciable improvements in student 

achievement in reading, mathematics or science in countries that had invested heavily in computers for 

education … Students who use computers very frequently at school do a lot worse in most learning 

outcomes.” 

J-Pal, a US based, global education research centre, reviewed 126 research articles which explored 

technology-based education interventions.  It concluded: “Initiatives that expand access to computers 

and internet alone generally do not improve kindergarten to 12th year grades and test scores … Online 

courses lower student academic achievement compared to in-person courses.” 

Writing in The Times Educational Supplement (24 January 2020), Jared Cooney Horvath, a 

neuroscientist, educator and author, wrote that he had provided a document outlining “50 ‘negative’ 

studies demonstrating that computers significantly impair learning when compared with traditional 

teaching methods”.  

He added: “Lest you think I’m cherry picking, this document also includes 50 of the most-cited positive 

studies.” 

However, at best, 22 of the “positive” studies carried out by Horvath merely showed that computers did 

no harm.  Thirteen of the remainder did not compare computers with “alternative forms of 

methodologies”.   

https://www.oecd.org/education/new-approach-needed-to-deliver-on-technologys-potential-in-schools.htm
https://www.oecd.org/education/new-approach-needed-to-deliver-on-technologys-potential-in-schools.htm
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A computer is a tool – just like a knife - controlled by a human being.  It is neutral and takes on 

character only when used.  A knife is meant to be deployed to cut bread, meat, chicken and vegetables, 

for instance.  However, when misused, it can kill a person.     

Horvath cites the results of a survey carried out across the United States of America about how 

pupils/students used computers on a weekly basis and discovered the following.  They spent the 

following chunks of time on activities cited below.  

 10h 2m watching television or film clips (YouTube, Netflix and so on). 

 8h 14m scrolling through social media. 

 7h 32m listening to music. 

 3h 25m doing homework (at home). 

 2h 5m doing schoolwork (at school). 

 1h 14m reading for pleasure (on a Central Processing Unit or e-book). 

 52.5m creating digital content (art, music, posts and so on). 

 14m writing for pleasure. 

Nearly 30% of computer time is spent multitasking. 

But for over 32.5 hours per week, pupils/students used technology to flit between various forms of 

entertainment.  This is six times more than the 5.5 hours they spend for learning purposes.  When they 

used computers for homework, within six minutes they flip to social media.  If computers are used in 

class, pupils/students are generally off-task for 38 minutes in an hour.   

The temptation is great.  I, myself, can resist most things, but not temptation, especially when it comes 

to the use of the computer where there are many distractions to take me off-task. 

Horvath remarks that if one offers a jug of coffee “to exhausted, caffeine-addicted teachers” and ask 

them to learn about buoyancy, they are more likely to drink it than try and work out the answer to the 

question.  Computers have several functions, learning being just one of them.  It should be the primary 

reason why pupils/students should deploy them, in school and at home.  Unfortunately, many youngsters 

do not view technology thus.   

And then, there are youngsters who closet themselves in their bedrooms, access dubious websites, 

occasionally get groomed by seedy characters and come to harm.  But this is another story……. 

There are others who suffer from computer addiction. Professor Susan Moeller from the University of 

Maryland in the USA interviewed nearly 1,000 university students from the ages of 17 to 23 from 12 

campuses in 10 countries, including the UK, the USA and China.  They were told to give up their mobile 

phones, the internet, social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter, and they were not allowed to 

watch television. They were, however, permitted to use landline telephones and read books.  
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The study, published by the university’s International Centre for Media & the Public Agenda (ICMPA) 

and the Salzburg Academy on Media & Global Change, concluded that “most students… failed to go the 

full 24 hours without media”.  The research, The world Unplugged, also found students used “virtually 

the same words to describe their reactions”.  

These included emotions such as ‘fretful, confused, anxious, irritable, insecure, nervous, restless, crazy, 

addicted, panicked, jealous, angry, lonely, dependent, depressed, jittery’ and ‘paranoid’.  

Professor Moeller discovered that technology had changed students’ relationships - and not for the 

better. "Students talked about how scary it was, how addicted they were,” she said.  "They expected the 

frustration. But they didn't expect to have the psychological effects, to be lonely, to be panicked, the 

anxiety, literally heart palpitations. 

“Technology provides the social network for young people today and they have spent their entire lives 

being ‘plugged in’.”  

One in five reported feelings of withdrawal akin to addiction while more than one in 10 admitted being 

left confused and feeling like a failure.  Just 21% said they could feel the benefits of being unplugged.  

One British participant reported: “I am an addict. I don’t need alcohol, cocaine or any other derailing 

form of social depravity... Media is my drug; without it I am lost.” 

Another wrote: “I literally didn’t know what to do with myself. Going down to the kitchen to pointlessly 

look in the cupboards became regular routine, as did getting a drink.”  

A third said: “I became bulimic with my media; I starved myself for a full 15 hours and then had a full-

on binge.”  

A fourth student added: "I felt like a helpless man on a lonely deserted island in the big ocean.”  

Prof Moeller remarked: “Some said they wanted to go without technology for a while, but they could not 

as they could be ostracised by their friends. When the students did not have their mobile phones and 

other gadgets, they reported that they did get into more in-depth conversations.  Quite a number reported 

quite a difference in conversation in terms of quality and depth as a result.”  

The researchers found that four in five students had significant mental and physical distress, panic, 

confusion and extreme isolation when forced to unplug from technology for an entire day.  One 

unnamed American college student told of the overwhelming cravings, which he confessed was like 

“itching like a crackhead (crack cocaine addict)”.  

And so, like fire which we use for cooking, water to quench our thirst,  the air we breathe, the tools (like 

hammers) with which we make tables and chairs, the knives with which we generally cut bread and 

drugs to help cure ill people, computers are neutral until they are used.  Under controlled conditions, 

they are brilliant accessories to learning and life.  However, when misused, computers are lethal.  

Frequently, when they give the appearance of connecting, they isolate making us live together alone.     
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During these difficult times, teachers and headteachers have been left with little option but to deploy 

distant learning where the computer and internet reign supreme.   That is the way in which they can 

connect with their pupils and students and promote the learning that the latter are being denied in face-

to-face encounters.    

Misused, computers (and the internet) can ruin our youngsters’ lives.  They will forever be splendid 

servants but destructive masters (and mistresses).  

 

Lockdown: Most serious educational disruption in a lifetime 

I The Good, Bad and Ugly 

Times of crises bring out the best and worst of human nature.   We have seen amazing acts of kindness 

coming from all quarters.  Neighbours, for instance, have marshalled their resources offering to support 

the elderly, the sick and the housebound in a range of matters.   

Daniel Kaufman, Senior Fellow, Global Economy and Development, wrote from Washington, D.C. that he 

ventured out briefly on 18 March 2020 “to the store a block away, estimating that the weekly truck may 

have come to partly replenish the empty shelves”.  He and his wife needed an item in short supply, a 

hand sanitizer bottle.  He asked at the counter whether the pharmacy had any.   The staff members 

replied that the last few bottles had been sold.   A young woman, who was paying at the next counter, 

turned to him, opened her bag, and quickly handed him a small bottle of hand sanitizer. He resisted at 

first, telling her that it was truly hers and that she also very much needed to use it. She insisted, saying 

that she had two more bottles, and emphasized that at a difficult time like this they needed to share.  

He thanked her profusely, observing a social distance.  As they were leaving, a man in his eighties, using 

a cane, came towards Kaufman, “beaming at the sight of the just-gifted little bottle” in his hand.  He 

asked if many were still left on the shelf and if so, where he could find them.  Kaufman replied that there 

weren’t any and offered him the one sold to him by the kind, young woman.   She heard the exchange, 

went towards them, opened her bag again, took out the second bottle and told the elderly gentleman that 

he could have hers (and not Kaufman’s).  Each one of the three now had one bottle of hand-sanitizer.  

Kaufman was touched.  

Outside the store, he saw her. They introduced themselves to each other.  He said he was Chilean and 

enquired whether she was Canadian. She courteously replied that she was a U.S. citizen. She wondered 

aloud why Kaufman thought she was Canadian. He explained that there was a new term that had been 

coined in Canada: “It is solidarity and mutual help turned into concrete community action, which 

quickly spread through Canada.” She appreciated the exchange, and she asked whether Kaufman and his 

wife needed any help, and likewise he asked her. They parted. 

Having emanated from Wuhan in China, Coronavirus has spread like wildfire blown by lusty winds 

right across the world.  After China, Italy and Spain were hit the hardest.  At the time of writing, citizens 

of both countries were quarantined.  Italy that invented opera.  In an amateur video, the Italian Air Force 

flew a single jet, representing the virus, meeting other fighter jets streaming the colours of the Italian 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-51915723
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flat.  And Pavarotti sang: “Nessun Dorma” from Puccini’s Turandot with the lyrics: “We shall 

overcome.”   

In Canada – by 16 March 2020, 35 Facebook groups were set up in three days to serve communities in 

Ottawa, Halifax and Annapolis County in Nova Scotia.  At the time of writing, over 30,000 members 

had signed up. They did so to offer help to others within their communities, especially those who were 

more at risk of health complications. Acts of kindness have ranged from delivering soup to the elderly in 

the UK to an exercise class for quarantined residents on Spain’s balconies.   

Sadly, there is a downside to human nature when crises hit us.  We saw considerable evidence of this in 

March 2020 in the UK when supermarket shelves were emptied by people not caring a fig for their 

neighbours and fellow shoppers.   Trolleys were filled with toilet paper, handwash bottles and 

disinfectants.    This led supermarkets (finally) to reserve an hour each morning for pensioners.   Stories 

abound of people emptying shelves and/or arguing over packets of pasta. 

However, thank heavens, there are charities that have spearheaded help to people in poverty. On 15 

March 2020, Beauty Banks, one such charity, that supplies essential toiletries to the poor, launched an 

emergency virus-related appeal.    

II Impact on Schools 

Schools and academies in England are in (virtual) lockdown. This is unsurprising given the danger the 

virus poses to staff.  (Youngsters are better equipped internally than older people to combat the disease.)  

Ms Wendy Jacobs, headteacher of Roose Primary School in Barrow-in-Furness, Cumbria, died after 

being treated in intensive care at Furness General Hospital.   

Despite this, headteachers and many staff members are taking time out to open institutions for the 

children of key workers and vulnerable children. Key workers have included the following.  

 People working in the Health Service and Social Care such as doctors, nurses, midwives, 

paramedics, social workers, care workers and other frontline health and social care staff 

including volunteers, the support and specialist staff required to maintain the UK’s health and 

social care sector, and those working as part of the health and social care supply chain, 

including producers and distributers of medicines and medical and personal protective 

equipment. 

 Nursery and teaching staff, social workers and those specialist educational professionals who 

must remain active during the Covid-19 response. 

 Those essential to the running of the justice system, religious staff, charities and workers 

delivering key frontline services, others responsible for the management of the deceased, and 

journalists and broadcasters who are providing a public service. 

 Local and national government officers who are effectively providing a Covid-19 response or 

delivering essential public services such as the payment of benefits. 

https://www.aviation24.be/miscellaneous/covid-19/a-moment-of-pride-in-a-period-of-uncertainty-italian-air-force-stream-the-colors-of-the-italian-flag-fighting-the-virus/
https://www.gofundme.com/f/helpinghands-for-covid19
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 Those involved in food production, processing, distribution, sale and delivery as well as 

workers providing other key goods (for example hygienic and veterinary medicines). 

 The police and support staff, Ministry of Defence civilians, contractors and armed forces 

personnel (critical to the delivery of key defence and national security outputs and essential to 

the response to the Covid-19 pandemic), fire and rescue service employees (including support  

staff), National Crime Agency staff, those maintaining border security, prison and probation 

staff and other national security roles, including those overseas. 

 Those who will keep the air, water, road and rail passenger and freight transport modes 

operating during the Covid-19 response, including those working on transport systems 

through which supply chains pass. 

 Staff needed for essential financial services provision (including but not limited to workers in 

banks, building societies and financial market infrastructure), the oil, gas, electricity and 

water sectors (including sewerage), the information technology and data infrastructure sector, 

as well as key staff working in the civil nuclear, chemicals, telecommunications (including 

but not limited to network operations, field engineering, call centre staff, IT and data 

infrastructure, 999 and 111 critical services), postal services and delivery, payments providers 

and waste disposal sectors. 

The Department for Education, which has produced advice, describes vulnerable children as children 

who are supported by “social care, those with safeguarding and welfare needs, including children-in-

need plans, on child protection plans, ‘looked after’ children, young carers, disabled children and those 

with education health and care plans.    

About 10% of the children qualified for places at the so-called “skeleton schools/academies”.  Such an 

institution may not be a child’s regular one as it will be up to institutions and the local authorities to 

have made consortia arrangements.  Schools/Academies arranged to issue vouchers to those on free 

school meals (FSMs).  It could be possible that the government will set up a national voucher scheme. 

In addition to the above advice, the government has produced guidance to educational settings about 

Covid-19 which can be found here.  

Like schools and academies, nurseries and other child-care providers were ordered to close, albeit 

remain partially open to look after vulnerable children and those whose parents are key workers.   Local 

authorities were asked to continue paying for all childcare places under the 30-hour-a-week scheme for 

three-and-four-year olds and 15 hours a week for two-year-olds from low-income families.  However, 

nurseries and childminders lost fees paid by parents of young children and for additional hours.  

The end-of-Key Stage 2 Standard Assessment Tests (SATs) were cancelled for pupils at the top end of 

primary schools.   

Meanwhile, more than 4.5 million pupils had been preparing to take GCSEs, and a quarter of a million 

to take A levels.  These exams have been scrapped.  The government is working on a replacement 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-maintaining-educational-provision/guidance-for-schools-colleges-and-local-authorities-on-maintaining-educational-provision
https://www.gov.uk/children-with-special-educational-needs/extra-SEN-help
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-to-educational-settings-about-covid-19/guidance-to-educational-settings-about-covid-19
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assessment system based on the work that young people (preparing for their GCSEs and A levels) had 

been doing, described as “evidence assessment”.  This includes the results of mock exams, predicted 

grades and classwork – all put into a smorgasbord to create proxy grades with the examination boards 

ratifying them - based on several pieces of course work.  The appeals process will continue to exist.   

Universities will accept whatever system the government sets up on assessment.  Additionally, they will 

honour the offers they made prior to the outbreak of the pandemic.   Undoubtedly, all will not get their 

first choices. However, Universities UK, which represents vice-chancellors, said that it would try to 

create a fair admissions system which would allow 18-year-olds to progress to university. 

“One option being considered is looking at how offers could be honoured,” Alistair Jarvis, head of 

Universities UK, said. “It wouldn’t be possible to give everyone their first choice. We would need a 

system to allocate places. It is very tricky, but these are unprecedented times.” 

Schools and academies are unhappy bunnies.  Headteachers criticised the government’s decision to 

scrap exams.  They urged the government to replace GCSEs and A levels with some form of objective 

testing.  According to The Times, Sir Anthony Seldon, Vice-Chancellor of Buckingham University and 

former headteacher of Wellington College, described abandoning exams as “a mistake”.  “With no A 

levels, it will be nearly impossible to decide fairly which students should get into university,” he said. 

“Predicted A-level grades are wrong four times out of five and discriminate against the already 

disadvantaged.” 

With regard to GCSEs, he deeply regretted that the five years of study youngsters put in would have 

been in vain, because, without the examinations and knowledge of the outcomes – i.e. the grades these 

young people attain – they will feel “cheated”.  It would be “like telling an athlete who has been 

preparing for the big race for several years that s/he cannot compete.  It is devasting.” 

Dr Saima Rana, the Principal of Westminster Academy, felt “desperately worried” about her pupils’ 

welfare, with the purpose and structure of their day disappearing.   “Telling students now that there are 

no exams stops their whole purpose in learning. We have also told them that they are not at risk of being 

very ill if they get the virus. They will be out on the streets and gang violence and crime will rise,” she 

said. 

It is all very well for educationists to moan and groan, but the nation is caught between a rock and a hard 

place.  The choice is not between what is right and wrong, good and bad, but rather between wrong and 

more wrong and bad and worse.   

The Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) said: “Flexibility within the admission 

process will be enhanced and extended to deal with the coronavirus outbreak and the announcement that 

there will be no exams this year.” 

There are millions of children around the world that are out of school because of the pandemic.  The 

suffering that our children are experiencing is by no means unique.  Other countries such as Germany, 

France, Italy (as was China) are or have been in lockdown too.   
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III Adversity has sweet uses 

The pandemic has brought out the best and worst in us.   There are many cases of people indulging in 

selfish acts – such as people in supermarkets overloading their trolleys with a range of items, as if they 

were going to be holed into the little boxes for the rest of their lives.  Equally, people and organisations 

have stepped up doing good deeds.  Through our front door, someone slipped in a leaflet that ran:  

Finchley Covid-19 Help – Free Service Run by Volunteers 

Do you need help self-isolating? 

We can help with picking up shopping, providing useful information, sending post or just a friendly chat.  

Please call (two mobile numbers given) or email us at ……. Or submit a request for assistance at …….. 

and we will try our best to connect you to a local volunteer. 

If you can help, join the amazing volunteers by signing up at signup.mutualaid.co.uk 

There were other outstanding examples of generosity at this difficult time.  

 British Petroleum offered free fuel for the emergency services. 

 Iceland opened its stores early for elderly shoppers.  Other supermarkets followed suit.  

 L’Oreal began making hand-sanitizers and hydroalcoholic gels. 

 Hall and Woodhouse, the Dorset-based brewer and pub group, gave four-week rent-free holiday 

to tenants.   

 McDonalds, the burger giant, offered free drinks to NHS, Council and emergency services 

workers. 

 Guinness–Diageo, owner of the Irish brand, allocated £1 million to help pubs cover the wages of 

bar staff with a maximum of £600 each.  

 Spire Healthcase, owner of 39 hospitals and eight clinics, used resources to help the NHS during 

the outbreak.  

 The Communications Workers’ Union called off its strike against Royal Mail.   

Football stars, who are frequently ridiculed because of their high earnings, have also been digging deep 

in time and money.  

 Jose Mourniho, Tottenham’s manager, spent time with Age UK and Love Your Doorstep in 

Enfield, preparing food parcels and other items to deliver to the vulnerable and sick. 
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 Gary Neville and Ryan Giggs, formerly of Manchester United and currently sports 

commentators, have given NHS staff free access to their hotels in Manchester.  At the time of 

writing (25 March 2020), 35 had checked in. 

 Roman Abramovich, the owner of Chelsea Football Club, agreed to pay for NHS workers at 

Chelsea’s Millennium Hotel at Stamford Bridge for a minimum of two months.   

 Wilfried Zaha, the Crystal Palace and Ivory Coast centre forward, offered 50 flats he owns to 

frontline medical staff.   

 Andrew Robertson, the Scottish captain who plays left back for Liverpool, donated to food banks 

in Glasgow.   

One of the most heartening features of this pandemic crisis (for me at least) has been the way the nation 

has responded to the government’s appeal for volunteers on 24 March 2020 to help the 1.5 million 

vulnerable people who self-isolated in order to check the spread of Covid-19. Within 24 hours, over 

half-a-million did so – reacting to the greatest peacetime crisis in most of our lifetimes.  The number 

rose to over 700,000.  The British have been at the forefront of volunteering over time.  During this 

crisis they have upped the ante.   

The volunteers have been carrying out essential tasks that have helped the NHS to run more smoothly, 

and directly assisted the vulnerable, despite their having no medical training. They have been collecting 

shopping and medication and giving support on the phone to those enduring the painful loneliness of 

self-isolation. They are transporting patients who discharged from hospital and no longer at risk.   At the 

time of writing, they continue to do so.  

David Cameron’s launch of his Big Society project in 2010 stuttered.  It took a pandemic to make this 

into a reality.  William Beveridge, the architect of the post-war welfare state, invoked the spirit of 

voluntarism in 1948 when he said: “Voluntary actions outside one’s home, individually and in 

association with other citizens, for bettering one’s own life and that of one’s fellows, are the 

distinguishing marks of a free society.” 

Conservative governments have been previously ridiculed for being uncaring.  Margaret Thatcher said: 

“There’s no such thing as society. There are individual men and women and there are families. And no 

government can do anything except through people.” Prime Minister Boris Johnson, who during the 

publication of this article was still at St Thomas’s Hospital in the Intensive Care Unit (ICU) – took a 

different tack.  He and Rishi Sunak, the chancellor just weeks into the job, effectively nationalised the 

workforce by promising to pay 80% of the wages of employees who would otherwise have been laid off. 

I scratched my head when I read what Rachel Sylvester wrote in The Times (24 March 2020), i.e. that 

Sunak “won plaudits from the Trades Union Congress (TUC) and the Confederation of British Industry 

(CBI) as he wrote a public-spending blank cheque, pledging to do ‘whatever it takes’ to protect 

businesses on top of the billions of pounds he has already allocated to companies, individuals, 

infrastructure and the NHS.” 

Even Len McCluskey, the left-wing general secretary of the Unite union, described the government’s 

actions as “historic, bold and very necessary”.  He would certainly agree that the pandemic has brought 

out the best in this government.   
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Covid-19 has given us space and time to spend with our nearest ones and have those conversations that 

we have been putting off, to meditate and reflect, to opt out of the rat race  when the rat race is 

temporarily over.  With a dramatic decrease in road, water and air traffic, dealing with the climate 

change crisis has become manageable as the air quality has improved and the water less polluted to 

enable marine life to flourish once more.  

In William Shakespeare’s As you like it, (Act II, Scene I) Duke Senior, who was banished to the Forest 

of Arden, tells his few loyal followers who joined him in exile:   

Sweet are the uses of adversity, 

Which like the toad, ugly and venomous, 

Wears yet a previous jewel ion his head; 

And this our life exempt from public haunt, 

Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks, 

Sermons in stones, and good in everything. 

I would not change it.  

Life had been a crazy rat-race.  We had turned ourselves into humans doing rather than human beings.  

The pandemic has given us a chance to meditate, time to catch up on reading and space to be with 

partners and close family members.  Covid-19 – an invisible evil – has had its good uses, albeit it has 

taken a toll of human life.  I feel confident that we will come out of the black tunnel a better human race, 

one that would have learnt to value those aspects of life that are priceless rather than materials and goods 

with price tags.   

 

 Coronavirus: What governors need to do now 

We are going through testing times, worse than those experienced during the 2008 financial crash, and 

probably the worst since World War II.  At least, in the last world war, the enemy was visible.  Not so 

Covid 19, the virus that has ravished the planet.  Governing boards, like the schools and academies they 

oversee and serve, will have to adapt rapidly to a new way of working, understand what's expected of 

the chair and how all governors can support their institutions, during this period of prolonged closure.   

The Key, a governors’ organisation, has produced some excellent advice for the chair of the governing 

board during these testing times. What follows is a synopsis of that advice which has been put together 

for The Key by Lucinda Bell, a senior lawyer specialising in education law, Jacqueline Baker, an 

education consultant who specialises in senior leadership recruitment, and Gulshan Kayembe, an 

independent consultant who has been an inspector.  

I Preamble 

Since schools and academies closed for most pupils on 23 March, headteachers and staff members have 

had to get to grips with a whole new way of working.   Leaders ae running things quite differently and 

https://thekeysupport.com/contact-us/
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will continue to do so for the foreseeable future.  The role of chair of the board of a school/academy 

board will evolve too.  Meanwhile, what can the chair do best to discharge her/his functions?  

(a) Support the headteacher 

What a headteacher considers to be supportive and how much of that s/he needs from the chair will 

depend on the headteacher on the one hand and the capabilities of the chair on the other. 

(b) Take the lead from the headteacher 

The most important thing for the chair is to let her/his headteacher know that s/he is available to the 

headteacher and ask her/him how frequently both should communicate with and contact each other.  

There's a fine line between support and getting in the way.  

(c) Be the link between the school/academy and the board 

The chair should let governors know that all communication with the school/academy should be 

managed through the chair. Though well-meaning, a flurry of emails will simply burden school leaders.  

It is critical to head this off at the outset. 

The chair should let governors know that s/he will be communicating with them, possibly on a weekly 

or fortnightly basis by email. 

(d) Be a sounding board 

The chair could be asked about operational decisions by the headteacher, who should be given the 

opportunity to run these past her/him.  The chair’s role here is to act as a sounding board, not to hijack 

the headteacher’s powers and responsibilities. If asked by the headteacher what s/he should do in a 

specific instance, the chair should offer thoughts and then be prepared to step back. The actual decision 

sits with the headteacher. 

(e) Show the headteacher and staff some love 

The chair could write a letter of support from the whole board to the headteacher and staff to 

demonstrate appreciation.  This can go a long way to making the headteacher and staff feel supported 

and valued. 

II Meetings 

(a) Holding remote, ‘virtual’ meetings 

The chair should avoid all non-essential contact, and this includes governing board meetings. The DfE is 

advising boards to use alternative arrangements, like video or teleconferencing, instead of face-to-face 

meetings. The Key has provided very good guidance about holding meetings “virtually”. This can be 

accessed here.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-governance-update/school-governance-update-march-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-governance-update/school-governance-update-march-2020
https://schoolgovernors.thekeysupport.com/the-governing-body/meetings/meeting-procedures/governor-meetings-virtual-remote-attendance/
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On a practical level, the chair must plan for what to do if s/he and the vice chair aren't available for a 

meeting or to support the headteacher and maintain contact with the school/academy. 

Review succession planning and make sure each governor knows when s/he is expected to step up.  

Also plan for the possibility of the clerk being unavailable. One of the governors (but not the 

headteacher) is allowed to step in to clerk a meeting, if needed. 

(b) Be sensible about agenda items 

Meetings should focus on urgent, time-bound decisions. Some examples of items on which to focus are 

as follows. 

 Approval of the Schools Financial Value Standards document to be submitted to the local 

authority (maintained schools), if not done so already.   

 Approving the budget 

 Approving pay recommendations 

 Recruiting a headteacher (if relevant) 

 Staff restructures (if relevant) 

The governing board would be forgiven if it delayed consideration of the following.  

 Reviewing most policies 

 Analysing school performance data 

 Monitoring progress on the school improvement plan (SIP)  

 Gender pay gap reporting 

 For an academy, filing accounts with Companies House for three months if needs must (but 

apply for this extension in advance) 

(c) When to use chair's action 

If something urgent arises and it's not possible for the board to meet, the chair has the power to act 

during the emergency such as updating the vital child protection policy or handling an urgent press 

response.    

III Decide how to handle statutory procedures 

There may be some time-bound matters that will have to be delayed, given the extraordinary 

circumstances.  Here is a sample. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2013/1624/regulation/10/made
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/employers-do-not-have-to-report-gender-pay-gaps
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/companies-to-receive-3-month-extension-period-to-file-accounts-during-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-more-time-to-file-your-companys-accounts
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(a) Grievances and disciplinary appeals 

The board can continue these remotely if all parties agree to do so and if it's practicable (e.g. all 

witnesses can attend remotely, evidence can still be gathered, etc). If anyone demurs, governors will 

have to defer these until the school/academy re-opens. 

(b) Exclusions 

The government closed schools and academies on 23 March 2020. However, they continue to remain 

open for a small number of pupils. This has caused some confusion about whether they're closed for the 

purposes of statutory timelines for considering exclusions. 

The DfE has confirmed to The Key previously that 'school days' for the purpose of statutory deadlines 

like this are the 190 teaching days of the regular school/academy year. Though the DfE hasn't explicitly 

said that meetings to consider exclusions should be deferred during this time, it's difficult to imagine 

how these would be considered working days. Accordingly, it is justifiable to defer considering 

exclusion cases until schools and academies re-open. 

(c) Complaints 

If the school/academy receives a complaint during the closure, the chair should suggest to the 

headteacher that s/he could write an initial response to: 

 outline the school's/academy’s position (e.g. if it's about a child not getting a place because the 

school/academy decided the parent wasn't a 'critical worker', the head must explain how the 

decision was made) and 

 explain that that the current situation means the school/academy can't follow its usual complaints 

procedures until it's re-opened. 

IV Streamline monitoring 

Monitoring should focus on essential areas during this period. They are the following.  

 Safeguarding 

 Health and safety 

 Headteacher and staff wellbeing 

 Continuing education 

To a lesser extent, the board will also want to monitor how the school/academy is continuing to provide 

an education for pupils. In line with the government's guidance on social distancing and self-isolation, 

board members should not monitor the school/academy in person, or arrange in-person meetings 

with staff, unless it is necessary. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/7/schedule/16/enacted
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/school-exclusion
https://www.gov.uk/contact-dfe
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(a) Monitoring safeguarding 

The chair, or the link governor for safeguarding, special educational needs or the Pupil Premium, should 

be responsible for this area.   Other governors can feed in as necessary. 

The governor with responsibility for safeguarding could arrange a call with the headteacher, designated 

safeguarding lead (DSL) or special educational needs co-ordinator (SENCO) to talk about the following 

matters.  

 How the school/academy is making sure vulnerable pupils are kept safe (including those who are at 

home, rather than at the school/academy), and whether these plans are working well. 

 How the school/academy is working with the local authority (LA) to safeguard vulnerable pupils. 

 How the school/academy is checking on all pupils who are staying at home. 

 How pupils, especially vulnerable pupils who are still coming into the school/academy, are coping. 

 Whether staff have concerns about any pupils who aren't technically categorised as 'vulnerable' by 

the DfE, and what the school/academy is doing for these pupils. 

 How the school/academy is supporting pupils who are eligible for free school meals, and whether 

pupils are accessing this provision. 

 If the school/academy is delivering remote lessons and what safeguarding arrangements are in place 

to keep pupils safe. 

 The arrangements that the LA may have made to create 'hub' schools/academies, and what impact 

they could have on safeguarding arrangements. 

 Any support that staff members need from the chair.  

Vulnerable children means children who are supported by social care and those with safeguarding and 

welfare needs, including the following. 

 Pupils with child-in-need plans 

 Pupils on child protection plans 

 Looked-after children 

 Young carers 

 Disabled children 

 Pupils with education, health and care plans (EHCPs). 

School leaders will work closely with social workers and parents to decide on arrangements for specific 

pupils. 

School leaders must work with the LA to set reasonable safeguarding procedures (for instance, around 

ID checks for parents they don't know) in the “hub” schools/academies. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-maintaining-educational-provision/guidance-for-schools-colleges-and-local-authorities-on-maintaining-educational-provision
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(b) Monitoring health and safety 

The health and safety link governor (if there is one) should monitor health and safety.  In the absence of 

this person, the responsibility falls to the chair.   

The responsible governor should arrange a call with the headteacher or school/academy 

business manager to talk about the following. 

 The arrangements the school/academy has in place to maintain social distancing for staff and pupils 

on site 

 Wider health and safety arrangements (such as having a first aider on site, an increased cleaning rota 

or locking down certain parts of the school/academy building) 

 The continued safety of the school/academy building, including any previously raised premises 

issues 

 Any support that staff need  

(c) Monitoring headteacher and staff wellbeing 

Responsibility for monitoring the wellbeing of the headteacher and staff falls to the designated governor 

or in her/his absence, the chair. 

The designated governor should raise the following matters with the headteacher.  

 Any support s/he and/or their staff need 

 How staff members are adapting to remote working, or working with a skeletal number of staff 

members 

 Whether all staff members have the resources they need to work from home 

 Any illness among staff 

In these exceptional circumstances, the headteacher will be bombarded with considerable information 

and several demands (from the LA, the DfE, unions and anxious parents – to name a few). The most 

important thing is to be the headteacher’s ally. 

Staff members who are working remotely, especially if they have their own children at home, are 

probably going to take some time to adjust. It's important that the school/academy doesn't overburden 

them heavy workloads to compensate for not being on site. 

(d) How to monitor continuing education 

The chair should assume responsibility for continuing education.  Other designated governors for the 

different areas of the curriculum should cede to her/him to enable the headteacher to keep in contact 

with the minimum number of governors.  The chair should lean on link governors to feed into any 

conversations about remote learning. 

https://schoolgovernors.thekeysupport.com/the-governing-body/roles-on-the-governing-body/link-governors/link-governor-for-health-and-safety/?marker=content-body
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The chair should talk to the headteacher about the following.  

 The school's/academy’s approach to remote learning and addressing the following. 

▪ Is the school/academy sending resource packs home? Are teachers recording video lessons? 

▪ How much work does the headteacher and staff expect pupils to do? 

 Any guidance or support the school/academy has given to parents about helping their children's 

learning at home. 

 The balance of learning activities for pupils who are still attending the school/academy. 

School/academy leaders will need to navigate a lot of challenges around remote learning, including the 

following.  

 Access to technology at home. 

 The fact that pupils may not be in a very effective learning environment (for instance, if they're 

sharing small spaces with siblings, or have parents balancing childcare with working from 

home). 

 How capable parents are of supporting their children's learning (many school/academy leaders 

are emphasising embedding existing learning, because teaching pupils new things remotely can 

be difficult). 

 How equipped the school/academy is to take on more tech-led types of remote teaching. 

The Department for Education (DfE) doesn't have any expectations about what remote teaching should 

look like.  All the DfE wants is for schools/academies to plan engaging activities that encourage children 

to log on. 

(e) Sharing information with fellow governors 

Chairs, or whoever carries out the monitoring activities above, should report back to the full governing 

board regularly. You can do this via email.  This will ensure all governors are up-to-date or can step in 

to help monitor the school/academy or support the headteacher if the chair or another governor isn't 

available.  Regular updates will also help the board start to think about the impact of the closure on 

issues related to governors’ link roles or committees.  

For instance, if the school/academy can't run after-school/after-academy clubs, this may impact the 

school's/academy’s budget.  

V Keep details on GIAS up to date 

Make sure you know who to get in touch with to keep contact information updated on Get information 

About Schools.  The government will use this to communicate with governors, and some of that 

information may require quick and decisive action. 

https://get-information-schools.service.gov.uk/news
https://get-information-schools.service.gov.uk/news
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Now, perhaps more than ever, it’s important to avoid mixed messages. Should parents approach the 

chair and/or other governors directly with questions or complaints about the school/academy, refer them: 

 directly to the headteacher, or 

 to the school’s/academy’s complaints procedures.  However, dealing with formal complaints is 

likely to be deferred until schools/academies re-open. 

 

HMCI’s Verdict in Annual Report 2018/19:   

Education quality on an upward trajectory 

I Headlines 

The quality of education continues to improve in England, according to Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector 

of Schools, Amanda Spielman, as mentioned in her annual report for 2018/19, which was published on 

21 January 2020.  The Coronavirus meltdown of the last few months has resulted in everything taking a 

backseat.  But it is worth chewing on the judgements and commentary of Amanda Spielman’s and her 

team about the quality of education over the last academic year – 2018/19.  Her cover report to the 

Secretary of State was wide-ranging.  The bones of that were as follows.   Overall,  

 86% of schools and academies were judged to be good or outstanding; 

 96% of early years foundation stage (EYFS) providers were judged good or outstanding; and 

 81% of further education and skills (FES) providers were judged to be good or outstanding.  

According to Spielman, this picture was reflected in the latest Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) study, which showed average scores for 15-year-olds in England significantly 

above international averages in mathematics, reading and science. In 2018, standards in mathematics 

rose during the last three years for youngsters of 15 years of age. There was also a small rise in reading 

standards albeit there was no improvement in science.  

The quality of social care improved too. Altogether, 48% of local authorities (LAs) social care services 

were judged to be good or outstanding - a rise of 12% on the first round under the previous single 

inspection framework (SIF).  

II Methodology  

Her Majesty’s Inspectors focus on the quality of education starting with a top-level view of the 

curriculum, and testing this out with ‘deep dives’ into individual subjects. These include  

 discussions with senior leaders; 

 discussions with teachers; 

file:///D:/JOURNAL/April%202020/Journal/ssets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/859422/Annual_Report_of_Her_Majesty_s_Chief_Inspector_of_Education__Children_s_Services_and_Skills_201819.pdf
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 discussions with learners; 

 discussions with curricular leaders; 

 scrutiny of learners’ work; and 

 visits to a sample of lessons.  

The aim of inspectors is to assess the planning and sequencing of the curriculum and how this is being 

implemented in the classroom, workplace or other settings. 

III Judgements 

(a)      The Curriculum 

Spielman wrote that inspectors “were encouraged by the richness of the educational discussion and 

interest shown on pilot inspections”. Headteachers, teachers, support staff in schools and academies, 

Nursery personnel and Further Education principals and lecturers were passionate about making sure 

that they built “the right curriculum for their learners, and many seized the opportunity to make more 

space for real curricular thinking”. 

The summary findings were as follows.  

 The curriculum was at least as ambitious as the national curriculum. 

 Subject leaders had clear roles and good subject knowledge. 

 There was effective curricular planning in all subjects. 

 As many pupils as possible had access to a rich and broad curriculum. 

 The school’s curriculum had enough depth and coverage of knowledge, including a well-

thought-out model of progression and sequencing. 

Spielman mentioned in her letter to Secretary of State Gavin Williamson, however, that the research that 

inspectors had carried out revealed that many primary schools were giving excessive priority and 

attention to English and mathematics to the detriment of other subjects – in particular, science. The 

upshot had been that both, the quantity and quality of science teaching, were reduced. This was, she 

hints, owing to the end-of-Key Stage 2 testing of science being abandoned.  The Department for 

Education’s own sample test showed that in 2018 only 21% met the expected standard.   She speculates 

that this was why the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) science tests in 2015 and 

2018 had shown a drop in standards in the subject.  

In those schools and academies that were doing well 

 the curriculum was at least as ambitious as the national curriculum; 

 subject leaders had clear roles and good subject knowledge; 
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 there was effective curricular planning in all subjects; 

 as many pupils as possible had access to a rich and broad curriculum; and 

 the curriculum had enough depth and coverage of knowledge, including a well-thought-out model of 

progression and sequencing. 

(b)      Pupils’ Behaviour  

Inspectors found some good practice in staff’s promotion of good pupil behaviour. “…Staff (members) 

understood how important it is that behaviour policies are implemented consistently. They also 

understood the importance of whole-school behaviour approaches.”  

However, work was still needed to bring policies to life. Spielman averred that good behaviour needed 

to be taught, along with the routines that enable it. “Rewards and sanctions need to be applied 

consistently and fairly. Also, teachers need support. In the research into teacher well-being, teachers 

cited lack of support by leaders and even by parents, in managing behaviour as one of their main 

sources of stress.” 

Of special concern was peer-on-peer abuse.   In Autumn 2018, the National Society for the Prevention 

of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) reported a 29% increase in children seeking help from Childline in 

relation to physical, sexual and emotional and on-line abuse by peers.  Schools and academies could not 

deal with this alone. All educationists, social workers, police officers and workers in the health service 

had to work across the system and in concert to tackle such abuse.   Professionals should be protecting 

the victims.  Also, they would do well “to consider whether the perpetrator was the victim of abuse” 

(elsewhere). 

Another concern was the “off-rolling” of pupils – without formally excluding them - in some schools 

and academies.  Altogether, 20,000 pupils left state-funded schools and academies in year 10 in 2018 

and year 11.  The inspectors accepted that there were legitimate reasons for moving pupils between 

schools/academies and from mainstream schools/academies to alternative provision – i.e. pupil referral 

units (PRUs).  However, the movement out of mainstream education was excessive.   

Ofsted commissioned a YouGov survey on teachers’ view about off-rolling.  They perceived an 

increase in this dubious practice.  Teachers remarked that  

 vulnerable pupils with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) were more likely to be 

off-rolled; 

 academic achievement was more important in making decisions to off-roll than the behaviour of 

the pupils; 

 the pressure placed on senior leadership teams and classroom teachers to maintain high pupil 

performance for the purposes of climbing up national league tables and securing good Ofsted 

ratings contributed to this unfortunate practice; and 
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 parents were being pressured to accept off-rolling through elective home education. These are 

parents who need more support, especially those with the least understanding of their children’s 

rights and/or who spoke English as an additional language.  

Spielman stated that pupils leaving a school/academy presented challenges that went wider than the 

education system. Many fell off the radar of the authorities.  A lucky few were placed in good Pupil 

Referral Units (PRUs) or alternative provision.  However, the unregistered children not only lost out but 

became ‘fodder’ (my word) for evil influences like those who peddled drugs and broke into other 

people’s premises.   

(c)     Social Care 

Spielman made the blindingly obvious comment on social care when she mentioned that early 

preventative work could “remove the need for more intrusive, challenging and costly interventions at a 

later stage”.  However, tightened budgets had resulted in schools, academies and social services dealing 

with problems after they arise rather than engaging in preventative work.   The reality was that schools, 

academies and social care providers struggle with pressing their fingers to plug holes in the dykes and 

stop the flooding of cases involving exclusions and mental ill-health.  Many professionals tackled these 

problems with integrity.  Equally, on several occasions, poor decisions were made and/or providers 

lacked integrity and/or focused on the irrelevant so that they failed to fulfil their responsibilities and ill-

prepared young people for adult life.  

(d)     Teachers’ Workload 

Teachers’ workload, observed Spielman, had grown out of all proportion to its usefulness – a case of the 

law of diminishing returns operating par excellence.  In the past, inspectors contributed to this in no 

small measure.  However, HMCI is taking steps to do something about it by no longer asking for 

institution-generated data of pupils’ attainment or progress scores.  Besides, it is impossible for 

inspectors to validate the data within the limited space of an inspection. She admitted that changes in an 

inspection framework added to teachers’ workload.  However, she added, the feedback she had had so 

far was that school and academy staff members found it more rewarding working on curricular plans and 

strategies for effective teaching than marking, assessment and data analysis.   

In broad terms, many staff members were struggling because of a lack of human and physical resources 

leading to an increase in workload.  The increased workload had resulted in a decrease in the ability of 

staff “to do their core job effectively”.  They were “often asked to take on additional responsibilities 

outside their expertise”. Staff members also felt “hampered by a lack of physical resources such as 

computers or library materials”.  These factors contributed to “a sense of disempowerment, despite 

having the skills and knowledge needed to deliver good-quality education”. 

Poor pupil behaviour exacerbated the pressures on staff members undermining their well-being.  

“…..Teachers do not always feel supported by senior leaders or line managers in addressing poor 

behaviour. This is often because behaviour management is inconsistent”, she remarked.  She reminded 

all readers of her report that the leadership and management judgement in the Education Inspection 

Framework reflected the extent to which leaders took account of the workload of staff members and 

their well-being.”   
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(e)     Children in Care 

She had serious reservations about the provision the nation makes for children in care.  To improve 

standards and safeguard these children, she recommended the following.   

i. Providers should have a better understanding of the needs of children in care at a national level. 

ii. There should be greater investment in the sector so that there were enough places in the right 

areas. 

iii. There should be a review of the type of qualifications that would best equip the workforce to 

meet children’s needs. 

iv. The government should invest time and resources to create the right qualification systems. 

v. The nation should improve the status of care workers so that more people were attracted to work 

and stay in the profession. 

(f)     Multi-agency work to address the needs of the broken fragments of   

          society 

Spielman observed: “…….no one local area can solve the systemic issues in children’s social care”.  

Ofsted completed five rounds of joint targeted area inspections with the health service, police, and 

probation and youth offender services.  These joint inspections focused on  

 child sexual exploitation, 

 domestic abuse, 

 neglect of older children, 

 child criminal exploitation and 

 sexual abuse in the family environment. 

In doing so, these agencies discovered that the following areas were weak. These included: 

 partnership working; 

 information-sharing; 

 adult services; 

 support for children and families; and 

 over-optimism of professionals. 
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Access to therapeutic intervention and support for children and families, in many cases, were poor.  In 

several areas, children faced significant delays accessing help and support when needed.   Many children 

that inspectors saw had multiple vulnerabilities which were complex.  Good support was just not there.  

“This leaves children at risk of further harm,” she observed. 

(g)     Special Educational Needs and Disabilities 

While schools and academies are at the forefront of action to address the needs of pupils who have 

disabilities, good provision for such children requires multi-agency working.  The percentage of pupils 

identified with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) dropped radically in 2014 from 

roughly 21% to 14%.  The current number is 15%. The number of pupils with Education, Health and 

Care Plans (EHCPs), however, continues to creep up.   

According to Ofsted, in the most successful SEND provision  

 needs are identified effectively, 

 leaders have a strong understanding of the effectiveness of SEND arrangements, 

 co-production is working well, and area leaders jointly plan, commission and provide services 

that are responsive to the needs of children and young people with SEND and their families, and 

 education, health and care professionals work together in a joined-up way to improve outcomes 

for children with SEND.   

However, this way of working appears to be conspicuous by its absence in too many areas.  Many 

headteachers and the heads of other services (according to HMCI) did not understand children’s 

education, health and care needs in enough depth nor had enough insight into children’s lived 

experiences.  Accordingly, they did not understand what services to commission, which resulted in 

considerable waste vis-à-vis service overlap.  They also failed to accept that they had collective 

responsibility for the provision they made for these children.  The upshot was that frequently, the 

provision lacked coherence and there was not much coordination across the areas.   

Allied to SEND was mental ill-health.  One child in eight between the ages of five and 19 had at least 

one mental health disorder.  Anxiety or depression was the most prevalent.  Eight per cent had emotional 

disorders.  The statistics reveal that around 50% of all people who had mental health problems at some 

point in their lives experienced the first symptoms before they were 14 years old.   

(h)     Child Protection 

Most institutions make strenuous efforts to protect children from abuse, which occurs especially in their 

homes.  However, in a minority of cases there are spectacular examples of grooming by predators out in 

the field.   Sadly, there is cover-up, concealment or a dismissal of safeguarding issues.  Spielman has 

appealed to the Secretary of State to give Ofsted “stronger regulatory tools to address this”.  She 

supports the mandatory duty on professionals to refer allegations of child sexual abuse. The guidance, 

however,  
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 must be clear and unambiguous in its scope, 

 must not conflict with existing guidance, 

 be limited to those in leadership or designated positions, 

 contain safeguards for those who report and 

 not accept a single solution to a complex issue. 

Spielman has asked the Secretary of State to impose national minimum standards for residential special 

schools and academies commensurate with those attached to children’s homes.   

(i)     Illegal Schools 

Ofsted’s investigations into unregistered schools led to three convictions.  Since being established in 

2015, its task force investigated 600 unregistered schools of which the watchdog deemed that 290 were 

operating in illegal settings.  Ofsted’s task force judged that safeguarding and health and safety 

arrangements were poor in a third of them and issued warning notices to 83 such “schools”.  Since then, 

40 (circa) unregistered schools changed (for the better) the way in which they were run to comply with 

the law, mainly by reducing the hours of working to below 18 per week.  Fourteen per cent closed and 

12% registered as independent schools.  

Spielman opined that the work Ofsted did in this connection was daunting and has appealed to the 

government for the watchdog to be given “stronger powers to seize documents” and for the “government 

to tighten the legal definition of a school and of full-time education”.   

IV The Future 

(a) Outstanding Schools, Academies and Further Education Settings 

Over the last eight years, Ofsted has been prevented from inspecting outstanding schools and academies 

routinely.  It is working with the government on this and welcomes the DfE’s intention to “remove this 

exemption”.  Currently, there are 3,600 schools and academies and over 150 Further Education (FE) 

providers in this category.  In 2018/19, Ofsted inspected 10% of exempt outstanding schools and 

academies.  Of these, over eight out of 10 lost their outstanding status and nearly three out of 10 were 

deemed to require improvement or were inadequate.   

Ofsted inspected 12 FE settings deemed “outstanding”.  Of these, it judged that three required 

improvement.  Only two remained outstanding.  

The reality is that more than 1,000 schools and academies and 30 FE settings have not been inspected 

for over a decade.   

Spielman wrote: “Long periods without inspection are unpopular with parents and with teachers: 85% of 

teachers say the exemption should not be indefinite. The exemption has left us with blind spots about the 

quality of education, training and safeguarding in these schools and providers.” 
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(b) Multi-Academy Trusts 

Since December 2018, Ofsted has carried out several Multi-Academy Trusts summary evaluations 

(MATSE).  

The first seven MATSEs revealed the following. 

“MATs are more likely to focus on back-office functions than designing the curriculum, despite the 

clear value that can be added there. This is not to say that MATs should necessarily design the 

curriculum, but they should be making active and logical decisions as to where responsibility lies. 

Inspectors need to focus on understanding those decisions and their impact.  

“Our early MATSEs and our research have highlighted the role of MATs in creating data workload for 

schools. Too many people tell us that there is no workload reduction from Ofsted’s new approach to 

school-collected assessment data because their MAT continues to require extensive data collection and 

analysis, beyond what is valuable for monitoring and improving the quality of education. 

“We have also seen examples of MATs failing to take enough action to improve performance in 

inadequate schools. We have highlighted this when we have seen it, but we are concerned that, due to 

the lack of rating from a MATSE, the MATs concerned may not take effective action based on our 

assessment of these problems.” 

Spielman, in so many words, is asking the government to legislate for Ofsted to inspect MATs.  

Currently, they can do so only if the trustees of MATs allow the watchdog in.   

V Conclusion 

Spielman commends most school/academy leaders and leaders of other educational settings such as 

independent schools and Further Education outfits for the great work they are doing.  She observes that 

this work is enhanced when they work well with their local authorities, children’s social services, the 

health service, youth offending services and the police.  

However, some providers make the wrong decisions for children, off-rolling vulnerable pupils “to gain 

(good) examination results or enter pupils for sham qualifications”. Some “schools and colleges narrow 

their curriculum and teach to the test”.  The services which complement those in education could 

support schools/academies to improve outcomes “for children suffering neglect or criminal exploitation 

or at risk of knife crime”, Spielman remarks.   

Spielman closes her commentary by pointing out that in some areas, Ofsted is working with one arm tied 

behind its back.  “Our blind-spots are caused by weak legislation, weak powers and weak enforcement. 

These areas, like unregistered children’s homes, unregulated provision for care leavers and unregistered 

and illegal schools, are where children are potentially coming to significant harm as a result of poor 

commissioning decisions, ill-informed parental choices or simply unsafe and unsuitable conditions for 

children. 
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“There are also settings that we inspect but that we are unable to look closely at where important 

decisions are being made. For instance, we inspect schools but the important decisions about finance, 

curriculum, behaviour or exclusions may be taken by a MAT. We inspect individual nurseries, but 

actually they may be part of a large chain. We cannot always know who the owners of children’s homes 

are. We are blind to the impact that has on each setting.” 

 

Two-thirds of governors satisfied with new inspection 

arrangements 

During the autumn term 2019, the National Governors’ Association (NGA) collected the views and 

experiences of governing boards on the Education Inspection Framework (EIF). It also analysed 844 

published inspection reports of that period to examine how the EIF was working.   

Governors happier with new inspections 

Two-thirds (64.6%) of respondents were satisfied with the inspections overall. This matched the 

responses that Ofsted had.   Altogether, 71.9% of governors who responded felt that Ofsted’s ratings of 

their schools and academies were correct.  The majority also thought that the feedback meetings from 

the inspectors (following inspections) were beneficial and gave them a better understanding of why they 

had been rated as they were. Altogether, 75.7% were either very satisfied or satisfied with the feedback.  

However, many felt that the inspections had become more rushed.  They thought that inspections were 

covering “a huge amount of work in a very short space of time”.   

Also, they rued the fact that the scrutiny on the role of governors was diminished.  Only 15.8% of 

respondents said the inspections had helped them to improve the quality of governing.  Because of the 

increased focus on the curriculum, it appeared that the new framework tended to blur the distinction 

between governance and management.    

Several governors were disappointed that inspectors’ reports occasionally failed to assess governance.   

The variation was unfortunate.  Of the 844 reports, 66.4% mentioned governance.  Several reports 

referred to governance only in a tokenistic way.  The governor-respondents were of the view that 

inspectors’ reports on the work they did were too simplistic and occasionally patronising.  Overall, 

82.6% said that these judgements did not link the curriculum with governance.  

For governing in a Multi-Academy Trust (MAT), governors thought that inspectors had a better 

understanding of the multiple layers of overseeing and running institutions.  About 75% of inspectors 

were now interviewing MAT trustees. 

However, according to the governors it appeared that inspectors paid far too little attention to the 

financial health of the school/academy vis-à-vis securing enough finances, probity and the promotion of 

value for money.  It appeared that finance was confused with curricular planning.   
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The EIF is currently going through an evaluation process during which the NGA intends to put its oar in 

to improve matters.   

Routine inspections suspended during the Covid-19 pandemic 

The Secretary of State for Education, Gavin Williamson, permitted Ofsted to suspend inspections owing 

to the Covid-19 pandemic.  However, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector (HMCI), Amanda Spielman, 

signalled that where specific concerns were raised – especially vis-à-vis the safety of children – 

inspections would go ahead.  Regulatory work to maintain social care provision for the most vulnerable 

children and the registration of vital childcare services would also continue.   

Ofsted will not be publishing reports from recent inspections of schools, academies, further education 

and early years provision, until institutions re-open and children and students return to them.  However, 

the watchdog will continue to publish “a small number of reports from recent social care inspections”. 

Ofsted also reserved the right to inspect in emergency situations, especially if it received complaints or 

whistle-blowing information that suggested children could be at risk of harm.   

 

Government plans to tighten safeguarding arrangements 

for children in care  

I Consultation on new regulations 

On 12 February 2020, the government launched an eight-week consultation period to strengthen the 

regulations related to children in care to ensure that they are placed in suitable accommodation. Placing 

these children under the age of 16 in unregulated accommodation will become illegal. Secretary of State 

for Education, Gavin Williamson, announced these measures to drive up the quality of children’s social 

care.  Also, minimum standards will be introduced for unregulated accommodation, which provides 

accommodation but not care for young people aged 16 and over. 

As part of the consultation, the Government introduced national standards for unregulated 

accommodation to improve the quality and security of the placements. This will mean that where this is 

used appropriately for young people aged 16 and over, safety and quality are prioritised. 

Ofsted, the inspectorate, will be given powers to crack down on illegal, unregistered providers – those 

providing care for children without being registered to do so. Councils and local police forces will be 

required to work together before placements in unregulated settings are made.  The interests of young 

people will be at the heart of decisions and of paramount importance. 

The Education Secretary confirmed that an independent review would look widely across children’s 

social care with the aim of better supporting, protecting and improving the outcomes of these children 

and young people making sure that it reflected the experiences of those who needed social workers or 

been in care. 

https://consult.education.gov.uk/unregulated-provision/unregulated-provision-children-in-care/
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Education Secretary Gavin Williamson said: 

“There are no circumstances where a child under 16 should be placed in accommodation that does not 

keep them safe. That is unacceptable and I am taking urgent action to end this practice and drive up the 

quality of care provided to all vulnerable children. 

“Social workers and council chiefs have to make difficult decisions about the children in their care, so 

it’s important that we agree an ambitious approach to these important reforms to bring about lasting 

change in children’s social care. 

“While unregulated accommodation can be the right option for some older children, acting as a 

stepping-stone for young people towards living as an independent adult, the Education Secretary is 

taking action due to concerns that some of this provision is not good enough, and is particularly 

concerned about the number of younger children being placed in this provision.” 

The introduction of new national standards will set a benchmark for unregulated provision, rooting out 

poor quality. The consultation includes the following elements: 

 banning the use of independent and semi-independent placements for children and young people 

under the age of 16; 

 driving up the quality of support offered in independent and semi-independent provision, through 

the introduction of national standards; 

 ensuring young people’s interests are appropriately represented by their Independent Reviewing 

Officer (IRO); 

 introducing new measures so that local authorities and local police forces liaise before 

placements in this provision are made; and 

 giving Ofsted new legal powers to crack down on illegal providers. 

More than 6,000 looked-after children and young people in England are living in unregulated 

accommodation, with up to 100 under 16s living in unregulated provision at any one time. 

Legislation will be amended so that Ofsted can take legal action before prosecution and issue 

enforcement notices, which will result in illegal providers either being forced to close, register or face 

penalties. 

Williamson sent a letter to all councils in November 2019, setting out his concerns about under 16s 

being placed in this provision and asking them to make sure that all children in their areas are in safe and 

suitable accommodation. 

Yvette Stanley, Ofsted’s National Director for Social Care, said: 

“We welcome this consultation and await the outcome with interest. Ofsted has long-held concerns 

about the rise of unregistered children’s homes. Some of our most vulnerable children are living in 
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places where we don’t know if the people caring for them are suitable or skilled enough to meet their 

needs.  This isn’t acceptable. We’ve also called for better assurance about the quality of unregulated 

provision for older children. We need a system where children are getting high quality care and support, 

with the right level of oversight. Ofsted stands ready to play its full part in achieving this.” 

Mark Russell, Chief Executive at The Children’s Society, said, “The number of children being placed in 

unregulated accommodation is on the rise, making this consultation both, timely and essential. We are 

pleased the government is looking carefully at this issue and recognising the wider issues at play, such 

as the shortage of places where they’re most needed. 

“Children are often placed in these settings in an emergency and out of their home area, where they may 

not get the support they need and can be at particular risk of going missing and being criminally or 

sexually exploited. All accommodation for children in care has to be suitable for their needs and no child 

should be placed in accommodation where they are not safe. It’s vital that quality standards are 

introduced across the board. This consultation should lead to tangible changes which address these 

issues and ensure all children get the help they deserve.” 

II Investigation and findings 

Meanwhile, an investigation made the following findings. 

 The number of times children were housed in unregulated accommodation – which means they 

faced no checks by Ofsted, which typically inspects homes – rose by 22% between 2016-17 and 

2018-19. The number increased from 4,814 to 5,874, according to data obtained from 112 

councils through freedom of information requests. 

 The number of times children were placed in unregistered homes rose from 129 to 212 in the 

same period. 

 The average annual cost of placements was between £9,714 a year and £364,980, meaning the 

total bill across all authorities is likely to run into the millions. 

 In Northamptonshire, a recent Ofsted report found the Conservative-run county council was 

failing to keep children safe.  Altogether, 360 young people were placed in semi-independent-

living accommodation not subject to children’s homes regulations in 2018-19, up from 348 two 

years previously. Of the 360, 36 placements were outside of the local authority area. 

The children’s commissioner for England, Anne Longfield, remarked that placing children in 

unregulated homes was “simply unacceptable”. She said despite some providers having good intentions, 

all “unregistered provision is … not acceptable as a care package for vulnerable children. I understand 

that there is a serious shortage of accommodation for older children in care but on their behalf, we 

should never accept anything less than genuinely high-quality caring places that would pass appropriate 

levels of scrutiny. This is another example of managing a crisis without finding a solution to a crisis. 

These children deserve better from us all.” 

https://files.api.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/50096453
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Ann Coffey, who chairs the all-party parliamentary group (APPG) for runaway and missing children, 

echoed these sentiments when she added: “The government must act and make it unlawful for local 

authorities to place children in these illegal settings and Ofsted should take immediate action to close 

down these homes. 

“It cannot be right that they are being placed in care settings with minimum checks on who is providing 

the accommodation. It’s a national scandal.” 

III What is unregulated provision? 

Unregulated provision is essentially when children, usually over the age of 16, need support to live 

independently rather than needing full-time care. It is often called “semi-independent placements”, 

which are allowed in law, and Ofsted does not regulate them.  However, unregistered provision which 

claims to offer “care” as opposed to just support is illegal. But there is no legal definition of what care 

means. This is a loophole that is being exploited.  Sometimes, children have been placed by councils in 

accommodation including on boats or in caravans. A parliamentary inquiry discovered that these 

children were being used to traffic drugs. Four out of five – i.e. 41 - police forces in England and Wales 

expressed concern about unregulated accommodation. Isolated children are targeted by those wishing to 

exploit them for sex or to sell drugs. A girl who had been sexually exploited was housed with a 

perpetrator of child sexual exploitation. 

Iryna Pona, the policy manager of the Children’s Society, said: “And there is an increasing number of 

children with complex needs being taken into care. Vulnerable teenagers placed in unregulated 

accommodation are at risk of being groomed for sexual and criminal exploitation. Our research has 

shown that teenagers may be housed with vulnerable adults and be exposed to or groomed with drugs 

and alcohol.  They may also go missing and be subject to physical violence and verbal abuse. 

“The quality of accommodation and support provided in these types of placements vary greatly from one 

place to another and from one area to another. Staff members often aren’t sufficiently trained in 

protecting young people from criminal and sexual exploitation.” 

Katharine Sacks-Jones, the chief executive of Become, the national charity for children in care and 

young care leavers, observed: “The rise in children being placed in these homes is deeply concerning … 

They can be magnets for criminals, leaving vulnerable children at heightened risk of sexual and criminal 

exploitation such as county lines.” 

Of the 109 councils that responded to The Guardian’s freedom of information requests, Kent County 

Council said it used unregulated accommodation the most frequently. It recorded 452 placements in 

2016-17, 312 the following year and 326 in 2018-19. 

In Northamptonshire, where the number of unregulated placements was similarly high, the council said 

the figures could include those aged 18 waiting for permanent housing. 

Yvette Stanley said: “Over the last 12 months we’ve investigated 150 places that were not registered 

with us and when we went out and looked, only 30 need not register with us – the rest should have done. 

https://socialcareinspection.blog.gov.uk/2019/07/08/unregistered-and-unregulated-provision-whats-the-difference/
https://socialcareinspection.blog.gov.uk/2019/07/08/unregistered-and-unregulated-provision-whats-the-difference/
https://socialcareinspection.blog.gov.uk/2019/07/08/unregistered-and-unregulated-provision-whats-the-difference/
https://www.becomecharity.org.uk/
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She added that councils were less likely to run thorough checks on provisions when children needed to 

be urgently placed elsewhere but emphasised that Ofsted had recently improved its system for notifying 

them about unregistered homes.  She also noted that there had been an increase in the use of supported 

accommodation because of progressive policies – including ones where fewer child criminals were 

being placed in secure units and those who were previously inpatients in mental health hospitals were 

being cared for in the community. 

“The strategic issue at the heart of this very challenging problem is with the lack of supply; some people 

with good intentions and some with bad intentions are opening provision to meet that need,” she said. 

“We don’t see councils doing this to save money; we see councils doing this because they have tried. 

They are really caught between a rock and a hard place. But children’s homes should be registered, and 

supported lodgings should be of a standard that we would expect for young people moving to 

independence.” 

 

Measures to protect children at risk of abuse to be strengthened 

How good a society is can be judged by how it treats its most vulnerable.  In schools and academies, the 

vulnerable categories are children 

 who are disabled; 

 from broken homes; and 

 who have been physically, emotionally and sexually abused, neglected or are at risk of being 

abused in one of these four ways.   

Each school/academy is required to have a designated safeguarding lead to ensure that children at risk of 

being abused “achieve and attend”. 

I The Consultation 

Consultation (Keeping Children Safe in Education – KCSIE) on the proposed changes to safeguarding 

so the leads have a “greater focus” on improving the academic achievement of children on the edge of 

care was launched on 25 February 2020. The deadline to responses was set at 21 April 2020.   

The Department for Education said the plans would specifically help children that experience challenges 

outside of their schools and academies. The proposals include sharing information about how children’s 

circumstances impact on their education and suggestions about how to support staff to find “effective 

ways of teaching … and maintaining a culture of high aspiration”. 

Children’s minister Vicky Ford said: “We know that on average, three children in every classroom need 

social workers. We also know that far too many of those children fall behind, which is why I am 

determined to be ambitious for these children and ensure they are seen, safe and able to succeed. 

https://consult.education.gov.uk/safeguarding-in-schools-team/keeping-children-safe-in-education-2020/supporting_documents/KCSIE%202020%20consultation.pdf
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“Teachers and social workers are some of the most dedicated professionals in society, delivering for 

children up and down the country. But I do not want any child to slip through the cracks, which is why 

we are consulting on having a dedicated senior leader in schools to make sure schools know who their 

vulnerable children are, set high aspirations for them and put in place the right support so they can 

achieve.” 

Safeguarding leads must co-ordinate work on safeguarding children, make sure staff members 

understand signs of child abuse and neglect and refer concerns to children’s social care when 

appropriate. The government is consulting on what is needed to provide this help, in terms of resources, 

training and support. The changes will be introduced from September 2020. 

The Designated Safeguarding Lead (DSL) at every school/academy plays a “vital role in promoting 

educational outcomes, improving visibility of children, and working in support of other school staff to 

help them find effective ways of engaging and teaching these children”. 

The review promises “to understand the capacity needed to strengthen the role”, by consulting as part of 

changes to the statutory guidance ‘Keeping Children Safe in Education’. 

II Inconsistencies 

A research report published in February 2020 found that schools and academies were inconsistent in 

how they deal with adults who abused children.   The variation was in how and when they contacted the 

local authority designated officer and parents following allegations.  The researchers also found 

differences in how they deal with allegations against staff members not directly employed by their 

schools and academies. 

The study, based on interviews with 32 schools, academies and colleges in 2019, discovered that the 

institutions would welcome a chart stating the steps to be taken if allegations were made.   

III Current Guidance by the National Society for the Prevention of 

Cruelty to Children 

Meanwhile, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) has provided a fact 

sheet to guide schools and academies in protecting children at risk of abuse.  The advice explains the 

role of the Designated Safeguarding Lead (DSL), her/his role and responsibilities and the training needs 

of the post-holder.  The detail is set out below.  

(1) What is a designated safeguarding lead?  

The designated safeguarding lead is the person appointed to take lead responsibility for child protection 

issues in a school/academy. The person fulfilling this role must be a senior member of the school’s 

leadership team, and the DSL role must be set out in the postholder’s job description. It is good practice 

to nominate a deputy to cover the role of the designated safeguarding lead when s/he is unavailable. In 

large schools it is advisable to have other senior staff who can also take on this role and work as part of a 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/867935/KCSIE_part_4_research_report.pdf
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‘designated safeguarding team’. The lead responsibility for safeguarding and child protection remains 

with the DSL.  

(2) Must a school/academy have a designated safeguarding lead?  

Every school/academy must have a designated safeguarding lead in place to deal with child protection 

concerns. The DSL or a deputy should always be available during working hours for staff to discuss any 

safeguarding concerns. Individual schools/academies should decide whether ‘available’ means the DSLs 

must be on the school/academy premises or whether they can be contacted via telephone or email.  

Schools/Academies should decide what arrangements are made for the availability of the DSLs or 

deputies during out of school/academy activities.  

(3) What training does a designated safeguarding lead need?  

The designated safeguarding lead (and deputy) should attend training to enable her/him/them to carry 

out her/his/their role. This should be updated every two years as a minimum.  

(4) What are the responsibilities of the designated safeguarding lead?  

The responsibilities of the designated safeguarding lead include 

 working with others, 

 working with the Senior Leadership Team to ensure safeguarding is at the heart of the school 

ethos and that all staff are supported in knowing how to recognise and respond to potential 

concerns, 

 liaising with the headteacher or principal to keep her/him informed of any safeguarding issues 

especially ongoing enquiries and police investigations, 

 as required, liaising with the local authority case manager or the designated officer at the local 

authority if a concern has been raised regarding a member of staff,  

 liaising with staff on matters of safety and safeguarding and when deciding whether to make a 

referral by liaising with relevant agencies and 

 acting as a source of support, advice and expertise for staff. 

(5) Managing referrals  

The DSL is responsible for the following areas.  

 Referring cases of suspected abuse to Children’s Social Care, and support staff who have raised 

concerns about a child or have made a referral to Children’s Social Care  

 Where there are concerns about radicalisation, make referrals to the Channel programme and 

offer support to other staff who have concerns about radicalisation (England and Wales only)  

 Refer cases to the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS), Disclosure Scotland, or Access 

Northern Ireland where a member of staff has been dismissed after concerns about the risk posed 

to a child.  
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 Refer cases to the police where a crime has been or may have been committed. 

(6) Undertaking training and developing knowledge  

In addition to formal training, the DSL should keep knowledge and skills up to date via online training, 

e-bulletins, opportunities to network with other DSLs, and attend locally arranged briefings. These 

opportunities should be taken up at least once a year but more regularly if possible so that the DSL 

 understands the referral and assessment process for early help and intervention; 

 knows about child protection case conferences and reviews and can contribute to these 

effectively when required; 

 ensures that all staff members have access to and understand the school’s/academy’s child 

protection policy;  

 is aware of the needs of any vulnerable children i.e. those with special educational needs, young 

carers and those receiving support from the local authority including a child in need, a child on a 

child protection plan or a looked after child; 

 keeps detailed, accurate and secure records of concerns and referrals; 

 understands the role of the school in terms of the Prevent duty where required;  

 attends refresher and other relevant training; and 

 encourages a culture of listening to children and takes account of their wishes and feelings in 

terms of what the school/academy does to protect them. 

(7) Raising awareness  

The designated safeguarding lead’s role is to:  

 work with the governing board to ensure the school’s/academy’s child protection policy is 

updated and renewed annually and that all members of staff have access to it and understand it; 

 provide regular briefings and updates at staff, departmental and governor meetings to help ensure 

that everyone is kept up to date on latest policy developments and reminded of her/his 

responsibilities; 

 ensure the child protection policy is available publicly, that parents are aware of the policy and 

that schools/academies make referrals to children’s social care if there are concerns about abuse 

or neglect; and 

 link with the Local Safeguarding Children’s Board (LSCB) in England and Wales, Safeguarding 

Board in Northern Ireland (SBNI), and child protection committees (Scotland) to keep up to date 

with training opportunities and the latest local policies. 

(8) Record-keeping  

It is also the designated safeguarding lead’s responsibility to keep detailed, accurate and secure written 

records of safeguarding concerns. These records are confidential and should be kept separately from 

pupil records. They should include a chronology of concerns, referrals, meetings, phone calls and 

emails.  
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Where children leave the school, academy or college, the DSL should ensure the child protection file is 

transferred to the new school, academy or college as soon as possible. This should be done separately 

from the main pupil file, ensuring secure delivery and confirmation of receipt should be obtained. 

(9) Training of other staff  

It is the role of the designated safeguarding lead, working with the headteacher, to ensure all staff 

members 

 have induction training covering child protection, an understanding of safeguarding issues 

including the causes of abuse and neglect and 

 can identify the signs and indicators of abuse, respond to disclosures appropriately and respond 

effectively and in a timely fashion when staff members have concerns. It is good practice to 

invite all governors to this training (not just the nominated governor for child protection) so that 

they all have a basic awareness of child protection. 

 

Pinball children – putting together the broken fragments 

of the education system 

I Introduction 

The number of children being excluded from schools and academies continues to increase.   Children 

out of education spiral downwards and are picked up by unsavoury elements who use them as “mules” 

to transport drugs.  Others join gangs and are sucked into knife crime, sometimes becoming victims.   

Tom Sherrington, an educational consultant, author of the Teacherhead.com website and the book, The 

Learning Rainforest, warned school and academy leaders and governors to ensure that children are not 

permanently excluded for frivolous reasons and certainly not because their parents are behaving badly. 

“You can’t permanently exclude a child because of his/her parents.  They are pinball kids struggling 

with life,” he said. Yet, the number of youngsters (problematic, no doubt), who are vulnerable – broken 

fragments of our society – continue to be turfed out of institutions for a variety of reasons and not just 

because they present behavioural difficulties.   

The Royal Society of Arts (RSA) and the Betty Messenger Charitable Foundation have been running a 

project on the Pinball Kids (since the autumn of 2018) to understand better what is driving up the 

number of exclusions and searching for a panacea to cure this social and educational pandemic.   If you 

are interested you can contact the RSA at RSA.Pinballkids@rsa.org.uk.  

From 2013 to 2018, the number of exclusions rose by 60% in England’s schools and academies.  In the 

academic year 2017/18, 42 pupils per school/academy were excluded.   Laura Partridge of the RSA in 

her blog pointed out that “the school system disproportionately excludes pupils with special educational 

needs, who have grown up in poverty, who have a social worker and from certain ethnic minority 

mailto:RSA.Pinballkids@rsa.org.uk


Schools Support Services Ltd                                                   36 

groups”. She added: “Children who the system should hold on to are being let go and let down. Being 

excluded from school has negative consequences for the rest of a child’s life.”  

Recently, the exclusion of pupils from schools and academies attracted increased media attention.   

When one drills down at the numbers, one finds that the young people whose academic performance 

impact negatively on institutions’ examination results and league table standing were over-represented 

in the exclusion statistics.  Many of these children had mental health problems.  Support services for 

them, including the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS), simply can’t cope with the 

increasing numbers.  And there is no Ed Excel outfit to deal with the problem as we have for 

Coronavirus-19. 

RSA research has discovered that excluded pupils are  

 twice as likely to be in care, 

 three times as likely to be “children in need”, 

 four times as likely to have grown up in poverty and 

 seven times as likely to have special educational needs and disabilities.  

To reduce the number of exclusions, the RSA is of the view that every school and academy must “take 

an approach where pupils and their families receive social, emotional and behavioural support as well as 

educational instruction”.  It adds: “We also need national and local policies to value the outcomes that 

these approaches achieve for all children.” 

In its report on Pinball Kids, the RSA highlighted the causes for rising exclusions. These are as follows.   

II Exclusion Causes 

(1) There are system factors beyond the education system, which affect children’s wellbeing and 

capacity to cope with learning.  Young people face increasingly complex challenges, which act 

as triggers for poor behaviour that then end up in their schools and academies turfing them out.  

These include the loss of parental income owing to unemployment (something that has increased 

astronomically during the current pandemic), housing insecurity, domestic violence, a change in 

foster care placements and the mental ill-health of family members.   

Over the last 12 years or so – since the financial crash of 2008 – the reduction of local authority 

funding for schools and academies and other public services that work with children have been 

causes of if not exacerbated the problems of these challenging children.  

Schools and academies end up being the repositories of society’s difficulties and find it difficult 

if not impossible to deal with the negative behaviour of the affected children.   Justifiably, 

headteachers, staff and governors argue that their institutions just don’t have the panacea for 

society’s viruses.   

https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/reports/preventing-school-exclusions
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(2) This leads to the second point, i.e. that schools and academies have suffered from having 

fewer resources and public services that contribute to the work of the institutions – such as the 

youth services, social services and CAMHS – have also had their funding cut.  Per pupil funding 

in England fell by 8% (circa) in real terms from £6,539 in 2009/10 to £5,994 in 2018/19.  In the 

most deprived areas, council funding was cut by 21% - i.e. £432 per person.  

(3) Thirdly, several policy reforms that were intended to improve the state of education and the 

quality of living have had unintended consequences, resulting in the exclusion of vulnerable 

pupils.  The government’s drive to raise standards in education by increasing the accountability 

of the professionals and school and academy governors through the mechanism of increased 

autonomy have led to stricter behaviour management.  In such a climate, headteachers and 

governors have resorted to a policy of zero tolerance which has increased the use of exclusion 

when all else fails.   

(4) Fourthly, the government has ramped up the importance of test and examination league 

tables to shed a light on succeeding and failing institutions.  Schools and academies are keen 

to see themselves high up on league tables, which adds to the pressures that they place on 

headteachers and teachers.  Laura Partridge garnered data for the RSA through a freedom of 

information request to local authorities in England.  She found “a spike in admissions to Pupil 

Referral Units in the first term of Year 11 in 2016/17, the last point before students’ exam results 

count towards a school’s/academy’s performance”.  This was a direct consequence of schools 

and academies off-rolling “problematic pupils”.  

(5) Fifth has been the pressures placed on schools and academies by Ofsted’s inspections.   One 

former headteacher described to the RSA the pressures that the school had been under to bring it 

out of Special Measures.  “It was so tempting sometimes to make children disappear”.  Amanda 

Spielman, the current chief inspector, however, is taking steps to address this issue with her 

double pronged policy, i.e. to investigate cases of off-rolling and emphasising the importance of 

school/academy leaders promoting an inclusive environment.  

(6) Sixth and finally, the rapid increase in the number of academies has led to institutions co-

operating with one another less to hold on to their pupils.   It has become the case of survival 

of the fittest.  The RSA, for example, learn of academies opting out of local arrangements to find 

pupils places following exclusion (fair access processes) destabilising the entire system. As a 

result of this, headteachers reported that excluded children, who often had complex needs that 

required additional support, were not distributed fairly between the institutions.  

III Solutions? 

So, what is the way forward and how can we deal with the exclusion Medusa?   

Prevention is inevitably better and cheaper than cure.  When children’s home life unravels, we need 

more help from organisations like CAMHS.  However, this is expensive.   In the current milieu of 

increased unemployment because of the pandemic, this is not coming any time soon.    

https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/R162-Annual-report-on-education-spending-in-england-schools.pdf
https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/R162-Annual-report-on-education-spending-in-england-schools.pdf
https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/English-local-government-funding-trends-and-challenges-in-2019-and-beyond-IFS-Report-166.pdf
https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/rsa-blogs/2019/03/exclusions-exams
https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/rsa-blogs/2019/03/exclusions-exams
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Schools and academies do what they can to promote inclusion in difficult circumstances.  They must 

double efforts to enhance the educational experience of all children.  

The RSA has recommended government investment in multi-agency teams to support preventative work 

by headteachers and the development of a ‘what works’ fund to gather evidence on interventions 

designed to improve relationship-building and the extent to which they can contribute to reducing 

exclusions.  

Finally, Elinor Lobey of the RSA suggested that school and academy leaders strengthen relationships 

with pupils, families and services that work with vulnerable children based on innovative practice from 

case study schools.  

 

New report on the state of Children's Mental Health Services 

 

On 30 January 2020, Anne Longfield, the Children’s Commissioner for England, released a report on 

‘The state of children’s mental health services’. She mentioned that the National Health Service (NHS) 

improved provision for children’s mental health services.  However, it is still very much the Cinderella 

of the NHS – meeting the needs of only 12.8% of children in England, who have mental health 

problems.  While Longfield welcomed the progress that the Children and Young people’s Mental Health 

Services (CYPMHS), she warned of the chasm between children’s needs and the availability of services.     

With the extra £60 million invested in special mental health services, an additional 53,000 children 

began treatment.  There was an improvement in tackling eating disorders, where the number of 

youngsters accessing services increased by nearly 50% since 2016/17.  However, much more needed to 

be done.  Only 3% of children were referred to the services – which was one in four with a diagnosable 

mental health condition.   

The headline data in Anne Longfield’s report were as follows.   

(1) Children were waiting just under eight weeks – i.e. 53 days on average – to enter treatment.  A year 

ago, the wait was 57 days.  For eating disorders, waiting times were much shorter.  About 80% of 

children with eating disorders accessed services within four weeks. 

(2)   Treatment across the country was hugely variable.  In four Clinical Commissioning Groups 

(CCGs), more than 90% of children referred were being treated by the Children and Young People’s 

Mental Health Services (CYPMHS).  These CCGs were Southwark, Croydon, Corby and Lambeth.  

However, there were 10 CCGs where more than half of children referred to CYPMHS were not 

receiving treatment.  These included Knowsley, where 64% of the referrals were closed before the 

youngsters accessed treatment. 

(3) Children account for 20% of the population.  However, they received 10% of the total spent on 

mental health in the country. The NHS, on average, spent £225 on an adult but only £92 for a child.  

https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/rsa-blogs/2020/03/innovation-school-exclusions/
https://www.thersa.org/discover/publications-and-articles/rsa-blogs/2020/03/innovation-school-exclusions/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2020/01/30/childrens-mental-health-report-warns-chasm-remains-between-what-services-are-available-and-what-children-need/
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(4) Out of 195 CCGs in England, 161 increased spending on CYPMHS (per child) in 2018/19.  On 

average, spending increased from £54 per child to £59 in real terms.  Overall, an additional £50 

million (in real terms) was spent on children’s mental health in England.   

(5) To maintain the current rate of expansion will require a significant commitment and resources 

beyond 2024/25. Anne Longfield found that more could be done in the next five years.  

(6) She sent formal statutory notices to several areas where national data indicated they lagged behind 

provision made for these children in the rest of the country.   

Commenting on her report, Anne Longfield said: 

“There has been welcome progress on children’s mental health services over the last couple of years, 

and more progress is promised over the next few years. Nevertheless, there is still a chasm between what 

children need and what is being provided. More children are seeking help for their mental health and the 

Government needs to make sure that help is available. We are still a decade away from a decent mental 

health service for all children. 

“It is still not clear whether national and local government and the NHS is facing up to the scale of 

problems in children’s mental health services and the devastating impact this has on children. The 

Government doesn’t have a plan for a comprehensive service in every area and there is still no 

commitment to a counsellor in every school, which would make a huge difference. 

“After years of Government announcements on children’s mental health, children’s mental health 

remains the poor relation of NHS spending, receiving a fraction of the money invested in adults. Most 

areas are still spending less than 1% of their budget on children’s mental health services, and the 

postcode lottery of care means some areas are years ahead of others in improving services. 

“It is important to recognize and welcome the real progress that is being made. More children are 

receiving the help they need and even more will in the future. But the Government urgently needs to 

commit in the next Spending Review to providing help for 100% of children, not just 20%. If not, 

thousands of children with mental health problems will continue to suffer and become adults without 

getting the help they need.” 

Commentary 

Since September 2019, Ofsted has been assessing how well schools and academies are supporting 

children with mental health and promoting their well-being. The inspectorate has woken up to the 

realisation that one in 10 primary-age child (three per class) suffers from mental ill-health.  At secondary 

level, one in seven children has an identifiable mental health condition.  

School and academy staff have been pivotal in identifying mental ill-health among their pupils and 

providing them with succour – either directly, referrals to the NHS or drafting in organisations like A 

Place2Be, the Anna Freud Centre and Young Minds.  They have often gone it alone, building close, 

professional and confidential relationships with them and offering strategies for dealing with their 

personal and family issues.  

https://www.place2be.org.uk/
https://www.place2be.org.uk/
https://www.annafreud.org/
https://youngminds.org.uk/
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The February/March 2020 edition of National Governors’ Association’s magazine, Governor Matters, 

carried a report by Roger Silk and Roger Wilson, the Chair of the Governing Board and the Head of 

Pastoral Services respectively at Drapers Mills Primary Academy in Thanet, Kent, who are at the sharp 

end of mental ill-health where there is a high level of deprivation. The area has the highest level of 

young people under the age of 18 who use the country’s mental health services.  Altogether, 20% of 

adults suffer from mental ill-health.  Wilson said that one of the biggest problems that the academy has 

is supporting pupils, who have witnessed domestic abuse.    

Both, he and Silk, offered six tips to school/academy leaders and governors, to support children who 

suffer from mental ill-health. These were as follows.  

(1) Get to know your children and their communities. Train and educate governors to make them 

aware of the context and area issues.  

(2) Research what support is there in the community and on-line. 

(3) Provide training and support for all staff on mental health and well-being. 

(4) Follow up on safeguarding referrals and utilise data collected to make changes in your 

school/academy. Include safeguarding and mental health on the agendas of meetings to ensure 

that the topic is discussed.  

(5) Give children a voice. Involve them in decisions and make it easy for them to speak to an adult if 

something is troubling them. Provide them with safe places where they can go and feel calm. 

(6) Encourage governors to challenge their headteachers on the provision to support children’s 

mental health issues and well-being.     

 

Government gives the Pupil Premium Grant an uplift  

From 1 April 2020, the Department for Education increased the size of the Pupil Premium Grant 

(PPG), a grant for the most financially disadvantaged children, i.e. those who have in the last six 

years been entitled to free school meals (FSM) and/or continue to be entitled.  

The PPG rate increased by £25 for every entitled primary pupil - from £1,320 to £1,345 - and £20 for 

each secondary pupil - from £935 to £955.  

The Pupil Premium Plus, which is allocated for every pupil who has left local authority care through 

adoption, a special guardianship order or child arrangements order (i.e. in care) will also rise by £45 – 

from £2,300 to £2,345.   For a child who has one or both parents serving in the army, navy or air force, 

the “Service Premium” will rise from £300 to £310 annually.  

While this is in line with the annual rate of inflation, in real terms the grant has not kept pace with the 

cost of living in the previous four years, because it was frozen.  
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In 2019/20, Pupil Premium payments for around two million eligible pupils cost the government £2.41 

billion.  The uplift will cost the government an extra £45 million (circa) annually. 

The prime minister’s office said parents will be able to find out how much extra funding their local 

school/academy is due to attract under planned increases for the next financial year using an “new, easy-

to-use website”. 

Meanwhile, in January 2020, the government pledged to force local authorities ensure they funded 

schools appropriately, “appropriately” being defined as £3,750 – up from £3,500 - for each primary 

pupil and £5,000 - up from £4,800 - for a secondary pupil from 1 April 2020.   

However, the National Education Union (NEU) accused the government of school funding rhetoric, 

which “does not match the reality”.   The NEU warned that most schools and academies would be worse 

off this financial year than they were in 2015.  

Under proposals set in September 2019, local authorities continued to set their own local funding 

formulae in 2020-21, but the government will require town halls to use its new minimum per-pupil 

funding.  This appears to be the first step towards creating a national funding formula. 

Before the pandemic hit the world, Prime Minister Boris Johnson announced that schools and academies 

would receive an extra £2.6 billion in 2020/21. An extra £2.2 billion would be allocated in 2021/22 and 

£2.3 billion in 2022/23.  The total increase over the three years amounts to £7.1 billion.   

“We’re guaranteeing the minimum level of funding for every pupil in every school so that, with a top-

class education, our children can go on to become the world’s future innovators, trailblazers and 

pioneers,” said Boris Johnson. “As we start a new chapter in our history, our younger generations will be 

front and centre of all that we do.” 

But the Institute for Fiscal Studies warned that plans to increase the overall school/academy budget by 

£7.1 billion over the coming three years will still result in an “unprecedented” 13-year real-term freeze. 

Statistics published by the Department for Education revealed that in 2019/20, schools and academies 

received on average £5,940 per pupil.  The amount received in 2010 based on today’s prices was £6,050.    

If a grant paid to schools and academies to cover increases in the teachers’ pension scheme were to be 

excluded from the calculations, the per-pupil funding would be £5,820 – 3.8% lower in real terms than it 

was in 2010/11.  

The UK Statistics Authority (UKSA) ordered the DfE to publish a “comprehensive set” of official 

figures on school and academy funding to clear the funding fog. 

https://schoolsweek.co.uk/national-funding-formula-councils-must-use-minimum-per-pupil-funding-levels-from-2020-21/
https://schoolsweek.co.uk/well-build-trust-in-our-school-funding-stats-says-dfe-chief/
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Government favours decent rise in teachers’ salaries 

On 18 September 2019, Secretary of State, Gavin Williamson, wrote to Dr Patricia Rice, the Chair of the 

School Teachers’ Review Body (STRB), signalling the need to support the recruitment and retention of 

teachers and ensure that the substantial increase in school/academy funding announced by the 

government is invested as effectively as possible.  This was to include a significant uplift in the starting 

salary of classroom teachers.  

Following on from this, it set out the government’s intention to increase starting salaries to £30,000 

nationally by September 2022. The letter made a strong case for schools and academies to move 

“towards a less steep pay progression structure compared to what is currently typical in the early years 

of a teacher’s career, with lower average percentage increases between each pay point on the main pay 

range, alongside significantly higher starting and early career salaries”.  

The document was by way of the Secretary of State’s evidence to support the STRB’s consideration of 

the 2020 pay award for teachers, headteachers and other teachers in leadership positions.  

The DfE paper highlighted the extensive evidence that significant uplifts to starting and early career 

teacher salaries were needed, alongside a less steep pay progression structure compared to what is 

currently typical in the early years of a teacher’s career with lower average percentage increases from 

one pay point to the next on the main pay range. This would address the challenges of recruiting and 

retaining teachers, especially the good ones and “support improved educational outcomes”. It will also 

move the pay system into closer alignment with international comparators.  

Were these recommendations to be implemented, it would lead to a pay award of 3% increase in the 

total teacher pay bill. This would be in line with forecast growth in average earnings and constitute the 

decent, sustained uplift to the teacher pay ranges – the first since 2005. This would also allow for a 

significantly larger than 3% increases in starting and early career pay, addressing our most pressing 

recruitment and retention challenges.  

In those pre-pandemic times, the DfE pointed out that its proposals meant above-inflation increases of 

2.5% to the upper pay range and leadership pay ranges, “supporting an attractive career path for the 

whole profession. A pay award of this size will also allow schools to invest fully in other important 

resources and activities, alongside pay, which will also support improved outcomes for pupils”.  

Were the DfE recommendations to be implemented, it would mean that the pay structure would see 

starting salaries rise nationally to £26,000 in 2020/21 and £27,200 (London fringe), £30,000 (Outer 

London) and £32,000 (Inner London). The upper and leadership pay ranges would see significant, 

above-inflation increases of 2.5%. All three of the possible approaches outlined would see above-

inflation increases for teachers on the upper and leadership pay ranges.  New starters would not overtake 

those already in the profession and teachers would continue to earn more as they progress up the pay 

ranges.  

By 2022/23, the government wants the starting salaries of teachers increased to £30,000 nationally - 

higher in the London areas - with real increases for both, senior teachers and teachers in leadership 
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positions. The DfE is of the view that its “analysis suggests such a structure could see over 1,000 extra 

teachers retained per year, alongside additional recruitment”.  

It will be interesting to see how matters pan out following the outbreak of coronavirus Covid-19.    

Glossary  
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