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1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers?  

• Enjoyable learning is highly contextual and will be influenced by a range of factors. 

• For people to enjoy learning, some combination of the following is needed: 

o Engagement: being absorbed by the activity because it is meaningful and stimulating. 

o Motivation: wanting to engage because it addresses authentic questions they have, makes 

new connections and will bring them pleasure or satisfaction and a sense of achievement 

and success. 

o Relationships: having a good rapport and understanding between learner(s) and teachers 

and appreciative feedback on what they are doing. 

o Setting: a safe, comfortable, supportive and well-resourced environment where learners can 

try out new things without excessive risk. 

o Time and support: there is time to explore and discuss things, practice skills and reflect on 

mistakes without being judged too rapidly or needing to rush to demonstrate competence 

or move on to the next activity. 

 

2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more structural or societal?   

It follows from Q1 that settings which lack the conditions for successful learning will be more likely to 

create poor experiences and the basis for less ‘love of learning’. 

• Structural and societal barriers to the enjoyment of learning will include physical and mental ill-

health, poverty and material want.  

• People are less likely to engage if they are facing emotional or material challenges, including 

being hungry, lacking sleep, feeling physically or emotionally threatened or insecure. 

• An accumulation of negative experiences of education can lead to general disaffection and lack 

of interest or commitment to learning. 

• Adult education has seen a very dramatic decline in England since 2010, with more than £1bn of 

cuts over that time. Colleges currently support 925,000 adults every year, which is less than half 

than they did in 2010. This has reduced opportunities for adults to upskill and retrain, including 

in areas where we face significant skills gaps, but also to pursue a love of learning.  

• Where evening and weekend classes were common, cuts to adult education have vastly reduced 

this provision.  
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• This has a significant wider economic and social cost, as well as reducing opportunities for 

individuals to develop and pursue a love of learning. Adult and community learning can play an 

important role in reducing loneliness and social isolation, in strengthening communities and 

promoting social integration, and in improving wider public health and wellbeing priorities.  

 

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning environment?  

 

• Colleges are inclusive settings where all learners have a place, whatever their prior achievement. 

It's really important that they too are considered as part of this conversation – given the role 

they play for young people, including many disadvantaged young people, and for adults too.  

• A welcoming and supportive environment which values what each learner brings, places no 

limits on their potential achievement and listens to their contribution and aspirations is more 

likely to foster the kind of learning environment where people want to learn more.  

 

4. How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are the opinions of 

teachers on this point? If so how?  

 

• We need to support teachers to develop the skills they need and to learn from their practice. 

• We need to acknowledge the emotional burdens of the job and allow teachers time to build good 

relationships with their students.  

• We need to ensure that teacher accountability is driven by the quality of learning rather than 

purely external metrics.  

• It’s also important to ensure that there is sufficient time and space in the curriculum for students 

to explore topics that help engage and motivate them. 

• Evidence compiled by DfE for the now-abandoned Advanced British Standard project showed 

that young people in England spend the equivalent of ten fewer hours per week in education 

than their counterparts in France or many US states.  

• This makes it hard for colleges and other post-16 providers to teach a broad-based curriculum 

alongside the specialist courses needed for progression to work or higher education.  

• Additionally, the funding pressures facing the further education sector and associated issues 

around college staff pay can make it challenging for colleges to recruit and retain staff, which 

presents a barrier to delivering the learning environment featuring the key elements we set out 

in our response to question one.  

• In their October 2024 The state of college finances in England report, the Institute of Fiscal 

Studies found that since 2010/11, both college income and expenditure have fallen by almost a 

third, largely being driven by cuts to public funding, which accounts for 83% of college income. 

It found that between 2010/11 and 2022/23, total funding for all 16–19 education has fallen by 

almost a quarter while funding for adult skills has been cut by over half. 

• The Education Policy Institute (EPI) published research in October 2024 showing that despite the 

public discourse on higher education providers operating in deficit, a greater proportion of FE 

providers have been running deficits, their deficits are larger, and they are less able to meet 

those 



   

 

   

 

• One of the consequences of these cuts in funding is that colleges across the country are finding 

it extremely difficult to recruit and retain staff because of the widening gap between what skilled 

teachers could earn in industry or even in schools.  

• The problem is evidenced in DfE’s School workforce census which reports a 5.4% FE college 

teacher vacancy rate and a £9,300 gap between average FE college and schoolteacher pay.  

 

5. How can technology be harnessed to support richer and more engaging educational experiences.  

 

• Many learning platforms provide learners customised opportunities to practice skills and can 

give rapid feedback and are able to signpost appropriate learning opportunities, allowing 

teachers time to provide more personalised support. 

• On-line and remote learning have the potential to liberate student-teacher contact time, remove 

barriers of distance and allow for small group tuition in some cases. 

 

6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations:  

What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good learning environment 

for students and teachers?  

• At 16, young people have some choice of educational programme and setting and this sense of 

adult agency helps to promote engagement.  

• Post-16 programmes are highly focused on the needs of progression – to skilled employment or 

to Higher Education and this can be highly motivating, helping learners to ‘see the point’ of what 

they are learning.  

• However, many post-16 learners may also be living with limiting assumptions about their ability 

and start at college with a sense of failure which needs to be overcome. 

 

 

For further information or to discuss these themes in more detail, please contact: 

David MacKenzie, Public Affairs Manager (AoC) - david.mackenzie@aoc.co.uk / 07553 891837 

mailto:david.mackenzie@aoc.c


APPG Love of Learning – from Will Goldsmith, Head of Bedales School 

Since its foundation in 1893 as a more humane alternative to the traditional schools of the 

time, Bedales has always had ‘love of learning’ at its core. As an independent school, it is able 

to operate in the best interests of the students, without the constraints of government control 

and centrally dictated curriculum and assessments. This involves benchmarking our approach 

against the top performing education systems globally, combining the best of British and 

international approaches. 

The following ingredients are tried and tested at Bedales and have been proven to be right for 

our setting and our students. We feel that many of these features are transferable to other 

settings. 

We have focussed on the following two specific questions from the inquiry’s terms of 

reference: 

Q3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning 

environment? 

Q6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations:  

a. What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good 

learning environment for students and teachers? 

1. Student agency 

Bedales was one of the first schools in the UK to introduce a student council (in 1916). We 

believe in giving students a voice in the running of the school with real outcomes from their 

input (e.g. the School Council participating in strategic discussions around topics such as 

mobile phone usage and our recent 10 Year Strategy) and giving age-appropriate choice in 

what they learn. By designing our own curriculum and assessments for years 9-11 (as 

alternatives to GCSEs), we are able to build in more elements of student agency. In a project 

at Bedales, in conjunction with the Harvard Graduate School of Education, researchers 

concluded that by giving students more choice in an environment with strong student/teacher 

relationships, they were better motivated to learn and achieved higher academic outcomes. 

2. Teacher agency / autonomy 

We give teachers the freedom to write a curriculum tailored to their interests and those of their 

students, rather than following the National Curriculum. For example, Bedales School 

concluded over 20 years ago that taking 9 or 10 GCSEs in years 10 and 11 was not serving 

the best interests of students and, in many cases, the GCSEs were a barrier to fostering 

students’ ‘love of learning’. The school developed its own, externally moderated, Bedales 

Assessed Courses.  

GCSEs are unnecessary additional high stakes exams which were introduced to ensure 

students left school with qualifications. Now the leaving age has been raised to 18 and the 

majority of school/college leavers take an examined course in year 13 (A Levels at Bedales). 

Rather than developing a deep understanding of a subject, teachers of GCSEs are forced to 

teach to a limited and narrow test of knowledge retention, they are unable to accommodate 

the diverse talents and abilities of students, and are unable to include multi-modal 

assessments. 



3. Curriculum 

The Government’s focus on more traditional STEM and Progress 8 subjects has resulted in a 

narrowing of disciplines offered to students particularly in more creative and arts subjects. This 

more focussed curriculum limits the choices of young people and acts as a demotivator for 

young people. 

Bedales students currently follow a programme of 5 x core GCSEs (Maths, English, Sciences 

and Languages) and choose from a wide range of Bedales Assessed Courses, encompassing 

both traditional academic areas and more specialised, creative fields. BACs are designed to 

foster critical thinking and creativity, making them a natural progression to A Level study: 

• Ancient Civilisations 

• Art 

• Dance 

• Digital Game Design 

• English Literature 

• Fashion Design 

• Geography 

• Global Perspectives 

• History 

• Music 

• Outdoor Work 

• Philosophy, Religion & Ethics 

• Product Design 

• Sports Science 

• Theatre 

One interesting statistic is that English Literature A Level at Bedales is one or our top 3 

subjects in terms of popularity, bucking national trends in the decline of this once-treasured 

course. 

4. Successful outcomes at 18, even though students don’t sit 10/11 GCSEs 

By operating an alternative curriculum to the full GCSE model since 2005, Bedales has 

consistently shown that students can succeed at A Level and gain places at some of the most 

highly sought after courses at QS Top 100 universities globally, art colleges and 

conservatoires without the need for 9/10 GCSEs. Our top five university destinations over the 

last 10 years are University of Bristol; University of Edinburgh; University of Manchester; 

University for the Arts, London and University College London. 

5. Plan to move to 2 x GCSEs 

Making the most of our independence to capitalise on the benefits of developing alternative 

courses, Bedales has made the decision that, from 2027, all its students will study just two 

GCSEs (Maths and English) and the remainder Bedales Assessed Courses. The school is 

currently developing its own science and languages courses, taking the best from the current 

GCSEs, consulting with professional bodies (such as the Royal Society of Chemistry), 

teachers and students.    



6. Relationships and behaviour 

Bedales does have rules and structures but avoids those that are unnecessarily hierarchical 

or arbitrary. We also encourage students to discuss and explore how rules are necessary 

within any community and, when we have to apply a sanction, do so in a ‘non-violent’ manner, 

focusing more on learning and support. Relationships are informal, based around trust and 

respect. Students and staff choose what to wear to school, and they are on first name terms 

with each other. This creates a positive, informal environment in which to learn as students 

and staff can be more authentic, fostering more positive relationships which are at the heart 

of effective learning. 

7. A joined-up community-based approach 3-18 

As a 3-18 through-school, Bedales is able to ensure a seamless approach to transitions 

between years. Students are able to benefit from a consistent and coherent approach to all 

aspects of teaching and learning throughout their school careers. Older students are able to 

be role models for those who are younger, supporting them with their learning and 

development.  

The School community extends to parents, alumni, partner schools and members of the local 

community who share their experiences with our students and provide additional role models.  

8. Intrinsic motivation 

Developing intrinsic motivation in students is a crucial aspect of fostering a love for learning. 

We seek ways to increase student choice and give them a sense of ownership over their 

learning. For example. our Global Perspectives project in Year 11 provides real-learning 

opportunities where students choose a community issue on which to have an impact, and 

develop solutions, often involving working with external organisations such as charities. 

Inquiry-based learning is adopted from the youngest of students to promote curiosity and 

exploration. Providing students age-appropriate opportunities for making choices, within a 

structured framework, generates much greater levels of intrinsic learning, rather than having 

to rely on extrinsic rewards or excessively constrained curricula models. 

9. Assessment model 

By developing our own courses as alternatives to GCSE, we are able to introduce multi-modal 

assessments rather than rely solely on end of course written exams. These can include 

making artefacts, project work and presenting results, performances, vivas and timed essays.  

There are a number of benefits to this approach: we gain a holistic view of our students’ 
learning and abilities, which can include evaluating a much wider range of skills (e.g. critical 

thinking, communication) and accommodating differing learning styles; levels of anxiety and 

stress are reduced by removing the unnecessary pressure from an over-reliance on end of 

course testing, especially at the end of Key Stage 4; we are able to better reflect life beyond 

school and the world of work where students can apply their learning in real-world contexts; 

formative assessments with ongoing feedback with better learning outcomes for students. 

Summary 



Bedales would be happy to contribute further by inviting members of the inquiry team to visit 

the school. Students and staff would also be happy to give verbal evidence to elaborate on 

any of the points. 

Contact: 

Will Goldsmith, Head of Bedales head@bedales.org.uk 

mailto:Head@bedales.org.uk


From Liz Bull  - who am I? 

Subject Advisor – Engineering with Design and Technology  

Elizabeth.bull@OCR.org.uk 

Elizabeth.bull@cambridge.org 

Cambridge University Press and Assessment. 

______________________________________________________ 

  

 

  

A quick summary of why I am passionate about this issue: I left school at 18, worked backstage 

in a theatre in London, after doing badly in a secondary modern school (11 plus system made 

people like me failures before we even reached 11) , being told I would never come to anything 

and how I thought further education was beyond my grasp. I worked in London Theatres, 

following the only passion I had from an amazing teacher – theatre,  ending up managing the 

installation of costumes for stage shows at Disneyland Paris, before returning to London.  After 

a few years, I went to night school and did a foundation in interior design, this inspired me to 

apply to do a degree in Interior Architecture BA(hons). I completed this and set up my own 

business in planning and design which I ran managing a team for 10 years before I decided to 

teach.  I applied to Goldsmiths, London and took up a PGCE in Design and Technology. I loved it. 

After my terribly negative education, I could make a difference to children.  I worked in London 

in an all-boys school in Woolwich and a secondary modern in Welling before moving from 

London to the East Midlands. Since then I have ran a range of  school departments and traveled 

to teach in Sweden, which is a system I think supports children’s development and education 

well, and socially works. I returned to the UK, and after another stint in two local schools, 

turning a department around, I left to work for Cambridge University Assessment and Press for 

OCR, supporting schools nationally as the Subject Advisor for Design and Technology and 

Engineering, developing new qualifications, working with subject bodies and specialist in this 

field and promoting the need for change.  

(I also have three children who have been through the system, and it shocks me when I now 

listen to their experience and how they think the system failed them, socially and 

educationally.)  

 

 

Terms of Reference  

 

mailto:Elizabeth.bull@OCR.org.uk
mailto:Elizabeth.bull@cambridge.org


The Inquiry seeks written evidence in response to the following questions:  

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers?  

As a former teacher and head of department in a range of secondary school settings, from Inner 

city London, International, private and Midlands comprehensive school I have noticed that 

students defiantly have a decline in the love of learning. I have been involved in education, 

either as teacher, assessment or as a governor for around 25 years, the national curriculum has 

changed within this time and the emphasis on ‘rope 'learning and examination performance 

has dominated education settings.  In most of the state schools I have worked in, students have 

felt it ‘uncool’ to conform, engage and celebrate success. Often new teachers are not 

comfortable with taking risks in a classroom, they are always watching their back for reprisal if 

they step out of line for the norm and are overworked with planning and marking. Only the 

experienced teachers are happy to steer away from the plan if students show or ask questions 

and go down a new path and are inquisitive and take ownership of a class. Teachers are now 

being paid a good wage but, like me, I was working 70 hours a week as a head of department 

and decided to leave as a large chunk of this was repetitive data exercises, rather than teaching 

the students. This is not why one teaches, and reducing the amount of reporting, marking and 

giving time back to teacher to plan interesting lessons, and again giving them ownership would 

be a step forward. Too many examinations for students to sit per subject at 16. Reduction 

would only support students' success post 16 and later in life.  

 

2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more structural or societal?  

From my experience, schools have become a place where societal issues feed into the 

education setting, impacting a student's experience in a school environment. Class divide has 

grown, and students often feel that if they don't have money, they cannot succeed. Yes, this 

journey can be harder, but they can do as well as students from a private school setting given 

the correct nurturing and opportunities. Teachers are not only teaching but are also held 

accountable for any issues that bleed in from a student's home life. Many schools have reduced 

the subjects within the curriculum, reducing creative subjects and lessening opportunities for 

children. This is due to budgets, teacher retention and timetabling. A great deal also hangs on if 

the SLT are supportive of addressing the balance of subject's student study.  The issue is much 

bigger than saying it only comes from the structure of schools or the larger society issues.  

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning environment? 



• Schools need full-time school counsellors, for the students to be referred to and 

teachers to access. My first school had this facility, and they were not a charity in an ad-

hoc offering but two full time professionals. It was extremely successful.  

• Schools have decreased social times such as lunch to reduce the chances of  poor 

behaviour in secondary schools – this has a knock on effect , as student do not socialise 

with each other in the same way, clubs cannot be run as teachers often do not have 

time to prepare for the afternoon lesson and have a very short break. 

• A better balance of curriculum is required to re-engage students and offer alterative 

opportunities rather than core subjects.  

• Improve the social environment for students, give them a voice and a reason for 

success.  

• Involve parents/carers more into the education of students – not just by homework! 

• Make school trips compulsory with funding allocated for each year group – students 

often live in a very small bubble of society and never see any other world (I have 

example of this impacting the students in a positive way, just by a trip to London)  

• Embrace the mixed cultures of the students and teachers in secondary school – 

celebrate. 

• Allow teamwork in schools – this is the reality of life, and yet our exam system does not 

give credit for this, so many schools past 14 avoid.  

• Allow students to take risks, make mistakes, speak out and help them find their own 

talent. 

• Allow students to have fun again and enjoy the day. They should not be dreading going 

to school.  

• Change our thinking about the use of homework.  

• Create more opportunities for sport/activities and interests – perhaps one afternoon a 

week.  

• Have a better system for disruptive students to be dealt with – they are normally bored 

in a class, or they have things going on in their lives they are masking or struggling. 

These students need nurturing.  

• Bring back college days for students who would benefit from practical subjects, such as 

construction, mechanics,  beauty etc . This was very successful when I first taught but 

since progress 8, and the lack of funding this has been removed. A terrible shame.  

• Bring back whole year singing and gathering .. radical but powerful.  

 

 4. How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are the 

opinions of teachers on this point? If so how?  



• The endless paperwork. Give the teacher time back to plan a better lesson and work in 

the subject teams to develop a curriculum that is exciting.  

• Give teachers the respect as a profession again – a great deal of parents do not value 

teachers, their role, and this, is why students often no longer respect a teacher.  

• Stop SLT constantly wanting evidence – most teachers work hard in the best interest of 

students. They should not have to prove this constantly.  

• Give teachers less teaching time to allow better quality teaching, and extra curriculum 

time for students.  

• Budget to employ more teachers 

• Do not allow unqualified teachers to teach – this undermines teachers and their worth. 

(this was only allowed in Sweden one year at a time, if they proved they had advertised, 

and did this each term and could not fill the post) Schools in the UK use this a cheap 

labour.  

• Reduce the number of examinations – and avoid the teaching to exam. This is not 

supportive of student's development and wellbeing.  

 

5. How can technology be harnessed to support richer and more engaging educational 

experiences.  

• Make it equal and accessible across all schools – this is not the case across the country 

• Teaching students how to use technology to impact their own learning, not just as a 

time filler.  

• Do you mean Phones – this is a powerful computer and is a learning tool, but sadly 

students do not use it for this. They need to be educated about poor news sources etc.  

• Use of talk to text to help students 

• Using translate tools for students as English as a second language.  

6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations:  

a. What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good learning 

environment for students and teachers?  

(Firstly to answer this we need to define what this would look like – what a teacher ,head. Trust 

considers successful may not be what a student thinks)  

• Sadly, it is private schools give time for extra curriculum, which is a great success, but 

state schools do not have the resources and time.  



• St Paul's Catholic school makes all students study D&T at GCSE as the head sees the 

positive impact of the independently working, risk taking and creative thinking, 

teamwork value across other subjects. This is exceptional and a great model of success.  

b. What examples are there of schools dealing with youth mental health in a particularly cogent 

way  

• Good students support teams, with hubs and support offered on different levels. 

• Having a  permanent school counsellor based in schools would be impactful. (as 

explained earlier this was offered in amazing school years ago – but sadly due to funding 

decline, this no longer exists) 

In addition, the APPG for Education would welcome details of any relevant research carried out 

by your organisation which it would be willing to share with the Inquiry. 

 

Cambridge University press and Assessment publish a report - striking the balance 

which is relevant to your research  - https://www.cambridge.org/news-and-insights/Striking-

The-Balance 

 

And the design council report – A blueprint for renewal: Design and technology education that 

OCR worked along subject specialist to produce.  

https://issuu.com/designcouncil/docs/a_blueprint_for_renewal_design_and_technology_educ 

 

 

https://www.cambridge.org/news-and-insights/Striking-The-Balance
https://www.cambridge.org/news-and-insights/Striking-The-Balance
https://issuu.com/designcouncil/docs/a_blueprint_for_renewal_design_and_technology_educ


Has the love of learning been lost? 

Evidence from the Chartered College of Teaching 

 

As the professional body for teachers, the Chartered College of Teaching is delighted to 

present evidence in response to this call for evidence. Our response is based on research 

conducted with members of the Chartered College of Teaching as well as previously 

published work by other organisations. 

 

The call for evidence already outlines some of the key pieces of evidence suggesting a 

decline in the love of learning in English schools as evidenced by low attendance, low 

enjoyment of reading, poor behaviour and high teacher turnover - all of which have been 

confirmed by our members.  

 

Module 1: The Current Landscape of Engagement in Education  

In our report series ‘Education in Times of Crisis’ (Muller and Goldenberg, 2020a; 2020b; 

2021a; 2021b), which summarised evidence-informed approaches to school closures and 

education recovery from previous epidemics and natural disasters as well as teachers’ views 

on distance learning and education recovery, we repeatedly highlighted the need for a 

trauma-informed response to education recovery. We emphasised that a return to school 

needed to be accompanied by a focus on students’ socio-emotional development and for the 

need to provide adequate support, both in terms of time and training to implement these 

approaches. Back in 2020, we already highlighted that: ‘Eighty per cent of teachers agree 

that their most vulnerable students have been most affected by the crisis. There is 

widespread concern for vulnerable students including those with mental health issues, those 

living in poverty, students with SEND, those without internet access, and students who will 

struggle to re-engage and re-establish learning behaviours when they return to school.’  
 

Yet, the focus very quickly turned to education recovery in terms of academic ‘catch-up’, 
tutoring and discussions about school day extensions, instead of taking the time for students 

and staff to fully recover from what was a traumatic experience for all.  

 

In other words, teachers predicted exactly what we are seeing today as a result of school 

closures and distant learning - disengagement of the most vulnerable students and 

difficulties to re-engage them with their learning. Had the profession been listened to at the 

time, a lot of what we are experiencing now, could have probably been avoided.  

 

Below you can access our full report series: 

 

https://chartered.college/education-in-times-of-crisis-the-potential-implications-of-school-

closures-for-teachers-and-students/ 

https://chartered.college/teachers-views-on-distance-learning-and-school-reopening-plans-

during-covid-19/ 

https://chartered.college/effective-approaches-to-distance-learning/ 

https://chartered.college/education-in-times-of-crisis-effective-approaches-to-distance-

learning/ 

 

Our members unequivocally recognise the need to focus on students’ academic 

achievement and to have high aspirations but as a sector, we must recognise that socio-

https://chartered.college/education-in-times-of-crisis-the-potential-implications-of-school-closures-for-teachers-and-students/
https://chartered.college/education-in-times-of-crisis-the-potential-implications-of-school-closures-for-teachers-and-students/
https://chartered.college/teachers-views-on-distance-learning-and-school-reopening-plans-during-covid-19/
https://chartered.college/teachers-views-on-distance-learning-and-school-reopening-plans-during-covid-19/
https://chartered.college/effective-approaches-to-distance-learning/
https://chartered.college/education-in-times-of-crisis-effective-approaches-to-distance-learning/
https://chartered.college/education-in-times-of-crisis-effective-approaches-to-distance-learning/


emotional and academic development go hand-in-hand and both need to be supported in 

schools, which currently is not always the case. UNESCO’s Happy Schools framework 

provides an evidence-informed approach to supporting students’ socio-emotional and 

academic development, highlighting the reciprocal relationship between the two. It focuses 

on people, places, processes and principles that support the development of schools in 

which teachers and students flourish. 

 

Module 2: Curriculum Design and Engagement  

Evidence collected as part of our member consultation in response to the ongoing 

Curriculum and Assessment Review as well as a previous research project for the Arts 

Council UK on arts teaching in England and a project investigating the potential of key stage 

3 to develop students’ creativity and critical thinking revealed the following issues with 

curriculum design that can impact student engagement: 

 

● The EBacc is a two-sided coin: On the one hand, we have been told that in some 

settings, it has led to higher aspirations for all students who previously may have 

been encouraged to focus on core subjects only. On the other hand, the exclusion of 

the arts as part of this accountability measure has clearly led to a narrowing of the 

curriculum as schools focus on the teaching of subjects that are included in the 

EBacc. 

● The current curriculum in many subjects is too academic, outdated, crammed and not 

engaging for a lot of students, particularly those from disadvantaged, or diverse 

backgrounds. 

● There is too much curriculum content in many subjects, e.g. science. 

● Curriculum content is outdated in a lot of subjects, e.g. science, computer science. 

● Knowledge needs to be appropriately sequenced across all key stages with ample 

opportunity for revision, interleaving and retrieval. 

● The curriculum currently focuses strongly on quite narrow, theoretical knowledge and 

not enough on its application, which can disengage the most disenfranchised who 

instead of leaving with basic qualifications, are leaving the system without;  

● The lack of diversity in the current curriculum can make it difficult for young people 

from a range of diverse backgrounds to feel represented and included.  

● The level at which the current curriculum is pitched and the amount of contextual 

knowledge that is required to engage with it (cultural capital) can be too challenging. 

● Flexibility for teachers to adapt the curriculum for their students and contexts is 

paramount to improve engagement. 

 

Various accountability measures, including the SATs, EBacc and international comparisons 

such as the OECD PISA test have also led to a focus on some, mainly academic, subjects 

(e.g. English, Maths, Science, Foreign Languages, History, Geography) to the detriment of 

other, more applied subjects (e.g. D&T, art or music). This leads to unevenly-spent 

resources, narrowed curricula and a reduced choice of subjects on offer for students in most 

state schools. A study comparing the availability of arts and music facilities in state and 

private schools comes to the sad conclusion that while the arts have been rapidly declining 

in the state sector, they have been thriving in the private sector, creating enormous 

inequalities (Ashton & Ashton, 2022). 

 

https://www.unesco.org/en/education-policies/happy-schools


So while teaching and learning may have improved in some subjects and may even be 

excelling in places, to which England’s improved place on international league tables is 

testament, the negative impact on subjects that are not being tested cannot be denied. Even 

the OECD itself is recognising the (unintended) impact its test has been having on national 

curricula and introducing a measure on creative and critical thinking as well as Modern 

Foreign Languages. 

 

As part of our Rethinking Curriculum Project, we have developed a Curriculum Evaluation 

Framework to help schools develop evidence-informed, place-based, contextualised 

curricula for their settings and accompanying curriculum enrichment frameworks, including 

for creative and critical thinking, to make learning more contextualised and engaging. The 

project website contains more information about partner schools and their innovative, 

engaging curricula. 

 

Module 3: Assessment Practices and their Impact on Engagement  

 

One aspect that focus group participants as part of our Curriculum and Assessment review 

consultation largely agreed on was that the focus on knowledge has generally benefited 

students although with the important caveats that: 

● Written exams may not always be the best way to test students’ knowledge and 

alternative assessment approaches, including oral exams, need to be explored in 

order to create a fairer, more inclusive system. 

● Lack of flexibility in how students access assessments, which puts them at a 

disadvantage. For example, some students are perfectly capable of expressing 

themselves orally but not in writing. For some even extra time during exams is not 

enough, they need a different approach to sharing their learning.  

● Non-linear learning journeys are not recognised. 

● The current system does not allow to recognise children where they are.’Isn’t able to 
yet.’  

● The focus on reading in primary school has been positive but could be improved 

across key stages, sequencing needs to be improved and tested more meaningfully 

(e.g. inference from more than a paragraph; using grammar in context instead of 

explaining in theoretical terms). 

● 16-19 provision tends to be very effective in preparing students for employment via 

close relationships with local employers but less effective in providing students with 

broad and balanced curricula beyond preparation for employment. 

● The sector’s understanding of the purpose of assessments needs to improve; 

● A wider range of assessment approaches needs to be available. 

 

Responses from our members show that the current curriculum and assessment systems 

work relatively well to recognise the academic progress and achievements of mainly high-

achieving, relatively privileged and typically developing students. 

 

They tend to work less well, however, to recognise individual students’ development beyond 

their academic achievements in core subjects, their socio-emotional development or their 

practical knowledge and skills. Or, as one of our focus group participants put it: “If you get a 

4 or 5 upwards, it's great, and you feel great about the world, and you've got lots of choices. 

But [...] We've got a resource provision here. We've got an enhanced mainstream provision. 

https://chartered.college/rethinkingcurriculum/


So we have those kids who will not with the best will in the world, will not reach those kind of 

grades due to various factors and having them coming out of school, despite what we tell 

them that you know, feeling a failure, and not having the right set of qualifications to take, 

doesn't feel right whatsoever. So I think, without limiting the options and the life chances of 

the kids that would really struggle to access the traditional, straightforward GCSE. Or, you 

know, a mixture assessment model. There needs to be something better, surely, for those 

kids that can lead to something. I don't just want them to walk out with a certificate and a 

gold badge. I want them to walk out with something that leads to really great Post 16 and 

post 18 options and chance of employment.” (Secondary school headteacher).  

 

The International Baccalaureate was mentioned regularly during discussions as a highly 

esteemed, meaningful alternative to GCSE and A-Level qualifications, with the breadth and 

depth of the curriculum and diverse assessment methods being stressed positively by 

respondents. However, it may be more suitable to high achieving students: 

 

“I think more students will be successful with A level because I think it's actually slightly 

easier because students don't have to focus on all these myriad of different things from 

across the spectrum. But if they can do that, then IB is great.” (Deputy Director, International 

School and science teacher) 

 

Combining the Duke of Edinburgh awards with traditional GCSE or ALevels may be another 

approach to offer a similarly broad and balanced curriculum to students that combines in- 

and out-of-school experiences. 

 

Furthermore, the Manchester Baccalaureate was highlighted as a promising qualification for 

students who do not reach Level 2 in the mainstream system for a range of reasons. 

 

Overall, our data hence highlights that alternative assessment approaches should be 

considered if student engagement is to be increased and a love of learning to be reignited. 

 

Module 4: Supporting Teachers in the Love of Learning  

Continuous workload pressures mean that many teachers do not currently have sufficient 

time to engage in high-quality professional learning, which negatively impacts their job 

satisfaction and retention in the profession.  

 

In our Professionalism report we highlight that teacher professionalism can have a positive 

impact on teacher recruitment and retention by influencing a number of areas, including: 

● the perceived status of the profession through professional autonomy and the 

required knowledge base 

● teacher professional identity 

● job satisfaction 

● levels of self-efficacy (OECD, 2016; Suarez and McGrath, 2022). 

 

High-quality CPD sits at the heart of teacher professionalism and we therefore need to 

create sufficient time for teachers to engage in their professional development and support 

school leaders to develop an evidence-informed school culture which allows teachers and 

leaders to apply learning from continuous professional development in their settings (Gu et 

al., 2021).  

https://chartered.college/professionalism-report/


 

This case study highlights how one school has improved their teacher retention by focusing 

on teacher development and accreditation with the Chartered College of Teaching. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5zjK4VKV4lY


APPG Education: Has the Love of Learning been lost?  

Written evidence submitted by Child Poverty Action Group 

About Child Poverty Action Group and our sources of evidence 

Child Poverty Action Group works on behalf of the more than one in four children in the UK 
growing up in poverty. We use our understanding of what causes poverty and the impact it 
has on children’s lives to campaign for policies that will prevent and solve poverty – for good.  

CPAG has a wealth of evidence and expertise on how poverty has an impact on the 
educational experiences and outcomes of children growing up in lower income households. 
Through our education work, we have worked with schools across the UK, gathering extensive 
insights from pupils, parents, teachers and schools on the barriers that poverty presents for 
children. Through our partnership working with schools, we have examples on what can be 
done at a school, local and national level to support pupil attainment and develop a more 
inclusive and equitable school system in which all children can thrive.  

The evidence outlined here represents some of our key findings, however if the APPG is 
interested in a particular line of inquiry, please don’t hesitate to contact us as we may have 
evidence on additional issues that would be helpful.  

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers?  
2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more structural or 

societal?  
4.5 million children are currently growing up in poverty in the UK. This is a record high and 
shows a significant increase from 2010-2011 when 3.6 million children were growing up in 
poverty.  This means now, in an average classroom of 30 pupils, nine are growing up in 
households that are living below the poverty line (CPAG, 2025).  

Poverty has an impact on many aspects of children’s educational experience and their 
learning. Poverty at home is the strongest predictor of how well a child will achieve in school 
(Exley, 2016). Outside of attainment there are strong links between poverty and children’s 
educational outcomes. Children growing up in poverty are more likely to absent, suspended 
or excluded from school than their peers (DfE, 2024). Survey data also shows that they are 
less likely to report feeling safe at school and having a sense of belonging than their peers, 
and more likely to report that they have been the victim of bullying or to spend time playing 
alone (DfE, 2022). All of these issues have an impact on how much children enjoy their time 
at school and their learning.  

  

Interventions in education alone cannot overcome the detrimental impact that growing up in 
poverty is having on 4.5 million children in the UK.  Action outside of the school gates to 
address structural inequalities which tackle the root causes of child poverty are needed. 



Increasing family incomes so that children have all that they need to thrive at school, free 
from worry, hunger and hardship must be a priority.  

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to better serve as a better learning 
environment?  

Through CPAG’s work in education we have heard from children and families across the UK 
about the hidden and often unacknowledged costs associated with going to school. Over the 
course of each school year, our research shows that the minimum cost of going to school in 
the UK is £864.87 for primary-aged children and £1,755.97 for secondary school children 
(CPAG, 2023). One in 10 families feel the costs their school expects them to pay are 
unreasonable. This increases to one in five in families where children receive FSMs. Nearly 
half (46 per cent) of all families with children receiving FSMs told us it’s difficult for them to 
afford all the things their child needs for school (CPAG,2022) and 76 per cent of secondary 
school staff reported that they had seen an increase in pupils not having all the equipment 
and resources they need for lessons (CPAG, 2023). For families living in poverty, providing all 
that they need for their children to learn can be difficult and the cost of the school day gets in 
the way of children being able to achieve and enjoy their time at school. 

Research on the minimum cost of education shows that parents spend a minimum of £279 
per year on resources and equipment to take part in the curriculum – such as laptops and 
revision guides, and on costs for specific subjects like materials for design technology, specific 
PE kit or ingredients for food technology (CPAG, 2023).  The cost of taking part in certain 
subjects can impact on pupils’ subject choices. Pupils from lower socioeconomic backgrounds 
are 39 per cent less likely than their peers to take music at GCSE in part due to the cost of 
instrument tuition. They are 49 per cent less likely to take PE which is partially linked to the 
cost of equipment and extra-curricular sports coaching (EPI, 2022). Costs related to 
homework and home learning also create a barrier for pupils. For example, lacking devices, 
data, software and connectivity prevents participation in education and leads to social 
isolation. Not having what they need to fully take part in lessons and learning can prevent 
pupils from reaching their full potential.  

There’s lots that schools can and are doing to reduce school costs and prioritise inclusion for 
lower income families. Through our research, CPAG has gathered examples of schools 
changing policies and practices, from setting up loan schemes for devices, textbooks, and 
equipment, making use of e-book subscriptions, subsidising instrument tuition or offering 
families savings schemes and payment plans. These practical actions offer families support 
and support children to engage with learning with the resources that they need.  

4. How can we take the pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are 
the opinions of teachers on this point? If so how? 

The increase in child poverty has also affected the way schools function, with school staff 
increasingly undertaking support roles for families facing financial hardship. This includes 
supporting families with housing, food and providing other essentials such as beds and 



mattresses, topping up electricity meters and washing clothes. Schools are also filling gaps to 
ensure that children are able to learn; from employing pastoral staff over teaching staff, 
setting up food banks, wiping dinner money debt, collecting pupils from their homes so they 
can attend school, providing mental health support, bringing in charities, feeding children, 
and buying them clothes. Much of this support falls outside their remit and has consequences 
for teaching and learning. 79 per cent of school staff say they and their colleagues 
increasingly have less time and capacity for other parts of their roles because of the effects of 
child poverty (CPAG, 2023). 

Schools cannot do it all and any work to improve poorer children’s experience of school will 
have limited impact while family incomes are inadequate. That is why the first priority for the 
Government must be to increase family incomes and this must start with scrapping the two-
child limit policy. Every day this policy remains in place 109 children are pulled into poverty. 
Removing the two-child limit would life 350,000 children out of poverty and mean that 
800,000 children were living in less deep poverty. It is the most cost-effective way of 
preventing the number of children growing up in poverty from rising. While this remains in 
place children’s chances to thrive at school are severely undermined. 

6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations: a. What 
examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good learning environment 
for students and teachers? 

Policy and practice at school, local and national level is needed to support the development 
of a brilliant education system for children growing up in poverty.  

The Cost of the School Day evidence bank includes a wide-range of real life examples of 
schools taking action to reduce costs and build inclusion. From setting up student groups, 
updating communication methods, reviewing uniform policies and making sure that all 
students can take part in extra-curricular activities there’s lots that individual schools can do.  
They demonstrate the difference it makes to pupils’ engagement and enjoyment of school 
when practical action is taken to remove barriers that those experiencing poverty can face.  

 As well as action by schools and school staff, ensuring that all children can engage with the 
opportunities within our school system needs government action. Currently England is lagging 
behind Scotland and Wales on key education costs including free school meals. Families in 
both Scotland and Wales receive more direct support with school costs through nationally 
available uniform and starting school grants, which are not universally available in England. 
The Scottish government has taken action to reduce transport costs for children and has 
invested in removing costs associated with curriculum costs. We should look to the work of 
other UK nations to develop more support for children and families with barriers that are 
getting in the way of children enjoying their time at school.  

https://cpag.org.uk/what-we-do/project-work/cost-school-day/resources/ideas-bank
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ABOUT THE CULTURAL LEARNING ALLIANCE 

The Cultural Learning Alliance (CLA) harnesses the power of its alliance to champion a right 
to Arts and culture for every child. It uses evidence in three ways: to provide annual data-
based surveys of children’s access to the Arts; to share insights into the policy and practice 
landscape; and to demonstrate the ways in which an Arts-rich education provides skills for 
life and skills for work, enabling all children to fulfil their potential. CLA applies a social justice 
and inclusion lens to its work, supporting, platforming and empowering change. 
www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk  

OUR SUBMISSION 
 
Children ‘naturally’ love learning. Small children are curious. They want to explore and 
understand the world around them. They get great satisfaction from figuring something out, 
learning new words and concepts and mastering a new skill. Learning always happens in 
social contexts and it is the sociality of learning that adds to its meaning. Receiving feedback 
and praise is also important. Small children find meaning in connecting knowledge to their 
lives and interests and acquiring ways to name their worlds. We can see these as curiosity, 
mastery, connection and belonging and purpose. Children who love learning are likely to 
attend school regularly, be motivated to learn and participate in lessons. They have a sense 
of efficacy and agency. They can both be and become. (Fletcher, Wright, Pesch, 
Abdurokhmonova, & Hirsh-Pasek, 2024; Hinchcliffe, 2006; Renninger, Sansone, & Smith, 
2004) 
Schools and teachers foster a love of learning by: 

• Creating safe, supportive environments where all children feel they belong and are 
comfortable taking risks 

• Connecting content to children's interests and real-world applications 
• Providing appropriate challenges that stretch but don't overwhelm students 
• Celebrating progress and effort, not just final outcomes 
• Offering choice and autonomy where possible 
• Using teaching approaches which include as many children as possible 
• Building strong teacher-student relationships based on trust and respect (Butcher, 

2022; Olsen, 2009; Wrigley, 2003) 

When taught well, expressive arts subjects and extra-curricular arts programmes foster a 
love of learning: 

• Personal expression and agency: The expressive arts support children to express 
their own ideas, emotions, and perspectives. This sense of ownership over their 
learning creates intrinsic motivation—they're creating something that matters to 
them.(Hickey-Moody, 2012; Tan & Gibson, 2020; Thomson & Hall, 2023) 

• Process over product: In arts education, the journey is often as valuable as the 
destination. Children learn to appreciate experimentation, inquiry, problem-solving, 
critical thinking, reflection, self-criticism, practice, iteration and growth rather than 

http://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/


focusing solely on "correct answers." (Winner, Goldstein, & Vincent-Lakrin, 2013). 
This builds resilience and comfort with the learning process itself.(Daykin et al., 2008) 

• Multiple pathways to success: Arts subjects value difference. They are inclusive. 
They expand the ways in which children are successful (Catterall, 2009). The child 
who struggles with written expression may excel in physical expression through 
dance. This inclusive approach helps more children experience success. (Bowen & 
Kisida, 2021; Catterall, Dumais, & Hampden-Thompson, 2012; Sanderson, 2008; 
Wilkin, Gulliver, & Kinder, 2005) 

• Integration of cognition and emotion: Arts engage both knowledge and skills, 
analytical thinking, aesthetic interpretation and emotional responses. This holistic 
approach helps children connect deeply with what they're learning rather than seeing 
it as abstract information.(Barton, 2014; Catterall & Peppler, 2007; Eisner, 2002; van 
Heusden & Gielen, 2015) 

• Joy in discovery: There is pleasure in creative exploration. When children mix 
colours to create a new shade, find a harmonious melody, or craft a compelling 
character, they experience the thrill of discovery that fuels further curiosity. (Arts 
Council England & Durham University, 2019; Franks & Thomson, 2020) 

• Risk-taking in a safe space: Expressive arts classrooms often establish 
environments where trying new things and making mistakes is normalised and 
celebrated. This builds self-belief and confidence that transfers to other learning 
contexts. (Barrett, Everett, & Smigiel, 2012; Bowen & Kisida, 2019; Price, MacGill, & 
Carter, 2023) 

• Visible growth: The expressive arts provide tangible evidence of progress. A 
portfolio of artwork or the ability to play increasingly complex music gives children 
concrete proof of their growing capabilities. Because the expressive arts often have 
the ’wow factor’ (Bamford, 2009) children are also likely to receive positive feedback 
from teachers, peers and family members, which reinforces their sense of success.  
(Thomson, Maloy, & Hall, 2023).  

When implemented well, arts education demonstrates that learning isn't just about acquiring 
information – it's about transformation, connection, and finding meanings (American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2021; Stinson, 2014). These powerful experiences shape 
how children view learning across all subjects. (Tambling & Bacon, 2023; Thomson, Hall, & 
Maloy, 2025) 

Note: The relationship between learning and enjoyment 
Children often talk about the arts as ‘fun” However, "fun" in education doesn't necessarily 
mean constant entertainment. Meaningful learning often involves productive struggle – the 
satisfaction comes from overcoming challenges (Kawabata & Mallett, 2022). The deepest 
enjoyment in learning often comes from the sense of accomplishment after working through 
something difficult. Learning is genuinely enjoyable when it has relevance, appropriate 
challenge, and supportive relationships – not necessarily entertainment value or ease. When 
children enjoy learning, they're more likely to persist through challenges, take intellectual 
risks and develop intrinsic motivation (Burke, Montross, & Dianova, 2024). 
 
MODULES 
 
Module 1: The Current Landscape of Engagement in Education  
See The Arts in Schools: Foundation for the Future Report and the CLA 2025 Report Card. 
Both chart the decline of the Arts in schools since 2010.  
 
Our emerging CLA Capabilities Framework sets out the personal benefits of studying Arts 
subjects and these include capabilities such as wellbeing, agency, communication, 

https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/The-Arts-in-Schools-full-report-2023.pdf
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/CLA-2025-Report-Card_AW.pdf
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/capabilities-framework/


collaboration, empathy, creativity and critical thinking, all of which contribute to wellbeing and 
a love of learning.  
 
The narrowing of England’s curriculum has led to diminishing opportunities for cultural and 
creative learning. This trend is reflected in falling attendance, declining wellbeing, and 
growing disengagement among pupils. The Cultural Learning Alliance 2025 Report Card 
highlights stark growing gap in access to enrichment opportunities between the most and the 
least disadvantaged children in England. More affluent schools and families have regular 
access high-quality arts, music, and cultural experiences, but provision for disadvantaged 
pupils continues to decline. The erosion of arts subjects, rising costs for transport (for school 
trips) and staffing, and a lack of entitlement within the core curriculum have all contributed a 
decline in enrichment and engagement. This is a social justice issue.  

As we state in the Arts in Schools report, children and young people should be active 
contributors to every part of school life. We would like to see the voices of all children and 
young people contributing to the arts offer in all schools through whole-school commitment 
to listening to their views and experiences. 

Module 2: Curriculum Design and Engagement  
See our Blueprint for an Arts-rich education; our evidence and recommendations to the 
CAAR call for evidence; and our response to the CAAR interim report.  

Accountability measures since 2010 have pushed the arts, creativity, and wider enrichment 
learning to the margins of school life. With limited space in the timetable for subjects not 
deemed 'core’, opportunities for creative learning and enrichment are limited. Schools that 
wish to offer a broader experience for their students often face serious budgetary 
constraints, making it difficult to engage specialist Arts teachers. As the 2023 Arts in Schools 
report notes, “In today’s system, it takes courage for school leaders to create the space and 
resources for arts education to flourish” (Tambling and Bacon, 2023, p. 16). 

According to Sutton Trust research, 53% of schools have cut back on trips and outings. This 
decline has serious implications for access to arts experiences, opportunities, confidence-
building, and engagement.  

CLA’s Blueprint for an Arts-rich education calls on policymakers to guarantee a weekly 
entitlement to cultural learning across the curriculum. 

Module 3: Assessment Practices and their Impact on Engagement  
See our Blueprint for an Arts-rich education; our evidence and recommendations to the 
CAAR call for evidence; and our response to the CAAR interim report.  

Since 2010 high-stakes testing has narrowed curriculum content and constrained the way 
arts learning is delivered. Teachers are forced to prioritise measurable outcomes and 
“teaching to the test” over meaningful engagement. When assessment is experienced as a 
judgement rather than a tool for development, it demotivates learners and narrows their 
horizons and experiences. 

CLA advocates for more formative, inclusive and real-world assessment models that 
recognise the value of diverse skills, aptitudes and achievements-not just exam scores, in 
line with the recommendations of Rethinking Assessment.  

Some subjects are more straightforward to assess than others, particularly if the method of 
assessment is a summative examination, as is favoured in England. As we discovered in the 
Arts in Schools report consultation process, teachers and school leaders feel that fear of 
failure is filtering down to students and their need for the right answer or approach to get 

https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/CLA-2025-Report-Card_AW.pdf
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/CLA005_One-pager_AW_V3.pdf
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/call-for-evidence-submission-guidance/
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/call-for-evidence-submission-guidance/
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/cla-response-caar-interim-report/
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/CLA005_One-pager_AW_V3.pdf
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/CLA005_One-pager_AW_V3.pdf
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/call-for-evidence-submission-guidance/
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/call-for-evidence-submission-guidance/
https://www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/cla-response-caar-interim-report/


them marks is blocking their creativity. Uniformity of arts work to meet assessment 
expectations is not helpful and – as we were reminded time and time again – education is 
about more than just grades. The current model of assessment does not suit all subjects or 
ways of learning.  

Module 4: Supporting Teachers in the Love of Learning  
See The Arts in Schools: Foundation for the Future Report for its recommendations around 
teacher agency. Also see our Blueprint for an Arts-rich education; our evidence and 
recommendations to the CAAR call for evidence; and our response to the CAAR interim 
report.  
 
Teacher agency and CPD are important. Learner engagement depends on teacher 
engagement and confidence. Releasing teachers for high-quality CPD is becoming 
increasingly difficult. Schools are contending with staffing shortages and mounting 
accountability pressures, which often make it impossible to prioritise professional learning. 
Teachers are tired and overextended. If we want to support arts teachers to teach with 
creativity, and care, schools must be enabled to provide protected, timetabled time for 
reflection, planning, collaboration and CPD. 
 
Relentless high stakes accountability pressures, and the ways in which these have limited 
school leader and teacher agency, have served to displace time, energy and legitimacy for 
the arts in schools. The most common obstacle to effective arts teaching in the primary 
school is a lack of confidence among teachers, combined with – or resulting from – a feeling 
that they themselves are not “artistic”.’  

Teacher agency is important in terms of what is taught, and how, and in developing 
communities of practice to build confidence and skills, and to share what works well and we 
require a system in which agency should be assumed rather than offered.  
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About Curious Minds 

Curious Minds is a national charity, based in the North of England, working across the 

education and cultural sectors to ensure that all children and young people have access to 

high-quality arts and cultural learning. As the former Arts Council England Bridge 

Organisation for the North West and current England Hub for the International Teaching 

Artist Collaborative (ITAC), we serve as a catalyst for equity and excellence in cultural 

education. We have been consistently involved in national conversations and collaborations 

around cultural learning since 2008, helping to shape, deliver and support a wide range of 

flagship initiatives. 

Curious Minds is uniquely positioned to comment on issues of educational engagement. 

Our daily work places us inside schools and community settings, where we regularly 

witness the difference that cultural learning makes. We do not take this privilege lightly. 

We are routinely met by smiling, curious, engaged learners (young and old alike), whose 

joy and motivation remind us what wonder-full learning really looks like. We submit this 

response to help protect and amplify that joy. 

 

Module 1: The Current Landscape of 

Engagement in Education 

The narrowing of England’s curriculum has led to diminishing opportunities for cultural and 

creative learning. This trend is reflected in falling attendance, declining wellbeing, and 

growing disengagement among pupils. 

At the same time, the Cultural Learning Alliance's 2025 Report Card highlights an alarming 

and growing gap in access to enrichment opportunities between the most and least 

disadvantaged children in England. While affluent schools and families have regular access 

high-quality arts, music, and cultural experiences, provision for disadvantaged pupils 

continues to shrink. Cuts to creative subjects, rising costs for transport and staffing, and a 

lack of entitlement within the core curriculum have all contributed to a postcode lottery in 

enrichment and engagement. This is not only an equity issue; it is depriving those that have 

the most to benefit, the life-affirming benefits of a rich creative and cultural education. 

Our Curious Citizens programme shows what’s possible when young people are 

reconnected with meaningful learning. Targeted at the least engaged students, the 

programme consistently delivered an average 5% improvement in attendance. 77% said it 
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improved how they felt about school; 88% said they felt more able to try new things as a 

result. These experiences should be an educational entitlement for all children.  

 

Module 2: Curriculum Design and 

Engagement 

Curriculum reform has pushed the arts, creativity, and wider enrichment learning to the 

margins of school life. With limited space in the timetable for subjects not deemed 'core’, 
opportunities for creative learning and enrichment are limited. Schools that wish to offer a 

broader experience for their students often face serious budgetary constraints, making it 

difficult to engage specialist Teaching Artists or Creative Practitioners.  

These professionals are more than enrichment providers – they are role models. They bring 

diverse lived experiences and new ways of thinking into classrooms, helping pupils to see 

themselves and their potential in different ways. Yet such opportunities, once staples of 

education, have been systematically lost. 

As the 2023 Arts in Schools report notes, “In today’s system, it takes courage for school 

leaders to create the space and resources for arts education to flourish” (Tambling and 

Bacon, 2023, p. 16). 

According to research from the Clore Duffield Foundation, 50% of schools have cut back on 

trips and outings, rising to 68% in the most deprived areas. This decline has serious 

implications for access to cultural capital, confidence-building, and engagement. 

Our Curiosity Outside the Classroom helps schools reclaim this vital dimension of learning 

by supporting them to plan purposeful, inclusive and high-quality cultural experiences. 

When designed well, these activities create powerful learning moments that children 

remember for life. But not all experiences are equal. We’ve learned from Curious Citizens 

that poor-quality trips can alienate students from culture entirely. 

We call on policymakers to guarantee a weekly entitlement to cultural learning across the 

curriculum and in extended school time. This entitlement should include both curriculum-

based and curiosity-led learning. This must be backed by investment, cross-sector 

partnerships, and CPD that enables teachers and leaders to deliver wonder-full learning for 

every child. 

 

We also advocate for a revalorisation of extra-curricular time as the experimental arm of  
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the school day. Study Support quality frameworks such as QISS offer a helpful foundation 

for this reimagining, ensuring that enrichment learning is not seen as optional, but as 

essential to a rich and motivating education. 

Module 3: Assessment Practices and 

their Impact on Engagement 

High-stakes testing narrows curriculum content and constrains the way learning is 

delivered. The pressure to perform against fixed benchmarks often restricts opportunities 

for deep learning and creative exploration. Teachers are forced to prioritise measurable 

outcomes over meaningful engagement. The arts, with their emphasis on process, problem-

solving, and collaboration, offer a powerful antidote. 

Our consultation with young people during the design of our Alternative Saturday Job 

Scheme revealed deep concerns about how assessment shapes self-worth and life 

chances. Many participants told us that achieving less than a grade 4 in GCSE English or 

Maths created a stigma they struggled to overcome. Rather than including those grades on 

a CV, some chose to omit them entirely, fearing they would count against them in job 

applications. One participant commented that it would be better “not to mention them at 

all” than risk being seen as a failure. 

This insight highlights the emotional toll of a system that communicates ‘deficit’ rather than 

growth. When assessment is experienced as a judgement rather than a tool for 

development, it demotivates learners and narrows their sense of possibility. 

We advocate for more formative, inclusive and real-world assessment models that 

recognise the value of diverse skills, aptitudes and achievements-not just exam scores. 

 

Module 4: Supporting Teachers in the 

Love of Learning 

We believe that learner engagement depends on teacher engagement. Teachers need 

space, time and inspiration to lead with confidence. Our SLiCE (Specialist Leaders in 

Cultural Education) programme and Leading the Arts in Your School course offer just that. 

Teachers leave feeling connected, empowered, and ready to make change happen. 
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Yet releasing teachers for high-quality CPD is becoming increasingly difficult. Schools are 

contending with staffing shortages and mounting accountability pressures, which often 

make it impossible to prioritise professional learning. Teachers are tired and overextended, 

frequently working under conditions that leave little time or energy for anything beyond 

survival mode. If we want to support teachers to teach with creativity, care and confidence, 

schools must be enabled to provide protected, timetabled time for reflection, planning, 

collaboration and professional growth. 

One promising approach to creating capacity is by drawing on the skilled but underutilised 

workforce of professional Teaching Artists. Through our Curious Cover initiative, we have 

piloted a model that enables teachers to access CPD without disrupting classroom 

learning. When a teacher attends one of our professional development courses, we fund 

and place a trained Teaching Artist in their classroom to provide creative cover. This model 

not only removes a key logistical barrier to participation in CPD, but also ensures that 

pupils benefit from an inspiring, high-quality learning experience in the teacher’s absence. It 

exemplifies what is possible when schools and cultural organisations collaborate to 

overcome structural challenges in the system. 

We therefore urge the APPG to call for investment in cross-sector CPD. Our co-supervised 

PhD with Goldsmiths University is exploring the role of artists in schools and how their 

pedagogical approaches influence student creativity, curiosity and wellbeing. This research 

is grounded in psychological and qualitative methods and is building an evidence base to 

shape future policy. We'd be delighted to present our initial research findings to this 

APPG.  

In many of the schools we work with, teachers are also navigating increasingly complex 

pastoral challenges, often without adequate training or support. This is where partnerships 

with Teaching Artists can be particularly powerful. Programmes such as Rhyme and 

Reason, developed in partnership with Edge Hill University, demonstrate how external 

expertise can support teachers in creating emotionally safe and inclusive classrooms. 

Rhyme and Reason adapts the clinically validated 'Arts for the Blues' model for use in 

mainstream education, offering a preventative, arts-based intervention that strengthens 

emotional literacy and resilience, and sparks a passion for poetry where it didn’t exist 

before. Delivered through sustained artist-teacher collaboration, it not only benefits pupils 

but also equips teachers with creative, trauma-sensitive strategies to approach mental 

health support confidently and compassionately. 

Similarly, our role as a delivery partner in the Greater Manchester BeeWell initiative has 

helped schools embed arts-based approaches to wellbeing across their provision. At the 

heart of this work is the belief that co-creation between artists and educators leads to a 

more caring, curious and connected school culture. Teachers tell us these partnerships 

reframe difficult conversations, deepen their toolkit, and reignite their sense of purpose. 
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Teaching Artists offer a signature pedagogy that stimulates imagination, strengthens 

belonging, and supports both teacher and pupil development. Curious Minds is proud to be 

leading the sector in articulating this contribution. 

 

Conclusion: Wonder-full Learning 

We believe in the power of curiosity - not only as a momentary interest, but as a deep-

rooted human trait that can be nurtured and strengthened over time. When schools create 

the conditions for children to be curious, through experiences that spark awe, inquiry and 

imagination, they help to embed curiosity as a lifelong disposition. It becomes not just 

something learners experience, but something they carry with them into adulthood. 

When learners are given permission to wonder, explore and express, learning is joyful. That 

joy is the foundation of attendance, aspiration, and attainment. 

Through our everyday work, we see what happens when creativity and curiosity are 

prioritised. We see it in the smiles of pupils discovering a new artform; in teachers who 

rediscover their purpose; in school leaders who are brave enough to say yes. 

We urge the APPG to help every school in England become a wonder-full place to learn. 
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Has the Love of Learning been lost? Call for Evidence 

 

Submission from: 

Dr Alison Porter, University of Southampton 

Professor Suzanne Graham, University of Reading 

 

In this submission we address the following questions, particularly in respect of learning 
a foreign language.  We then share related findings from our research. 

 

5. How can technology be harnessed to support richer and more engaging educational 
experiences? 

 6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations: What 
examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good learning 
environment for students and teachers? 

Promoting a Love of Learning: Foreign Language Education 

Fostering a love of learning requires the creation of an environment where students are 
intrinsically motivated to engage with educational content. Intrinsic motivation is at the heart 
of an important motivational theory, Self-Determination Theory (SDT), developed by Ryan 
and Deci (2000).  When learners are intrinsically motivated, they engage in learning for the 
sheer joy and personal satisfaction it brings rather than external rewards.  

Intrinsic motivation is in turn driven by the meeting of three core psychological needs: 

• Autonomy: The feeling of being in control of one's learning process. 

• Competence: Mastering new skills and knowledge, feeling capable of undertaking 
challenging and valued, meaningful activities, at an optimal level of challenge. 

• Relatedness: The need to connect with others through shared learning experiences 
and activities that are perceived as having personal relevance. 

The development of intrinsic motivation is in turn supported by creativity and empathy. 
Creative individuals use their curiosity and knowledge to generate new ideas, while 
empathetic learners apply their understanding to build meaningful connections with others 

a. Creativity and Intrinsic Motivation 

Creativity-driven activities—such as problem-solving, artistic expression, storytelling, and 
innovation challenges—can support intrinsic motivation by: 

• Enhancing autonomy: Creative tasks often allow for open-ended exploration, giving 
learners control over their ideas. 

https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/SDT/documents/2000_RyanDeci_SDT.pdf
https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/SDT/documents/2000_RyanDeci_SDT.pdf
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• Developing competence: The process of mastering creative skills and expressing 
oneself creatively builds confidence and reinforces motivation. 

• Enhancing relatedness: Engaging students in real-world problem-solving tasks 
helps learners see the relevance of what they are learning and feel connected to 
something bigger than their classroom. 

b. Empathy and Intrinsic Motivation 

Empathy-driven activities—such as storytelling, role-playing, and social justice 
discussions—stimulate intrinsic motivation by: 

• Enhancing relatedness: Empathy-rich learning experiences fulfil the need for social 
connection, a key driver of motivation. 

• Encouraging meaning-driven learning: When learners see the real-world 
relevance of their learning they develop intrinsic passion for knowledge. 

• Promoting perspective-taking: Engaging with diverse viewpoints leads to 
intellectual curiosity, which deepens learning motivation. 

 

We know that at primary school learners generally express high levels of enjoyment for 
language learning, but that this declines during the latter years of primary school and 
especially during the first year of secondary school (Davidson et al., 2024; Graham et al., 
2016). We also know, however, that the use of technology can help address such a decline.   

 

Case Study: Digital Stories in Foreign Language Education 

The role of technology was explored in a research project funded by UKRI, and undertaken at 
the Universities of Southampton (Dr Alison Porter) and Reading (Professor Suzanne 
Graham). It involved 17 primary schools in England and Scotland (covering approximately 
1000 learners).   

In that research, Year 5 learners of French or Spanish from ten schools worked with digital, 
multimodal stories in those languages.  Technology was used to enable the combination of 
sound (spoken text), print and images and hence to offer what was called ‘supported 
challenge’.  

The intervention incorporated elements to support the three key components of intrinsic 
motivation: 

• Competence: The stories were at a linguistic level that was slightly above what the 
children were used to experiencing, and were cognitively challenging in that they 
covered themes of migration, love and persistence. Children were then supported to 
understand the stories through the combination of sound, print and images, made 

https://research.reading.ac.uk/progression-primary-languages/childrens-attitudes-towards-language-learning-preliminary-findings-from-the-pipl-research-project/
https://ripl.uk/graham-s-courtney-l-tonkyn-a-marinis-t-2016/
https://ripl.uk/graham-s-courtney-l-tonkyn-a-marinis-t-2016/
https://ripl.uk/deltea/
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possible by digital technology, and from the teaching of specific comprehension 
strategies to foster still further a sense of competence. 

• Autonomy: The stories were embedded in the learning platform Nearpod, where they 
were supplemented with activities that encouraged creative and empathetic thinking. 
For example, activities asked children to use their imagination to think about what 
they themselves might do if they were in a situation like the ones in the story, or how 
they might solve a particular problem presented. Technology supported the use of 
different response types by children e.g. drawing, text, audio recorded reflections, 
providing opportunities for autonomy.  

• Relatedness: Children , using tablets, worked in pairs on such activities, encouraging 
relatedness. A sense of interconnectedness with the wider world was fostered through 
activities that encouraged children to consider how themes in the text resonated with 
wider global issues such as hunger or poverty. Still others asked children to think 
about situations in the story from multiple perspectives, encouraging empathy, 
openness to points of view, and an appreciation of people and cultures from different 
countries.   

Outcomes:  

We compared outcomes for the children who experienced the stories intervention with those 
who did not, establishing the following very positive findings for intervention children: 

• Increased competence in French/Spanish vocabulary and reading comprehension, at a 
statistically significant level; 

• Increased creativity at a statistically significant level, particularly with regard to 
flexible thinking; 

• Increased self-efficacy/sense of competence for children learning French at a level 
approaching significance; 

• The vast majority of intervention children (70% plus) who completed a questionnaire 
about their experience with the stories agreed that: 

❖ they had enjoyed the stories 

❖ children in other schools would enjoy them 

❖ they had enjoyed taking part in the research activities 

❖ being able to hear the story read aloud and seeing the text at the same time helped 
them read aloud themselves and learn the key sounds of either French or Spanish 

❖ learning the reading comprehension strategies helped them understand the stories and 
that they were using similar strategies for problem-solving in other school subjects.  
 

When asked what they had learnt from reading the stories, learners commented most often 
that on the one hand they had learnt new words and how to pronounce them, and on the other 
that they had developed their cultural and emotional understanding, including the importance 
of perseverance, empathy, caring for others, and respecting differences. 
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Below are some sample comments showing clear evidence of both learning and enjoyment 

(in original spelling): 

 

 

 

 

Case study:  The 'Joy of Reading' Project 

In order for such positivity to be maintained into the start of secondary school, it is important 
that  supported challenge, facilitated by technology, be integrated into the Key Stage 3 
language learning curriculum.  

The University of Reading was approached by a group of girls’ schools based around London 
to help them enhance Year 9 students’ love of learning in respect of foreign languages, by 
tackling the key aspects of intrinsic motivation: 

Competence: Learners were again supported to read and enjoy a wider range of more 
challenging but interesting material in French, German and Spanish through the teaching of 
reading comprehension strategies.  

Autonomy: Students in turn became involved in selecting authentic web-based reading 
materials that they found interesting. 

Relatedness: The selected resources were shared with other learners and discussed at reading 
clubs the students set up. 

Following the project, Professor Graham pooled the resources students found and 
supplemented them with others. All resources have been uploaded for free, digital access at: 
https://pdcinmfl.com/online-language-learning-for-all-olla-2/junior/    

https://pdcinmfl.com/online-language-learning-for-all-olla-2/junior/
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Outcomes: 

In questionnaires completed at the end of the ‘Joy of Reading ‘ project, staff and learners 
reported the following benefits, all indicating an enhanced love of learning: 

• the frequency of reading increased  
• the average time girls spent reading increased (from 33 minutes per week to 40 

minutes)  
• double the number of girls stated they enjoyed the challenge of reading  
• girls were less likely to give up in the face of difficulty than before  
• vocabulary gains were recorded  
• girls read more non-fiction in the foreign language 

• students reported increased engagement in lessons  
• teachers reported increased resilience in the students – not giving up in the face of 

challenging texts  
 

Conclusion 

 

Our research and collaborations with schools suggest that technology is most effective when 
it: 

• Gives students control over their learning process. 

• Provides meaningful, appropriately challenging activities. 

• Encourages collaboration and social interaction. 

 

To cultivate a love of learning, schools should integrate technology in ways that support 
intrinsic motivation. This means designing digital experiences that promote autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. When used effectively, technology can transform education into 
an engaging, student-centered experience that fosters lifelong curiosity and learning. 

 



Loss of Love for Learning Inquiry 

 

Submission by Dr. Sue Roffey:  Honorary Associate Professor at University College and 
Director of Growing Great Schools Worldwide.  My expertise is on the various dimensions of 
school and student wellbeing and I have written extensively on related issues such as 
behaviour, school culture,  belonging,  relationships and social-emotional learning.  I have 
been a teacher, educational psychologist and academic and have worked both in the UK and 
internationally.   I am now on several national and international advisory groups including 
the OECD and the Education Policy Alliance.   
 

I am currently co-editing the Handbook of Wellbeing in Education: Research Transforming 
Practice which will be published by Edward Elgar 2026.  What is clear from the chapters 
being submitted is that many societies are struggling with the same issues in education but 
some are doing well and engaging young people who are happy at school. There are also 
pockets of good practice in the UK – though the majority are in the independent sector 
where curriculum and accountability restrictions are less marked.  The Times Education 
Commision  Bringing Out the Best (2022)  chaired by Sir Anthony Seldon and Rachel 
Sylvester mirror the same issues.  
 

I would be very happy to come and talk with the committee about what I have learnt about 
engagement in learning.   This would also address other pressing concerns in the media 
around racism, misogyny,  school absenteeism and teacher attrition.  
 

Terms of Reference:  
The Inquiry seeks written evidence in response to the following questions: 
 

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers? 

 

That is clearly the case and the evidence suggests that it gets more severe as children go 
through school.    
 

Bekker C. I., Rothmann S. & Kloppers M.M. (2023) The happy learner: Effects of academic 
boredom, burnout, and engagement. Frontiers in Psychology. 13. 
DOI=10.3389/fpsyg.2022.974486 
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.974486 

 

Furlong, M., Smith, D., Springer, T. & Dowdy, E. (2021). Bored with school! Bored with life? 

Well-being characteristics associated with a school boredom mindset. Journal of Positive 

School Psychology. 5. 42-64. 10.47602/jpsp.v5i1.261.  

 

Gallup Student Poll 2004, 2013, 2015 in Jason, Z. (2017) Bored out of their minds. Ed. 

Harvard ed. Magazine. Bored-Out-of-Their-Minds-Harvard-Graduate-School-of-Education-

1.pdf 

 

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.974486


2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more structural or 
societal? 

 

Agency: 
There is very little acknowledgement in schools that students are not empty vessels to be 
filled by those in authority.   Young people are active learners and yet have little opportunity,  
especially in state education to bring their own experiences, understanding, creativity or 
ideas to the learning environment.   A need for greater student agency is also a concern of 
the OECD (2019) Future of Education and Skills: A conceptual framework for student agency 
for 2030.  Self-determination theory is linked to intrinsic motivation and learning for its own 
sake rather than fo r extrinsic reasons, such as passing exams.  
 

Ryan, R.M. &B Deci, E.F> (2001) Self-determination and the facilitation of intrinsic 
motivation, social development and wellbeing,  
 

There is appreciation that agency matters in the early years but this does not extend across 
sectors.  
 

Department for Education (2021) Development Matters;  Non-statutory guidance for the 
early years foundation stage.  
 

Safety:   
Many young people do not feel safe in school and that is a thread running through the book 
Square Pegs edited by Fran Morgan and Ellie Costello (2023)  They cite the FaceBook page 
Not Fine in School which has 430.000 followers.  Young people who are neurodiverse are 
often not catered for in school, others  fear being losers in a competitive environment and 
there are children who experience bullying, both in person and on-line.   
 

Morgan, F. & Costello. E. (eds) (2023) Square Pegs: Inclusivity, Compassion and Fitting In,  :  
 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/bullying
andonlineexperiencesamongchildreninenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2023 

 

The focus on testing across a school can exacerbate anxiety and fear of failure.  Some 
parents also pressure their children to perform well so  learning may become something to 
endure rather than enjoy.  
 

Pamungkas , A. F. A., & Muhid, A. (2020). Perfectionism, Shame, Social Support and Fear of 
Failure in High School Students. EDUTEC : Journal of Education And Technology, 4(2), 276-
288. Retrieved from http://www.ejournal.ijshs.org/index.php/edu/article/view/144 

 

 

 

Positivity  
 

Negative emotions interfere with cognitive pathways and positive emotions enhance 
creativity and problem-solving.  When pupils have a negative sense of self, feel unhappy 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/bullyingandonlineexperiencesamongchildreninenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2023
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/bullyingandonlineexperiencesamongchildreninenglandandwales/yearendingmarch2023
http://www.ejournal.ijshs.org/index.php/edu/article/view/144


about others and the world around them they are less likely to be enthused about learning.  
It is therefore relevant that positivity is actively promoted in the classroom  
 

Fredrickson, B. L. (2001).  The role of positive emotions in positive psychology: The broaden 
and-build theory of positive emotions.  American Psychologist, 56, (3), 218-226  
 

Part of a healthy child environment is play and playfulness. This has been eroded in schools 
where the focus is on ever more academic input, even to the point of reducing playtimes.  
My own experience with adolescent girls suggests that they enjoy face to face games which 
gives them a sense of having fun together.  
 

https://researchers.westernsydney.edu.au/en/publications/aboriginal-girls-circle-enhancing-
connectedness-and-promoting-res 

 

Louise Tidman (2021) Chapter in the Palgrave Handbook of Positive Education 
ihttps://www.researchgate.net/publication/368876838_Building_Positive_Emotions_and_Pl
ayfulness 

 

Roffey, S. & Hromek, R. (2009) Games as a pedagogy to promote social and emotional 
learning: ‘It's fun and we learn things’.  Simulation and Gaming 40.1.  
 

A positive sense of self is constructed by what a child hears about themselves.  Language 
matters.  This means two things -  helping young people identify their strengths (not just 
academic abilities) and encouraging the use of the word ‘yet’ which indicates that learning is 
a process and therefore achievable.  
 

O’Brien, M. & Blue, L. (2018). Towards a positive pedagogy: designing pedagogical practices 
that facilitate Positivity within the classroom. Educational Action Research, 26(3), 365-384. 
 

Inclusion  
 

A feeling of belonging is now acknowledged as critical to psychological and emotional 
wellbeing. Prilleltensky (2021) talks about ‘mattering’ which is defined as not only being 
valued but being given opportunities to be of value – making a recognised contribution. 
School belonging is also aligned with purpose and progress in learning. Unless students can 
appreciate the relevance of the curriculum to their own lives and perceive themselves as 
making progress, school as a hub of knowledge and understanding has little meaning for 
them.   
 

Allen, K-A., Kern, M.L., Vella-Brodrick, D.A., Hattie, J. & Waters, L. (2018). What schools 
need to know about fostering school belonging: A meta-Analysis. Educational Psychology 
Review, 30(1), 1–34. 
 

Prilleltensky, I. & Prilleltensky, O. (2021) How People Matter: Why it Affects Health, 
Happiness, Love, Work and Society. Cambridge University Press. 
Respect 
 

Respect means valuing the whole person. Every individual is both complex and unique. 
There is a risk we underestimate young people because we do not tune into the full potential 

https://researchers.westernsydney.edu.au/en/publications/aboriginal-girls-circle-enhancing-connectedness-and-promoting-res
https://researchers.westernsydney.edu.au/en/publications/aboriginal-girls-circle-enhancing-connectedness-and-promoting-res


of their development. This includes cognitive, social, emotional, psychological, language, 
spiritual, creative, and physical dimensions.  When only cognitive dimensions are overtly 
valued in a school those who have other strengths to offer and develop are likely to feel 
marginalised and lose motivation to pursue mastery.  Getting better at something that matters 
to you is a driving force for learning,  
 

Universal respect is also treating others with consideration, kindness and empathy, honouring 
their dignity.  Despite beliefs that autocratic practices focused on achieving targets are what is 
needed in schools, there is now a considerable body of research on effective leadership that 
indicates that it is the soft skills that empower and motivate staff, leading to better learning 
and wellbeing outcomes for all (Scott, 2003). 
 

Scott, G. (2003). Learning Principals - Leadership Capability & Learning. University of 
Technology, Sydney. Commissioned Research for NSW DET., March, 2003. 
 

The quality of relationships in a school is critical to the level of respect experienced by both 
individuals and groups.   John Hattie’s meta-analysis of effective education concluded that it 
was the teacher-student relationship that mattered most for educational outcomes.  
 

Hattie, J. (2008). Visible Learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to 
achievement. Routledge. 
 

Allan, K-A., Slaten, C.D., Arslan, G. Roffey, S., Craig. H & Vella-Brodrick, A. (2021) School 
Belonging:  The Importance of Teacher-Student Relationships in Kern, P and Wehmeyer, M. 
(eds) The Palgrave Handbook of Positive Education 

 

Equity  
 

For all students to do well in education, we must think differently from the ‘one size fits all’ 
approach, as this clearly does not work for everyone. Some children have chronic 
disadvantages, while others have issues in their lives that impact on their learning and/or 
behaviour at any given time.  School systems may need to become more dynamic in the face 
of economic and societal challenges.  For young people to have equal opportunities to 
flourish and be engaged with learning, we need both education policy and schools to be 
adaptable, flexible and fair. This is the basis of equity. 
 

The factors that influence pupil engagement with learning and therefore attainment are many 
and varied. This includes socio-economic factors, discrimination on the basis of race, 
religion, gender or disability, family dysfunction, geographic factors, loss and trauma. Since 
Covid many young children enter school without sufficient language or socialisation so that 
access to joyful learning is limited. The greatest input therefore is to support the early years, 
both in families and in pre=school settings.  The demise of Sure Start has had implications for 
learning as well as behaviour and family relationships.   Reach Children’s Hub in Feltham is 
replicating some of the good practice demonstrated in Sure Start in supporting families with 
young children 

 

Competition, often fuelled by social media and a discourse that privileges individual success 
may promote extrinsic motivation to learn but for many who rarely feel ‘good enough’ in 
comparison with others may see learning tasks as risky and potentially threatening to their 



sense of self rather than as something to be embraced as enjoyable. Competition between 
schools may also reduce the collaboration that benefits all.  
 

Armstrong, P.W., Brown, C. & Chapman, C.J. (2021). School-to-school collaboration in 
England: A configurative review of the empirical evidence. Review of Education, 9, 319-351. 
 

Cattan. S., Contil, G., Farquaharson, C., Ginja, R and Pecher, M. (2021). The Health Impacts of 
Sure Start. The Institute of Fiscal Studies. ifs.org.uk/publications/health-impacts-sure-start 
 

Leadsom, A. (2021). The Best Start for Life: A Vision for the 1,001 Critical Days. Early Years 
Healthy Development Review Report, Department of Health and Social Care 

Quinlan, D. & Roffey, S. (2021) Positive Education with Disadvantaged Students. In M.L. Kern 
& M.L. Wehmeyer (Eds) The Palgrave Handbook of Positive Education. Springer. 
 

OECD (2023). oecdedutoday.com/equity-and-inclusion-in-education/ 

 

Roffey, S. & Quinlan, D. (2021) Positive Education for Disadvantaged Students in Kern, P 
and Wehmeyer, M. (eds) The Palgrave Handbook of Positive Education 

 

  

https://ifs.org.uk/publications/health-impacts-sure-start
https://oecdedutoday.com/equity-and-inclusion-in-education/


In  answer to the question about whether the loss of love of learning is structural or societal 
is that these factors interact.   Eco-systemic theory (Bronfenbrenner) shows that what 
happens at the micro-level (for individuals) is embedded in other levels right up to the 
macro level of cultural/political/societal and the direction of influence is bi-directional and 
changes over time.   
 

 

 
3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning 

environment? 

 

Our world has changed dramatically since the beginning of this century,   Information is at 
the touch of a keyboard and young people constantly interact with social media.  They are 
highly stimulated but may find it hard to focus on school work.  It is not that they do not love 
learning – watch young children let loose in a park – it is the framework of learning that is 
the problem.   Things need to change and the good news is that this is not only possible but 
in the interests of young people, teachers and the world they are creating. And some places 
are doing it,  both countries and schools.   
 

Adaptation needs the following:  
 

Teachers as facilators of learning, not simply founts of knowledge.  This means that teacher 
training requires adaptation with a stronger focus on relationships,  an understanding of 
intrinsic motivation and what constitiutes healthy child development.  
Teachers also need to know the tenets of cooperative learning so that all students take part - 
and how to promote reflective and critical thinking.  
 



A more nuanced criterion referenced assessment system rather than a trust in short term 
memory, tests and exams.  This does not replicate the workplace and also alienates students 
who are not academic or have high levels of anxiety.  
 

A focus on the development of a positive school culture where everyone feels valued, has a 
voice  and can fully participate.   Authoritarian, highly heirachical organisations are not 
optimal for an environment where learning flourishes or where teachers are trusted and 
have choices.  
 

Much more focus on the pillares of ‘learning to be’ and ‘learning to live together.  Social and 
emotional learning (SEL) with a safe, strengths-based solution focused pedagogy enables 
young people to discuss things that matter to them and promote a sense of belonging as 
well as enabling stronger teacher-student relationships.   Issues such as racism, homophobia, 
misogyny can be addressed in SEL giving students agency to promote inclusion, friendship 
and safety in their school environment reducing the factors that prevent a love of learning. 
 

Dobia, B., Arthur, L., Jennings, P, Khlentzos, D.S. Parado, R.H, Roffey.S  and Sheinman, N, 
(2020) The Implementation of Social-Emotional Learning in N. C. Singh & A. Duraiappah 
(Eds.), Rethinking Learning: A Review of Social and Emotional Learning for Education Systems 
(pp. 157-186) Unicef/Mgiep.  
 

Circle Solutions for Student Wellbeing 3rd Edition (2020) Sage Publication.  Earlier editions 
2006, 2014.  
 

Roffey. S. (2017)  The ASPIRE principles and pedagogy for the implementation of social and 
emotional learning and the development of whole school wellbeing.  International Journal of 
Emotional Education Volume 9, Number 2, November 2017   54 -70 

 

 

4. How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are 
the opinions of teachers on this point? If so how? 

 

Curriculum co-ordinators can identify how targets might be addressed in project work where 
students work cooperatively.   I have seen this happen where each half term each year group 
had a theme through which all learning took place.   Younger children studied subjects such 
as Families or Animals and older children explored Earthquakes and Volcanoes or 
Communications.  In secondary schools  Problem Based learning has the same format but 
students look at ways to consider issues such as pollution or plant ecology.    
 

Behaviour is an issue for many teachers and yet there are still many schools adopting a 
disciplinarian, behaviourist approach which does not have positive sustainable outcomes.  
Teachers need 1) trauma-informed training 2) knowledge of relational approaches to 
challenging behaviour 3) whole school adoption of restorative practices.  
 

I have written many books/chapters/articles on ways to address behavioural issues in 
schools.  The following are just a few of these.  
 

Roffey, S. (2019) The Secondary Behaviour Cookbook: Strategies at your Fingertips 
Routledge 



 

Roffey. S. (2019) The Primary Behaviour Cookbook:  Strategies at your Fingertips Routledge 

 

Roffey, S. (2011) Changing Behaviour in Schools: Promoting Positive Relationships and 
Wellbeing. London: Sage Publications. (Danish translation) 
 

Roffey, S. (2011) New Teachers Survival Guide to Behaviour. 2nd Edition. Sage Publications  
(Polish translation 

 

Roffey, S. (2010)  Classroom Support for Including Students with Challenging Behaviour in 
Rose (ed) Confronting Obstacles to Inclusion – International Responses to Developing 
Inclusive Schools.  Routledge 

 

 

5. How can technology be harnessed to support richer and more engaging 
educational experiences. 

 

See above re project and problem-based learning using technology for research. 
Groups of students present their findings to others who quiz them on the process and 
outcomes of their learning.   
 

Also flipped learning is where students watch a program / video or similar and then present 
teachers with questions and discussion points in class to embed the learning. 
 

6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations: 
 

a. What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good 
learning environment for students and teachers? 

 

Roffey, S. (2024) ASPIRE to Wellbeing and Learning for All in Early Years and Primary 
Schools:  The principles underpinning positive education.  Routledge 

 

Roffey, S. (2024) ASPIRE to Wellbeing and Learning for All in Secondary Settings: The 
principles underpinning positive education Routledge.  
Safety  
 

In these books published last year there are numerous examples in both this country and 
overseas where good practice is taking place.    I have selected the UK examples who are 
exemplifying one or more of the ASPIRE principles. 
 

St Bernard’s Roman Catholic School in Cheshire 

Queensmead Primary Academy, Leicester 

University of Cambridge Primary School 
John Ray Primary School:  Essex  
 Flakefleet Primary School. Lancashire  
St Ebbe’s Primary School, Oxfordshire 

Glade Primary School, Ilford 

St Michael’s Church of England Secondary School, Sandwell  
Westhoughton High School, Lancashire  



Balerno High School, Edinburgh  
St Ambrose Barlow Roman Catholic Secondary School,  Salford  
Spaghetti Bridge Special School, Southampton  
 

b. What examples are there of schools dealing with youth mental health in a particularly 

cogent way 

 

Whole school promotion of wellbeing as a universal pro-active concept is a more effective 
use of time and resources than a reactive approach to individual need – though there will 
always be students who need something extra.   
 

This involves much of what has gone before in this submission, but I would emphasise the 
following: 

• Regular social and emotional learning as a way or promoting agency, positive 
relationships, school belonging, resilience and responsibility 

• Opportunities for creativity  
• Behaviour policies that align with wellbeing 

• Opportunities to learn from nature and the environment – there are some great 
examples of forest schools 

• Empathy development – such as Roots of Empathy programs  
• Having teachers believe in the best of each child not focusing on high test scores  

 

In addition, the APPG for Education would welcome details of any relevant research carried 
out by your organisation which it would be willing to share with the Inquiry. 
 

N/A  
 



Education Support submission:  APPG for Education Love of Learning inquiry 

17th April 2025 

About Education Support 

Education Support is the UK’s only charity dedicated to supporting the mental health and 

wellbeing of teachers and education staff. We believe that better mental health leads to 

better education.  

 

We support individuals and help schools, colleges and universities to improve the mental 

health and wellbeing of their staff. We also carry out research and advocate for changes in 

Government policy for the benefit of the education workforce, using our unique 

combination of expertise in the education sector and mental health and wellbeing.   
 

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers?  

Our research shows that teachers and school staff have an incredibly strong sense of 
purpose, which is often linked to seeing children and young people progress, or a love of 
their subject.  

• In 2024, we asked teachers and senior leaders to reflect on whether they had a clear 
sense of purpose when they started working in the education sector and if this 
remains in place. 

o 86% told us they have a clear sense of purpose when starting in the education 
sector. 

o 88% say they still feel connected to their original sense of purpose. 

Schools are increasingly challenging places to work due to a range of reasons: 

• Wider economic and social factors means that there are more emotional and social 
needs going unmet which leads to behaviour challenges from both pupils and 
parents 

• In 2024, 63% of education staff reported an increase in incidents of challenging pupil 
behaviour, while 33% report an increase in verbal abuse from parents (Teacher 
Wellbeing Index) 

• Teachers and education staff are increasingly doing far more than focusing on 
teaching and learning. They provide emotional and practical support (to get children 
and young people ready to learn) and often cannot get adequate support from 
external agencies, such as CAMHS or social services or the NHS.  

• This leaves staff incredibly stretched for time. They are often unable to switch off in 
the evenings, increasing the chances of emotional exhaustion and burnout. 

• This time poverty also means that interactions often become transactional, making it 
hard to spend time building deep connections and relationships that make learning 
easier and better – and that help schools to become well-functioning communities.  

https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/


• We have also failed to invest in, and prioritise, the training and development of 
school staff to support the increased needs among children and young people, or 
among school leaders to help them develop the relational skills necessary to move 
away from school cultures built on transactional relationships.  

• School funding, and the teacher recruitment and retention crisis, also feed into the 
reasons that schools can be hard places to work at present.  
 

2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more structural or 
societal?  

Education Support wouldn’t take the view that there is less love of learning or teaching 
among education staff. Rather that the social, structural and financial challenges make it 
increasingly difficult for many staff to feel like they are making a difference.  

This is accompanied by high workloads and high work intensity, due to an ‘audit culture’ 
driven by perceptions of Ofsted. This audit culture results in a lot of ‘empty work’ that is 
time consuming and takes staff away from the work of teaching and learning (The Teacher 
Retention Commission Report). This puts education staff at risk of burnout, and often results 
in them leaving the profession.  

Our position paper on the inspection system can be read here: 
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/news-and-events/news/ofsted-s-big-listen-response-
from-education-support/  

The World Health Organisations says that working more than 55 hours per week constitutes 
a "serious health hazard”, associated with significantly higher risk of stroke and heart 
disease.  According to government research, on average, full time teachers work 52.4 hours 
and full-time leaders work 58.2 hours per week. 

The societal factors described above are not only increasing staff working hours, but also the 
intensity of their work hours. Professor Francis Green has highlighted the relative increase in 
work intensity (the rate of mental input to tasks) for teachers and the decline in task 
discretion relative to other professions. This drives reduced job quality and reduced job 
satisfaction.    

 

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning 
environment?  

The Government’s messaging has focused on the importance of schools creating a sense of 
belonging to improve student wellbeing and increase attendance. The principle is a good 
one, and there is much evidence to suggest that better relationships and connections 
support both pupil and staff wellbeing – which in turn have a good impact on each other.  

https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/news-and-events/news/ofsted-s-big-listen-response-from-education-support/
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/news-and-events/news/ofsted-s-big-listen-response-from-education-support/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412021002208
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412021002208
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-lives-of-teachers-and-leaders-wave-2/working-lives-of-teachers-and-leaders-wave-2-summary-report
http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10117575/3/Green_British%20Teachers9_paper_revised_final.pdf


Schools can choose to focus on creating cultures than prioritise good quality relationships 
among everyone in their community. This includes developing staff relational skills, and also 
prioritising reflective practice (examples of which are coaching, and professional 
supervision).  

It will be challenging to deliver in the current context of strapped resources and high 
workload and work intensity. In 2024, 50% of education staff say their organisational culture 
negatively affects their mental health. 

Many school leaders tell us that if they want to prioritise this culture improvement work, 
they must seek out advice and training in their own way and in their own time. There is 
room here for the Government to act to ensure this is more consistent, and school leaders 
are better supported to do this work.  

Education Support currently provides professional supervision to school leaders. In the year 
23/24, of those who said they were thinking of leaving the profession, one third said they 
changed their mind following participating in professional supervision.  

 

4. How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are 
the opinions of teachers on this point? If so, how?  

There is also a strong appetite among educators for better training and upskilling on how to 
support children and young people with unmet social, emotional and learning needs. This 
type of training should be developed with involvement from teachers themselves. There 
must also be recognition that teachers cannot stand in for external experts and agencies like 
social services, CAMHS for the NHS.  

 

You can see more of our research here: 

Teacher Wellbeing Index 2024: https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-
organisations/research/teacher-wellbeing-index/  

Teaching: the new reality (2023) https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-
organisations/research/teaching-the-new-reality/  

The Teacher Retention Commission report (2023): 
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/1970s-working-
conditions-in-the-2020s-modernising-the-professional-lives-of-teachers-for-the-21st-
century/  

 

End 

https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/get-help/help-for-your-staff/wellbeing-services/professional-supervision/
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/get-help/help-for-your-staff/wellbeing-services/professional-supervision/
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/teacher-wellbeing-index/
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/teacher-wellbeing-index/
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/teaching-the-new-reality/
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/teaching-the-new-reality/
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/1970s-working-conditions-in-the-2020s-modernising-the-professional-lives-of-teachers-for-the-21st-century/
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/1970s-working-conditions-in-the-2020s-modernising-the-professional-lives-of-teachers-for-the-21st-century/
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/1970s-working-conditions-in-the-2020s-modernising-the-professional-lives-of-teachers-for-the-21st-century/


 



Subject: Has the Love of Learning been lost? Module 2: Curriculum Design and Engagement 
Prof. Emily Farran 

Contact: e.farran@surrey.ac.uk 

https://www.surrey.ac.uk/people/emily-farran 

 

Emily Farran directs the leading UK spatial cognition lab. She has led numerous studies to 
demonstrate the importance of spatial reasoning for STEM and written policy briefings on this topic.  
Spatial reasoning refers to the ability to understand the spatial properties of objects such as their size 
and location, and to visualise objects and problems in the mind. Spatial reasoning underpins problem 
solving and critical thinking, fosters resilience and perseverance and is an essential skill for STEM 
proficiency. There is a robust body of research which demonstrates that spatial training is effective in 
improving spatial thinking and STEM attainment (meta-analyses: Uttal et al., 2013: Hawes et al., 
2022). Vital to the sometimes dull image of maths and other STEM subjects, spatial activities are 
enjoyable; engagement scores for our spatial activities and training demonstrate that children love 
learning spatially (see project summaries below). Paradoxically, opportunity to develop spatial 
abilities in schools is limited. This neglect in teaching children to think and learn spatially is evident in 
England’s latest PISA and TIMSS results where ‘shape and space’ and geometry are weak relative to 
other areas of mathematics.  
Our recent research has shown that not only does spatial training improve children’s mathematics 
performance, but children find it highly engaging and motivating, leading to improved attitudes to 
maths. Furthermore, spatial training helps children to build resilience and perseverance. A focus on 
spatial abilities in schools could contribute to increased love of learning whilst also addressing the 
STEM skills shortage. This is important due to our changing society, in which data use and data 
science, much of which is underpinned by spatial reasoning, is increasing across careers (Royal 
Society, 2023). Spatial training supports rich and engaging educational experiences; without it we risk 
further dampening children’s motivation to learn. 
Spatial training also fosters inclusivity, an issue discussed in the interim curriculum and assessment 
review report. For example, in our Royal Society expert opinion document we highlight that spatial 
reasoning supports: “inclusivity: making mathematics more enjoyable, sociable and multicultural, by 
allowing children to relate to mathematics in different ways, drawing on interests, aptitudes and out 
of school experiences.” and that “It can reduce the indifference and anxiety many people feel 
towards mathematics, including teachers as well as pupils.” 

The amount of curriculum content is discussed in the interim curriculum and assessment review 
report as something that needs to be addressed. Whilst the mathematics curriculum content is 
already very full, avenues for including spatial training are via geometry (which is comparatively 
under-specified) and by spatialising existing content (examples here and here). Summaries of the 
most relevant projects are provided below. 
 

Block Construction Skills for Mathematics (BLOCS): https://www.surrey.ac.uk/block-construction-
skills-mathematics-blocs 

We wanted to know if LEGO® construction training can improve Lego construction ability, spatial 
skills and mathematics. We worked with 198 children, who took part in one of three of our group 
training programmes as a lunchtime club at school. We had two Lego clubs (physical and digital 
format) and a crafts club. Children in the Lego clubs built Lego models, using either physical Lego 
bricks, or in our digital Lego platform. Before and after taking part in the clubs, children completed 

https://www.surrey.ac.uk/people/emily-farran
https://www.surrey.ac.uk/cognition-genes-and-developmental-variability-lab
https://www.surrey.ac.uk/spatial-reasoning/policy-briefings
https://www.surrey.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2023-12/spatial-reasoning-for-policy-makers.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0028446
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/dev0001281
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/dev0001281
https://www.tes.com/magazine/teaching-learning/primary/timss-could-focus-spatial-reasoning-improve-maths-scores
https://royalsociety.org/-/media/policy/projects/maths-futures/new-approach-to-mathematics-and-data-education.pdf?la=en-GB&hash=8FFA5FD36A6E5606C834AE38DB33B37C
https://royalsociety.org/-/media/policy/projects/maths-futures/new-approach-to-mathematics-and-data-education.pdf?la=en-GB&hash=8FFA5FD36A6E5606C834AE38DB33B37C


tasks to measure their Lego construction, spatial and maths abilities. We also asked them how 
engaging the activities were. Lego training improved Lego construction ability. Some improvements 
in arithmetic were evident as a result of digital Lego training, relative to the other two groups. 
Relevant to this call for evidence, children’s engagement scores were extremely high (scores of 26 
out of 30), indicating a strong love of learning in this way. This suggests that incorporating spatial 
training into mathematics would improve attitudes to mathematics.  
Reference: McDougal, E., Silverstein, P., Treleaven,O., Jerrom, L., Gilligan-Lee, K., Gilmore, C., & 

Farran, E. K. (2023). Assessing the impact of LEGO® construction training on spatial and 
mathematical skills. Developmental Science, e13432. https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.13432  

Spatial Cognition to Enhance Mathematical Learning (SPACE) 
Similar to the BLOCs project above, we wanted to know if a LEGO® construction intervention (SPACE 

sessions) can improve spatial skills and mathematics competence. This time the training for children 

was paired with teacher training, and the SPACE sessions took place during time allocated for 

mathematics lessons in the school day. We worked with over 500 children, who took part in 12 whole 
class 30-minute SPACE sessions or were part of a business as usual control condition. We found that 

the SPACE programme significantly improved children’s spatial and mathematics abilities, and teachers 

reported that the training was feasible to deliver as part of their classroom teaching. Of direct 

relevance to this call for evidence, the independent evaluation report states that “pupils engaged well 

with the programme, including those from disadvantaged backgrounds, maintaining focus and 

motivation throughout the sessions.” Teachers also reported that the “programme had a positive 

effect on fine motor skills, resilience, perseverance, and confidence”. These are all skills that foster a 

love of learning and counters the perception of mathematics being dull or boring. 

 

Reference:  

Pupil attainment score: https://www.surrey.ac.uk/spatial-cognition-enhance-mathematical-learning-

space/research-outputs 

Acceptability and feasibility:  

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/projects-and-evaluation/projects/space-2022-23-

pilot  

 

We have created resources to support education practitioners to teach children to think and learn 
spatially, and submitted evidence to the Curriculum and Assessment Review to advocate for a 
spatialised curriculum. 
 

Relevant outputs from Emily Farran 

Policy briefings 

https://www.surrey.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2023-12/spatial-reasoning-for-policy-makers.pdf 
https://www.surrey.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2023-12/spatial-reasoning-for-teachers_0.pdf 
https://www.surrey.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/spatial-reasoning-policy-briefing.pdf 
 

Expert panel perspective on spatial reasoning 
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Education APPG Inquiry: Has the love of learning been lost? 

Response from Field Studies Council submitted 22nd April 2025 

Field Studies Council is an environmental education charity established in 1943. We are probably best known for 
providing residential and day courses for GCSE and A level learners to undertake their biology and geography 
fieldwork at our network of centres across the UK. However, we also offer outdoor learning, adventure and natural 
history courses for all ages and abilities.  

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers?  

a) We see many learners of all ages come to our centres with a natural curiosity, a sense of awe and wonder 
about the natural world and a desire to explore it – often through all five senses. The decline is rather in 
those opportunities for every child to capitalise and build on that love of learning.  
 

b) Outdoor learning can so often ignite a love of learning and of teaching by providing a learning environment 
that encourages questions, first hand exploration and discovery. Learning outdoors brings classroom, screen 
and textbook learning to life. Crucially, it also provides an ideal learning environment because of all the 
additional health, wellbeing and learning benefits that connecting to nature brings.  
 

c) What we have seen over many years is the relentless decline in the opportunities for all children to 
experience high quality outdoor learning throughout their school years.  This has therefore resulted in many 
students missing out on the chance to develop and maintain a love of learning, and teachers to maintain 
their love of teaching by exploring every subject in the curriculum in an exciting and stimulating outdoor 
setting.  
 

2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more structural or societal?  

a) Structural and societal changes have both impacted the amount of time that children spend learning in the 
outdoors. The reasons why fieldwork and outdoor residentials have shortened and in some cases no longer 
take place are many but continue to grow.  
 

b) This charity has seen an average residential stay (across all courses and age groups) decrease from 4.6 days in 
2003 to 2.9 in 2023. This has meant considerable pressure to get through the required content, but less time 
for exploration and time for learners to go and find things out for themselves. For some, especially for those 
children not used to being in a rural setting, or for those who are anxious to start with, it can take a little bit 
of time to adjust before learning can take place and they start to flourish. Our tutors find that some of our 
younger visitors just need to rush around on a beach (especially if it is their first visit) or burn off some energy 
before they can learn.  
 

c) Cost, including travel costs -which can sometimes be more than the cost of accommodation and teaching- 
especially since the cost of living crisis has seen increasing numbers of schools cancelling visits because either 
the school or the parents cannot afford to contribute.  
 

d) Some schools have a policy that if not all the children can go then nobody goes. Although this charity has a 
fund to help in such situations, it is always oversubscribed. We find that those who would benefit the most 
are most likely to miss out when compared to their better off peers who can perhaps experience outdoor 
learning through out of school clubs, societies, travel and family holidays.  
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e) The cost of covering the staff that are away is also cited as a reason. With that and timetable pressures, we 
are seeing schools impose strict limits on the length of any “out of school” experience. We had one school 
recently decline a fully funded residential opportunity for their students to undertake all their mandatory A 
level geography fieldwork with us because they were not allowed to take 4 days out of school. As the funding 
was allocated specifically for disadvantaged learners, it is doubtful wither they were able to find an 
alternative similar experience.  
 

f) Cost and time pressures now mean that if trips go ahead they may take place in the local area and although 
this has benefits, many learners will miss out on exploring somewhere very different from home and the 
“wow factor” of a very different landscape to the one that they are used to. This charity has been a delivery 
partner in Generation Green 2 which offered funded outdoor residentials and day trips and for 36% of those 
who took part, it was their first trip to the countryside. As one tutor explained “we regularly teach urban 
teenagers who have never worn wellies before, never been in a river, never been outside London”. 
 

g) Less time spent in an outdoor setting can have implications for the love of learning too. For example, 
developing good fieldwork or geographical skills can take time and practice. But designing experiments, 
(especially in the real world rather than the controlled environment of the laboratory), doing trial runs, 
learning from what has and hasn’t worked and then redesigning the experiments is part of being a scientist 
but that journey of discovery is what makes learning fun. Outdoor learning has so many more variables and 
challenges to deal with: the tide rolls in over an experiment, the wildlife that you want to observe doesn’t 
show up, the weather doesn’t cooperate with your plans. So much is learned and remembered from what 
didn’t work and why and because of the need to problem solve and adapt to circumstances.  When learning 
is rushed the focus can end up being on just getting to the correct answer rather than taking time to ask 
questions and enjoy the journey of exploration.  
 

h) Time pressures risks “teaching to the test” and leaves little room for extra learning which in turn can lead to 
missing out on the joy of learning. We always try to find some way of adding the awe and wonder of nature 
when covering the required content. This was one example from one of our experienced tutors, teaching the 
GCSE rivers content to a group from London. “I was trying …to give some instructions about fieldwork, [a girl] 
ran past me to the riverbank. I called her to come back to me but she cried out ‘but miss, there’s a duck and 
I’ve never seen a duck in real life before’ and whipped out her phone to take a video. Of course, we then all 
watched the ducks.”  
 

i) There are some societal changes that also have an impact on the opportunities to develop a love of learning 
through being outdoors. For some learners, urban and deprived areas offer fewer really exciting 
opportunities to explore a range of wild habitats. However, some schools based in even our national 
landscapes are still unable to access them for outdoor learning – the costs of equipment and lack of transport 
can impact these rural learners too.  
 

j) One societal observation of our tutors is that even learners from seemingly “better off” backgrounds, living 
within easy access to high quality green and blue spaces do not spend time learning in nature. Their time 
even out of school is so filled and so structured with after school sports, clubs and activities, that there is 
little time for freedom to explore and learning through their own discoveries.  

 

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning environment?  

a) Schools can adapt by taking more lessons out of doors to provide a better learning environment. 
 

b) It’s not just environmental education charities such as ours that are asking for more opportunities for all 
young people to experience more outdoor learning – the call has come from young people themselves. This 
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can be clearly seen in their enthusiastic involvement in helping to create the new GCSE in Natural History of 
their response to the current Curriculum and Assessment Review via The Youth Shadow Panel Interim Report 
January 2025. Our society also needs people with the skills and knowledge to help combat climate change 
and restore nature. With access to high quality outdoor learning now at risk of becoming the preserve of only 
the better off, schools can play a pivotal role in developing a better learning environment for all by using the 
outdoors as a classroom.  
 

c) By doing this, schools can adapt and reap the learning, health and wellbeing benefits and offer a learning 
environment that can suit more learners, as well as one that inspires curiosity and sparks a love of learning. 
As one of our tutors explained “outside, the noise from other learning isn’t bouncing off the walls, so loud 
kids can be loud and quiet kids can find some peace to take part in activity without being stressed or 
distracted”. She reported that getting the attention of the class is easier outside than inside and behaviour 
issues come up less when outdoors.   
 

d) “Which begs the question, if we can teach a lesson outdoors, why don’t we? Would it be too difficult to teach 
a lesson on Pythagoras outside, drawing triangles on the car park in chalk, compared to indoors drawing 
triangles on a whiteboard?”. We have had teachers take photos of their class enjoying a low ropes course and 
then use the photos to teach all about angles.  
 

e) The outdoors can provide a better learning environment for all curriculum subjects, not just the traditional 
ones of science or geography. The outdoors also provides an opportunity to see the links between subjects. 
For example, the rocky shore day part of our residential allowed the children to ask about the pebbles on the 
beach which led to discussion about processes, timescales, plate tectonics and what the beach would have 
looked like millions of years ago. From a simple starting point, they were inspired to ask questions and find 
out answers that further inspired and surprised them.  
 

f) Using the outdoors can also bring context to what is learned and how it relates to real life. A teacher on one 
of our residentials said that “The boys began to appreciate that knowledge, skills and learning can be 
accessed in the immediate environment. They saw the link between science and their own experience, they 
saw how poets are ordinary people talking about their ‘ordinary’ experiences… they saw that learning is for 
everyone” 

4. How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are the opinions of teachers 
on this point? If so how?  

a) We work with so many great teachers who understand and value all the benefits of outdoor learning but 
cannot take full advantage of those benefits because of timetable pressures. Learning outside the classroom 
can offer significant benefits for teachers and teachers have spoken to us about the importance of play and 
unstructured learning for children 

 

b) For example, a residential trip away from the usual classroom hierarchies can re-set relationships as peers 
and teachers spend time together in a different less pressured environment, doing some fun team building 
exercises, sharing mealtimes or sitting around a campfire. Outdoor learning and fieldwork allow smaller 
groups of students to spread out, facilitating opportunities to have better conversations with teachers and 
opportunities to talk whilst walking side by side rather than face to face when conversations tend to flow 
more naturally.  
 

c) Feedback from teachers themselves is that they got to know their students so much better and as a result, 
are able to adapt their teaching to suit them when they returned to school. Students have reported feeling 
much more confident in being able to ask for help as a result of getting to know their teacher better. As the 
outdoors can help alleviate the stress caused by noise and improved behaviour, teachers can spend more 
time teaching than managing behaviour.  

https://shadowpanel.uk/about/interim-report
https://shadowpanel.uk/about/interim-report
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d) The overall decline in fieldwork and outdoor learning opportunities has meant that we are now seeing 
teachers who themselves have not had much of their own outdoor learning and teaching experiences. Lack 
of confidence is often cited as a reason for not undertaking more outdoor learning and when teachers co-
teach with our tutors, they have found the idea of sessions where there are more variables than in a 
classroom to be quite challenging and that they had to embrace a different way of learning. We do offer 
ongoing CPD for teachers on how to use nature to teach – and there is clearly a big demand for it.  

5. How can technology be harnessed to support richer and more engaging educational experiences.  

a) We have used technology to take out some of less exciting data collection aspects of fieldwork and allow 
groups to focus on the more interesting aspects of learning out of doors. We had also used virtual reality in 
advance to help prepare groups for the kind of landscapes that they will be studying in so that they orientate 
more quickly. VR can also be used to demonstrate what particular landscapes in which they are standing 
looked like during the ice ace or in previous geological periods.  

6.           To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations:  

a) What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good learning environment for 
students and teachers?  

i. We work with many schools that truly value the many benefits of outdoor learning for its education, personal 
and health and mental wellbeing benefits. They allow time for outdoor learning experiences and time to reap 
the benefits. They have a regular progression of outdoor learning from an early age – for example in making 
the school grounds wildlife friendly, to using a local park to then going away on a residential to somewhere 
that contrasts with where the learners live.  
 

ii. We see schools increasingly using the outdoors to enhance all subjects in the curriculum and develop lots of 
cross curricular themes. Since Covid, we have seen outdoor learning and nature connection successfully re-
engage learners with learning, with school and with their peers. An outdoor learning residential is an ideal 
opportunity to build social skills, confidence and team building skills, especially for those who missed out on 
early socialisation during the pandemic. 

 

        b)   What examples are there of schools dealing with youth mental health in a particularly cogent way  

i. Using nature connection to boost mental health is also increasingly understood and used by schools. Using 
nature to reduce stress and anxiety can have a powering impact on a child’s ability to learn. For example, 
having a quiet, green space for learners who are feeling overwhelmed to allowing learners to develop their 
“countryside capital” – ie the knowledge and confidence to allow them to access and enjoy the countryside 
safely and respectfully and thus set them up for a lifetime of enjoyment and health benefits.  

This charity has seen firsthand over many years how time spent in the outdoors and engaging all five senses with 
nature really can restore a love of learning.  

Joy Blizzard 

Policy and Communications Officer 

j.blizzard@field-studies-council.org 

Field Studies Council 

April 2025 

mailto:j.blizzard@field-studies-council.org
https://www.field-studies-council.org/
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Introduction 

1. The Furniture Industry Research Association (FIRA) is the UK’s leading body for 

research, testing and standards in the furniture sector. We have a team of 

ergonomics experts, passionate about educational furniture. 

 

2. Our current research, ‘An exploration of educational furniture procurement’ 
examines how procurement practices influence the quality and suitability of 

classroom environments. The pilot study of this research project was published in 

January 2025 (1) and will be included with this submission of evidence. FIRA has 

committed to funding the full study to follow on from this pilot study, and this work is 

ongoing. 

 

3. FIRA’s Ergonomics experts also make significant contributions to the development 

of European and British standards for educational furniture. To support this work, in 

2001, FIRA published survey results (2) from a large anthropometric study of school 

children, measuring 1500 children across England. This work was partly funded by 

BESA, which also published the findings of this study. In 2008, FIRA published another 

report called ‘Safe Seats of Learning’ (3), which aimed to stimulate specifiers to 

question the current methods used to select furniture and the rationale behind 

decisions made.  

 

4. This submission highlights how educational furniture, often overlooked in policy 

conversations, has a meaningful impact on pupil well-being, engagement, and the 

overall learning climate. We also explore the speculative but plausible link between 

furniture, self-esteem, and mental health, supported by anecdotal evidence from 

educators. 

 

5. The evidence presented here has relevance for modules 1 and 2: 

■ Module 1 - by discussing the current landscape of educational furniture. 

■ Module 2 - by proposing that educational furniture should be seen as a tool to 

support pupil engagement and teaching practice, rather than the current and 

long-standing view of it being a low-cost commodity.  This would require taking 

a holistic view of the design of educational environments in conjunction with 

the design and delivery of the curriculum.  

 

Schools Are Changing - Furniture Should Too 

6. Today’s schools are adapting to: 

■ Rising anxiety and mental health challenges 
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■ Increased neurodiversity and SEND needs 

■ A focus on inclusion, flexibility, and personalised learning 

■ The aftermath of underinvestment in the physical estate 

 

7. In this evolving landscape, furniture plays a subtle but profound role. Pupils spend 

thousands of hours seated, around 70% of their school day (4); yet many schools still 

rely on outdated, uninspiring and institutional-looking, uncomfortable, one-size-fits-

all furniture that undermines the kind of nurturing and stimulating environments 

schools are striving to create.  

 

8. Despite successive governments' initiatives to transform education, e.g. Building 

Schools for the Future in England in the 2000s, Priority Schools Building programme 

launched in 2014, and the current School Rebuilding Programme, nothing has 

changed in the design or procurement of educational furniture in the last 

decade.  In 2016, a researcher at the University of Brighton published a PhD thesis 

(5) which explored the role that the school chair played in the primary school 

classroom. The research findings demonstrated that ‘the archetypal school chair is 

an inappropriate design for primary school users and identified why design alone 

will not alter the status quo.  Social and cultural factors, as well as the design affect 

the way that children use chairs in school, and both need to alter for any real 

change to take effect’. Almost a decade later, FIRA’s 2025 pilot study (1) found 

that the furniture currently available for schools to purchase does not differ from 

that observed in the PhD study in 2016. 

 

9. Despite the central role that furniture plays in shaping the classroom experience, it 

is often overlooked during the planning and design of school buildings. As 

highlighted in ’Designing Schools from the Inside Out’ by James Clarke (6), 

significant capital programmes such as Building Schools for the Future allocated 

less than 1% of their budgets to general teaching furniture, even though students 

spend more than 60% of their school day in these spaces. Clarke describes how 

furniture was frequently treated as an afterthought, with decisions about what and 

how much to procure often made without consultation with teachers or end users 

and sometimes based on standardised data sheets rather than actual 

pedagogical needs. The result, he argues, was a process that prioritised 

architecture over function, with furniture budgets constrained to levels as low as 

£750 per room in some £18–20 million new build projects. Clarke’s analysis 

underlines the need to rebalance priorities, placing interior design and furniture 

selection at the heart of educational space planning, not the periphery. 
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Evidence from Our Pilot Study and Literature 

Evidence from Our Pilot Study  

10. Our 2025 pilot study ‘An exploration of educational furniture procurement – Pilot 

Study - What are the influencing factors that determine what furniture is bought for 

classrooms?’ (1) revealed: 

■ Severe constraints on school furniture procurement 

o This results in schools defaulting to limited, cost-driven catalogues, often 

at the expense of ergonomic quality and suitability for pupils’ needs. 

■ Low ergonomic awareness among purchasers 

o Without adequate training or awareness, those responsible for 

procurement may unknowingly select furniture that contributes to poor 

posture, discomfort, and reduced concentration among pupils. 

■ A lack of end-user engagement 

o Excluding teachers and pupils from the selection process can lead to 

decisions that overlook daily classroom realities, reducing the 

functionality and acceptance of the furniture. 

■ Widespread support from manufacturers and suppliers for reform 

o Manufacturers and suppliers of educational furniture recognise that the 

archetypal, low-cost classroom furniture is inadequate and are receptive 

to change and innovation. However, the reality is that they 

acknowledge that school funds are limited and that there is currently 

limited demand for innovative and higher value furniture, meaning they 

are unlikely to invest in costly product development.  

 

11. We also found that BS EN 1729 (the standard for educational furniture) is not widely 

understood or enforced, leading to misaligned furniture and significant posture and 

concentration issues. Multiple studies (7,9,10,11,12,13) have found a mismatch in 

the size of children and the classroom furniture they are using, another failing of the 

furniture used in classrooms today. 

 

12. Our current research (1) builds on the findings of FIRA’s 2008 publication ‘Safe Seats 

of Learning’ (3), which identified that many students experience discomfort due to 

inappropriate furniture sizing and design. This report provided some of the earliest 

industry-led evidence on how furniture impacts posture, concentration, and 

engagement, issues that remain relevant today. 
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The Need for Parity: Children vs Adults in Ergonomic 

Protection 

13. One of the most striking and overlooked contrasts in the UK’s approach to 

wellbeing lies in how we treat adults in the workplace versus children in schools. 

 

14. In office environments, there are legal requirements for ergonomic furniture, 

adjustable workstations, and risk assessments to protect employees from 

musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) and other health issues. By contrast, no such 

protections exist for children, who are arguably at even greater risk due to their 

ongoing physical development. 

 

15. Children can spend 70% of their school day seated, often in rigid, one-size-fits-all 

furniture. The design of many classroom chairs is based on one developed for low-

cost manufacture in the 1960s.  Early childhood and adolescence are critical 

periods for developing healthy postural habits, core strength, and balance. If we 

are serious about reducing long-term health burdens, then school environments 

must be recognised as formative workspaces. 

 

16. Addressing postural health early could: 

■ Prevent early onset back pain 

■ Reduce sedentary behaviour 

■ Foster neuromuscular development 

■ Lead to lower rates of MSDs in adulthood 

 

17. This isn't just an educational issue; it is a public health opportunity. 

 

Supporting Research 

The HEAD Study, University of Salford 

18. There is growing evidence to support the claim that physical classroom design, 

including furniture, has a measurable impact on learning. One of the most 

significant studies in this field is the HEAD (Holistic Evidence and Design) Project (14) 

led by Professor Peter Barrett at the University of Salford. 

 

“Furniture and features in the class that were ergonomic and comfortable for the 

children were significantly correlated with learning progress.” (14) 
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The Impact of School Environments, University of Newcastle for the Design 

Council 

19. Evidence from a Design Council literature review (7) found that ownership of space 

and equipment by both teachers and students is important. They also found that 

comfortable children were more on task. Ergonomic furniture that supports 

children’s natural need for movement was preferred, indicating that thoughtful 

furniture choices have a positive impact on engagement in the classroom, and a 

sense of ownership in the classroom environment. We propose that by improving 

the design of educational furniture, children will feel they are being valued, and 

their self-esteem will improve, impacting not only their mental health but also their 

enjoyment of learning. 

 

Teacher Wellbeing and Classroom Flexibility 

20. It can be presumed that the same environment that uplifts pupils can benefit 

teaching staff. Rigid, inflexible furniture restricts teachers' ability to adapt their 

space to suit different group sizes, teaching styles, or learners' needs. A design 

council literature review in 2005 (7) concluded that ‘Since different room 

arrangements serve different purposes, it is necessary for classrooms to have some 

degree of flexibility’. 
 

21. Furniture that supports modular layouts, movement, and accessibility can reduce 

the cognitive and logistical burden on teachers and encourage more dynamic, 

inclusive pedagogy. This can foster a greater sense of professional agency and joy 

in teaching, key to staff retention. 

 

Conclusion 

22. The physical environment shapes the emotional and cognitive environment. When 

students and teachers feel that their comfort and dignity are respected, right down 

to the chair they sit on, something subtle but powerful shifts. The room becomes 

more than a classroom: it becomes a place of possibility. 

 

23. It is well established that good workstation ergonomics is crucial to maintaining 

well-being and productivity of adults in workplaces, surely it is just as important, if 

not more important, to apply the same scrutiny to children’s workstations in schools. 

Ergonomic, inclusive furniture is not just about comfort, it’s about equity, mental 

health, and long-term national wellbeing. 
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24. The physical learning environment, including furniture, impacts student wellbeing 

and engagement, and plays a meaningful role in creating inclusive, supportive 

classrooms. 

 

25. Many UK schools lack ergonomic, inclusive, and adaptable furniture due to 

procurement constraints and budget pressures. 

 

26. Policy guidance and research into ergonomics in school settings are urgently 

needed. 

 

27. This submission acknowledges that there is a significant lack of evidence to guide 

how school furniture could be used to better support children, both physically and 

cognitively. Given that there is a growing body of evidence demonstrating the 

inadequacies of the existing school furniture, this only underscores the need to 

investigate this topic further. 

 

28. FIRA continues to support further research, provide expert guidance, and is ready 

to contribute to a new vision for school environments that reflect the values of 

care, dignity, and potential. 

 

Recommendations 

29. To help schools adapt to society’s changing needs and serve as a better learning 

environment we propose: 

I. Develop national guidance on ergonomic, inclusive, and wellbeing-

focused furniture procurement. 

II. Fund research into the link between learning environments and student 

mental health, self-esteem, and academic performance. 

III. Introduce pilot funding for flexible, ergonomic furniture solutions in selected 

schools and evaluate the outcomes. 

IV. Promote awareness of standards, like BS EN 1729, to help schools make 

informed choices. 

V. Treat educational furniture as a tool, not a commodity, part of the broader 

mission to create schools that feel safe, supportive, and inspiring. 

VI. Align children’s ergonomic protections with adult workplace standards. 

VII. Promote flexible, movement-supporting designs to support teachers and 

reduce musculoskeletal issues later in life. 
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Embedding Reading for Pleasure into the Curriculum: An evidence-based interven�on to bridge the 
disadvantage gap 

Introduc�on 

Reading for Pleasure (RfP) is a cri�cal element of educa�onal success and plays a vital role in 
enhancing children's wellbeing and life chances.12 Not only has evidence shown that RfP has a 
posi�ve impact on reading and wri�ng fluency, empathy, general knowledge and other key life skills, 
but it has also been linked with posi�ve wellbeing and mental health.  

Posi�ve steps have been taken to improve reading rates in the UK through phonics interven�ons, but 
there remains a significant opportunity to reverse the decline in RfP to the benefit of narrowing the 
disadvantage gap and equalising opportunity.  Indeed, the OECD have said that ‘finding ways to 
engage students in reading may be one of the most effec�ve ways to leverage social change’3 – it is 
clear that there is a real opportunity to work towards this key mission of Government through this 
low-cost interven�on in schools. 

This policy document outlines an evidence-based strategic approach to embedding RfP into the 
curriculum, emphasising its importance in addressing educa�onal dispari�es and advancing language 
development. 

Evidence of Impact 

Educa�onal Success: Reading proficiency is a key indicator of educa�onal achievement. Highligh�ng 
the value of reading for pleasure specifically, OECD research indicates that RfP is more influen�al on 
a child’s academic success than the family’s socio-economic status. 

The interim report of the Curriculum and Assessment review outlines an ambi�on for mastery of 
core concepts and effec�ve transi�ons in the na�onal curriculum. Indeed, submissions to the Call for 
Evidence outlined concerns that transi�ons are not always ‘well-aligned between key stages, 
par�cularly between key stage 2 and key stage 3’.4 This is exacerbated by evidence that suggests ‘4 in 
10 children are not mee�ng standards need to build successfully on founda�onal knowledge and 
thrive in secondary schooling’. 5  

 
1 Centre for Research in Psychology, Behaviour and Achievement: Reading for Pleasure, Reviewing the 
Evidence, (BookTrust, Coventry University), Accessed: 
htps://www.booktrust.org.uk/globalassets/resources/research/reading-for-pleasure-in-secondary-schools-
literature-review.pdf  
2 Reading Agency: The Impact of Reading for Pleasure and Empowerment Literature Review (June 2015), 
Accessed: htps://www.danskeforlag.dk/media/1613/036-rapport-fra-the-reading-agency-uk-the-impact-of-
reading-for-pleasure-and-empowerment.pdf  
3 OECD PISA 2000 Results: Reading for Change – Performance and engagement across countries. (2002) 
Available at: 
htps://www.oecd.org/educa�on/school/programmeforinterna�onalstudentassessmentpisa/33690904.pdf  
4 Department for Educa�on (DfE): Curriculum and Assessment Review Interim Report (March 2025) 
htps://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e6b43596745eff958ca022/Curriculum_and_Assessment_Rev
iew_interim_report.pdf  pp. 21 
5 Ibid. pp18 

https://www.booktrust.org.uk/globalassets/resources/research/reading-for-pleasure-in-secondary-schools-literature-review.pdf
https://www.booktrust.org.uk/globalassets/resources/research/reading-for-pleasure-in-secondary-schools-literature-review.pdf
https://www.danskeforlag.dk/media/1613/036-rapport-fra-the-reading-agency-uk-the-impact-of-reading-for-pleasure-and-empowerment.pdf
https://www.danskeforlag.dk/media/1613/036-rapport-fra-the-reading-agency-uk-the-impact-of-reading-for-pleasure-and-empowerment.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/school/programmeforinternationalstudentassessmentpisa/33690904.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e6b43596745eff958ca022/Curriculum_and_Assessment_Review_interim_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e6b43596745eff958ca022/Curriculum_and_Assessment_Review_interim_report.pdf


 
 
 
 
 

 

Research conducted by Sullivan and Brown indicates that the impact of RfP on vocabulary, spelling, 
and mathema�cs amongst 10-16 year-olds is four �mes greater than having a parent with a degree.6 

Embedding reading for pleasure in primary school and into secondary has the poten�al to support 
mastery and provide more effec�ve transi�ons to Key Stage 3. Reading around the curriculum also 
has the poten�al to support breadth and depth, while also empowering teachers to foster a love of 
learning.  

Language Development: Reading for pleasure has also been proven to assist communica�on and 
language development. Increased Book Talk – social discussion of books and reading – can develop 
language fluency and confidence with oracy from early years.  

According to research conducted by the Educa�on Endowment Founda�on, on average, oral 
language approaches have a high impact on pupil outcomes, with up to six months’ addi�onal 
progress.7  

The Open University has also explored the posi�ve correla�ons between increasing teacher’s 
knowledge of children’s texts, child-led book talk, and reading enjoyment,8 while HarperCollins’s 
Story�me in Schools study revealed that 61 of 67 teachers saw more discussion about books a�er 
implemen�ng daily story�me.9  

Developing a love of words through reading can enable language and oracy confidence across other 
subjects, in a low-pressure environment for pupils.   

Closing the Disadvantage Gap: Reading for pleasure offers a prac�cal solu�on to breaking down the 
barriers to opportunity, a core mission of Government. As evidenced, the disadvantage gap is evident 
from a young age, with disadvantaged children being almost five months behind their more affluent 
peers by age 5. We are aware that this gap increases to 19 months by age 1610, indica�ng the 
importance of early interven�on.  

 
6 Department for Educa�on (DfE): The reading framework. (July 2023) Available at: 
htps://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/atachment_data/file/1186732/
The_reading_framework.pdf  
7 Educa�on Endowment Founda�on: Oral language interven�ons (Evidence last reviewed July 2021), Accessed: 
htps://educa�onendowmen�ounda�on.org.uk/educa�on-evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit/oral-language-
interven�ons  
8 Open University Reading for Pleasure: Reading for pleasure pedagogy: Informal book talk, inside-text talk and 
Recommenda�ons Research Summary, Adapted from pages 97-99 and 115-118 in Cremin, T., Motram, M., 
Collins, F., Powell, S. and Safford, K. (2014) Building Communi�es of Engaged Readers: Reading for pleasure, 
London/New York: Routledge Available: htps://cdn.ourfp.org/wp-
content/uploads/20210205164522/Informal_book_talk_inside_text_talk_and_recommenda�ons_More_resea
rch_details-
final.pdf?_gl=1*1ustok6*_ga*MTI5MzU4OTEzMC4xNzMxNTEwMzc0*_ga_56HENEGN4V*MTczMTUxMDM3My
4xLjAuMTczMTUxMDM3My4wLjAuMA..  
9 Farshore: Story�me in Schools (HarperCollins, 2023), Available: 
htps://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/2473/3068/files/E6871_Story�me_white_paper_FINAL.pdf?v=1717687134   
10 Educa�on Policy Ins�tute: Annual Report 2024, (July 2024), Accessed: htps://epi.org.uk/annual-report-2024-
foreword-execu�ve-summary/  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1186732/The_reading_framework.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1186732/The_reading_framework.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit/oral-language-interventions
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit/oral-language-interventions
https://cdn.ourfp.org/wp-content/uploads/20210205164522/Informal_book_talk_inside_text_talk_and_recommendations_More_research_details-final.pdf?_gl=1*1ustok6*_ga*MTI5MzU4OTEzMC4xNzMxNTEwMzc0*_ga_56HENEGN4V*MTczMTUxMDM3My4xLjAuMTczMTUxMDM3My4wLjAuMA
https://cdn.ourfp.org/wp-content/uploads/20210205164522/Informal_book_talk_inside_text_talk_and_recommendations_More_research_details-final.pdf?_gl=1*1ustok6*_ga*MTI5MzU4OTEzMC4xNzMxNTEwMzc0*_ga_56HENEGN4V*MTczMTUxMDM3My4xLjAuMTczMTUxMDM3My4wLjAuMA
https://cdn.ourfp.org/wp-content/uploads/20210205164522/Informal_book_talk_inside_text_talk_and_recommendations_More_research_details-final.pdf?_gl=1*1ustok6*_ga*MTI5MzU4OTEzMC4xNzMxNTEwMzc0*_ga_56HENEGN4V*MTczMTUxMDM3My4xLjAuMTczMTUxMDM3My4wLjAuMA
https://cdn.ourfp.org/wp-content/uploads/20210205164522/Informal_book_talk_inside_text_talk_and_recommendations_More_research_details-final.pdf?_gl=1*1ustok6*_ga*MTI5MzU4OTEzMC4xNzMxNTEwMzc0*_ga_56HENEGN4V*MTczMTUxMDM3My4xLjAuMTczMTUxMDM3My4wLjAuMA
https://cdn.ourfp.org/wp-content/uploads/20210205164522/Informal_book_talk_inside_text_talk_and_recommendations_More_research_details-final.pdf?_gl=1*1ustok6*_ga*MTI5MzU4OTEzMC4xNzMxNTEwMzc0*_ga_56HENEGN4V*MTczMTUxMDM3My4xLjAuMTczMTUxMDM3My4wLjAuMA
https://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/2473/3068/files/E6871_Storytime_white_paper_FINAL.pdf?v=1717687134
https://epi.org.uk/annual-report-2024-foreword-executive-summary/
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However, daily reading can reduce this gap by up to 12 months, highligh�ng the urgent need for 
consistent reading prac�ces at home and school.11  

Reading for pleasure is more important for a child’s academic success than the family’s socio-
economic status.12 Ensuring adequate �me is spent on reading for pleasure can therefore level 
playing fields for pupils from all socio-economic backgrounds by suppor�ng mastery in founda�onal 
subjects, and narrow the disadvantage gap without the need for large-scale interven�ons.  

Wellbeing and Behaviour: Regular engagement with reading also enhances children's wellbeing, 
providing emo�onal comfort and stability. HarperCollins’ 2023 research states that amongst 8-17-
year-olds who read daily, 30% were happy and not anxious, reducing to 19% among those who read 
occasionally, and to 14% among those who never read.13 

This has been reinforced by academic research, which has found  

a strong link between reading for pleasure at an early age and a posi�ve performance in 
adolescence on cogni�ve tests that measured such factors as verbal learning, memory and 
speech development, and at school academic achievement. These children also had beter 
mental wellbeing, as assessed using a number of clinical scores and reports from parents and 
teachers, showing fewer signs of stress and depression, as well as improved aten�on and 
fewer behavioural problems such as aggression and rule-breaking. 14 

The Na�onal Literacy Trust research states that 76% of children who have high mental wellbeing 
think posi�vely about reading. Fewer than half who have low mental wellbeing think posi�vely about 
reading.15 Research has also found reading for enjoyment at age 11 was associated with higher levels 
of self-esteem, and more so when children engaged in reading for pleasure with their parents on a 
regular basis.16 

Embedding dedicated �me for reading for pleasure into the curriculum at primary and secondary can 
have a hugely posi�ve impact on empathy and respect for others. Research from the NLT showed 
that out of 64,066 surveyed children and young people aged 8 to 18, nearly 1 in 3 (31.9%) reported 
that reading helps them understand the views of other people, and nearly 1 in 3 (31.6%) also said 

 
11 Rachel Davis MBE and Sosu, E., & Ellis, S.: Closing the atainment gap in Sco�sh educa�on. (Joseph Rowntree 
Founda�on, 2014) Available: htps://www.jrf.org.uk/report/closing-atainment-gap-sco�sheduca�on  
12 Kirsch, I., de Jong, J., Lafontaine, D., McQueen, J., Mendelovits, J., & Monseur, C.: Reading for change: 
Performance and engagement across countries: Results from PISA 2000 (OECD, 2002) Available: 
htps://www.oecd.org/educa�on/school/programmeforinterna�onalstudentassessmentpisa/33690904.pdf  
13 HarperCollins UK: Story�me in Schools, (2023), 
htps://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/2473/3068/files/E6871_Story�me_white_paper_FINAL.pdf?v=1717687134 
14 Yun-Jun Sun & Barbara J. Sahakian et al.: Early-Ini�ated Childhood Reading for Pleasure: Associa�ons with 
Beter Cogni�ve Performance, Mental Well-being and Brain Structure in Young Adolescence. Psychological 
Medicine (28 June 2023) Available at: htps://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/reading-for-pleasure-early-in-
childhood-linked-to-beter-cogni�ve-performance-and-mental-wellbeing  
15 Na�onal Literacy Trust: Mental Wellbeing, Reading and Wri�ng (September 2018) 
htps://nlt.cdn.ngo/media/documents/Mental_wellbeing_reading_and_wri�ng_2017-18_-
_FINAL2_qTxyxvg.pdf  
16 Mak HW, Fancourt D.: Arts engagement and self-esteem in children: results from a propensity score matching 
analysis. (Ann N Y Acad Sci. 2019) Available: htps://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30985011/  
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https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/reading-for-pleasure-early-in-childhood-linked-to-better-cognitive-performance-and-mental-wellbeing
https://nlt.cdn.ngo/media/documents/Mental_wellbeing_reading_and_writing_2017-18_-_FINAL2_qTxyxvg.pdf
https://nlt.cdn.ngo/media/documents/Mental_wellbeing_reading_and_writing_2017-18_-_FINAL2_qTxyxvg.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30985011/


 
 
 
 
 

 

that reading helps them learn about other people and cultures.17 Embedding reading for pleasure at 
primary and secondary can support efforts to ensure all young people feel represented and recognise 
themselves in the curriculum  to promote engagement amongst learners, while also providing the 
opportunity for pupils to ‘encounter the unfamiliar’ and build empathy.18 

Recent policy roundtables in collabora�on with strategic leads for an English Hub, as well as the 
Oracy Commission, discussed the role of reading in fostering posi�ve behaviour and improving 
language confidence and fluency, leading to a greater appe�te for reading. As such, greater �me 
dedicated to reading for pleasure within the curriculum can also help to establish ambi�on and 
inclusivity, key principles in this review.   

Cultural and Community Development: Libraries and community spaces play a crucial role in 
fostering a reading culture, serving as resources for families and educa�onal ins�tu�ons. There has 
been a wealth of research surrounding the impact of library provision in schools which further 
highlights the poten�al role inclusion of reading for pleasure in the curriculum can have on families 
and communi�es, as well as individual pupils.19  

Challenges 

Despite the evidence of benefits, several challenges hinder the promo�on of RfP: 

Literacy Proficiency: Posi�ve steps have been taken through the phonics interven�on to increase the 
skill of reading, and posi�ve feedback has been received regarding the impact this has had in schools. 
However, it is essen�al to allow �me to develop the will to read, with opportuni�es for pupils at all 
levels to progress and find books that interest and engage them.  

Disadvantaged Access: Pupils from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds o�en have fewer 
opportuni�es to read, with nearly a million children in the UK lacking access to books, according to 
leading children’s author, Rob Biddulph.  

Indeed, the Great Libraries Campaign’s research found that children eligible for free school meals 
(FSM) were less likely to have access to dedicated library spaces in their school, and higher FSM rates 
were associated with fewer physical library resources.20 An NLT and Chase survey also found that 20 
per cent of parents were buying fewer books for their children, increasing to 36 per cent of those 
parents who were struggling financially because of rising costs.21 

 
17 NLT: Reading and Empathy (2023) Available: htps://literacytrust.org.uk/blog/empathy-day-2023-reading-for-
pleasure-and-
empathy/#:~:text=Our%20research%3A%20reading%20for%20pleasure%20and%20empathy&text=Of%20the%
2064%2C066%20children%20and,about%20other%20people%20and%20cultures.  
18 Department for Educa�on (DfE): Curriculum and Assessment Review Interim Report (March 2025) 
htps://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e6b43596745eff958ca022/Curriculum_and_Assessment_Rev
iew_interim_report.pdf pp. 28 
19 School Library Associa�on: Why do school libraries mater? htps://www.sla.org.uk/Services/Public/Why-do-
school-libraries-mater.aspx?hkey=62ccfd88-602d-45e5-aa3a-667c1bcdb4ed  
20 Great School Libraries: Report (7 March 2023) Available: 
htps://www.greatschoollibraries.org.uk/2023research   
21 NLT and Chase: Children and young people’s access to books and educa�onal devices at home during the 
cost-of-living crisis (February 2023) Available: htps://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-
reports/children-young-people-book-access-cost-of-living/  
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https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/children-young-people-book-access-cost-of-living/
https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/children-young-people-book-access-cost-of-living/


 
 
 
 
 

 

Timetables: The curriculum and �metables are incredibly packed, making it difficult to jus�fy se�ng 
aside the �me to read to children or ringfence �me for reading for pleasure. As the Curriculum and 
Assessment Review states, there exists a ‘struggle to cover all content with sufficient depth and 
nega�vely affects pupils’ ability to master founda�onal concepts’ at KS1 and KS2. Addi�onally, 
assessments in spelling and grammar have led to the teaching of textual features in isola�on at the 
expense of a sound understanding of reading and wri�ng.22  

HarperCollins research with NielsenIQ BookData indicates that 23 per cent 14–17-year-olds are never 
provided with the opportunity to read their own choice of book during lesson �me.23 While this 
figure is lower for younger cohorts, it is clear that �metable pressures have had resulted in a 
reduc�on of dedicated �me for reading for pleasure in secondary especially. 

As accountability measures are atached to these aspects of reading rather than a reading culture in 
schools, it reduces the extent to which reading for pleasure is a priority in school improvement plans.  

A�tudes: Reading for pleasure and reading as a skill to learn are o�en conflated. Teaching of reading 
has historically focussed on literacy and evalua�on of proficiency, reinforced by exis�ng assessment 
and accountability structures. As such, children o�en consider reading to be a task or a skill to learn, 
rather than something to enjoy. HarperCollins’ research with NielsenIQ BookData indicates an 
increase in the propor�on of children who think reading is more of a subject to learn than a fun thing 
to do, over the last two years. Evidence also indicates that interven�ons such as ‘Drop Everything 
and Read’ or ‘Everyone Reading in Class’ can exacerbate poor a�tudes to reading, by reinforcing the 
idea that children do not have choice or agency. A challenge for educators is that reading for 
pleasure is not a ‘subject’ and so it can’t be taught in the conven�onal sense of delivering a lesson. 

Funding: School budgets are increasingly under pressure from rising costs. This is compounded by an 
uncertain future for English Hub funding, which means schools o�en cannot afford to update their 
libraries with new �tles that will appeal to changing demographics, and new children’s literature. 
Indeed, BESA research has indicated an increasingly difficult fiscal landscape for schools, whose 
spending is largely dedicated to staffing and capital costs, as well as energy bills.24 

Parental Engagement: Many parents face barriers to suppor�ng their children’s reading for pleasure, 
including lack of resources and knowledge, English not being their first language, and perceiving 
subjects that are not assessed to be of lesser importance.  

Policy Recommenda�ons 

1. Develop a Reading Culture in Early Years 

Start Early: Embed RfP ini�a�ves in nursery and early educa�on se�ngs. As the research above has 
shown, the disadvantage gap only widens across age cohorts. By embedding reading for pleasure 

 
22 Department for Educa�on (DfE): Curriculum and Assessment Review Interim Report (March 2025) 
htps://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e6b43596745eff958ca022/Curriculum_and_Assessment_Rev
iew_interim_report.pdf pp. 39 
23 HarperCollins UK and NielsenIQ BookData: ‘Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer 2024’ (April 2025) 
*To be released publicly on 30th April 2025*  
24 Bri�sh Educa�on Suppliers Associa�on: The Fiscal Landscape in English Schools. 
Analysis of the CFR and AAR Returns from English Schools (September 2024) Available: 
htps://www.besa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/FISCAL-Landscape-in-English-Schools-1.pdf  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e6b43596745eff958ca022/Curriculum_and_Assessment_Review_interim_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e6b43596745eff958ca022/Curriculum_and_Assessment_Review_interim_report.pdf
https://www.besa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/FISCAL-Landscape-in-English-Schools-1.pdf


 
 
 
 
 

 

from an early age and making links between the EYFS curriculum guidance and the primary 
curriculum, pupils will enter school more aware of books. It would also ease transi�on to KS3 by 
suppor�ng mastery of founda�onal subjects and skills. 

Training for Educators: Provide professional development for early years and school educators on the 
importance of RfP, including knowledge of children’s literature and the skills involved in reading 
aloud; and following tested interven�ons such as the RfP Quality Mark from the Open University, as 
well as the Teacher Reading Challenge.  

Breakfast clubs/nurseries: Seize the opportunity presented by the emphasis on early educa�on and 
breakfast clubs, by including guidance on daily story �me during off-�metable �me in schools.  

2. Reading for Pleasure in the Primary and Secondary Curriculum  

Story�me in the Curriculum: As part of this Curriculum and Assessment review, and from the data 
gathered, we would recommend embedding interven�ons such as daily story�me in schools into the 
curriculum at primary and secondary, across all subjects. HarperCollins has conducted research 
which evidences the posi�ve impact of daily story�me as a low-cost, high-impact solu�on, yet the 
propor�on of 5–10-year-olds who experience a daily story at school is decreasing.25 

Promo�ng awareness of the benefits of reading for pleasure would provide teachers with permission 
and confidence to dedicate �me in a busy �metable to reading purely for enjoyment; and highlight 
that the investment in �me in the curriculum is worth the posi�ve outcomes in atainment, 
wellbeing, ambi�on, and inclusivity.  

Enjoyment in Secondary Educa�on: Shi� the focus in KS3 from purely atainment outcomes to 
fostering enjoyment in reading. HarperCollins has conducted new research into the impact of book 
clubs on reluctant readers at secondary school, the results of which will soon be published. Wider 
reading and reading for purpose and enjoyment should be con�nued into secondary, where reading 
for pleasure is at an all-�me low, and the lack of mo�va�on to read poses a significant barrier to 
suppor�ng students with reading needs. Increasing the diversity of reading materials available would 
enable schools to match pupils with texts that both engage and represent them, leading to higher 
reading engagement.  

3. Diversify Reading Materials 

Choice in Books: Ensure children have a wide range of choice and books that reflect a variety of 
experiences. We need choice in classrooms, school libraries and public libraries. There is a great 
range of contemporary books published reflec�ng diverse experiences that need to find their way 
into schools. This would increase engagement with reading, but also promote empathy and an 
understanding of alterna�ve perspec�ves.  

Range of materials: It is important to include guidance and funding support for teachers to invest in a 
wide range of reading materials, including comic books and graphic novels, to engage diverse 
interests. 

4. Involve All Educators 

 
25 HarperCollins UK and NielsenIQ BookData: ‘Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer 2024’ (April 2025) 
*To be released publicly on 30th April 2025* 



 
 
 
 
 

 

Cross-Disciplinary Approach: Train all teachers, not just English specialists, to promote reading in 
their subject areas. In the spirit of one of the core principles of this review, establishing a strong 
founda�on in reading can be achieved by embedding the skill into the curriculum across different 
subjects. A diversity of reading materials from a range of subjects is also helpful in engaging pupils 
with a range of different interests.   

5. Engage Parents and Families 

Guidance for Parents: Feedback from teachers has suggested that parental disengagement, declining 
rates of children being read to, or a lack of confidence or resources for reading in the home has had a 
nega�ve impact on reading engagement and fluency in the classroom and school readiness. 
Providing support for teachers to communicate to parents through either resources, workshops or 
similar, would enable the sector to ensure children's reading journeys are being supported in the 
home. 

Community Ini�a�ves: There may be ways in which collabora�ons can be fostered on a more formal 
basis between libraries and community organisa�ons to create reading programmes for families. The 
Summer Reading Challenge is a posi�ve example.  

6. Monitor and Evaluate Progress 

Assessment Prac�ces: Reading for pleasure by defini�on should not be assessed, to foster a non-
pressured environment where students should feel free to explore and engage with books. As such, 
we advocate for daily story�me as a light-touch mechanism for teachers to remain aware of reading 
engagement without formal tes�ng. 

Accountability Measures: Currently, there are no accountability requirements for RfP. As part of this 
review, it would be valuable to explore relevant accountability measures for schools to establish a 
reading for pleasure strategy, and ensure due aten�on is paid to provisioning and equipping 
teachers with the relevant knowledge and resource to delivery upon the strategy.  

7. Funding  

Investment in Resources: Secure funding to increase access to a wide variety of books in schools and 
communi�es. HCUK stands with the wider industry campaign to provide Libraries for Primaries, and 
would welcome Government support in this area.  

Language Development: Offer effec�ve interven�ons in early years language development, with a 
choice of providers and proper funding support to ensure interven�ons are of high quality, and 
suited to individual schools’ needs.   

Case Study 

Story�me in School Trial Study (2023 spring term) 

Background 

April 2024 marks one year since the comple�on of the ‘Story�me in School’ trial. It was conducted 
throughout the spring term of 2023, when we asked teachers of 7- to 10-year-olds (years 3,4 and 5) 
in 20 primary schools around England to read aloud to their pupils for 20 minutes a day, purely for 
pleasure. We gave each school 200 new Farshore and HCCB books as an incen�ve to par�cipate. 

https://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/2473/3068/files/E6871_Storytime_white_paper_FINAL.pdf?v=1717687134


 
 
 
 
 

 

We wanted to test the effect of being read to daily at school on children’s mo�va�on to read, their 
atainment and their wellbeing. In our 2018 pilot study at one small school in Stoke on Trent we 
found reading to children daily resulted in drama�c increases in children’s enthusiasm to read and in 
their reading age. 

‘Story�me in School’ in 2023 involved 20 schools, circa 3000 children and 86 teachers. Reading aloud 
to children, just for their enjoyment, is not a statutory requirement on the curriculum in England. It is 
detailed in the non-statutory curriculum but with a jammed statutory agenda, teachers’ �me is at a 
premium and a daily story is not priori�sed in many schools. 

Indeed, prior to the trial, several teachers expressed concern about finding the �me every day and 
were worried about not being able to deliver what we asked of them throughout the term. 

Feedback was gathered at the beginning and end of the trial. In April 2023, at the end, 67 of the 86 
teachers responded, from 19 of the 20 schools. 

April 2023: Trial results 

The 2023 trial was enormously successful with a wealth of posi�ve feedback from teachers 
describing the benefits to children, including increased mo�va�on to read, increased ability to 
concentrate, reading a wider range of books, improved wellbeing, and posi�ve impacts on their 
behaviour and their rela�onship with the teachers. We placed an extra focus on year 4 children 
where they were evaluated pre- and post-trial using the Salford Test. This revealed an average 
reading age gain of 12 months and a shi� to excellence for reading comprehension, from 49% of 
pupils to 60%, over just one term. The schools benefited from receiving 200 free books and teachers 
believed these also helped to raise the profile of reading for pleasure at the school and boosted 
reading more generally among children. 

Children were very enthusias�c about the experience and at the end of the trial 77% said they 
wanted Story�me to con�nue. The trial worked because it took the pressure off: children knew there 
were no formal learning expecta�ons of them, they relaxed, they were happy, and so they engaged. 

Time challenges 

In the end-of-trial survey, some of the teachers said it had been hard to find 20 minutes during the 
day, and some said that par�cipa�ng in the trial had given them ‘permission’ to allocate the �me. 
55% of teachers did read daily, some did not manage to fit in the full 20 minutes. Nevertheless, the 
trial had such a posi�ve impact on the pupils that 91% of the teachers said they planned to con�nue 
with Story�me. When asked if they thought daily Story�me should be mandatory, 88% responded 
yes. 

End of trial: 

• 77% of children wanted Story�me to con�nue. 
• 44% of children chose to read more  
• Improved children’s mental wellbeing / supported the development of social skills, 

helped children explore their own emo�ons/ boosted their empathy / helped them focus  
• Calmed children: end of trial, 65% of boys and 76% of girls agreed ‘Story�me makes me 

feel calm’ 

Marked increase in both reading and comprehension atainment in year 4: 



 
 
 
 
 

 

• All schools moved their reading scores from average/ age appropriate to well above 
average.  

• The average reading age gain was 12 months across the en�re cohort.  
• 36% gained more than 13 months – over just one term!  
• All schools increased average comprehension scores – trial start: 49% children ‘well 

above average/ excellent’. Trial end: 60%.  
• School with 59% pupil premium: 4% of year 4 ‘excellent’ comprehension at start /52% at 

trial end.   

Story�me in School follow up (January 2024) 

In January 2024, all 20 teachers who were the trial leads in 2023 were contacted by email. They and 
their colleagues were invited to complete a follow-up survey, which carried an incen�ve of two free 
Farshore/HCCB books for each completed survey. We received 47 responses from 14 of the schools 
that had par�cipated in the trial. 

The aim of this follow-up research was to find out how many par�cipants had con�nued with 
Story�me, and whether their Story�me prac�ce had evolved. Crucially, we also wanted to know 
whether reading aloud daily purely for pleasure had con�nued to deliver the benefits which teachers 
shared in their end-of-trial feedback. Because we know that teachers can move year group, and 
because we wondered whether Story�me had been adopted by teachers in other year groups, we 
opened up research to all teachers across the 20 schools. 

We found 40 of the 47 respondents said they had taken part in the trial. Only one of the original 
par�cipants said that they no longer read aloud regularly to their children solely for pleasure or 
enjoyment, saying it worked for some children, but others struggled to concentrate for the full 20 
minutes. So, 46 out of 47 respondents were delivering Story�me in some way. 

Benefits 

All 46 teachers believed the �me invested in reading aloud on a regular basis was worthwhile. 
According to their professional judgement, the two areas of greatest impact were that Story�me 
exposes children to a wider range of books, and that it has a posi�ve impact on children’s enjoyment 
of books. Three quarters of the teachers said they were involved in deciding to con�nue Story�me 
(either because it was a personal decision, or it had been made collabora�vely with colleagues). 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 

 

In April 2023, 88% of par�cipants said they thought Story�me should be mandated (59 of 67 
teachers). When asked again in the follow-up research, 40 teachers responded to this ques�on and 
90% (36) said yes. 

Conclusion 

Embedding reading for pleasure into the curriculum and assessment review is essen�al for improving 
educa�onal outcomes, par�cularly for disadvantaged children. A strategic, comprehensive approach 
that involves educators, parents, librarians and communi�es is crucial to foster a culture of reading 
that supports the wellbeing and life chances of all children. By priori�sing RfP in the curriculum 
through primary and secondary, we can create a more equitable educa�onal landscape where every 
child has the opportunity to thrive. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
Has the Love of Learning been lost? How educa�onal resources can boost enjoyment for 
students and teachers  

 

Collins 

Collins produces resources for UK and Interna�onal curricula to support teachers and pupils at school 
and outside the classroom environment. Our educa�onal publishing con�nues to deliver up-to-date 
and engaging student resources and teacher support to help schools tackle new ini�a�ves and u�lise 
the latest technology.  

Collins publishes a full range of textbooks, digital resources, revision guides and teaching support for 
Early Years, Primary, Secondary and Further Educa�on colleges across the majority of subject areas, 
with par�cular strengths in literacy and numeracy at Primary and English, Maths, Science and 
Sociology at Secondary. Resources include fully sequenced curriculum plans for core and non-core 
subjects across Primary and Secondary, as well as individual lesson and revision resources. 

Our digital resources are delivered via The Collins Hub. We also have an adap�ve learning resource 
for Maths in Primary, and for Science, Maths, Geography and History at 
Secondary: collinsadapt.co.uk. 

Collins publishes fully sequenced curriculum programmes for Maths, English, Science and PSHE from 
Early Years to KS4, all with accompanying revision resources and support. Alongside these, we 
publish full sequences for History and Geography for Early Years to KS3, as well as RE and French for 
KS3.  

We also publish comprehensive revision materials in secondary for a wide range of non-core subjects 
including DT, Business, and Compu�ng, linked to exam board specifica�ons. We are part of a dynamic 
and vibrant sector that not only ensures coverage of the whole curriculum across the commercial 
market, but one that serves as a partner in curriculum implementa�on, expertly combining top-
down guidance from the statutory programmes of study and exam specifica�ons with insights from 
subject experts on the best pedagogies for each subject. 

 

Module 2: Curriculum Design and Engagement 

Our curriculum programmes are designed and sequenced to ensure teachers are providing breadth 
and depth of knowledge in all subject areas. We con�nually iterate based on feedback from teachers, 
collected at key milestones in our robust editorial process, which ensures the �me spent on each 
module or subject is appropriate and balanced, and teachers do not spend too much �me on certain 
subjects or domains. The interim report of the Curriculum and Assessment Review outlines that 
some subjects contain a dispropor�onate amount of content rela�ve to the length of the programme 
of study. As educa�on publishers, we can iden�fy how to sequence content across a range of 
subjects, to balance breadth and depth alongside other subject areas.  

For example, Collins worked with an expert author team and the royal science ins�tu�ons to develop 
the scope and sequence of our primary science programme: Snap Science.  We subsequently worked 
with the Primary Science Quality Mark team to assess feedback from schools on their experiences, 



 
 
 
 
 
successes and challenges in delivering the primary science curriculum, and u�lised these insights for 
the second edi�on, to adjust the scope and sequence, slimming down content and refocussing on 
essen�al teaching and learning objec�ves.  These has meant that our subscriber schools can now 
deliver the same level of high-quality science teaching, in less �me. 

With the current high level of special educa�onal need in schools, educa�onal resources can play a 
part in ensuring all students’ needs are met.  Our resources are designed to be used with a wide and 
growing span of abili�es within the classroom.  We provide guidance on scaffolding ac�vi�es so that 
all children can access learning tasks, and those with addi�onal needs can keep up, without the 
teacher having to limit learning outcomes for those children that are exceeding age-related 
expecta�ons. 

   

Pupil and teacher engagement with resources  

Our curriculum programmes are me�culously researched, planned and developed by subject mater 
experts, and reviewed by peers, teachers and learned ins�tu�ons.  The learning sequence that 
underpins each programme is carefully arranged to ensure that students build knowledge and secure 
conceptual understanding.  Teachers tell us they greatly value this expert guidance, which 
contributes to their con�nuing professional development.   

For students, we create hands-on ac�vi�es to support learning throughout our curriculum 
sequences, designed to boost engagement with the task at hand, and atainment of the objec�ve in 
ques�on.  We invest a great deal of �me and money in ensuring that visual materials are of the 
highest calibre, so that children delight in using our resources.  For example, our new teaching 
programme for Founda�on and Key Stage 1, Number Builders, which brings together flexible lesson 
resources with our classroom manipula�ve, n-bars. The manipula�ves have been praised for 
providing the opportunity to develop mastery in core skills, before moving on to more abstract 
concepts; and the characters in the accompanying teaching aids, designed in a contemporary cartoon 
style, have made maths more accessible, and helped children to retain the concepts they have been 
taught. 

All our curriculum resources include engaging classroom ac�vi�es that provide flexibility and variety, 
rather than an overreliance on PowerPoint presenta�ons and other front-of-class resources. These 
are designed to ins�l a love of learning, while suppor�ng high-quality interac�ons between students 
and teachers. 

Teachers, pupils and their parents o�en voice a desire to spend more teaching and learning �me on 
the arts, contemporary cultural issues and on skills that will benefit them as they leave educa�on.  
Our primary reading programme, Collins Big Cat, comprising more than 2000 �tles for children aged 
3-11, not only teaches children to read, but every single book has been selected as it is a vehicle to 
explore fascina�ng and educa�ve non-fic�on topics, and stories that give children a window into 
limitless worlds and lives.  As well as stories by acclaimed children’s authors and mul�ple children’s 
laureates, we have published non-fic�on books on the hidden histories of Black Bri�sh people; �tles 
writen by, and about neurodivergent and disabled people; and books that focus on improving 
children’s health and wellbeing.  Each book has teachers notes in the back that can support teachers 
to teach those important topics and lessons. 



 
 
 
 
 
The Big Cat wellbeing books were published in response to the fact that five children in a classroom 
of 30 are likely to have a mental health disorder.1 As part of our pre-publica�on ac�vity, we ran a 
compe��on for schools to show us how they champion wellbeing, where the winners received a 
series of wri�ng workshops delivered by children’s author Poppy O’Neill as the main prize.  This 
compe��on garnered double the entries of previous similar compe��ons, highligh�ng an engaged 
response from schools to suppor�ng wellbeing, as well as the value and u�lity of books of this kind.  
The winning entries showed comprehensive, mul�-�ered strategies to integrate wellbeing into the 
school day, with equal importance being given to pupil and staff mental health.  

 

Module 3: Assessment Prac�ces and their Impact on Engagement 

For subjects and learning phases outside the key assessment phases of SATs, GCSEs and A levels, we 
provide end-of-unit/topic tests where appropriate, but we also advocate strongly for forma�ve 
assessment of learning, and provide a great many ques�on prompts and informal ac�vi�es designed 
to support teachers in assessing where students are in their learning of an objec�ve, and how best to 
traverse the gap to mastery of the objec�ve. 

It is our inten�on that these prompts serve to reduce the frequency of more formal tes�ng, which 
even if introduced to students as low stakes tes�ng, can invoke feelings of stress and diminish love of 
learning. 

 

Module 4: Suppor�ng Teachers in the Love of Learning 

As well as providing up-to-date subject guidance via our curriculum programmes, we run regular 
webinars where teachers can hear authors and expert contributors talk about the best ways to 
implement our resources for op�mum student outcomes.  These webinars create a sense of 
community around our publishing that aims to make teachers feel supported, included and valued; 
posi�vely impac�ng their affinity with their subject and profession. 

 
Conclusion 

We believe commercially produced resources have a key role to play in curriculum policy 
implementa�on, as they are built on evidence-based pedagogies, expert guidance, and are packaged 
in a way that saves teachers’ �me, and boosts student engagement.  We would welcome a policy 
environment that recognises educa�onal publishers’ value to the sector, and funds schools so that 
they are able to invest in these high-quality resources for the benefit of teachers and students.   

 

 
1 Mental Health of Children and Young People in the Pandemic, Tim Vizard, ONS 2020 



Has the Love of Learning been lost? Call for Evidence 

 

educationappg@ranelaghuk.com 

How to submit evidence 

The APPG for Education welcomes evidence in response to the terms ofreference from individuals and 

organisations. Submissions should include a contact name, contact details and organisational details as 

appropriate. The deadline for submissions is 22 April 2025. 

 

We would prefer responses to be submitted by email to educationappg@ranelaghuk.com as an 

attachment in MS Word format, although you can send your evidence to: APPG for Education Love of 

Learning Enquiry Inquiry c/o Ranelagh Ltd, 3.1 Central House, 1 Ballards Lane, London N3 1 

 

Please find below my response as a parent.  

 

- Module 1: The Current Landscape of Engagement in Education 

This module will explore the factors contributing to a perceived decline in the love of learning. This 

module will analyse emerging issues in the education sector, such as persistent absence, the rise in 

homeschooling and the teacher workforce crisis. This module will assess the scale of the issue at hand 

and inform subsequent lines of inquiry, hearing from stakeholders across the sector including teachers, 

school leaders, suppliers, subject associations, and pupils. It will assess how various recent events, such 

as the Covid-19 pandemic, exacerbated the decline in the love of learning. 

 From my experience as a mother of 2 no. Boys aged 8 and 11, schools absolutely do not inspire a love of 

learning.  

a) reading and following child interests.  

For example my 8yo hated learning to read whilst he was being forced to do the awful boring and 

irrelevant phonics scheme which seems to be a series of books designed to tick all the boxes of phonetic 

rules... Whilst being completely dull and irrelevant...(Look up the tax return one, a particular gem). 

However, since he has somehow got through those hoops in school (we accepted his not wanting to 

read these books and so didn't do that at home and instead read to him every day, whatever he was 

interested in, science books, animals, magazines, unicorn stories etc. ) he has recently found a series of 

books from the library he likes and has started reading these to himself at bedtime. We still read to him. 

Our school is very keen to say they want to encourage a love of reading ... But the systems they have to 

use are just wrong. They are not child led(not long ago my eldest was taught via the graded book 

schemes and although he struggled due to undiagnosed dyslexia (I will come onto that) and they had 



choice and variety and the kids could choose their next book which was good), and they are fostering 

the opposite of developing a desire to learn! 

b) late diagnosis and lack of training in SEND issues 

My eldest has suffered extremely from this, having passed up the years with the school and teachers 

trying to convince us he didn't need a dyslexia diagnosis 'as it won't change what we do in school... It 

won't make any difference'. Code for, please don't get a diagnosis, you will put more pressure on the 

SENDCO time and budget.... The 'plan do review' plans did little to help although the Nessy subscription 

helped, but it came to late. He had fallen behind by year 4 so much that he felt stupid. Long story short, 

we've privately got dyslexia and dyscalcula diagnosis, then after a year of pushing him into school we 

have an ASD diagnosis and he has been out of school with EBSA for 4 months and after significant 

fighting has an EHCP naming a good independent small school with a lot of skill in helping children 

individually, which we hope we can get him to go to in September as he starts high school(if his anxiety 

levels have come down sufficiently to trust a new school). 

C) full curriculum 

Even the teaching assistant admitted that in small groups she needs much longer to work on topics but 

has to move on quickly to cover the curriculum. This curriculum KS2 covers so much pointless grammar 

that children that struggle like my son with. SEND, have no chance catching up, and the other children 

have no love of writing stories and exploring their interests because it all boils down to learning 

formulaic rules and jumping through hoops. Their imagination is not valued, all that is valued in this 

system is learning a narrow curriculum of maths and English and passing the SATS in year 6 so the school 

gets a good rating. Never mind that the kids leave school with no interest in learning, dreading it just 

getting harder and more dull.... You will know that looking to Finland for example, the curriculum 

follows the child, and their interests. Much in the way that home schooling can be planned for those rich 

enough to give up work, and with the right temperament to devote their careers to teaching their 

children instead.  

d) rewards and sanctions.  

This is an extremely worrying trend, which they have started in year 5 and 6 in our school, and with the 

'success' (ie compliant children, this is not measured by child happiness or love of learning) they are 

rolling it out to years 3 and 4. There is much research on the reasons not to use rewards and sanctions, 

I'm sure you can find this. But if you can't, please talk to Dr Naomi Fisher who as an excellent clinical 

psychologist has written many books which cover this and many of the learning science lessons that 

your group need to understand and feed back to the recommendations on how schools should be 

changed to foster a love of learning.  

 

 

 



- Module 2: Curriculum Design and Engagement 

This module will focus on how curriculum design could be adapted to foster a love of learning and will 

explore emerging themes from the Department for Education’s Curriculum & Assessment review 

revolving around the rebalancing of academic, creative and technical knowledge. It will look at what is 

meant by curriculum overload and will evaluate how reducing the amount of content in the curriculum 

could facilitate more in-depth teaching and learning experiences. Focusing specifically on core curriculum 

subjects and whether the existing curriculum is a barrier to young people gaining a love for the subject. 

This module will also examine the role of creative subjects in developing a love of learning andvlook at 

how creative studies can help build resilience and wellbeing. It would consider how practical life skills and 

soft skills such as communication, discussion, critical thinking, and resilience could be strengthened and 

woven through subject areas. 

 

I think my comments above re module 1 are relevant here too. With my 11yo off school, when I'm not 

working I try to draw out his interests and facilitate development of these. Such as doing science 

experiments, and finding out about Japan, it's architecture and art.  

 

- Module 3: Assessment Practices and their Impact on Engagement 

This module will focus on how assessment practices can be reformed to support a love of learning. The 

module will investigate the problems with high levels of assessment at the end of the main phases and 

explore the benefits of alternative approaches to England’s predominantly summative system of 

assessment. 

This module will also look at the accountability measures which surround the assessment system – such 

as Progress 8 measures – to understand the effect these have on schools and their students. 

In particular, this element will investigate why measures such as Progress 8 have contributed to a 

narrowing of the curriculum within schools and explore whether alternative forms of accountability 

measures are possible. 

 

Most people with any involvement in SATS know that most of KS2 Is designed to pass these... They 

throw out as much of the other subjects as possible. They do test papers every half term.... It's just 

stress, 'learn' to test, narrow and boring. Certainly children this young should be assessed based on work 

done in class, from the teachers being given the time to get to know the children individually, to spot 

areas of weakness and tailor any extra resources to help them catch up. All the time wasted on test 

papers could be put to this use AND would help the children feel clever and able and want to learn!!  

Don't even get me started on homework at primary school. They have the cheek to call it 'homelearning' 

at our school (part of the Laurus Trust). My husband and I are not teachers! The homework is based on 

apps or print outs from resources the school has bought. They are poor quality, full of mistakes, and 



require the lateness help. Kids should be free to explore their own interests and have quality family time 

outside of school. Homework on primary schools should be banned, unless it's something really creative 

that the kids can choose to expand on at home. Like draw your ideal bedroom or make up a board 

game... But optional and something that can be done as a family.  

 

- Module 4: Supporting Teachers in the Love of Learning 

This module will look at the importance of supporting teachers to re-ignite their passion for the 

profession. The module would explore why teachers and why an increasing number of teachers do not 

stay in the workforce longer than five years and why an increasing number of school leaders put teacher 

wellbeing as one of major concerns facing their school. 

I am not a teacher so can't really add anything here. 

 

 

 

 

Extract from the Finnish education system:  

Finnish primary and lower secondary education emphasises the following transversal competences: 

"phasises the following transversal competences: 

• thinking and learning to learn  

• cultural competence, interaction and self-expression  

• taking care of oneself and managing daily life  

• multiliteracy  

• ICT Competence  

• working life competence and entrepreneurship  

• participation, involvement and building a sustainable future " 

 

This would seem to be a suitable set of policies, given the child happiness score versus the UK... 

 



Pisa age 15 scores for 2022: 

Finland  7.41 

U.K. (England) 6.01 

Shockingly the UK figure appears to be the lowest in the world?!!! 

https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2024/child-and-adolescent-well-being-global-trends-challenges-and-

opportunities/ 
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The Current Landscape of Engagement in Education 

Introduction  

Over the last academic year ImpactEd Group has been spearheading English research into the role of 

engagement in our schools, through the Research Commission on Engagement and Lead Indicators.  Our 

Research Director, independent academic Professor John Jerrim from UCL IOE, would welcome the 

opportunity to present our findings to the APPG alongside one of our Group Directors, to support you to 

address the question of whether there is a decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers 

in a granular way.   

Through our work we are able to see: 

• Which cohorts of young people are particularly disengaging from learning, at what phase 

• Which groups of teachers are most at risk of leaving the profession 

• Which intersectional factors we should be paying most attention to in our schools 

What the data is telling us - pupil engagement 

A summary of interim findings on our 100,000 strong pupil engagement research can be seen here: 

https://schoolsweek.co.uk/how-engagement-data-can-transform-pupil-outcomes/. This article 

highlights: 

• The profound decline in engagement as students progress through year 7. Given wider research 

linking engagement to absenteeism and attainment, this dip in engagement between years 7 

and 8 signals a crucial opportunity for teachers to intervene during the transition to secondary. 

 

https://schoolsweek.co.uk/how-engagement-data-can-transform-pupil-outcomes/
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• The data shows an interesting difference in the engagement of children of similar age but in 

different year groups – for example, those born in the autumn of year 7 and summer of year 8. 

Worryingly, this indicates that the decline of engagement is a function of a child’s time in school 

and not their age.  (See Table 1) 

 

• We have also considered several linked drivers of engagement, including pupil happiness. (See 

Table 2) 

 

• Our data found that over one-quarter of pupils feel unhappy going to school in the morning. We 

believe enjoyment of school and learning is an important outcome in its own right, and we need 

to pay attention to this finding. Nationally, it appears that young people’s experience of 

spending time in a secondary school is making them less motivated, less happy and less inclined 

to see the benefit of education. 

 

• Our interim report also shone a light on the difference in engagement between boys and girls, 

which is outlined here, with girls feeling more anxious about going to school and less trusting of 

their teachers than boys as they progress through school 

https://www.tes.com/magazine/analysis/general/school-pupil-engagement-study-why-girls-

need-extra-focus-during-secondary-transition  

 

https://www.tes.com/magazine/analysis/general/school-pupil-engagement-study-why-girls-need-extra-focus-during-secondary-transition
https://www.tes.com/magazine/analysis/general/school-pupil-engagement-study-why-girls-need-extra-focus-during-secondary-transition
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What the data is telling us - staff engagement  

Early, unpublished (embargoed) insights from our final Research Commission on Engagement and Lead 

Indicators report, which is due out in mid-May, also show how closely linked staff engagement is to pupil 

engagement and enjoyment of school. In short there is a clear correlation between how engaged pupils 

are in their learning and how engaged staff are. Similarly, there appears to be a correlation between 

how much staff look forward to coming to school and how pupils feel towards school too. This may not 

be surprising, but we believe it is the first time that data has been linked in this way: 

 

From our earlier exploration of our employee engagement dataset, we also know that some of the key 

drivers of school staff engagement are not as intuitive as we might have first assumed. For example, our 

research shows that buy in to school or trust strategy is more strongly correlated with higher levels of 

employee engagement than workload, which has tended to dominate the headlines in the education 

press.  Buying in to the leadership team’s strategy has the strongest association with the level of 

commitment teachers have to the school. Teachers who are bought-in are 20 percentage points more 

likely to reject an outside employment offer than teachers who do not support their leader’s strategy. 

This is a valuable insight which is within the gift of schools and trusts to act upon. 

 

 

 

Concluding comments 
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ImpactEd Group would be delighted to share these findings with the APPG in more depth, alongside 

detailed analysis from our forthcoming May data report which will answer questions such as: 

• What is the link between pupil’s engagement and their school attendance? 

• What aspects of school engagement in the Autumn term are the strongest predictors of pupil 

achievement in the spring term? 

• Do pupils report higher levels of engagement in schools where staff are more engaged in their 

jobs? (previewed in this submission) 

• Do pupils who join a school mid-year report higher or lower levels of engagement than pupils 

attending the school since at least the start of the academic year? 

• To what extent does pupil engagement vary between regions in England? 

• How do pupil’s views of inclusion differ between ethnic groups? 

It is now clear that engagement is something that should be taken seriously in schools, with these data 

points providing vital actionable insights that can enable schools to intervene before drops in 

engagement turn into drops in attendance or outcomes.  

 

ENDS 

 

For more information please contact: elin.dezoete@impactedgroup.uk 

www.impactedgroup.uk  

mailto:elin.dezoete@impactedgroup.uk
http://www.impactedgroup.uk/
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1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers?  
How do we harness a love of learning? 

 

2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more structural or 
societal?  

 

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning  
 

4. How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are 
the opinions of teachers on this point? If so how?  

 

5. How can technology be harnessed to support richer and more engaging education 

 

6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations:  
 

a. What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good 
learning environment for students and teachers?  
 

Evidence of the long-term benefits of Outdoor Learning in school settings was 
established through the Natural Connections Demonstration Project which ran for 
four years with 125 schools in the south-west of England from 2012-2016. Benefits 
for children included improved enjoyment of lessons, connection to nature, social 
skills, engagement with learning, health and wellbeing, behaviour and attainment.  
 

Significantly, the project also showed that there were benefits for teachers as well in 
terms of positive impacts on teaching practice, health and wellbeing, professional 
development, job satisfaction and teaching performance (Waite et al., 2016). Given 
the current recruitment and retention challenges currently facing the teaching 
profession, these findings have potential significance for recruitment and retention 
strategies. 
 

 

b. What examples are there of schools dealing with youth mental health in a 
particularly cogent way  
 

As systematic review of nature-specific outdoor learning by Mann et al (2022) 
concludes that ‘Nature-specific outdoor learning has measurable socio-emotional, 
academic and wellbeing benefits.’  In addition, recent research by Edwards, Byrne 
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and Grace (2024) highlights the opportunities for outdoor learning approaches to 
contribute to wellbeing through the application of ‘six principles of wellbeing 
promotion’, recognizing that  
 

‘…wellbeing can be promoted by adapting existing practices and resources to 
the specific school setting as well as expanding current school activities to 
avoid ‘reinventing the wheel.’ At the same time, it also highlighted that 
schools were challenged by insufficient staffing and resourcing to adequately 
promote wellbeing and raises a question over the requirement for additional 
government funding to enable schools to deliver the whole-school initiatives 
it recommends.’ 
 

Evidence for more adventurous activities’ contributions to wellbeing can also be 
found through sailing (Cotterill and Brown, 2018), surfing (Hignett et al., 2018), and 
forest school approaches (McCree, Cutting and Sherwin, 2018; Tiplady and Menter, 
2021), where positive approaches to risk have concurrent benefits by leading to 
informed choices about behaviour, and affecting both physical and mental health. 
The introduction to possible lifetime activities encourages healthy lifestyles which 
have potentially long-term impacts beyond the experience itself (Harvey 2022). 

 

 

Further evidence and support relating to outdoor learning’s role in engaging children and 
young people in education and in strengthen their mental health and wellbeing can be 
obtained from the Institute for Outdoor Learning. 
institute@outdoor-learning.org 

 

mailto:institute@outdoor-learning.org


CklWritten Submission to the APPG for Education Inquiry: Has the Love of Learning Been 
Lost? 

Submitted by: Lee Peckover, PhD Researcher, University of York | Head of Research and 
Development, Classroom Secrets Ltd | Governor, Hob Moor Oaks Academy 

 

Introduction 

I'm writing this not just as a researcher, but as someone who has taught, who works with 
schools every day, and who believes—still—that education can and should be something 
joyful. Through my PhD research, including a survey of over 800 teachers, and through my 
work with over 2,500 subscribing schools at Classroom Secrets, I've seen the cracks 
widening. Teachers are burning out. Pupils are struggling. And the system, as it stands, is not 
built to foster a love of learning. 

We talk a lot about readiness—children must be school ready, then test ready, then career 
ready. But somewhere along the way, we’ve forgotten that learning can be inherently 
worthwhile. That it doesn’t always need to serve a measurable end. That joy, curiosity, and 
discovery matter. 

I’m responding to Modules 1, 2, and 4, because what we’re seeing in classrooms is not a 
one-off issue. It’s systemic. 

 

Module 1: The Current Landscape of Engagement in Education 

In my survey, one teacher wrote: 

"Right now I don't know anymore. It used to be about a lot more but now it seems like it is 
just exams." 

That quote stayed with me. And it’s not an isolated view. Teachers repeatedly described 
education as reduced to hoop-jumping—performative, exhausting, and increasingly 
detached from what children actually need. 

The phrase "love of learning" appeared unprompted 16 times. That’s 16 moments where 
someone had to name what feels missing. Others spoke of the need for children to be 
“happy” (35 mentions), to “thrive” (13), to be “well-rounded” (34). These aren’t buzzwords. 
They’re calls for help. 

Because let’s be honest: we can’t expect pupils to engage with learning if they’re anxious, 
dysregulated, or unsupported. And we can’t expect teachers to light a fire in others when 
theirs is barely flickering. 

 



Module 2: Curriculum Design and Engagement 

The curriculum is overcrowded. It’s focused on coverage, not curiosity. Creativity and 
exploration are often seen as nice extras—if there’s time. 

One teacher said: 

"Rather than learning, remembering and regurgitating facts, children should be taught how 
to find answers / solutions to problems." 

Another wrote: 

"To develop the whole child so they are ready and prepared to enter the world as 
conscientious, caring, literate, numerate, socially aware and thoughtful members of society." 

There is a hunger for change. Teachers want to teach beyond the textbook. They want space 
to foster resilience, oracy, emotional literacy, problem-solving. Ten mentioned “curiosity” 
explicitly. Eleven spoke about “life skills.” But the curriculum, as it stands, does not allow 
them to. 

And let’s be clear—when learning is only ever a means to an end, the love of it dies. If we 
only value knowledge for the grades it produces, we teach children that learning has no joy 
unless it's validated by a mark scheme. 

 

Module 4: Supporting Teachers in the Love of Learning 

One respondent wrote: 

"I am leaving education this year because of the way the purpose of education has shifted. 
It’s no longer about children, learning, or exploration – it’s about survival and data." 

We can’t talk about the love of learning if we’re not willing to talk about the conditions in 
which teachers work. Wellbeing isn’t just a pupil issue. It’s an adult one too. 

Teachers feel under pressure, under-resourced, and undervalued. Their professional 
autonomy has been eroded. The joy of teaching—watching children light up with 
discovery—is buried under workload and compliance. 

When teachers feel powerless, how can they foster a sense of agency in their pupils? 

My research also found that teachers want to teach strategies like resilience and self-
regulation. They want training in mindfulness, trauma-informed practice, and metacognition. 
But they need the system’s permission to do so—not just their own belief. 

 

What the DfE Could Do 



Educators proposed clear, actionable changes: 

• Fund mental health support: Every school should have access to therapists, ELSAs, 
and safe spaces. 

• Embed wellbeing in ITT and CPD: All teachers need training in emotional 
development and trauma-aware teaching. 

• Reform the curriculum: Allow space for connection, creativity, and reflection. Not 
everything needs to be assessed. 

• Reframe assessment: Stop over-prioritising high-stakes testing. SATs are distorting 
education. 

• Protect teacher wellbeing: Give staff time, agency, and support. Calm adults create 
calm classrooms. 

• Issue evidence-based guidance: Schools don’t need another commercial toolkit. 
They need clear, research-informed strategy. 

 

Recommendations 

1. Reframe education around joy, curiosity, and lifelong learning—not just readiness. 

2. Embed wellbeing across the curriculum—not siloed in PSHE. 

3. Redesign accountability to support depth over speed. 

4. Invest in teacher autonomy, mental health training, and whole-school culture 
change. 

5. Celebrate learning as valuable in itself—not just as a gateway to exams or 
employment. 

6. Shift from performativity to purpose—from survival to inspiration. 

 

Closing Thoughts 

The educators who filled in my survey were tired—but hopeful. They haven’t given up. 
Neither have I. 

The love of learning hasn’t disappeared. It’s just been crowded out—by targets, timetables, 
and tiredness. 

But with the right reforms, we can bring it back. 



Yours faithfully, 
Lee Peckover 

PhD Researcher | Head of Research and Development | Governor 

 



The Literacy Company – Education supplier and consultancy for primary English 

About us: 

The Literacy Company is an experienced and dedicated team who share a passion for English. Our 
consultants work predominantly with primary schools across the UK to enhance the curriculum and 
improve standards as well as supporting schools to use our products successfully. Our lead product, 
Pathways to Write (P2W) offers a structured approach to teaching writing. It follows a mastery 
learning model, with key skills taught and repeated alongside guided instruction, teacher modelling 
and scaffolding. Pupils learn to apply skills through incidental short-burst writing opportunities with 
an extended written task at the end of a unit of work. Each unit is based on a high-quality text and lasts 
for four to six weeks, depending on the needs of a class.  

Report review completed by: 

Allison Riley: Operations Manager 

Jo Gaskell: Product Manager 

 

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers?  

In more successful schools, we observe engaged pupils who develop a love for learning, reading and 
books, and are given ample opportunities to practise oracy. These schools maintain high expectations 
and offer wider opportunities through cross-curricular enrichment, thematic links, and the 
encouragement of fun in learning. Prioritising mental health support is a key aspect, ensuring 
students' well-being is at the forefront. Teachers are highly valued and, in turn, show genuine care in 
providing a rich learning experience. The community is prioritised over academic results, with parents 
fully immersed in school life, participating in activities such as breakfast clubs and receiving books as 
gifts; therefore, fostering a supportive and inclusive environment. 

Ultimately, where the curriculum is well-planned for the context and the pupils, and where the 
teachers have input and it is well-resourced – school life is happier and pupils love learning. 

In some schools where the love of learning is less apparent, the curriculum is top down, too 
knowledge based, lacks links and lacks a thematic approach, is over assessed and over monitored. 
Examples of this might be – ‘we can’t do drama as we need to have evidence in our books’, in reading 
lessons, forming written cohesive answers takes priority over high-quality discussions around books. 
Many teachers feel they have lost ownership and their personal teaching style when there is too much 
direction from leadership in the form of book monitoring and lesson observations. There are small 
examples of this – teachers being given a ‘reading for pleasure’ spine which they have to stick to for an 
end of the day story – rather than being allowed to choose a book they love to read to their class. 
Timetabling can also be an issue with so many high expectations for attainment – this affects well-
being and can lead to more anxious pupils; there is no time to just ‘be’ – all pupils need a come down 
time – to think, create, craft, reflect. 

2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more structural or societal?  

Structural 

• Curriculum overload 
• Amount of knowledge required in the current curriculum 



• Attainment over progress; over pupil well-being 
• Constriction created by monitoring e.g. next steps marking, writing everyday 
• Lesson observations 
• Policies 

Societal 

• Parents’ value of the education system and backing of teachers as professionals has declined 
• Parents’ understanding of their role in their child’s development is lacking e.g. potty training, 

teeth cleaning, speaking with standard English/at least in sentences, reading a bedtime story, 
listening to their child read, time-telling 

• Time that parents spend with their children on holistic family activities has declined – dinner 
table conversations, games, rise in afterschool care, holiday clubs etc 

• Rise in technology stilts quality conversations and family activities; this has shortened 
concentration span and affects pupils’ learning behaviour in lessons 

• Rise of WFH especially (in school holidays) has led to an overuse of technology for childcare 

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning environment?  

• Prioritising teaching and practising of oracy skills – that these have a space in the curriculum 
alongside written tasks 

• A more connected, skill-based curriculum – slimmed down to still meet national curriculum 
expectations but is not overloaded with discrete teaching of every subject 

• Teach life skills for the workforce: teamwork, problem solving, resilience, diplomacy, empathy 
• In primary schools, more time for play, discussion, grappling and figuring out. 

4. How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are the 
opinions of teachers on this point? If so how?  

• Slimmed down primary curriculum 
• Simplify what is required to reach expected standard by end of Y6 
• Freedom for planning based on class needs alongside a well-structured and resourced 

curriculum 
• Training around tools to help with efficiency e.g. AI marking tools 
• Investment in the profession – training and time for collaboration 
• Less monitoring – rules! 

5. How can technology be harnessed to support richer and more engaging educational 
experiences.  

• Support for teachers using the wealth of AI APPs to engage pupils with learning 
• On the other side, technology used in schools never keeps up with the technology used by 

pupils at home e.g. iPads, Chromebooks. Sometimes these tools are used at the expense of 
participating in high-quality learning experiences 

• So what? Use technology to enhance not replace. 

 

 

 



6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations:  

a. What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good learning 
environment for students and teachers?  
(see question 1 for practices evident in more successful schools) 

 

b. What examples are there of schools dealing with youth mental health in a particularly cogent 
way? 

• Designated lead for pastoral care (without a teaching responsibility) 
• Schools which give time to discuss and raise awareness of self-regulation, 

metacognition, learning powers – with all stakeholders 
• Explicit teaching of responsible mobile phone and internet use 
• Teachers who care – are given enough time to show care, knowing their pupils well (poor 

examples include where in some secondary schools, pupils have up to 4 English 
teachers in a 2-week period in year 7) 

• Strong anti-bullying policies 
• Strong ethos lived in reality rather than just words 

 

Some testimonials where our materials have been shown to support an increased love of 
learning by both teachers and pupils: 

The children love it! The chosen texts are such wonderful reads that the children are hooked from the start. They 
comment on the language that the author had chosen without prompting now and are proud of knowing and 
understanding the meanings of new vocabulary. They really look forward to the sessions and are developing a love of 
reading. As a leader I am always looking for ways to support staff wellbeing and reduce workload but still providing 
quality first teaching and an excellent engaging curriculum. Pathways to read does both.  
Headteacher, Lache Primary School, Chester 

 

From Year 2 to Year 6, the children progress year upon year with a consistent approach to the teaching and learning 

of reading.  This has had a really positive impact on our pupils’ attitudes to learning as they are aware of the lesson 

sequence and take ownership of the material. Reading is a focus at our school and we have seen a surge of interest 

across the Key Stages - both in class and with home reading - since beginning our Pathways to Read journey.  The 

children at our school are fully engaged in our Pathways to Read lessons. We now have an army of enthusiastic, life-

long readers who enjoy showcasing their skills at any given opportunity. Teachers are themselves inspired by these 

units (which only builds on the children’s excitement to investigate them further) and staff now feel empowered to 

delve more confidently into teaching a mastery approach to reading. In these testing times, reading is an essential 

resource for escape and the planning units and slides that The Literacy Company provide, allow access to many 

wonderful worlds. Our children get to discover these worlds from the comfort of their classroom in a low-threat, high-

impact environment. This is an innovative, exciting and inclusive sequence of learning which engages all children with 

the many aspects of the National Curriculum through the use of high-quality texts. 

English lead, St Bernadette’s 
Pathways to Write has completely transformed English at Farnworth. Staff love teaching the units, which are very 
easy to follow yet so full of amazing opportunities to develop children’s skills progressively… Children are so engaged 
and enthusiastic, and staff feel renewed by such a fun, creative approach to teaching… Thank you all for everything 
you are doing to make English so exciting and inspiring for our children. 
 
Assistant headteacher, Farnworth Primary School, Halton 



The Loss Of The Love of Learning In Schools (and Re-discovering it in Home-

Education) 

A lack of play and the urgency to achieve more and more, earlier and earlier, has undoubtedly 

caused a love of learning to be lost.  School is boring, tedious and uninspiring for the majority and 

anxiety issues are commonplace amongst children, caused by the pressure to conform and achieve 

despite feeling disengaged.  

A love of learning, in fact love itself, requires connection, inspiration, exploration, fun, happiness… 
All of which require time and space to breathe.  

Schools have become the antithesis of this. Everything is rushed and achievement is valued above 

anything else.  Play is the perfect forum for a curious mind to flourish, nurtured by an enthusiastic 

facilitator who can make the most of that intrinsic motivation. That’s what I see in a good nursery.  

That’s what you see in Scandinavian countries.  But in the UK that approach is over by the age of 5. 

I have worked in Education as a Specialist Teaching Assistant in Manchester for nearly 20 years, 

working in mainstream schools to support D/deaf pupils. I am also a Mother of 2 girls, ages 9 and 6, 

whom I deregistered from school in October 2024 due to my eldest’s deteriorating mental health. 

She rapidly developed severe anxiety, being sick every night, and her self-esteem was worryingly 

low.  She reported not feeling valued and frequently said that school was too hard, she “hated life” 

and “wished she’d never been born”.  She began to “school refuse” (an inaccurate term as it implies 

intent!) becoming hysterical every morning before school for several months, often screaming 

through tears “I can’t!” and yet was desperate NOT to be naughty! 

Although she was doing well academically, she found school enormously overwhelming and 

described that the only time she could relax was when she went to the toilet.  It turns out that she is 

ADHD and possibly ASD as well. School could not see her struggles (she heavily masked) but were 

supportive.  They could not, however, meet her needs, however hard they tried, due to the very 

nature of being bound by the demands of the Government.   

This was a very difficult time for us all and it affected my youngest too who developed a nervous tic.  

She enjoyed Reception but was shocked and disillusioned when she transitioned to year 1. Within a 

few weeks she lost her enthusiasm to go to school.  She loved her friends there but reported that 

she never got to see them and found that she was to sit at a table all day, away from her friends and 

next to people that she found irritating.   

After 6 months of home-educating both of my daughters are thriving.  There is scope to pursue 

whatever catches their interest and explore it cross-curricularly which means that learning is child-

centred and springs from their motivation.  My eldest approaches Maths very differently now 

because there is reason for it, built into whatever line of inquiry we are focussing on or activity we 

are doing.  Learning is mostly hands on – reading timetables to actually use public transport and 

weighing to actually bake. Her self-esteem is so much better and her anxiety has reduced immensely 

and she is beginning to understand herself, learn to recognise what she needs and request it 

confidently.  Following her interests doesn’t stop at Drama! She has been interested in a multitude 

of topics since we began home educating from learning about Mount Everest to the Suffragettes to 

Islam to experimenting to see sound and she is always thirsty to learn more. They have time with 



other children in a variety of settings and have a wide range of experiences each week but also have 

time and space to play, relax, enjoy time alone, create, love and connect. 

Here are our findings that I consider relevant to your inquiry:  

• My eldest daughter felt there was no time/opportunity to connect with people at school.  

She connects best when she is one to one with someone. She finds groups overwhelming, 

isolating and hard work. 

• She often felt disconnected from her work too – either having to force her ADHD brain to 

concentrate on something that bored her rigid, or frustratingly not being given enough time 

to do work she was hyper-focussed on. Transitions are hard for her but transitions are 

frequent at school.  She found it too busy, exhausting and too demanding to perpetually 

have to shift her focus and incite motivation on tap. 

• She needs opportunity to be alone to self-regulate – particularly after overwhelming social 

occasions.  This wasn’t possible for her at school. 

• She loved literacy but hated the rigid “tick list” approach to writing.  She needed more scope 

to be creative.  As an ADHDer, she doesn’t plan.  She is impulsive and likes to let her 

imagination take off without being stopped.  She will then happily edit her work but school 

insist on planning first. 

• She found school relentless. 

• She found a lot of what she learned at school “dull and pointless”. 

• Although she was average at Maths, she developed a fear of it. She’d feel confused by the 

highly complicated mathematical language and panic or she’d switch off whilst the teacher 

was recapping the last lesson, for lower ability children, and forget to switch back in… Miss 

something and then panic! Any talk of Maths began to terrify her and she still believes that 

she is bad at it when this isn’t actually the case. 

• She compares herself to the high achievers in Maths and Literacy in her class or the sporty 

kids who could win a race on Sports Day.  She doesn’t see the value in her creativity and I 

wonder if she’d feel differently if creativity was celebrated/rewarded and creative subjects 

more prioritised in schools. 

• Frequent opportunity to express yourself and to do what you love boosts well-being.  

Unfortunately for her, creative subjects like drama (which is her favourite outlet) don’t 
feature on a weekly school timetable.   

• She saw children who were disruptive being rewarded a lot (eg. Pupil of the week).  She saw 

children who were clever being rewarded a lot.  She was really motivated to achieve these 

rewards which encouraged her to people please.  As a middle of the road, conscientious, 

compliant child though, she was rarely awarded them and she found this terribly frustrating 

and hurtful. Systems like this, although intended to motivate, can be demotivating and 

detrimental to the love of learning, when children learn for rewards or to please others 

rather than because they are engaged.  

• Dinner halls are noisy overwhelming places which can take time to recover from, particularly 

for neuro-divergent children.  

• Their school faced difficulties with the physical space of the dinner hall at lunch time, so a 20 

minute timer was introduced.  To have a time-limit to eating is perhaps unique to that 



school but the ethos of rushing is intrinsic to all schools I visit in my job and it massively adds 

to childrens’ anxiety. 

In terms of my experience as a TA in hundreds of mainstream schools across Manchester in the past 

20 years, these are my thoughts: 

• I have seen the overall standard of lessons deteriorate as teachers must now adhere to 

prescriptive schemes of work that are all pre-planned for them and delivered on the 

whiteboard. They teach-by-number and the children suffer death by PowerPoint.  Schools 

buy schemes of work to standardise the teaching, hoping to reduce workload for all 

teachers and improve the practice of the less-than-average teacher.  Unfortunately it also 

turns good teachers into robots - unenthused and inflexible as they are bound by “loyalty to 

the scheme”.  Instead each lesson sees many children, and adults, tuning out before it’s 

even begun.  Creative teachers who loved to plan an interesting lesson and teach cross-

curricularly to help the children make connections, now find that the job is more about 

administration, legislation and crowd control.   

• The curriculum is now so full that a teacher doesn’t have the time to respond to the here 

and now of the class – to roll with what’s catching their attention, to make the most of an 

unusual spell of weather or current event.  Neither is there enough space for a teacher to 

bring their own passions and interests, the authenticity of which may inspire the children.   

• Creativity, happiness and play are secondary to attainment, knowledge and conformity. Art 

lessons are scrapped when teachers find the class are ‘behind’ with core subjects. Playtimes 

are taken away from children who are too disengaged to be able to concentrate on getting 

their work done. There’s no time to make the most of a sunny day.  “Show and tell” that 

gives children opportunity to share their interests, extra-curricular achievements and do 

some public speaking, gets hurried along, reduced to once a week or axed altogether.  Play 

is known as “Continuous Provision” and dries up in most schools in Year 1 so that 4 and 5 

year olds can sit at desks and write on worksheets. They must stay on topic and sit still and 

write before they are developmentally ready to.  

• If a child is disengaged in class or struggling to focus, they are likely not to finish their work.  

Often they then miss their playtime to catch up.  This will not motivate them to be enthused 

enough to concentrate next time! It will make them resent being punished for being bored 

and disengage further. 

• Different learning styles are not accounted for anymore. There are many children who are 

kinaesthetic learners and need to learn through doing – play is the perfect vehicle for that 

and yet it is taken away. 

• The current curriculum uses language that is not child friendly and it alienates them – 

particularly those with special needs like language delays, processing issues etc or ESL/EAL 

children. Filling the curriculum with perplexing jargon (eg. “fronted adverbial”, “split 

digraphs” and “Continuous Provision” etc) doesn’t mean anything to a child.  They are 

encouraged to write purely to prove skill and knowledge, with a tick list of which 

grammatical devices to include and creative minds 

• Cross curricular topic based learning allows there to be a point! Topics in isolation are 

unrealistic, out of context and seem pointless.  



• School isn’t moving with the times or responding to social needs. After the pandemic, 

schools went into “catch up” mode, taking children out of art and PE to do extra Maths and 

Literacy.  This was the last thing that children needed.  They needed help and support with 

social and emotional needs as they had missed certain developmental stages having been 

starved of social contact. Schools needed to apply less pressure, not more, and accept that 

the whole world would take time to re-adjust.   

• Similarly, Gove put an emphasis on ‘cultural capital’, spelling and grammar etc. This is world 

where children are in our schools having been displaced by war, terrorism and poverty, 

where many children sit in front of a screen all night with less and less familial or real life 

social interaction and where AI is poised to change the way we do everything.  Meanwhile 

children who have never seen a cow, rarely see their parents, can’t afford to eat and only 

ever play ‘vitually’ when not at school, find themselves separated from their friends most of 

the day.  Very often I am in classes that march on with phonics or teaching embedded 

clauses when a third of the class can’t form a simple sentence in English. One deaf child I 

worked with pulled out a huge copy of “I am Malala” that she was studying in English 

classes.  She spoke Punjabi as a first language and had additional needs with processing and 

retention. She could not write or read fluently and could not tell me a single piece of 

information about Malala. Although in the lowest group, it was clear she was being left 

behind and masking her difficulties with a compliant, shy nod and smile. The teacher knew 

she was struggling but felt she had to teach it anyway and there was no alternative 

provision for this pupil at that time.   

• Another pupil who had repeated her Reception year, reached y2 in her mainstream school, 

whilst waiting for 2 years to be placed in a special school. She was significantly small in 

stature with mobility and learning needs but school were unable to let her stay back again. 

Instead she accessed the SEN provision every morning but every afternoon she was at the 

back of the class with a holding activity whilst the rest of the class sat on the carpet learning 

something way beyond her ability.  She had a very nervous disposition, guessing answers to 

anything you asked her or trying to distract you from the question because she was so used 

to not knowing. 

• The concept of “school readiness” is being used earlier and earlier. Reception used to be the 

pre-cursor to school. Now nurseries are faced with getting children prepared for Reception.  

Instead of accepting the stages of child development, we try to hurry it all on. 

• I go into schools  

 

It’s widely known that to get the best out of somebody you should appeal to their better nature. 

What is a child’s better nature? - Play!  

To do anything and enjoy doing it must start with motivation.  A child is innately motivated to play 

and to learn through play.  They need to be interested in something or at least to see the purpose in 

knowing it. They must be engaged and involved. 

“Tell me and I forget, teach me and I remember, involve me and I learn" (Benjamin Franklin) 



I often see this quote in school corridors and classrooms along with others like: “The mind is not a 

vessel to be filled, but a fire to be kindled” (Plutarch) and "Education is not the learning of 

facts, but the training of the mind to think" (Albert Einstein) and I find it sad that we now 

practice so far from what we preach. Why don’t we live by this ethos? It is tried and tested and seen 

as wise and yet we don’t adhere to it. Einstein also said "I never teach my pupils, I only provide 

the conditions in which they can learn." Currently schools provide the conditions in which 

curiosity can be extinguished, motivation can be de-railed and instinct can be undermined until 

young minds become stifled and agitated by comparison. 

 

Gillian Sparling 

Personal Details: 

9 Cumberland Drive 

Bollington 

Cheshire 

SK10 5BR 

gilliansparling@hotmail.com 

07816628680 

Organisation details: 

Manchester Sensory Support Service 

Big Life Group 

Stretford Road  

Manchetser 

M16 9AB 

 

 

mailto:gilliansparling@hotmail.com


APPG Education Consultation 

Has the Love of Learning been lost? 

A response to the APPG Education call for evidence on the question: ‘Has the Love of 
Learning been lost?’ by Pearson.  

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers?  

Many factors currently impact students’ love for learning. 

Since 2022, Pearson has published its annual School Report, polling thousands of 
students and teachers to reveal what they see as the biggest opportunities and 
challenges in education today, as well as their hopes and fears. 

A three-year time scale is too small to draw concrete conclusions. However, our most 
recent report from 2024, which reflects the views of 12,000 teachers and students, 
paints a clear picture of barriers to student enjoyment and of engagement levels in 
education today. 

More than half (57%) of teachers are concerned about rising rates of pupil 
disengagement in learning over the last 12 months and almost three quarters (73%) of 
students say they find it difficult to engage in lessons. That equates to 7.7 million learners 
across the UK. Almost one in five secondary students say they struggle to engage in 
lessons “a lot”, equating to approximately six students in an average-sized classroom. 

When we asked learners what they felt impacted their learning, issues with 
understanding were reported as the biggest barrier. A lack of confidence in their own 
abilities, ill health, and disparities between their peers were also selected by a significant 
proportion of students. Whilst almost a fifth (17%) said nothing impacted their learning, 
the same number were affected by hunger and mental health/wellbeing. 

Inclusivity and relevance of lesson content were also cited as reasons for disengagement, 
with 55% of secondary students saying the curriculum ‘doesn’t help [them] with issues 
[they’re] facing now or in the future’, and the same percentage feel their school does not 
make learning inclusive to all learners. Furthermore, only 55% of secondary school 
learners feel their school is ‘good’ at making learning inclusive for all students and 10% 
of secondary students say their school is ‘poor’ at making learning inclusive for all 
students. 

Educators feel the most successful initiatives to boost student engagement have 
focused on (1) mental health and wellbeing, (2) an increase in digital learning, (3) more 
diverse resources and texts (4) improving digital infrastructure, and (5) AI tools.  

Students offer a different perspective. They feel the most impactful initiatives which have 
boosted their engagement in learning have been (1) increased support from teachers (2) 

https://www.pearson.com/en-gb/schools/insights-and-events/topics/school-report.html


extracurricular activities, such as after school clubs, (3) access to digital devices, (4) 
more support staff in lessons and (5) access to outside green spaces. 

Pearson School Reports also reveal strong trends in students’ love for learning. Almost 
three times as many students (58%) say they enjoy secondary school compared with the 
21% that say they do not.  

Students cite teacher support as one of the leading reasons for their enjoyment of school. 
In successive Pearson School Reports and our wider conversations with students and 
teachers, it is clear teachers play a crucial role in shaping learners’ minds and outlooks 
on school overall. For the second year running, more than three quarters of students we 
surveyed feel their teachers are supportive. 

Moreover, we can share (confidentially at this stage – for publication June 2025) that our 
Pearson School Report 2025 findings emphasise the importance teachers place on 
nurturing a love of learning. Of over 7,000 teachers surveyed, 50% chose ‘a love of 
learning’ as one of the three outcomes they would prioritise for their students (coming 
second only to ‘self-confidence and self-awareness' at 54%).  

 

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning 
environment?  

Much is already underway in the system to support this. Our School Report 2024 
highlighted: a third of all schools adapting their curriculum in line with topical issues. 
This echoes appetite from learners too, with 86% of students surveyed saying they want 
to learn about topics that are more relevant to them and their lives. When asked 
specifically what would help students engage more in their learning, over half of all 
teachers mentioned: updating curriculum content to make it more relevant, a greater 
focus on life skills, and more vocational/hands-on options.  

An example of positive change is The Lit in Colour initiative, created by Penguin, to 
support UK schools make the teaching and learning of English Literature more inclusive 
of authors of colour. Research into the programme by academics at the University of 
Oxford found teachers and students reported higher levels of classroom engagement 
when studying Lit in Colour Pioneers texts. Students in the matched dataset were less 
likely to report being ‘often bored in class’ in relation to school after studying one of the 
Lit in Colour Pioneers texts1. 

Teachers and students also emphasised the role of technology to enhance education 
and engagement for all: 8 in 10 learners believe technology makes it easier for all 

 
1 Lit-in-Colour-Pioneers-Pilot-Report.pdf 

https://www.pearson.com/content/dam/global-store/en-gb/Lit-in-Colour-Pioneers-Pilot-Report.pdf


students to participate at school. and 60% of teachers predict technology will improve 
accessibility for SEND in the next three years, 

To achieve this, we are calling on the government to create a holistic national strategy 
and investment in digital transformation in schools and colleges, which we believe can 
better equip teachers and students alike for future life and work and significantly improve 
learning environments and engagement.  

Pearson's 2024 School Report shows a national strategy in digital transformation is 
needed. Only 7% of teachers said today’s education system has enough digital emphasis 
to prepare learners for their future, 34% of students want to do more learning on digital 
devices and yet 43% of schools have no in-school tech support whatsoever. 

We recommend three key areas should form a national framework for digital investment 
and infrastructure in schools and colleges, and these should be the starting point for any 
national digital strategy:  

• Infrastructure – investment in broadband connection and devices so that all 
schools are equipped to use technology effectively for teaching and learning. 

• Leadership and teaching practice – investment in Initial Teacher Training (ITT) and 
Continuous Professional Development (CPD) to support with digital leadership 
and effective pedagogy. 

• Curriculum and assessment – teaching and assessment of the digital skills 
students need for future life and work. 

Recent research undertaken by the Centre for Economics and Business Research (Cebr) 
and Pearson shows that an annual investment of around £130 million a year in 
technology in schools over the next decade would deliver an economic benefit to the UK 
of up to £8.7 billion. For every £1 invested, technology in schools would bring a return of 
up to £7.90, benefiting both the education sector and the wider economy2.  

Specifically, we are calling on the government to: 

1) Increase device provision: Effective use of EdTech requires and relies upon 
adequate hardware. There is a gap to be closed in the availability of devices in 
schools, including laptops, desktops and tablets, where there are disparities in 
provision between schools, especially at secondary.  
 
Our ‘Digital in Schools’ research shows 34% of secondary and 31% of primary 
schools do not have a sufficient number of devices for learners. These 
institutions should be provided with more devices so they match the average 

 
2 https://plc.pearson.com/en-GB/news-and-insights/news/pearson-and-cebr-research-ps87-billion-
benefit-uk-economy-investment 

https://plc.pearson.com/en-GB/news-and-insights/news/pearson-and-cebr-research-ps87-billion-benefit-uk-economy-investment
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(mean) number of devices in schools nationwide. 
 

2) Broadband updates: To successfully make use of EdTech, schools also need a 
broadband connection that teachers feel is sufficiently strong and reliable. 
 
Our ‘Digital in Schools’ research shows 27% of secondary schools and 36% of 
primary schools report having slow internet speed. 
 
We therefore recommend the government overhauls the broadband network in 
these schools. 

 
3) Examination formats: Pearson currently offers a range of onscreen exams, 

including in GCSE Computer Science, International GCSEs and IALs.  
 
This is in addition to the word processing of exams (in line with JCQ 
arrangements) and interactive electronic question papers (e.g. editable PDFs) to 
support students’ access arrangements. 
 
Across Pearson Edexcel exams in summer 2024 alone, there were more than 
14,000+ exams taken onscreen in selected qualifications, plus 91,000 typed 
responses and 13,700+ interactive electronic question papers used (Should you 
require more information on the breakdown of these numbers – please do 
contact us). 
 
 

4. How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what 
are the opinions of teachers on this point? If so how?  

Technology can take pressure off teachers and cut down their admin and marking time, 
so they can spend more time supporting students and delivering lessons – both of which 
were cited in our 2024 School Report by students as some of the most important factors 
in increasing student engagement. Indeed, almost half of teachers (43%) flagged 
workload as a challenge for their school over the next 12 months. And one in five schools 
are actively advocating and implementing training on technologies and the use of digital 
timesaving solutions e.g. AI platforms. 

Our research with Cebr also shows if the government invests £130 million a year in 
technology in schools over a ten-year period, teacher time savings of around £900 million 
would be seen in the first year alone – this is equivalent to almost five average working 
weeks. 



Additionally, our research shows that EdTech has particular benefits for students with 
SEND 3 . It was therefore identified that there was a further time-saving benefit for 
teachers in supporting these students. Cebr considered the amount of time teachers 
spend on behavioural, social, and emotional skills development with students. 

But we have a long way to go. Our research with Cebr shows that currently, only 55% of 
schools have access to reliable Wi-Fi across their whole estates, 53% of teachers feel 
confident using technology in their role, and almost half of teachers say their school does 
not have the adequate infrastructure to adopt new technology. Our School Report 2024 
also found 84% of teachers have never had training on digital learning tools and EdTech 
advancement at all. 

To overcome this issue, we recommend the government invest in digitally-focused 
teacher training as part of its national strategy and investment in digital transformation 
in schools and colleges. Specifically, our ‘Digital in Schools’ research shows 20 hours of 
training are needed per teacher that needs support, in line with the EdTech training that 
is currently available through the Education and Training Foundation. 

As well as technology, our School Report found other ways in which schools are 
addressing barriers to learning. For example, via SEND training (54%), positive behaviour 
initiatives (53%), providing sensory spaces and/or wellbeing rooms (51%), supporting 
families experiencing poverty (51%) and mental health/ wellbeing (49%).  

 

6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations:  

a. What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a 
good learning environment for students and teachers?  

Pearson is the sponsor of the National Teaching Awards and recommend interacting with 
them regarding good practice case studies. We would be happy to make an introduction. 

 

  

 
3 Previous research into the impact of digital assessment on SEND learners also showed tangible learner 
benefits: https://www.pearson.com/content/dam/one-dot-com/one-dot-
com/uk/documents/educator/schools/issues/Digital-Innovation/SEND-accessibility-report.pdf  

https://www.pearson.com/content/dam/one-dot-com/one-dot-com/uk/documents/educator/schools/issues/Digital-Innovation/SEND-accessibility-report.pdf
https://www.pearson.com/content/dam/one-dot-com/one-dot-com/uk/documents/educator/schools/issues/Digital-Innovation/SEND-accessibility-report.pdf


In addition, the APPG for Education would welcome details of any relevant research 
carried out by your organisation which it would be willing to share with the Inquiry. 

Throughout our response, we have referenced several key resources and reports, which 
you can find below for further reading if required. 

• Pearson and Cebr, £8.7 billion benefit for UK economy from investment in 
technology in schools (January 2025) www.pearson.com/en-gb/news-and-
policy/news/2025/01/pearson-and-cebr-research.html 

• Pearson, School Report (2024) https://www.pearson.com/en-
gb/schools/insights-and-events/topics/school-report/2024.html  

• Pearson, School Report (2023) www.pearson.com/en-gb/schools/insights-and-
events/topics/school-report/2023.html?start=3 

• Pearson, School Report (2022) www.pearson.com/content/dam/one-dot-
com/one-dot-com/uk/images/educator/schools/issues/school-report/pearson-
school-report.pdf  

• Pearson, Digital in Schools: Investing in the Future (2025) 
www.pearson.com/content/dam/global-store/en-gb/news-policy/cebr-
report/pearson-cebr-summmary.pdf 

https://www.pearson.com/en-gb/news-and-policy/news/2025/01/pearson-and-cebr-research.html
https://www.pearson.com/en-gb/news-and-policy/news/2025/01/pearson-and-cebr-research.html
https://www.pearson.com/en-gb/schools/insights-and-events/topics/school-report/2024.html
https://www.pearson.com/en-gb/schools/insights-and-events/topics/school-report/2024.html
https://www.pearson.com/en-gb/schools/insights-and-events/topics/school-report/2023.html?start=3
https://www.pearson.com/en-gb/schools/insights-and-events/topics/school-report/2023.html?start=3
https://www.pearson.com/content/dam/one-dot-com/one-dot-com/uk/images/educator/schools/issues/school-report/pearson-school-report.pdf
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Pupil Pathways – APPG - The Loss of the Love of Learning 

 
Call for Evidence: The Loss of the Love of Learning 
 
The love of learning is one of the most valuable qualities a child can develop.  It’s evident 
in young children as they eagerly explore their world, driven by curiosity and discovery.  
 
Yet, as they progress through the education system, many seem to lose this natural 
enthusiasm. If learning is an innate joy, why do so many young people disengage from it? 
 
There is no single answer to this complex issue, but one significant factor is the transition 
from primary to secondary school.  The shift to a new learning environment, with 
unfamiliar expectations and structures, can be unsettling. Without careful support, this 
transition can disrupt a child’s confidence, sense of belonging, and ultimately their 
motivation to learn. 
 
Research by Ofsted has highlighted concerns about the quality of subject transitions, 
particularly in areas like modern foreign languages.  When knowledge and progress are 
not effectively carried forward, students may struggle to see continuity in their learning, 
impacting both their confidence and interest in the subject. The report points to issues 
of motivation, curriculum design, and the effectiveness of transition processes as 
contributing factors to declining engagement. 
 
A smooth and well-supported transition can help sustain a child’s enthusiasm for 
learning.  Schools that prioritise early and structured transitions, starting in Year 6 and 
extending into Year 7, are better placed to ensure that students feel prepared and 
supported.  Providing secondary schools with relevant, timely, and structured 
information about incoming pupils helps create an environment where every child can 
feel a sense of belonging from day one. 
 
The transition to secondary school is not just a challenge; it is also an opportunity.  New 
subjects, new ways of learning, and new relationships can all reignite curiosity, but only 
if managed well. However, without the right support, even the most confident learners 
can become disengaged, and the love of learning that once came so naturally can be 
difficult to restore. 
 
The discussion around how we maintain, and nurture children’s love of learning is vital. 
By addressing the challenges of transition with thoughtful strategies, we can help ensure 
that students remain engaged, motivated, and ready to thrive in their education. 
 
Regards  
Helen Baker 
Head of Business Development 
DL:  0333 880 4418 
E: helen.baker@pupilpathways.com 

mailto:karen@pupilpathways.com
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Has the Love of Learning been lost? Call for Evidence 

Response from: Christina Jones, CEO, River Tees Multi-Academy Trust 

River Tees Multi-Academy Trust is a specialist Trust based in the North East of England. The Trust is 

made up of a primary and two secondary Alternative Provision schools, a hospital school and a 

special school for learners with SEMH/ASC. Our schools are in some of the most deprived areas in 

the country, serving highly vulnerable children and young people who cannot attend mainstream 

settings due to periods of exclusion, mental and physical health needs or specialist educational 

needs and disabilities.  

Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers? 

My team feel there is a mixed picture. Varying views were collected with some similar themes. I 

have included direct feedback from the team in the comments below as I felt these offer powerful 

messages. 

 

What are the key factors involved in this decline and are they more structural or societal? 

Where teachers are enthusiastic, highly skilled and knowledgeable about their subject they can 

encourage a love of learning among pupils. Our pupils regularly give us feedback and say that 

positive relationships are a key element of them wanting to engage in learning. 

 

Our pupils have had periods of disengagement from learning and their families do not love the 

education system. They come to us at a point of crisis. We are very successful at encouraging a love 

of learning through the work we do both among learners and their families. There are family, peer 

and societal pressures not to engage in learning. This can be driven by generational disadvantage 

and experience or fear of failure. A lack of other support services has had an impact on families. 

Where learners feel anxious under pressure to gain qualifications this can have an effect on 

engagement with learning. The curriculum hasn’t changed significantly to be applicable to today’s 

world so some families question the value of education. 

 

Access to technology means learners sometimes see less need to learn even the basic skills or 

reading, writing and numeracy. My team feels some of this links back to COVID when technology 

was used as an enabler for education, returning to more traditional classrooms has been 

challenging. 

    

One team member said, “I think covid gave parents the excuse to not value education, they were out 

of it for a long period of time. In middle class areas, I think that parents value education more as 

students need to do well to get to university, in working class areas they see university as something 

that is less available to them.” 

 

Another said, “Societal, almost everything we do revolves around a screen of some description, 

which very often leads back to a lack of community and respect, not knowing how to act or speak to 

each other which is filtered through families.” 

 

How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning environment? 

 

We need to promote the value of learning and schools to the whole community.  
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I think there needs to be adaptations within the curriculum to interests of current learners. Learning 

environments need to be more inviting to students, nice displays, more safe spaces in school to be 

able to have moments, sensory times or calm. Create adaptable classrooms and collaborative spaces 

that foster creativity and interaction. 

Green spaces for outdoor learning to promote well-being and engagement. 

Incorporating technology more fluently within the classroom, not just ipads but being taught how to 

use laptops.  

Supporting learners more with have a healthy mental health through supportive counselling ideally 

in staff support  

more adaptions to timetables depending on the needs of certain students. Very bespoke timetables 

for students who struggles to regulate in the classroom which maybe fulltime but not necessarily in 

the classroom EG woodwork or practical lessons to support learning in real world situations.  

Continue to develop a community with parents playing an active role within school. 

Engage parents and carers alongside pupils to form a deeper relationship. 

To embrace the technology the students enjoy using.  If you can read, you can read your own text 

messages.  Read about the lifestyle of their latest heroes.   If you learn to write, you can be a hero 

yourself.    Schools have to be more relevant to students.  As students get older, teach them to 

become independent learners. 

A modernised curriculum from the children's perspective. Include real life skills such as money, 

mental health strategies for all and app/coding/computer skills. Pixl and PSHE are lessons which 

engage the pupils far more than other subjects as they about skills outside of school and are not 

seen as 'proper lessons' by the pupils. 

Make lessons enjoyable for the pupils so they are not perhaps writing in every lesson or if they do 

have to write it is small chunks. Some focus on writing and reading apps to help children progress. 

Inviting parents into schools for workshops with their children to help understand how they can 

support at home. Be more aware of what is happening in the local community to support families. 

Maybe extra cultural activities, showing how we all live the same, with different culture 

expectations. For instance the importance of Eid to Muslims. Christmas family time for English.  

Encourage students to question what they see online and use reliable sources.  Encourage students 

to ask further questions beyond simple answers or explanations.  Expose students to more 

experiences which require extended concentration e.g. plays, films, novels. 

More opportunities for parents/agencies to be invited into school on a regular basis so that they are 

fully aware of how hard we all work to provide each learner with an education that can further their 

life experiences. 

I feel students would benefit from accessing vocational and technical education from an earlier age 

than 16. Practical elements will keep children more engaged. The outdoor educational approach can 

also help students engage more. Every child is unique and needs education to fit them best. 

Parental involvement. Building a curriculum that is more purposeful for adulthood. Children find it 

difficult to link some learning to the real world and I think this is down to a dated national curriculum 

coverage.  

By being trauma-informed, we are more aware of the challenges that our students may face when 

outside of the school environment. We have an extensive number of interventions available, which 

are run by staff or external agencies that we have a strong working relationship with. 

More relevant texts 

As information is more available to students than ever before, I think school should give them the 

knowledge of how to use the information and how to analyse and evaluate what is available. More 

of an emphasis need to be on the skills required for the future and not retention of information. 

Flexible school times. A more child centred, pastoral approach. More staff in school and class.  

Schools can adapt by staying up to date with the topics discussed in society and the needs which 

students require to learn more successfully in school. 
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Embed future options/post 16/careers more thoroughly to ensure students are stimulated and 

ambitious. 

We need to reteach how to respect and behave round each other. 

More funding 

Using technology to its advance to support learning, possibly introducing AI into lesson planning and 

classroom experiences. Getting input from learners around what techniques help them learn. 

Thinking about the kind of jobs we might see in the future as things advance and how young people 

can develop the required skills for these roles. 

I think it’s the environment itself, making sure it’s safe of course, again learning students to be more 

open minded and creative. I think more workshops are needed to learn more about today’s society 

and how to keep them on the straight and narrow. 

Until the government sees the value in education and schools and reduces the financial strain on 

schools this will not get better. 

Supporting the whole family to see the benefits of education. 

Through CPD and having an open mind. 

Children need to be more respectful towards staff etc. Adapt to change, stay positive, be curious 

(Ted Lasso) & open to learning something new, always try to get the students on your side. 

 

How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are the opinions of 

teachers on this point? 

 

Views from my team are: 

Continuing to develop the pastoral team to support students to be ready to learn in the classroom 

but also putting into place interventions if they are not ready to participate. If students are not in 

lesson could they be developing themselves emotionally more effectively rather than returning to a 

lesson before being ready to re-engage which may results in having to leave very quickly again or 

disrupting other learners who are ready to learn. Having technology is effective in the classroom, 

including students having access for support with learning.  

More flexibility in what is taught. There is still too much focus on content rather than engaging with 

the pupils needs. There needs to be more open ended tasks for pupils and opportunities to research 

and answer their own questions. 

Less importance on having to get a lesson completed so the pressure is not there and the ability to 

allow some free time in the lesson so everyone has a bit of calm time. 

More cover staff to support when teachers should be having PPA time. This will allow for teachers to 

be more prepared to deliver the lesson. 

Train and employ more teachers nationally to reduce individual teacher contact time. 

Number and complexity of students needs to be looked at. I feel that staff are becoming 

overwhelmed at times with the level of new pupils arriving and the increase in complex needs. 

I feel there is too much emphasis on academia for students, and most times the targets are 

unrealistic, students become bored quickly and struggle to focus, especially if they have gaps in 

education. The education system needs an overhaul from the top, to realise that children are not the 

same now. Influences such as technology and social media have changed the development of 

children and their brains, they need more stimulation, which doesn't come from most teaching, 

hence why the system needs to introduce more stimulating courses, more practical elements, more 

experiences.  

Ensuring that schools are up to date with current events within the local communities, allows staff to 

pre-empt the conversations they may hear, whilst supporting us to prepare the necessary support 

and interventions. 

Change from rigid behaviour policies, opportunities for outside of classroom learning 

Support from TA’s is massive inside the classroom and can help teachers deliver a better lesson with 

flow whilst a TA deals with disruption and discipline, along with TAs supporting in workload. 
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A way the pressure can be taken off teachers to facilitate better class time is through selecting 

specific times to key into learning and key into reading. This will ensure times such as, after lunch 

where attention may be distracted or less than other times of the day, could be spent focusing on 

reading to regather to attention of the learner in a low-pressure environment.  

Smaller class numbers therefore smaller work load, our students come with lots of baggage to 

unpick which takes time and the headspace to be mindful of each individual’s needs.  

Unable to comment from a Teaching point of view however, investing in a good classroom 

environment and ensuring technology is up to date would help with the classroom experience. 

Thinking about how best to utilise teacher team and offer training that will complement the learning 

experience. 

Within our school the balance seems to work, however in previous schools I have worked in often 

the hard working staff are given more tasks and workload resulting in burn out. 

Lower class numbers of children in main steam schools. Reduce their workload. Encourage staff to 

look after themselves. Keep teachers motivated. Some teachers are struggling, and finding it difficult 

to stay in this profession, the Government must help this. 

 

How can technology be harnessed to support ricer and more engaging educational experiences? 

 

Views from my team are: 

Having access to working and up to date technology students will engage more through apps and 

low stakes quizzing eg Kahoots.  

Expand the learning resources being able to be used in the classroom EG maps, a wider range of 

reading books.  

Promote collaborative learning with peers by using teams or Microsoft lenses. 

be able to use a range of creative apps like scratch and Lego. 

Takes stress away from marking and poorer handwriting. 

Students spend their lives using technology.  I would ask them.  They would have great ideas on how 

to harness the technology they have seen/used or even just heard about. 

Up to date iPads and laptops to be used more in school. Typing up work rather than always 

physically writing is better preparing pupils for the future. 

Ensuring that the apps on the ipads are tailored for the children to be enjoyable whilst learning so 

they forget they are learning. 

Have more interactive apps which relate to topics which are being studied. 

I think less technology is sometimes better - e.g. physical books 

Technology has become a large part of society and can play an important part as long as it has 

restrictions to prevent access to social media and non-relevant platforms. Online virtual classes, 

access to research and the introduction of AI / AR can help students to develop learning further.   

Many ways to support the teachers and students using technology. Teachers have tools to increase 

learning time, streamline lessons and technology can engage students. However, computer literacy 

is low in disadvantaged areas and can cause barriers for progress 

Social media is a huge part of young people’s lives at present and we need to ensure that they are 

aware of 'fake news' and how to spot this. I think that there should be stricter laws on who can 

access social media, it's content and the news shared online to support educators to keep young 

people safe. 

With today’s children in mind the use of iPads is important in the classroom and big in time saving 

compared to the use of a computer or laptop. 

Having technology available in lessons is a good way to teach some subjects, however I don't think 

this should be the main way of working. 

Technology can be used to highlight the links between learning and the wider world.  

Increased use of new available apps/AI and maintain quality technology so that it's use is reliable 

It can't reading to students or encourage them to read, this will build up there concentrate 
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Embracing technology as part of the curriculum and researching how this is used in other settings to 

see what works well. AI is something that is growing and has been shown to be beneficial in other 

sectors. It could help teachers to reduce planning times and focus on other areas. Looking at 

technology that would make lessons more interesting and memorable for students.  

AI is becoming a huge part of life these days such as chatbot where this shortens the workload and 

makes this more manageable for teachers to complete tasks much quicker and more effective, plus 

this opens up more time for teachers to get other things complete   

I believe some secondary schools manage this well with the use of individual ipads for learners 

where work is uploaded for the lessons, homework set if tasks incomplete during the lesson, easy 

for the students to track their learning and progress and catch up if they have been off.  

Students can collaborate with others, it can help with the mindset of today’s society. it can also 

make the teachers’ job easier 

 

To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations what examples are 

there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good learning environment for students and 

teachers? 

 

Views from my team are: 

Student councils, parental/family involvement 

Having a strong SMT that actively celebrates student successes. 

Raise awareness and ability to recognise patterns of behaviour, for all staff.  

Share knowledge about our students and best practice with all staff. 

Interactive displays, visitors, Mental health first aid training for staff, calm spaces around school, 

calming music in lessons, mindfulness being taught as a skill 

By creating a timetable that allows changes in lessons where needs be and to have down time in a 

lesson where needed.  

Constant reassurance through learning that it can be achieved and no time pressure to move on. 

To be adaptive for all students within the classroom. 

I believe the pupils and staff have a good relationship, this eases pressure, children learn better as 

are willing to, students adapt as staff are very child centre based. 

First News is a good example.  Students have to actually handle the newspaper to find the 

information, rather than speak the question into their phones. 

Schools are now making sure children are fed in the morning, creating a open door policy, students 

know they can talk and share any issues, they trust their teachers and the staff, building those strong 

relationships, which creates a positive learning environment. This is more so in AP, mainstream 

schools do not tend to build those relationships, which creates a more unsettled environment.  

Preparation to welcome students into an environment is key, books out, correct stationary provided 

for learners. Additional adapted resources to support learning who need it. 

We pride ourselves on the personal development that our students are able to make and they are 

able to make this progress due to the strong working relationships they have with staff. Learners at 

our educational setting feel safe, which allows them to make mistakes and learn from them. 

Within our school 5 timetables lessons of 45 minutes works very well and ensures that for that 45 

minute lesson students remain engaged and focused, if it was 1 hour then students would become 

easily distracted and cause distribution. 

I think good learning environments are when student do not have access to their own mobile 

devices, but are able to have access to the equivalent items. Students should not be allowed access 

to mobile phones in lessons and I do see this as a problem in mainstream schools (information from 

my own children). 

APs use staff pupil relationships well. Strong safeguarding and attendance teams.  

Diverse exposure to different career options 
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Talking and being adaptive to the students needs, not being narrow minded, making the 

surroundings welcoming and somewhere nice to be.  

Teachers reading more to students and explaining things because a lot of the students can’t 
concentrate for no more than 60 secs. 

I believe that our school already fosters a good leaning environment through individualisation of 

lessons to the needs of each student.  

Short lessons, lessons what are not overpowering especially for send/EHCP students, 1-1 

intervention lessons for students with this need.  

Calm, clean areas that are not too over stimulating. Relationship building is a focus which supports a 

good learning environment and readiness to learn.  

taking Holistic approach to support families through multi agency and having an open-door policy to 

discuss issues/ concerns. 

 

What examples are there of schools dealing with youth mental health in a particularly strong and 

influential way? 

 

Listening to the pupils, working around the child.  

Checking in with students on arrival allowing students to share how they are feeling.  Availability of 

staff to respond to students' issues. 

Some school have their own on site/in house counsellor, which is feel would benefit pupils, feel safe 

in school whilst accessing therapy and avoid long referral waiting lists which is an ongoing barrier 

The mental health and wellbeing of students is an integral role now for all staff in education now. 

The growing factors arising can’t be ignored and more schools are buying into companies/ agencies 

that come in and deliver 1:1, small groups and full cohorts, more training is delivered to staff and 

sessions delivered around local and national issues, such as grooming, knife crime and drug related 

issues as well as many more. Educating all staff and students and revisiting to reduce the impact for 

students is paramount. 

PSHE/RSE curriculum, strong breakfast club and interaction at social times  

We have two assemblies each week, which allow us to discuss and praise students’ attendance, 

behaviour and engagement. This also gives us the opportunity to discuss recent events both within 

the world and our local communities, which offers students the opportunity to discuss recent events 

with support from staff. This also allows staff to signpost students to further help that is available, if 

they do not feel comfortable speaking to staff or an adult at home. We have strong working 

relationships with external agencies such as CAMHS, Educational Psychologists, VEMT, Counselling 

services and more, whom we regularly invite into school for whole school assemblies, to enable 

students to understand what these services provide. 

Specific staff roles allow children to go to them for support and 1-1 conversation privately and 

building a trusting relationship with that specific staff role, whilst also then communicating with 

guardians. 

The use of the SEND team in school and having a people available for students to talk to is key. 

Thrive is also a good tool for a school to have. 

Waiting times for external support are too long, schools are employing psychotherapist, EPs and 

counsellors to offer support quickly.  

Being able to talk to each other, having someone you can vent to even if it’s just to get it off your 

chest.  

The teachers in the school are really good listeners. 

Being able to talk. 

One to one available. Pastoral team, always open. 

In our school we are fortunate to employee staff who have background experience in these areas 

and will support learners directly or signpost them to where they can receive the support needed. 

Having in depth mental health training means staff can identify signs early on and support students. 
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wellbeing is vitally important in this day and age, for both students and teachers, mental health is 

growing and some schools go above and beyond to make sure students are happy and supported, 

plus teachers’ wellbeing is being recognized too. 

Interventions, key adults identified for students, empathy and understanding when students are 

experiencing difficult times - some mainstream schools do not build on relationships, and this can 

impact negatively on the outcomes of the learners especially those struggling with their mental 

health.  

This is very difficult in today’s society and unfortunately, I do not know how to deal with it. 

 

 

 

Christina Jones 

Chief Executive Officer 
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APPG for Education inquiry - for the love of learning 

Written evidence 

School-Home Support 

 

About School-Home Support 

School-Home Support is a national education charity working in partnership with schools to support 

families whose children are absent from school, by addressing the root causes of high absence 

through whole family support. We are campaigning for a properly funded and consistent family 

support network around schools to support those vulnerable families whose children are severely 

and persistently absent. We use early intervention techniques to address intergenerational cycles of 

deprivation and low aspiration, and look beyond the school gate to build trust, resilience and skills 

across the whole family. Our practitioners work in tandem with schools and local authorities to 

strengthen the bridge between home and school, and deliver a lasting impact for children, young 

people and their families. 

 

Submission Summary 

 

The submission will largely focus on the 1st Module of the inquiry’s terms of reference: ‘The Current 

Landscape of Engagement in Education’. 
 

Low school attendance and teacher retention are arguably the most persistent and worrying issues 

in the current education landscape  

 

Recent attendance statistics have shown persistent absence rate is still at around 1 in 5 pupils and 

that the severe absence rate has increased to 2.3% or 171,000 children - this represents a 184% 

increase from the pre-pandemic levels (2018/19 data). 

 

There have been seismic shifts in parental attitudes to school attendance since the Covid-19 

pandemic according to a large national research we conducted with Public First. which found that 

parental support for full- time schooling has collapsed 

 

Meanwhile, the National Foundation for Educational Research’s (NFER) latest ‘Teacher Labour 

Market in England Annual Report 2025’ detailed the extent of the poor retention levels in schools: 

● 90% of teachers considering leaving teaching in 2023/24; 

● In 2022/23, 9.6% of teachers left state-sector teaching, slightly higher than pre-pandemic; 

● Teacher leaving rates have not significantly improved since the pandemic. 

 

According to Education Support’s most recent Teacher Wellbeing Index, 70% of teachers noted an 

increase in challenging interactions with parents and that this had impacted their mental health and 

wellbeing.  

 

In  this submission, we argue that by investing in ways to rebuild the bridge between home and 

school we can help solve both crises.  

 

https://www.schoolhomesupport.org.uk/
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england/2023-24
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england/2018-19
https://www.publicfirst.co.uk/public-first-research-finds-parental-support-for-fulltime-schooling-has-collapsed.html
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/afsn0rmb/teacher_labour_market_in_england_annual_report_2025.pdf
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/afsn0rmb/teacher_labour_market_in_england_annual_report_2025.pdf
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/afsn0rmb/teacher_labour_market_in_england_annual_report_2025.pdf
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/media/ftwl04cs/twix-2024.pdf


Government Investment in a whole family support worker for every school as well as additional 

money to upskill school staff in parental engagement techniques will add capacity and skills to 

strengthen positive relationships between home and school- improving attendance, reducing 

pressure on school staff and in turn reducing tensions between home and school.  

 

There are important and much needed school attendance measures in the Children’s Wellbeing and 

Schools Bill, which we hope will pass quickly, but now is the time to think beyond the bill at the 

major crises the education system faces  

 

The policy measures we propose will have a transformative effect on the education system, helping 

to restore a love of learning in young people as well as those of us who exist to ensure they get the 

best possible start in life. This starts with the Department for Education adopting a policy to ensure 

that we have a whole family support worker for every school.  

 

Detailed findings 

 

We are still in a school attendance crisis 

Just last month the Government published the school attendance data for the entire 2023/24 

academic year.  

 

The headline findings: 

● The overall absence rate decreased by 0.3 points from last year to 7.1%; 

● The persistent absence rate decreased by 1.2 points from last year to 20%. This 20% rate 

represents 1.49m children and a rate of 1 in 5. 

● The severe absence rate increased 0.3 points from last year to 2.3%. This represents 

171,000 children and a 184% increase from the pre-pandemic levels (2018/19 data). 

 

Using this data, we calculated that the 171,000 severely absent children had their effective last day 

at school for the 2024/25 academic year on the 4th February 2025, as per our School Attendance 

Gap Day Campaign. 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic has played a role but the attendance crisis is a holistic issue: 

 

As the above statistics note, since the pandemic, we have seen the school attendance crisis deepen:  

 

● Severe absence has increased by 184% since pre-pandemic levels (2018/19 data); 

● Persistent absence is still drastically higher from 10.9% pre-pandemic (2018/19 data) to 20% 

for the entire 2023/24 academic year.  

 

Speaking to this our 2023 report with Public First demonstrated that there has been a ‘seismic shift 

in parental attitudes to school attendance’ with fewer parents/carers believing that it is essential 

that children attend school everyday. This is particularly worrying as evidence consistently shows 

that good parental engagement in a child’s education is vital: 

 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england/2023-24
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england/2023-24
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england/2018-19
https://www.schoolhomesupport.org.uk/school-attendance-gap-day#:~:text=School%20Attendance%20Gap%20Day%20is,close%20the%20school%20attendance%20gap.
https://www.schoolhomesupport.org.uk/school-attendance-gap-day#:~:text=School%20Attendance%20Gap%20Day%20is,close%20the%20school%20attendance%20gap.
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england/2018-19
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england/2018-19
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/pupil-absence-in-schools-in-england/2023-24
https://www.publicfirst.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/ATTENDANCE-REPORT-V02.pdf


● Evidence from the Education Endowment Foundation demonstrates that parental 

engagement can result in an additional four months of progress; 

● Research from ParentKind shows that it can lead to better behaviour, more confidence, 

higher attendance, and lower risk of exclusion. 

 

However, the issue of school attendance has not solely arisen from Covid-19 as many of the 

underlying causes of it are the myriad of holistic issues facing parents. Our practitioners have 

observed this having worked with families affected by the school attendance crisis for over 40 years.  

 

Children can be absent from school due to a range of complex and overlapping reasons. The first-

hand experience of our practitioners reveals that this can be factors including poverty, insecure 

housing (as recognised by the Housing, Communities and Local Government’s 2025 report), 

unsupported or undiagnosed special and educational needs and disabilities (SEND), and mental 

health challenges. Our 2023/2024 Impact Report found that 1 in 5 of the children we worked with 

identified ‘where you live’ as one of the biggest challenges they face in attending school, and a 57% 

increase in the number of applications to our Welfare & Uniform Fund in the last year. Reports from 

our practitioners also demonstrate that work, home, money and wellbeing are the biggest issues 

facing parents/carers and feelings, behaviour, confidence and self esteem are some of the biggest 

issues facing children.  

 

In this sense, the root causes of the school attendance go beyond the realms of the classroom. At 

School-Home Support we believe that the solution to the crisis should also be beyond the realms of 

the classroom. Therefore, to remedy this, we need to have appropriate support to properly engage 

parents/carers in their child’s education and alleviate the holistic barriers to education. In essence, 

parents/carers are central to effective whole family support. 

 

School Staff are Overstretched 

 

School Staff are overstretched and don't have the time to build meaningful relationships with 

parents  and support more complex issues, though parents may expect or need this. This leads to 

tensions which contribute to the stresses which causes teachers leaving the profession and thus 

problems with teacher retention rate.  

 

As mentioned prior, the National Foundation for Educational Research’s (NFER) latest ‘Teacher 

Labour Market in England Annual Report 2025’ detailed the extent of the poor retention levels in 

schools: 

● 90% of teachers considering leaving teaching in 2023/24; 

● In 2022/23, 9.6% of teachers left state-sector teaching, slightly higher than pre-pandemic; 

● Teacher leaving rates have not significantly improved since the pandemic. 

 

Education Support’s most recent Teacher Wellbeing Index, 70% of teachers noted an increase in 

challenging interactions with parents and that this had impacted their mental health and wellbeing. 

Meanwhile, 43% of all school staff felt that ‘vexatious complaints from parents and guardians have 

increased’. 
 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit/parental-engagement#nav-what-is-it
https://www.parentkind.org.uk/for-schools/parents-matter-the-research
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/47349/documents/245409/default/
https://www.schoolhomesupport.org.uk/our-impact-improving-persistent-absence/our-impact-reports
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/afsn0rmb/teacher_labour_market_in_england_annual_report_2025.pdf
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/afsn0rmb/teacher_labour_market_in_england_annual_report_2025.pdf
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/media/ftwl04cs/twix-2024.pdf


Consequently, teachers more than anyone need the additional support required to help bridge the 

gap to parents/carers and ensure that families are partners and co-creators in their child’s 

education.  

 

Recommendation: Ensure that all schools should have access to a whole family support 

practitioner 

 

At SHS we believe that our model and approach as highlighted by the Education Select Committee in 

its 2023 Inquiry, provides a blueprint for the professionals working with families, which could be 

scaled up nationally. This is the missing piece in the Government’s emerging system of support to 

tackle school absence and therefore, reignite the love of learning in young people as well as those of 

us who exist to ensure they get the best possible start in life. 

 

Our model is key to building trust with parents, identifying the root causes of absence and co-

creating solutions to address barriers to school. This is because it operates from a foundation of 

partnership, recognising families as experts in their own lives and valuing co-creation with the 

parents as central to effective support. It acknowledges that educational outcomes are most 

meaningful and sustainable when families, schools, and practitioners collaborate in ways that are 

relational, respectful, and responsive to the realities of home life.  

 

Our bespoke approach recognises that reasons for absence are complex, varied and often 

overlapping. As well as promoting positive engagement between schools and parents - practitioners 

provide practical and emotional support to families who are often dealing with complex overlapping 

challenges, which make school attendance a second or third order issue.  

 

To explain the work of our practitioners we often use the analogy of a GP . Practitioners  are trained 

and supervised to offer general, practical and emotional support to help with a variety of presenting 

issues. For example, high numbers of our practitioners are supporting families with children with 

special educational needs and disabilities. Support work  might involve helping families navigate 

difficult paperwork or attending meetings to support parents.  

 

This support is importantly not time limited, and this means we avoid sticking plaster solutions 

delivered under time pressure. Instead, we build trust with families and help them build resilience to 

provide lasting solutions to school absence.  

 

Our 2023/24 Impact Report demonstrates the success of intensive, bespoke whole 

family support approaches. 7/10 of children receiving intensive support improved 

their attendance by an average of 22 days annually and severely absent children 

improved their attendance by 46 days. 80% of all parents/carers improved 

engagement with school and learning and 88% of all children and young people 

improved their behaviour. 

 

Consequently, this demonstrates that a properly funded whole family support worker for every 

school can provide a vital step to re-engaging parents, and begin to address the school attendance 

https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7179/persistent-absence-and-support-for-disadvantaged-pupils/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7179/persistent-absence-and-support-for-disadvantaged-pupils/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7179/persistent-absence-and-support-for-disadvantaged-pupils/
https://committees.parliament.uk/work/7179/persistent-absence-and-support-for-disadvantaged-pupils/
https://www.schoolhomesupport.org.uk/our-impact-improving-persistent-absence/our-impact-reports


crisis and thereby, rekindle the love of learning  in young people as well as those of us who exist to 

ensure they get the best possible start in life. 

 

Case study 

 

Milo’s story 

6 year old Milo was missing a lot of school due to illness. His parents became increasingly worried 

about sending him in when he wasn’t feeling 100%. As he spent more time off school, it became 

harder for Milo to leave his parents when he got to school. At school he refused to do his school 

work and expressed challenging behaviours. There was a breakdown in communication between 

home and school, and Milo’s attendance fell to 66%. 

 

School-Home Support practitioner Laura intervened, putting a care plan in place and establishing 

herself as the point of contact in school for Milo’s parents. Laura began meeting Milo at the school 

gates and going into class with him, staying with him until he was settled. On a home visit to the 

family, Laura learnt that Milo didn’t have a bed, and so used the School-Home Support Welfare Fund 

to provide one. Laura’s interventions began to rebuild the relationship between home and school, 

and ease Milo’s parents’ concerns about his safety and wellbeing at school. 

 

Milo is happy going into school with Laura each day, a huge relief for Milo’s parents. Since beginning 

work with the family, Milo’s attendance has improved to 88%.  

 

Conclusion  

This submission demonstrates the significance of the school attendance crisis and suggests it is a 

symptom or loss of love for learning, or school at least in young people, parents and school staff. The 

Covid-19 pandemic has impacted this but the holistic barriers that some parents/carers face that 

drive the school attendance crisis pre-date the pandemic. Meanwhile, poor teacher retention only 

worsens the school attendance crisis and demonstrates that schools need more support.  

 

Moreover, while the measures in the Children's Wellbeing and Schools Bill will go some way to 

address this, they will not fix everything. Therefore, this submission provides the following 

recommendation to move beyond the Bill and bridge the gap between home and school and 

reinvigorate the love of learning for teachers and parents/carers: 

 

● Ensure that all schools should have access to a whole family support practitioner. 

 

SHS would welcome the chance to share our evidence so we can feed into the future report and help 

the APPG for Education uncover how we can rekindle the love of learning.  

 

Contact for further information 

Michael Kane, Policy and Campaigns Executive 

07811 998067 | michael.kane@shs.org.uk 

 

 

 

mailto:michael.kane@shs.org.uk


 

 

 

 

 

 



Submission to the Education APPG inquiry “Has the love of learning been lost?” 

From: Speech and Language Link (Speech Link Multimedia Ltd), Canterbury Innovation Centre, University 
Road, Canterbury, CT2 7FG. Tel 0333 577 0784. 

Main contact: Peter M McLeod, Managing Director, pete.mcleod@speechlink.co.uk 

This submission is in reference to Module 1, highlighting a specific, prevalent and yet often overlooked 
barrier for students which has a significant effect on a student’s access to, and relationship with, learning. 
We finish by making suggestions which, if implemented, could make a difference across the spectrum of 
problems at relatively little cost. 

Amongst students there are barriers to learning which, if not addressed, will inevitably sit between 
a student and the possibility of loving learning.   
 

In the call for evidence various possible symptoms of a decline in the love of learning are mentioned 
in the preamble. Attendance, behaviour, Social Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH) issues plus the 
increase in home schooling. To take the last item first we feel the increase in home schooling is 
happening for a variety of complex and interrelated reasons, many of which may actually point at a 
continued love of learning and maybe an attempt circumvent the barriers. In simplistic terms the 
increase in home schooling can be attributed to needs that are not being met: 
 

• The need for a safe environment in which learning is possible.  
• The need for support for SEMH issues 

• The need for support for special needs 

• The need for sufficient academic challenge for the more able pupils 

• The desire for a curriculum that meets parents’ expectations 

These unmet needs form a barrier to learning and loving learning, regardless of whether parents 
ultimately resort to home schooling. Though to be clear, we are not advocating for a curriculum that 
meets all parents’ wishes. 

Addressing significant structural issues such as assessment and the curriculum, teacher workload 
and the ever decreasing number of teaching assistants, is essential to any solution, however there is 
a common factor underpinning three of the needs listed above. This, if robustly addressed could 
play a major part in removing barriers to learning and consequently the love of learning 

That common factor is language and its development, usually encompassed in the general term 
Speech, Language and Communication Needs (SLCN). 

It is not difficult to see how a child can become frustrated in the classroom if they don’t understand 
what is being asked of them. In this case poor behaviour is often their mode of communication, 
affecting the rest of the class. Other children in these circumstances may become withdrawn and 
anxious or refuse to attend. Whilst it is not the intention to assert that all behavioural and SEMH 
issues derive from unmet speech, language and communication needs, these figures, lifted directly 
from a Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists presentation ( https://www.rcslt.org/wp-
content/uploads/2024/04/Think-Language-first_-Presentation_Jan2024.pdf ) speak for themselves 
and the ultimate consequence of not addressing this barrier to learning: 

mailto:pete.mcleod@speechlink.co.uk
https://www.rcslt.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Think-Language-first_-Presentation_Jan2024.pdf
https://www.rcslt.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Think-Language-first_-Presentation_Jan2024.pdf


• “81% of children with Emotional and Behavioural Disorders have unidentified 
language difficulties (SLCN).” (Bercow: Ten Years On – 20th March 2018 ) 

• “If untreated 33% of children with communication needs (SLCN) will develop mental 
illness and over 50% will become involved in criminal activity.” (Breakthrough Britain 
– The Centre for Social Justice) 

 

Now let’s look at the third unmet need that can form a barrier to learning, the support for special 
needs, and how SLCN fits into this picture. The debate around support for special needs and SLCN in 
particular, can so easily become the debate around EHCPs and the associated funding crisis, yet 
many of the 81% referenced in the above quote would never meet the criteria for an EHCP even in 
an adequately funded system. It is important not to equate all SEND with the need for EHCPs; in 
doing so we can unintentionally make a significant group of children invisible and pass up the 
opportunity to make a difference. 

However achievement is measured and however SLCN may be addressed within the summative 
assessment process, unmet needs for support with speech and language will also impact on a child’s 
academic achievement. Referencing the then grading system, there is no reason to expect that 
things have improved since this piece of research in 2012:  

“At the end of Key Stage 4, the ‘attainment gap’ between children with SLCN and their peers is 
marked; 15% of young people with SLCN achieve five GCSEs A* - C or equivalent, compared to 57% 
of all young people (Better Communication Research Programme, 2012).” 

It is apparent that a clear and rigorous focus on SLCN may help to dismantle many of the barriers to 
learning for a significant portion of the population who are disproportionately represented in those 
with SEMH issues, lower academic achievement and those within the youth justice system. 

What might such a focus look like within the context of the current funding crises.  

1. Assessment of understanding of language at key transition points: 
a. School Entry 

b. Starting Juniors 

c. Starting Secondary 

2. Training of school staff in the delivery of support/interventions for those identified with SLCN – 
including training of teachers in the use of adaptive teaching strategies in an SLCN context 

3. Ultimately bringing SLCN knowledge into Initial Teacher Training 

4. Taking steps to start addressing the shortage of speech and language therapists 

Examples of the approach outlined in 1 and 2 above can be found in the case studies on pages 4,8 
and 11of this document: https://speechandlanguage.link/wp-
content/uploads/2025/01/BestPracticeMatters2025v1.0sp.pdf  

 

https://speechandlanguage.link/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/BestPracticeMatters2025v1.0sp.pdf
https://speechandlanguage.link/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/BestPracticeMatters2025v1.0sp.pdf


The Access Group, The Armstrong Building, 10 Oakwood Drive, Loughborough, LE11 3QF, UK 

Contact: Sophie Jaques (sophie.jaques@theaccessgroup.com) 

 

APPG for Education: Love of Learning Inquiry  
 

Response from The Access Group 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



The Access Group, The Armstrong Building, 10 Oakwood Drive, Loughborough, LE11 3QF, UK 
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The Access Group and GCSEPod  
The Access Group is a trusted leader in business management software, delivering innovative 

solutions that empower over 100,000 organisations globally. With a strong focus on the education 

sector, Access Education combines deep expertise in software development with a profound 

understanding of the unique needs of schools and academies. Our solutions are carefully crafted to 

support educational institutions in streamlining administrative processes, reducing workload for staff, 

and fostering an environment where students can thrive. 

 

At the heart of our offering is GCSEPod, an award-winning digital learning platform that revolutionises 

the way students engage with their studies. Covering over 30 GCSE subjects, GCSEPod provides high-

quality, bite-sized teaching resources that align with curriculum standards, enabling educators to 

deliver impactful lessons and students to achieve exceptional outcomes. Its proven ability to raise 

attainment makes GCSEPod an invaluable tool for schools aiming to unlock every student’s potential.  

As part of our dedication to continual software development, we are integrating advanced 

technologies to enhance our offerings. These innovations help us deliver personalised learning 

experiences, streamline time-consuming administrative tasks, and provide educators with valuable 

insights to inform their teaching strategies. These advancements ensure that our software not only 

meets the evolving demands of the education sector but also empowers schools to embrace 

innovation with confidence. 

Our commitment to partnership and collaboration lies at the heart of everything we do. We work 

closely with schools to understand their challenges, adapt to their priorities, and deliver solutions that 

drive meaningful impact. At Access Education, we take pride in being more than a software provider 

– we are a dedicated partner, working hand-in-hand with the education community to shape the 

future of learning.  

 

 

Response to Module 2: Curriculum Design and Engagement  
At The Access Group, as part of our content and platform development process, we conduct our own 

program of research to thoroughly understand teachers’ and students’ needs and challenges to ensure 

relevant and engaging content as well as intuitive digital user experiences.  This involves qualitative 

interviews with teachers, of which we’ve conducted over 30 in the last year, plus more frequent 

informal conversations with teachers who work for us in an authoring capacity. In addition, we 

conduct surveys with our customer base. We’ve also conducted five online focus groups with teachers 

focused on AI feature development to support teachers with swift but high-quality assessment 

creation, marking, and lesson planning tools. Our own findings are then triangulated with reliable 

third-party research from organisations like the Department for Education and Teacher Tapp. As a 

result, we gain meaningful insights into the relationship between technology and teaching and 

learning, as well as the role and opportunities of technology in the education sector more broadly.   

 

As a company that creates content, across 30+ KS3 and GCSE subjects, one of the most noticeable 

elements of the curriculum is the sheer volume of knowledge students are expected to retain. 

GCSEPod has created close to 15,000 short videos, plus thousands of assessment questions, and this 

supports the learning that takes place in the classroom. Teachers then have even more to cover within 

the school timetable, plus revisiting topics where students need additional support, and providing a 

challenge for those students who require stretch materials.  

https://www.theaccessgroup.com/en-gb/
https://www.theaccessgroup.com/en-gb/education/
https://www.theaccessgroup.com/en-gb/education/software/education-resources/
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From the Department for Education’s recent interim report on the Curriculum and Assessment 

Review, we know that volume of content, in conjunction with the volume of assessments, is a key 

concern at Key Stage 4. In our frequent conversations with GCSEPod users, who also work with us to 

author the content on the site, we hear that the pressure to ‘get through everything on the 

specification’ is one of the priorities for teachers, which then prevents them from allowing students 

to follow paths of interest, carry out deep dives into topics, or apply knowledge creatively.  

   

How might educational technology support learners and teachers in this area?  

There are many areas where educational technology could further support learners. The concept of 

cultural capital, included in Ofsted inspections as a marker of what students need to succeed and 

become educated citizens, is an area where technology can widen access to different types and genres 

of content. In 2021, GCSEPod published a series of videos and classroom activities in response to 

student and teacher demand for more inclusive material in their GCSE studies. Celebrating Authors of 
African and Caribbean Heritage introduces students to a series of authors and their works, with the 

aim of inspiring further independent learning or simply just to read more. The feedback on these 

videos and activities was very encouraging, suggesting that students and teachers enjoyed seeing 

greater representation and discovering more areas of poetry and prose to explore. In recent years we 

have seen exam boards add optional units and texts to their specifications across multiple subjects, to 

re-engage students and lean into capturing their imaginations once again – this is where educational 

technology and curriculum designers can join together, to deliver learning in which students are keen 

to immerse themselves. 

 

Looking to more recent technological developments, students can benefit from adaptive learning 

being integrated into platforms, to both test and support them as they move through their studies. In 

subjects where a student needs more support, adaptive learning can provide more scaffolding and 

focus on topics where skills need to be built, guiding a student to identify these topics. Students who 

may need more of a challenge can receive more difficult material, pushing them to extend their 

learning. By removing barriers to learning, reducing pressure, and creating an individual learning plan, 

technology can help to re-engage learners who have disconnected and guide those who are thriving 

to further push the boundaries of their learning. 

 

The impact of using edtech platforms has been proven by many companies, including GCSEPod. Using 

results from 24 participating schools, with 3527 Year 11 students, regular use of GCSEPod resulted in 

an average of 1.5 grades higher, compared to non-users, with significant increases seen for Progress 

and Attainment 8 points as well. Looking at our usage figures, we can see students answering millions 

of questions and watching even more videos each school year. These numbers certainly suggest that 

there is a desire to study and learn, providing material is engaging, relevant, and meaningful to pupils 

and presented in an accessible format.  

 

Feedback from teachers 

“GCSEPod is an excellent resource to support knowledge retrieval. The material is accessible to all 
ability ranges and has been used successfully by our students to underpin their revision. It played a 
part in supporting our best ever progress scores.” 

"GCSEPod is a great resource for our EAL students. If we teach a concept and they don’t understand 
it, we tell them to find it on GCSEPod, turn on the subtitles in their first language, and slow the 
playback speed right down.  This has been really effective in supporting our students that need that 
additional language support." 

https://www.gcsepod.com/resources/authors-of-african-and-caribbean-heritage/
https://www.gcsepod.com/resources/authors-of-african-and-caribbean-heritage/
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"GCSEPod is an excellent resource for students who have missed key topics due to school transitions, 
persistent absenteeism, or managed moves. It helps them to catch up swiftly and efficiently, ensuring 
they’re up to speed and able to confidently engage with their studies alongside their peers." 

 

GCSEPod aligns with curriculum standards, which ultimately originate from the Department for 
Education. From GCSEPod usage numbers and feedback from users, it’s evident that many students do 
have a love of learning. However, the pressure of high stakes assessment and the need to perform well 
(individuals as well as schools) does lead us to conclude that some of this love is lost in Year 10 and 11. 
It’s necessary to examine the system in which learning takes place, to make improvements, and we 
hope that the Curriculum and Assessment Review will respond to the feedback given by all involved, 
resulting in positive changes for schools, teachers, and students.  

 

Module 4: Supporting Teachers in Love of Learning  
Our research into teachers’ priorities tells us that they are most effective in driving student 

achievement when working directly with students and supporting them with learning and revisions. 

However, student performance data in form of formative and summative assessments, is often a time-

sensitive precursor to teachers being fully able to support students in the best way possible. 

Additionally, those in the education sector have spoken about increasingly long working days for 

teachers, with a lot of this extra time being spent on admin and meetings and contributing to low 

levels of wellbeing.  

 

We know that teachers want to spend more time supporting students, in the classroom, and less time 

on admin, paperwork, marking, and setting homework. GCSEPod is harnessing different forms of 

technology and bringing them together to provide solutions for workers in the education sector, 

allowing them to fulfil their priorities and create an optimal learning environment, one where teachers 

can spend more time engaging learners.  

 

Schools and trusts are already trialling different ways of using the latest innovations in technology to 

introduce better ways of working. With the support of technology and embedding it in edtech 

platforms, to identify intervention points (which topics are a class or individual students challenged 

by?), to differentiate material being studied in class and provide the same content at different 

difficulty levels, and to reduce the burden of manual marking, teachers can be freed up to focus on 

face-to-face teaching, something they tell us is a priority for them. Not only is this an opportunity to 

provide students with the support they need, but technology can also help teacher workloads by 

providing data and insights and by reducing admin time. 

 

While schools need to approach new technology in a measured way, ensuring they assess products 

and carry out due diligence, educating their staff, pupils, and parents or carers is also a key part of a 

strategy. At the recent BESA (British Educational Suppliers Association) Curriculum Conference (March 

2025), attendees heard about the ways in which a trust was investing in training up all teachers and 

teaching assistants to be able to use an AI tool in the classroom, to provide differentiated content as 

needed. Similarly, at a BESA event in 2024, attendees heard from a school which was providing 

education on AI not only for teachers, but all students and parents as well, to provide a strong start 

for students as they learn skills and prepare to enter the world of work. These schools and their 

successful implementation of new systems, with positive outcomes for teachers and their students, 
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can be looked to as examples of how technology can be used to shift time spent back to learning, and 

a more positive experience for all involved.  

 

Teachers are also required to complete CPD each year and schools can support them by providing 

opportunities to find the right CPD. In a recent Teacher Tapp survey, one in five classroom teachers 

said they couldn’t find the CPD they needed. In conjunction with this, teachers are experiencing rising 

rates of illness, including stress and anxiety, leading to absences (Education Support UK), which will 

undoubtedly diminish the ability to enjoy delivering the learning process. One way in which trusts and 

schools can support their staff is by providing CPD and also content that equips teachers in light of the 

challenges they face. Managing stress, increasing resilience, improving leadership skills, and building 

better working relationships are among some of the popular learning courses that the Access Group 

offers, created with experts and specialists. In addition to providing access to specialist providers who 

focus on pedagogy, investment in their staff from an employer is a clear indicator of valuing wellbeing 

and career development, one which can help teachers return to what drove them to initially join the 

profession and rebuild their love of learning.  

 

Summary  
It’s clear that shifts in learning are coming in 2025 and beyond. From the changes to the Welsh 
curriculum at GCSE, to the final report of the Curriculum and Assessment review, the Access Group 
and GCSEPod are preparing to continue supporting teachers and students. We aim to keep creating 
award-winning, high-quality content for students to learn from and to make improvements to the way 
the platform works to optimise teachers’ time.  

From talking with teachers and students, the GCSEPod team hear a variety of views, from those who 
are highly engaged and enjoy their learning experience, to those who aren’t able to fully take part for 
many reasons. High stakes assessment, the pressure to perform, the volume of content that needs to 
be covered at each key stage, these factors all detract from creating an environment in which a love of 
learning can flourish. Schools can provide tools by which teachers can build skills and try to counter 
these challenges but ultimately change needs to come from the bodies that manage the education 
system in the UK. Technology undoubtedly has a part to play in reducing time spent away from the 
classroom and in engaging students with content that is backed by learning science and pedagogy, and 
the Access Group plans to continue innovating in this area.  

We look forward to hearing about the outcome of the call for evidence and the findings of the APPG 
and would welcome further discussion on the points raised.  

https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/teacher-wellbeing-index/


 
 

All Party Parliamentary Group for Education’s inquiry into Love of 

Learning 

Response from The New School 

 

About The New School 

1. The New School in Croydon was founded as an action learning research model to generate 

evidence for an alternative approach to education, which focuses on life skills, democratic 

voice, young people’s agency and wellbeing, as well as a broad curriculum. We do not take 

part in SATs testing as an independent (but non fee-paying) school; instead we focus on 

quality teacher-based formative assessment and benchmarked English and Maths 

assessments. We also monitor other outcomes besides academic attainment relating to 

educational engagement, life satisfaction, self-esteem, self-efficacy – the foundation for 

levelling up.  

2. We are now in our fifth year of operation and serving around 110 young people across year 

groups Reception-year 10 (we will be full next year with a Year 11, and we have capacity in 

2026-2027 to increase student numbers). We offer GCSE’s and our cohort are in their first 

year of GCSE study. Although we currently sit outside central government funding 

structures, we do not charge fees; we are a school for everyone. We reflect local 

demographics in terms of the profiles of our pupils; we are not a special school or a PRU. 

However, many of the young people at our school had struggled in conventional mainstream 

schools, and as a result had problems with attendance or were taken out of the mainstream 

system to be home schooled, or were home schooled from the beginning of their education 

due to family values but now have moved into our school setting. These young people are all 

thriving in our school. 

3. Ofsted rated us as ‘good’ and an independent evaluation by the University of Nottingham 

has proved we are having a positive effect on young people’s wellbeing, with a knock-on 

effect on the wellbeing of their families.  We engaged University College London to identify 

the five key ingredients of our school model that support young people’s improved 

wellbeing and make the change for young people taking an alternative approach to 

education.  We are developing this research into a tool that we will pilot with multi-academy 

trust partners to support young people to develop ‘learning to learn’ skills; foundational 

skills that underpin social, emotional and academic attainment and support engagement in 

learning.  



 
 

4. We have chosen to operate outside the constraints of the mainstream assessment and 

accountability model precisely because of the concerns this inquiry seeks to explore. We 

believe that the thriving and inclusive school community we have created is incompatible 

with the current mainstream model, which is contributing to young people’s mental health 

issues and to inequality and lack of social mobility 

 

Questionnaire 

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers? 

We believe there is a decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers. This decline is 

due to the current assessment system and school accountability mechanisms, which negatively 

impact young people’s mental health and wellbeing. 

2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more structural or societal? 

Key factors involved in this decline include the narrow curriculum and restrictive approach to 

pedagogy that prioritises academic attainment based solely on testing. These factors are structural, 

embedded in the current systems of assessment and accountability. 

Arguments against the current academic attainment only based testing and test-heavy system of 

assessment, which prioritise normative abilities related to memorisation and speed, are well-

evidenced and well-recognised. The New School follows the Rethinking Assessment coalition and we 

agree with the analysis set out on their website. Current systems of assessment and related 

mechanisms of school accountability have a negative effect on young people’s mental health and 

wellbeing. They result in a narrow curriculum and restrictive approach to pedagogy, which are 

exclusionary and leave no space for pupil or teacher agency. Taken together, this exacerbates 

inequality and lack of social mobility and impacts negatively on a love of learning. 

Memorisation-based summative tests, such as SATs which are currently in use, are damaging to 

children. In 2022, 95% of parents surveyed by Parentkind thought that SATs had a negative effect on 

children’s wellbeing.1 In 2019, 96% of primary school headteachers surveyed by YouGov said the 

same (incidentally 98% also thought that SATs put unnecessary pressure on teachers).2   

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning environment? 

We believe schools can adapt by adopting alternative assessment methods such as teacher-based 

formative assessment and school-determined summative judgements that support learning. 

Focusing on life skills, democratic voice, student agency, and wellbeing can help create a thriving and 

inclusive school community that fosters a love of learning. 

We would also support a complete overhaul of the examination system towards learner profiles that 

demonstrate mastery in life skills and a broad range of curriculum. Recognising that this is a longer-

 
1 https://www.parentkind.org.uk/research-and-policy/parent-research/research-library/exams-and-

assessment/sats-poll# 
2 https://www.tes.com/magazine/archive/sats-create-needless-pressure-teachers-and-pupils-heads-warn 

https://rethinkingassessment.com/


 
 

term goal, we would propose as a short-term solution the use of the Middle Years Programme and 

the International Baccalaureate, which are already available and offer a broader and more skills-

based approach.   

Currently, schools in England and Wales are free to offer the Middle Years Programme but many feel 

unable to do so due to the lack of provision of the International Baccalaureate post-16. This is the 

position in which we find ourselves at The New School. Our school model, focusing on life and 

workplace skills and learner agency, lends itself well to the Middle Years Programme.  

However, children who completed the MYP would find it hard to be accepted on to post-16 courses; 

A Levels would be by and large inaccessible to them. They could progress to the IB, but that is 

generally only offered by fee-charging colleges and sixth forms (in our area only by Westminster 

College). We therefore feel obliged to ensure that our pupils, whose parents cannot afford fees, 

leave us equipped with GCSEs so that they can go on to A Levels or apprenticeships and other 

courses if they wish. 

4. How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are the opinions of 

teachers on this point? If so how? 

Taking pressure off teachers can be achieved by moving away from performance measures based 

solely on standardised tests like SATs. Providing teachers with the autonomy to assess students 

through formative methods and supportive learning assessments can facilitate better class time. 

Teachers believe that the current assessment system puts unnecessary pressure on them and 

negatively affects their wellbeing; thus, changing this system would likely be beneficial. 

5. How can technology be harnessed to support richer and more engaging educational experiences? 

We believe technology can be harnessed by incorporating digital tools that support interactive and 

personalised learning experiences. Virtual classrooms, educational software, and online resources 

can enhance student engagement and provide diverse learning opportunities that cater to individual 

needs.  Learning to learn skills such as metacognition, self-regulation, adaptability and self-directed 

learning are key skills that underpin attainment and are very low in young people with SEND needs, 

those who are NEET or those who find themselves in the youth justice system.  We are developing a 

tool that will measure these broader, more holistic outcomes in education as they are skills needed 

for the workplace and life, but also for engagement in learning.  Measuring a broader range of skills 

means resources can be targeted more effectively and teachers can better adapt practice to meet 

the needs of young people.  

6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations: 

a. What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good learning 

environment for students and teachers? 

Our school in Croydon fosters a good learning environment by focusing on the skills that underpin 

social, emotional and academic learning.  We also include democratic voice, student agency, and 

wellbeing. We have received positive evaluations for our impact on young people’s wellbeing and 

academic engagement. 



 
 

We reject a narrow, knowledge-based curriculum and assessment based on memory tests. Instead, 

we focus on giving every student a powerful sense of agency - the will and the ability to positively 

influence their own lives and the world around them. We take an outcomes-based approach, 

measuring the development of social, emotional and educational (‘learning how to learn’) skills. 

b. What examples are there of schools dealing with youth mental health in a particularly cogent way? 

Our approach to education includes monitoring outcomes related not only to academic attainment 

but also to educational engagement, life satisfaction, self-esteem, and self-efficacy. This 

comprehensive focus has shown positive effects on young people’s mental health, thereby providing 

a cogent approach to addressing youth mental health issues. 

At The New School we use two well-recognised tools to assess pupil wellbeing and mental health. 

The Boxall profile measures children’s social, emotional and behavioural development. This is a 

termly teacher assessment of pupils against two key areas: 'organisation of experience' and 

'internalisation of controls'.  

Pupil Attitudes to Self and School (PASS) is a self-report instrument which involves a termly on-

screen assessment in which pupils self-report on items including self-efficacy and motivation. We 

also produce the ‘My Outcomes’ survey, a combined self-report survey which is future orientated 

and composed of the Student Resilience and Student Wellbeing scales.  

We are also supportive of the BeeWell wellbeing questionnaire programme currently being trialled. 

We propose that a metric around wellbeing is rolled out to all schools so that we have as much 

information about schools’ performance in this crucial area as we do about attainment. 

 

Lucy Stephens 

Director 

The New School 

lucy@thenewschool.org.uk 

0204 513 0505 

https://gmbeewell.org/
mailto:lucy@thenewschool.org.uk


Introduction 

The All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for Education’s inquiry into the “loss of the love of 
learning” raises a crucial question: Are our classrooms in England still nurturing curiosity and 
joy, or have pressure and prescription dampened students’ passion for learning?  

As highlighted, recent evidence gives cause for concern. International surveys show pupils in 
England reporting notably low well-being: 15-year-olds in England rate their life satisfaction 
at just 6.01 out of 10, significantly below the OECD average of 6.75. Absenteeism has spiked 
since the pandemic – persistent absence rose to about 21.5% of pupils in early 2024, far 
above pre-Covid levels. Enjoyment of reading for pleasure has declined with only 34.6% of 
8–18-year-olds in 2024 say they enjoy reading, the lowest level recorded since surveys began 
in 2005. This marks an 8.8 percentage point drop from the previous year alonet. Such 
statistics might indicate a broader decline in students’ engagement and enthusiasm. 

But it's not entirely bleak. Education in England has seen positive strides in the past few 
years. Classrooms have become more evidence-informed, with many teachers embracing 
research-backed practices to improve learning. There are signs of improved attitudes in 
some subjects – for example, international assessments show English pupils’ confidence and 
enjoyment in mathematics now comparable to global averages. Our schools have much to 
celebrate in rising standards and more consistent teaching quality. These gains prove that 
rigour and enjoyment need not be mutually exclusive. The challenge is achieving a balance: 
How do we maintain high expectations and accountability while re-injecting curiosity, fun 
and a love of learning into the daily fabric of education? 

In this personal reflection, I explore this balance. Drawing on recent data (2019–2024) and 
my own experience as a teacher and educator for over 25 years, I consider the impacts of 
accountability measures, curriculum demands, and teaching methods on the joy of learning. 
I will reflect on how teacher autonomy, well-being, and the definition of “engagement” itself 
all intertwine with student enthusiasm.  

Throughout, I will use as much evidence to back up my thoughts, including from the OECD’s 
PISA 2022, the National Literacy Trust, Department for Education surveys, Teacher Tapp 
polls, and the NEU’s recent report “Are You on Slide 8 Yet?” report – to ground these 
reflections.  

While mindful of progress made, I also highlight where change is still needed. Ultimately, I 
argue that rekindling a love of learning in our schools will require trusting teachers with 
‘intelligent autonomy’, trimming back overload and over-prescription in our curriculum, and 
more work being done to redefine success beyond test scores alone. 

Accountability pressures 



England’s education system is often described as high-pressure and high stakes, built around 
performance measures like KS2 SATs, GCSEs, league tables, and Ofsted inspections. There is 
no doubt that accountability has driven improvements in core literacy and numeracy over 
the years. However, there is growing concern that the intensity of these measures has 
become a zero-sum game, where gains in scores come at the expense of pupils’ and 
teachers’ enjoyment. 

Multiple indicators suggest that relentless focus on exams and targets can erode the joy of 
learning. The recent OECD PISA findings mentioned earlier, for instance, not only flag low life 
satisfaction but also hint at school engagement issues – with England’s 15-year-olds 
reporting lower sense of belonging and higher anxiety about schoolwork than many peers 
internationally. 
High-stakes exams cultivate a climate of “teaching to the test” from the primary years 
onwards. In recent years, I’ve spoken with many Year 6 teachers who describe how the 
entire spring term is often dominated by SATs preparation. This is not simply anecdotal. A 
survey of over 1,000 primary teachers conducted by White Rose Education as part of the 
Curriculum and Assessment Review found that Year 6 SATs were widely seen as 
compromising the effectiveness of teaching. Many teachers felt they were forced into 
narrowing the curriculum, focusing more on test techniques than meaningful learning. 
Strikingly, over 95% of respondents said they believed the SATs either needed significant 
reform or should be removed altogether. 

Teachers themselves link some of this misbehaviour to disengagement; they report that 
many children become restless or switched off when lessons focus narrowly on test content 
at the expense of interactive learning. It is telling that in the DfE’s 2023 National Behaviour 
Survey, only 11% of pupils said they enjoyed coming to school “every day” in a given week, 
while 17% “never” enjoyed school that week.  This figure was a decline on the 2022 data.  
Students who find schooling to be nothing but stress, drudgery or pressure are clearly not 
experiencing the intrinsic satisfaction that underpins a love of learning. 

Ofsted pressure can likewise cast a long shadow. Schools understandably feel compelled to 
produce data and evidence for inspectors, sometimes to the detriment of spontaneity in the 
classroom. 

As Sir Kevan Collins (a former Education Department advisor) warned in 2023 in a interview 
for Schoolsweek, in some schools teachers have “never been more ‘enslaved’”, being told 
“what to do down to… the slide stack you’re going to use in every lesson”.  

That shallow compliance culture, he noted, leaves people unfulfilled and more likely to leave 
the profession. He went on to say that it also leaves little room for the joyful serendipity that 
can occur in learning when teachers and pupils follow a curious tangent or an inspiring 
classroom moment. 



None of this is to suggest that we abandon accountability – far from it. Rigorous assessment 
and high standards are vital for ensuring every child masters the basics. However, the 
current system might benefit from a recalibration. We should ask: Are we measuring what 
truly matters? It may be time to broaden our definition of success beyond exam grades – to 
value things like creativity, critical thinking, and yes, joy in learning.  

When nearly one in five English pupils say they “never” enjoyed school in the past week, it 
should give us pause. A school system where children routinely dislike learning is not 
meeting one of its fundamental purposes, no matter how impressive the GCSE results on 
paper. Policymakers might consider tempering the stakes of certain assessments or providing 
more flexibility in curricula, so that schools can devote occasional time to enrichment, play, 
and exploration without fearing they’ll slip in the league tables. After all, enjoyment and 
achievement need not be opposites – research in positive psychology indicates that students 
who are happy and engaged tend to learn more effectively in the long run. 

Curriculum overload 

Hand-in-hand with high-stakes assessment comes an overpacked curriculum. Teachers often 
quip that today’s curriculum is “a mile wide and an inch deep.” There is some truth to this: in 
an effort to raise standards and cover all bases, we have continually added content to 
national curricula and exam specifications but rarely taken anything away. The result is a 
timetable crammed with objectives, leaving limited room for digression or depth. I suspect 
that many experienced teachers worry that in trying to teach everything, we end up 
inspiring nothing. 

Recent years have seen reforms (for example, more knowledge-rich curricula in primary 
schools) that have had huge benefits – pupils are introduced to a broad array of topics. Yet 
the sheer volume can be daunting. Conversations I have had recently with teachers across 
multiply subjects include a secondary science teacher who said because of a crammed 
curriculum they have no lesson time to demonstrate an experiment that could spark a 
lifelong interest in science. A primary teacher I spoke to said they found themselves racing 
through history from the Stone Age to the Romans to the Tudors in one year may not have 
the luxury to linger on a period that particularly captivates her class.  

This frenetic pace is noted in research: 52% of primary teachers in one survey said that 
external tests (like SATs) exert “a lot” of influence on the content of their essentially dictating 
what must be taught and when, to cover it all by test day. Teachers feel they are forever 
“chasing coverage” of the syllabus. Indeed, more than half of teachers told the NEU that the 
national curriculum in its current form is crowding out activities that add value to teaching 
and learning. Low-value tasks (often driven by excessive accountability demands) are 
distracting from high-value ones. 

This overload has direct impacts on students’ experience. A packed curriculum can reduce 
lessons to a tick-box exercise rather than allowing time for curiosity. It also generates 



considerable pressure on pupils themselves. For example, the National Literacy Trust 
observes not only declining enjoyment of reading, but also declining frequency of reading 
for pleasure, especially among secondary students. One likely reason is that teenagers today 
have every hour of their school day (and much of their homework time) earmarked for one 
subject or another, leaving scant room for independent reading or pursuing personal 
interests. By Year 11, I suspect many pupils see education as a high-pressure sprint through 
content, rather than a journey of discovery.  

There is emerging consensus, even among policymakers, that the curriculum may need 
slimming. A recent government-commissioned curriculum review acknowledged that 
“prioritising quality over quantity” could boost both understanding and enjoyment.  Other 
countries periodically declutter their curricula; and I suspect England may do the same.  It 
should of course keep high ambition for all pupils, but scaling back content in some areas 
could really help pressures. For example in my own subject, a reduction in content in KS2 
with fractions, ratio and algebra for example would give, in my opinion, teachers a little 
more breathing space to improve outcomes.  I believe it would enable richer teaching of the 
remaining material – while also reducing student stress. A less overloaded curriculum also 
allows integration of more creative pedagogy.  

Standardisation vs teacher autonomy 

One of the most discussed factors in the “fun” seemingly vanishing from classrooms is the 
rise of standardised curricula and teaching methods. Over the past 5–10 years, many schools 
(particularly within Multi-Academy Trusts) have adopted highly consistent, centralised 
approaches to lessons. On the positive side, this was meant to ensure every child gets access 
to a high-quality, knowledge-rich curriculum, and to support less experienced teachers with 
ready-made resources. Indeed, a recent NEU survey found that standardised curricula – 
broadly defined as using common lesson plans, scripts or sequences – are now widespread: 
used by 90% of primary teachers and 54% of secondary teachers in some form. Clearly, there 
is value being seen in having shared materials. And many teachers do appreciate not having 
to “reinvent the wheel” for every lesson, especially in core subjects like Maths and English. 

However, the same study reveals a downside: Teachers who rely on standardised curricula 
report a reduced sense of professional autonomy. Over one-third of primary teachers (34%) 
said they have little or no influence over the content of individual lessons in their own 
classroom.  In secondary schools, two-thirds of teachers said that external assessments 
dictate much of their lesson content. In essence, many teachers feel they have become 
deliverers of someone else’s script.  

This echoes my own experience during my time at White Rose, where we developed highly 
structured resources, including lesson slides and worksheets. Two common pieces of 
feedback we often received stand out. 



• The first was a perceived lack of flexibility in the materials. I had many conversations 
with teachers who said they wanted to adapt a lesson to better suit the interests or 
needs of their class, but hesitated because, as they put it, “that’s not in the 
PowerPoint we were given.” It was frustrating to hear, especially knowing that the 
intention was never to prescribe every word or move. We worked hard to counter 
this misconception, running regular free training sessions to encourage teachers to 
adapt resources to fit their context. We’d often say that a single PowerPoint could 
easily stretch across more than one lesson, depending on the depth of exploration 
required. 

• The second, and perhaps more concerning, was from teachers who did want to slow 
down or spend more time on a topic – for example, subtracting two 3-digit numbers 
with exchange – but felt they couldn’t. In these cases, it wasn’t the resource holding 
them back, but internal school policies. Some told us their maths lead insisted all 
classes remain in sync, regardless of how different their pupils’ needs were. The 
result was a missed opportunity for responsive, effective teaching. 

In a survey I read a few months ago, two-thirds of teachers polled by Teacher Tapp said that 
if they were moving to a new area, they would prefer to work at a locally maintained school 
over a MAT academy, even if all other factors were equals. The implied reason is autonomy – 
teachers perceive (rightly or wrongly) that maintained schools might offer more freedom 
and trust, whereas large academy trusts can be more prescriptive. 

The tension here is clear. Consistency and autonomy in teaching need to be balanced; both 
have merit. On one hand, schools are right to aim for a baseline of quality and to use 
evidence-based practices consistently. Children benefit from a coherent curriculum and 
familiar routines. For example, having a common “language of learning” or lesson structure 
across a school can help pupils know what to expect and how to succeed. It spares students 
the cognitive load of figuring out a different approach in every class, letting them focus on 
the content. Consistency in behaviour expectations is especially critical – a predictable 
system of rules and sanctions makes classrooms feel safer for everyone. It’s also true that 
some teachers (especially early-career teachers) feel relieved when provided with high-
quality lesson plans. They want more guidance, not less. When I was a new teacher, I 
remember craving more support and wondering why I had to design all my own materials 
from scratch. Many in the profession today welcome having centralised lesson slides or 
scripts to ease workload and ensure coverage. 

On the other hand, we have ample evidence that over-prescription can backfire. The NEU’s 
“Are You on Slide 8 Yet?” report warns of a creeping “Taylorisation” of teaching – a factory-
style model where teachers are treated as operatives following a script, rather than as skilled 
professionals. Teachers may internalise this as a form of de-skilling. The report found that 
those not using a standard scheme felt significantly more confident in their ability to teach 
effectively and motivate students than those who did. This is a striking finding: teacher self-



efficacy and enthusiasm are higher when teachers have real input into curriculum and 
lessons. It makes intuitive sense – when we are trusted to use our expertise, we feel more 
invested and passionate. And that passion matters immensely for students.  

Educational research consistently finds that a teacher’s enthusiasm and “spark” is 
contagious, leading to higher student motivation. Dr. Douglas Yacek, who studies student 
engagement, cautions that overly homogeneous, scripted lessons can breed tedium among 
both pupils and teachers.  
Most worryingly, teacher creativity and passion can be stifled. Yacek describes it as a 
“painting-by-numbers approach to teaching” that risks missing the number one feature of 
an engaging classroom – the teacher’s own passion and flair.  

Surely then, they key, is balance. We want consistent expectations and evidence-based 
techniques but we’ve got to think carefully about what those structures enable, and what 
they limit. Too much rigidity, and everyone’s engagement suffers. Too loose, and you risk 
chaos or uneven quality. Striking the right mix of common frameworks and teacher 
autonomy is critical. Steven Higgins, lead author of the EEF’s Teaching & Learning Toolkit, 
notes that “the agency of the teacher and the student… is central to the teaching and 
learning process”, even as routines provide support. Experienced teachers often “sense 
when their students need a change of pace” to keep attention from dropping - but they can 
only act on that sense if the system gives them the freedom to adjust. It aligns with what I 
believe: teachers are professionals in the classroom and should be trusted to make on-the-
spot decisions for the best interests of their pupils. 

Encouragingly, some school leaders are already moving in this direction. A curriculum 
director at one academy trust recently wrote that they ensure fidelity to core curriculum 
intent while giving teachers space to adapt the resources – separating “curriculum” from 
“product”. In practice, this means having well-sequenced plans but allowing teachers 
flexibility in how to teach each part, so they can respond to their students. Becks Boomer-
Clark, CEO of a large trust, put it bluntly: “we are trying to re-establish agency for teachers… 
to create joy and surprise in the classroom. It has become too staid and predictable in many 
schools”. This acknowledgment from leadership that things have swung too far toward 
predictability is a promising sign.  

Teacher well-being, enjoyment, and student learning 

It would be remiss to discuss the love of learning without considering those tasked with 
inspiring it: teachers. There is a clear connection between teacher enjoyment and student 
enjoyment. When teachers feel motivated, supported, and passionate about their craft, 
students sense it. Conversely, a demoralised, burnt-out teacher will struggle to spark joy in 
others. Unfortunately, recent evidence points to mounting challenges for teacher well-being 
in England, which in turn may affect students’ classroom experience. 



Surveys by Teacher Tapp and others indicate that many teachers are exhausted and stressed. 
Rates of burnout symptoms – trouble sleeping, work anxiety – are alarmingly high by self-
report. Workload remains a top concern; even though using standard lesson plans was 
supposed to save planning time, teachers report that it often just changes the work (now 
they spend time adapting generic materials rather than creating from scratch).  

This aligns with the NEU’s finding that standardised curricula haven’t significantly reduced 
overall workload strain – planning still takes time, and if teachers value that creative aspect, 
removing it can lower job satisfaction without truly lightening the load. In fact, job 
satisfaction suffers when professional autonomy is restricted. It’s telling that an NFER study 
found teacher autonomy is strongly associated with improved job satisfaction and a higher 
intent to stay in teaching. Right now, we are facing a teacher retention crisis; one must 
wonder if the “de-professionalisation” some feel – being reduced to following orders – is 
contributing to teachers leaving.  

Teacher well-being also directly impacts the quality of the learning environment. Pupils learn 
through social interaction, and the tone of that interaction is set by the teacher’s mental 
state. A stressed, overwhelmed teacher – rushing through material, visibly anxious or 
irritable – creates a very different classroom climate than a supported, enthusiastic teacher 
who feels in control. A positive teacher mindset correlates with better student attitudes, 
behaviour, and even attainment. Conversely, if teachers are cynical or merely “going through 
the motions,” students pick up on that and mirror it. It is hard to ignite a love of learning if 
the person leading the class isn’t allowed to teach with love. 

This is why trust and support from leadership are so important. Schools that actively look 
after teacher well-being – by managing workload, providing adequate planning time, 
offering meaningful professional development, and fostering a collaborative culture – tend 
to have more energised teachers. Those teachers, in turn, are more willing to go the extra 
mile to make learning engaging.  

Finally, we should remember that teachers are learners too. A teacher who loves learning 
new things, who still finds joy and curiosity in their subject, will transmit that to students. 
Thus, fostering a love of learning in students may start with rekindling it in educators. Giving 
teachers opportunities to exercise creativity, to collaborate on developing curriculum, to try 
out innovative projects – these can reignite the spark that likely brought many into teaching 
in the first place. I believe when school leaders create an environment that says take some 
risks and be inventive and don’t worry if it doesn’t work out perfectly. teachers’ morale 
soars. A teacher with high morale is a powerful force.  They will come into the classroom 
smiling, and children respond to that warmth and enthusiasm with their own. 

Redefining “Fun” and recognising real learning 

A theme running through all these areas is the need to clarify what we mean by “fun” or 
“love of learning” – and to ensure that any renewed focus on joy does not dilute academic 



outcomes. Some sceptics might ask: Is the goal for children to be happy, or to be successful? 
The truth is, it’s not an either/or. But we do have to define our terms carefully. “Fun” in 
education isn’t about turning school into one long playtime or sacrificing rigour for games. It 
is deeper than that. I would define a true “love of learning” as a state where a student feels 
curiosity, intrinsic motivation, and satisfaction in the act of learning – even when it is 
challenging. It’s the engagement of the mind and often the heart. This may or may not come 
with outward smiles or laughter; sometimes a student quietly absorbed in solving a tough 
maths problem is enjoying learning in a meaningful way, even if they wouldn’t call it “fun” in 
the casual sense. 

Measuring such a concept is difficult, which is why we often fall back on proxies like surveys 
(e.g. asking if students enjoy school, as in the behaviour survey). Those have value but can 
be superficial. A teenager might tick “I enjoy English lessons” just because they find the class 
easy – is that love of learning, or just momentary pleasure? We need to probe more deeply. 
Some research suggests looking at curiosity-driven behaviours as an indicator – for instance, 
do students ask questions in class beyond the required material? Do they pursue learning on 
their own (read books, watch documentaries, join clubs) without external rewards? These 
are signs of a love of learning. We might incorporate such indicators into school self-
evaluations or even inspection criteria, to signal that we value them. 

In practice, one can often feel when a classroom has that positive buzz of learning. In my 
visits to lessons as a senior leader, I started paying attention not just to lesson plans, but to 
student energy and involvement. Are students asking thoughtful questions? Do their eyes 
light up at new ideas? Are they active participants – not necessarily physically active, but 
mentally engaged, as opposed to passively compliant? These qualitative aspects should 
matter. One might call it the “joy factor” in a lesson. As I noted earlier, when I led teaching 
and learning across a multi-academy Trust I tried to explicitly prioritise “pace, engagement 
and enjoyment” as a pillar of lesson observation, even if it wasn’t easily quantifiable.  

It is important that “fun” should not be forced or contrived either. Some well-meaning 
attempts to make learning fun (like overly gimmicky activities) can miss the mark and even 
be counterproductive. Students, especially older ones, can detect when something is “fun 
for the sake of it” and not genuinely linked to learning – they may find it patronising. The 
goal is purposeful enjoyment: aligning joyful methods with clear learning outcomes. This is 
where the craft of teaching shines. Skilled teachers find ways to make rigorous content 
accessible and interesting. They might use storytelling, real-world connections, debate, 
experiments, or humour to enliven a lesson. Importantly, what engages one class might 
differ from another. This brings us back to teacher autonomy – trusting teachers to know 
their students and tailor their approach. A rigidly standardised lesson, even if well-designed, 
might flop with a particular group because it doesn’t gel with their interests or needs. A 
teacher given leeway can adjust on the fly: perhaps slow down and have a lively discussion if 
that’s capturing students’ curiosity, or bring in an enrichment resource to extend a topic that 



has sparked excitement. Those adaptations are how love of learning is kindled, one lesson at 
a time. 

Conclusion and some personal recommendations 

In reflecting on whether we have lost the love of learning in England’s classrooms, I find 
reasons for both concern and optimism. The concerns are real: an overemphasis on exams 
and results has, in many places, squeezed the joy and exploration out of learning. 
Overloaded curricula and one-size-fits-all teaching methods have left some lessons feeling 
formulaic and devoid of spark. Teacher morale has been tested by heavy workloads, 
curtailed autonomy, and post-pandemic challenges, all of which can dampen the classroom 
climate for students. When fewer than one in three children say they enjoy reading for 
pleasure, and when nearly three-quarters of teachers feel their profession is overly 
controlled it is clear that we as a system have improvements to make. 

Yet within this acknowledgement lies the seed of optimism: we are now openly asking these 
questions and gathering evidence, as this APPG inquiry is doing. There is a growing call to re-
balance our priorities. We see school leaders advocating for trust in teachers and for 
injecting surprise and joy back into lessons. We see recognition that student well-being and 
engagement are not fluffy extras, but integral to academic success. The very fact that 
education debate in England is shifting – talking about curriculum breadth versus depth, 
about over-prescription, about teacher agency – is a positive development. It means we 
have identified some of the missteps and can course-correct. 

To truly rekindle a love of learning in our schools, we need a practical and purposeful shift 
across policy, leadership, and classroom practice. The following recommendations are 
offered as a contribution to that conversation: 

• Grant teachers greater professional autonomy within a framework of high standards. 
High-quality curricula and resources are vital, but we must be far more explicit in 
giving teachers permission to adapt them. Flexibility should not be a quiet hope – it 
should be built into the system. Teachers also need time, training, and trust to make 
those adaptations meaningfully. When they are empowered to exercise professional 
judgement and creativity, they feel ownership of their teaching – and their students 
benefit from more responsive, engaging learning. 

• Introduce a workload safeguard for early-career non-specialists. I have previously 
proposed that all non-specialist secondary maths teachers in their first five years be 
given a 25% reduction in teaching hours. This protected time could be used to 
deepen subject knowledge, plan collaboratively, and learn how to adapt high-quality 
resources effectively. Targeted investment in the early years of a teacher’s 
development can pay dividends in both retention and teaching quality. 

• Streamline the curriculum and refocus the accountability system. With the Francis 
Review and ongoing discussions around Ofsted reforms, there is a real opportunity to 



trim and refine curriculum content – allowing more time for depth, exploration, and 
understanding. Accountability should shift from being purely output-driven to also 
recognising the conditions for great learning: pupil curiosity, teacher engagement, 
and classroom culture. A school that fosters these qualities is building long-term 
success, not just short-term results. 

• Prioritise well-being as a foundation for learning. A joyful classroom starts with a 
healthy, supported teacher. Schools need sustained support to embed social-
emotional learning for students, and access to coaching, mentoring or expert advice 
for staff. Managing behaviour through early intervention and fair, consistent policies 
not only improves the learning environment – it protects teacher energy and morale. 
Every teacher supported is one step closer to a school where people look forward to 
walking through the door. 

• Make flexibility a leadership priority. Senior leaders and department heads should 
champion the intelligent use of resources, not rigid adherence to them. Where 
structures are needed for consistency, they should still allow space for teachers to 
respond to the needs and pace of their classes. The very best school leaders already 
do this – it should become the norm, not the exception. 

• Celebrate and share success. Even in today’s demanding landscape, many teachers 
are managing to ignite passion in their pupils. These stories need a platform – 
whether through research, teacher networks, conferences or parliamentary inquiries. 
Sharing what works can build momentum, inspire peers, and remind us all that 
children can and do love learning when it is delivered with inspiration, flexibility, and 
heart. 

• Rethink what we measure. Engagement and enjoyment may be harder to quantify 
than exam scores, but that does not make them less valuable. We should explore 
ways of capturing deeper indicators of successful learning: curiosity, perseverance, 
collaboration, creativity. These are the qualities we need for the future – and they 
often begin in classrooms where joy and challenge are given equal importance. 

In conclusion, I do not believe the love of learning is “lost” – but it needs rejuvenation. 
Children are naturally curious; teachers are naturally passionate about teaching – we haven’t 
lost these fundamentals, but they have been somewhat overshadowed in recent years. My 
personal hope, and indeed my firm belief, is that with conscious effort we can reclaim the 
joy in our classrooms. We can have schools that achieve strong outcomes and send children 
home buzzing about what they learned. We can have rigorous curricula and room for 
creativity. We can hold teachers accountable and trust their professionalism. This inquiry is 
an opportunity to drive those points home. If we succeed in shifting the system even a little 
towards one that values joy, curiosity, and the human connection in learning, then we will 
not only see happier students, but likely higher achievement as well – a true win-win. For 
the sake of our young people and their futures, we must ensure that a love of learning isn’t a 
luxury, but rather at the very heart of education in England. 



Tony Staneff 

tony.staneff@outlook.com  
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1 Response to Education APPG Inquiry 

Organisational details: Tute Education, an experienced online education provider working closely 

with schools, local authorities and non-mainstream settings, offers this submission based on 

extensive data and practitioner insight. We suggest that the perceived decline in the love of learning 

is not rooted in disinterest, but in structural failings of the current system. We provide evidence of 

what works—particularly for vulnerable and disadvantaged learners—and outline scalable strategies 

that foster curiosity, inclusion, and wellbeing. 

Contact Name: Dr Sharon Smith- Assistant Head of Teaching and Learning- Quality 

Contact details: sharon.smith@tute.com, 01978 548033, www.tute.com  

1.1 Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst 
students and teachers?  

No. This does not resonate with our individual nor our collective experiences as education 

practitioners.  Students and teachers alike, very much love learning. What our teachers, students 

and partners say is that the homogenised form of education that currently exists in our mainstream 

settings is no longer fit for purpose.  

In our setting, that largely serves students in need of alternative provision (AP), we conduct half-

termly student voice surveys and have done so for a number of years. In our most recent data set 

(end of term 2 for this academic year) 90% of students stated that the enjoy learning and their 

lessons with us. The cumulative data set of over 6700 responses for the last 4 years has the same 

statistic. In our setting there is no evidence for a decline in the love of learning.  

1.2 What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they 
more structural or societal? 

These are structural issues in the main, but our ever-evolving society provides a climate that is 

intolerant of such structural issues.  

It is clear is that there are more students in need of alternative provision, more students entering 

alternative provision with educational, health and care needs that are being unmet in the 
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mainstream, more students being excluded and greater levels of persistent absence than ever 

before.  

Secondary analysis of publicly available the 2023–2024 data for “Schools, Pupils and their 

Characteristics,” attests to this. When reviewing statistical variance for the three primary forms of 

alternative provision (state-funded AP schools; school-arranged AP; and local authority funded AP in 

non-state-funded provision).  the increase between 2018–2019 and 2023–2024 is nearing 114%. 

Routes into AP are often attributed to exclusion, illness or other reasons were specified. In the same 

2023–2024 data, there is an emphasis put on behaviour as a trigger for school-arranged AP with the 

citation of 55.3% of placements having be recorded with “off-site placement for behavioural 

support” as the reason for AP.  The number of exclusions reported are also increasing. To focus on 

the change between the past two complete data sets for 2021/2022 and 2022/2023, the increase for 

suspensions was 20% in one academic year, and there was an increase for permanent exclusions of 

44% during that same period according to data from  “Suspensions and permanent exclusions in 

England.” 

Moreover, the proportion of students with SEND—and, as a broad indicator, those with Education, 

Health and Care Plans (EHCPs)—within alternative provision (AP) continues to grow. Data from the 

Education, Health and Care Plans: Reporting Year 2024 highlights a significant long-term upward 

trend. Between 2016 and 2021, the total number of EHCPs increased by 38%. Notably, the largest 

growth by educational setting occurred in APs, pupil referral units (PRUs), and free schools, where 

EHCPs rose by an astonishing 104%. 

Although the rate of increase slowed following the pandemic, growth persisted. From 2021 to 2024, 

the number of EHCPs in APs, PRUs, and free schools rose by a further 50%. During the same period, 

mainstream and special schools also saw significant increases—52% and 41%, respectively. On the 

surface, this may imply a reduced need for AP placements. However, this interpretation overlooks 

the broader picture. 

By the end of 2021, there were 325,618 students with EHCPs, of whom 299,881 (92%) were placed 

in mainstream schools, special schools, or AP/PRU/free school settings. By 2024, the total number of 

EHCPs had risen sharply—by 143%—to 575,963. Yet only 76% of these students remained in the 

traditional school categories mentioned above. This suggests that nearly a quarter (24%) of all EHCP-

holding students were now outside these standard education settings, pointing to significant shifts in 

placement patterns and the potential challenges in meeting the diverse needs of this growing 

population. 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/suspensions-and-permanent-exclusions-in-england#dataBlock-a8ea416a-a56f-41c9-a808-d64a38366311-tables
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/suspensions-and-permanent-exclusions-in-england#dataBlock-a8ea416a-a56f-41c9-a808-d64a38366311-tables
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Our education system is no longer meeting the needs of our students. It is not a lack of love of 

learning, but rather a loss of tolerance for a broken system. In part, some may attribute this to an 

impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, whereby other forms of learning became more visible and so 

viable as an alternative. However, the data demonstrates these issues were already established prior 

to and subsequently since the pandemic. 

1.3 How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better 
learning environment?  

Criticism of the current education system is not new; many describe it as outdated or rooted in 

Victorian ideals. Clyde Chitty, for example, critiques the utilitarian model of education that defines 

its purpose narrowly around preparing children for economic productivity. Similarly, Sir Ken 

Robinson calls for a curriculum that balances academic rigour with creativity and cultural 

understanding, enabling students to find relevance in their learning and to thrive in unpredictable, 

fast-changing futures. Nel Noddings’ ethic of care advocates for more personalised, relational, and 

emotionally attuned approaches to teaching, while Gert Biesta warns against the overreliance on 

measurable outcomes, instead emphasizing education’s role in fostering agency, responsibility, and 

democratic engagement. 

These thinkers offer a vision for what education could be. For schools, this means: 

• Rehumanising learning environments: Placing relationships, well-being, and student voice at 

the heart of school culture. 

• Designing inclusive and flexible curricula: Valuing diverse pathways and redefining success 

beyond academic attainment. 

• Leveraging technology to enhance accessibility: Not just digitising old models, but 

transforming pedagogy to meet learners where they are. 

• Partnering with families and communities: To ensure that education reflects the lived 

realities of students and supports their growth in meaningful, contextualised ways. 

Part of the reason our student enjoy learning and their lessons at Tute Education is because we 

embody this adaptive approach. As outlined in our vision, we work to create “an education system 

that enables any child, anywhere to achieve their potential.” Our mission—to fill critical gaps in 

learning through high-quality teaching and an advanced, innovative online platform—responds 

directly to a society in flux. Tute recognises that many students fall outside the reach of traditional 

schooling and champions a “rich, engaging, and inclusive curriculum” that prioritises equity and 

personalisation. 
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In this changing society, schools must reflect the same commitment to collaboration, inclusivity, and 

excellence. They must move beyond rigid structures and embrace a model that is flexible, 

compassionate, and responsive. If education is to prepare young people not just for exams but for 

life, then quality teaching, equity of access, and student-centred learning must guide how all schools 

evolve. 

The false narrative of traditional school-based settings being the only space for learning also needs 

to be challenged. The changes to attendance codes in August 2024 that revised the meaning for 

Code B, saw the devaluing of ‘off-site’ education in an attempt to address falling in-school 

attendance rates, but there are many instances where other forms of education are not only 

valuable, but what is best for the student. This needs to be urgently addressed if we are not to see 

an unintended exacerbation of the issues identified above.  

1.4 How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class 
time, and what are the opinions of teachers on this point? If so 
how? 

Teachers need to be given time to adequately support their students on an individual basis. 

Reducing contact time in order to facilitate better planning, preparation and assessment on a 

personal basis is the simplest way to do this. Teachers want to support their learners. They need to 

be given time and space to do this. Financial constraints often result in economising teacher time, 

giving teachers more in-class teaching time and less non-contact time. This is a false economy. At 

best, it is a short-term fix that leads to long-term burnout. The rate at which teachers have and 

continue to leave mainstream teaching attests to this. To ensure all students and teacher can love 

learning, autonomy, time and the ability to personalise learning is needed.  

1.5 How can technology be harnessed to support richer and more 
engaging educational experiences. 

As an entirely online education organisation we have seen first-hand the impact of technology on 

education. Online learning has the potential to transform education for those outside of 

mainstream, unable to attend a physical setting whether as a result of a well-documented lack of 

capacity, choice or unmet needs.  

We have worked with our partners to review how online learning can support the surge in demand 

for alternative provision and will soon be publishing a paper to this effect. In short, online learning 

offers possible solutions in a number of forms; timely intervention to prevent disengagement, the 
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filling of gaps in education and supporting reintegration. Partners discussed the various ways in 

which remote online learning was being deployed and these included:  

• within mainstream school settings as an internal provision; 

• home-based learning provision; 

• as part of a PRU or alternative education setting offer; 

• to build capacity or to deliver a wider subject offer; 

• to ensure teaching fulfilled the exam syllabus specifications of qualification where a specialist 

was not employed in a setting; 

• by local authorities for provision for students with medical needs; 

• to fulfil legal requirements to provide education for students excluded from school; 

• to provide educational access for students with medical needs; 

• to provide education continuity during out-of-county moves; 

• providing short-term respite packages as an alternative to a PRU placement; and 

• in support of reintegration following EBSA. 

We will be happy to share this paper once published (likely to be May 2025). 

Through merging high-quality teaching with our advanced, innovative online platform  equitable 

access to an engaging, rich and inclusive curriculum is achieved. Positive outcomes for students can 

take various forms; academic attainment and progress measured against national standards, 

personal development and readiness for further education and/or employment and post-16 

pathways and destinations. Whatever the intended outcome, all pupils have the opportunity to learn 

and make progress. 

It is enacted through high-quality teaching and learning that is tailored to medium and evidence 

informed. This is grounded in the principle that "the best available evidence indicates that great 

teaching is the most important lever schools have to improve pupil attainment. Ensuring every 

teacher is supported in delivering high-quality teaching is essential to achieving the best outcomes 

for all pupils, particularly the most disadvantaged among them" (EEF).   

6. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations: 

a. What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good learning 

environment for students and teachers? 
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There are many ways in which I believe we are fostering a positive learning environment at Tute. 

This extends from curriculum planning to resource building to the learning cloud environment to 

lesson delivery and independent learning.   

Student teacher relationships is key. To return to the earlier student voice data set, in all data (6700+ 

responses) our student say they feel safe in lessons (97%) and they like their teachers (95%).  These 

two elements are key in creating good environments for learning. The adage, Maslow’s before 

Bloom’s informs this ! We first need to take care of physical, emotional and personal needs before 

we challenge our pupils with learning effectively.  

However, one area in particular that would like to share is the work we’ve also undertaken in 

creating a positive coaching environment for our teachers which exemplifies how schools can foster 

a thriving learning environment for both students and teachers through a holistic, evidence-

informed approach to teaching, development, and quality assurance. 

At the heart of Tute’s success is a strong belief that a positive and effective learning environment 

stems not just from pedagogical knowledge but from a culture of continual professional growth. All 

Tute teachers are fully qualified in their subject areas, ensuring deep subject knowledge and high-

quality lesson delivery. Lessons consistently demonstrate effective use of resources and thoughtful 

planning, aligned with high expectations for teaching and learning. 

What sets Tute apart is its robust yet supportive internal quality assurance process. Led by a 

dedicated team, over 3,150 quality checks were conducted in the last academic year, reviewing both 

synchronous and asynchronous learning. Importantly, this process is not punitive or critical; it is 

developmental, collaborative, and designed to elevate personal practice. Tute’s lesson observation 

matrix offers a structured, reflective framework, ensuring that feedback leads to actionable and 

measurable improvement. 

The impact is clear: 

• 33% of teachers (40 out of 119) improved by at least one band. 

• 37.5% of those who improved reached the highest possible band at least once. 

• 80% showed a steady, continuous improvement from initial to final assessment. 

• The average progression moved teachers from Band 3 to Band 4—signifying enhanced 

practice and confidence in delivery. 

Tute also prioritises teacher development through personalised coaching, CPD, and regular 

collaboration. Initiatives such as Tute Huddle and Workshop Wednesday provide dynamic, tailored 

professional learning opportunities. These are further enriched by cross-departmental meetings and 



 

  

  

Education APPG Inquiry Response 

the implementation of an evidence-informed strategy, which was recognised with the Chartered 

College of Teaching’s Research Mark in Summer 2024. 

Tute’s model illustrates that when schools centre both student and teacher experience, they 

cultivate learning environments where everyone can flourish. 

b. What examples are there of schools dealing with youth mental health in a particularly cogent 

way? 

Understanding mental health as a spectrum, much like physical health, is essential to effective 

educational practice. Supporting student wellbeing should not be reserved for moments of crisis; 

rather, it should be a consistent, proactive effort that nurtures the emotional, social, and psychological 

resilience of all students over time. At Tute, this approach is fully embedded into the fabric of our 

curriculum and wider provision, ensuring holistic support for every learner. 

Tute’s commitment to student wellbeing begins with a broad and inclusive PSHE curriculum, fully 

integrated within our SMSC and enrichment offer. This curriculum is delivered across subjects and 

tailored to include students with SEND, equipping all learners with essential life skills—such as mental 

health awareness, financial literacy, and digital safety. The goal is not just to respond to wellbeing 

concerns, but to equip students with the values, knowledge, and emotional intelligence needed to 

navigate life confidently and securely. 

Our Enrichment Wednesday programme offers structured opportunities for reflection on key societal 

and cultural issues. Sessions exploring equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) promote resilience, 

respect, and a strong sense of belonging, helping students to engage meaningfully with the world 

around them. Subject-specific initiatives, such as the Tute Scientist Newsletter and Shelf Care reading 

programme, further support wellbeing by giving students creative outlets and access to diverse voices 

and experiences—fostering confidence, self-expression, and intrinsic motivation. 

In addition, Tute’s careers education is closely aligned with the Gatsby Benchmarks and designed to 

support long-term wellbeing. Through initiatives like Careers LIVE, students are exposed to a wide 

range of pathways and meaningful employer encounters. These opportunities raise aspirations, 

enhance confidence, and equip students with the practical and emotional tools needed for further 

education and employment. 

Tute has also taken steps to build dedicated pastoral support, beginning with the recruitment of a 

Student Support Advisor (SSA). This growing provision aims to offer targeted and accessible support 

through one-to-one mentoring, structured form time, and small group interventions. A structured 

referral pathway and feedback mechanism are being embedded to ensure high-impact, personalised 
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support reaches those who need it most. This development reflects our commitment to evolving a 

responsive, evidence-informed pastoral strategy that meets the complex and varied needs of our 

learners. 

In sum, Tute demonstrates that supporting youth mental health is not a standalone initiative but a 

whole-school commitment, integrated into teaching, curriculum, and pastoral systems. By taking a 

proactive, inclusive, and reflective approach, Tute ensures that all students—particularly those in 

vulnerable or non-traditional settings—have the tools they need to flourish. 

 



        Vaila Mallace (home educator) 
        Macclesfield, Cheshire 

        vemallace@gmail.com 

 

Dear APPG, 

 

RE: Evidence submission for the Love or Learning Inquiry 

 

I deregistered my daughter from school when she was 8 due to the anxiety it caused her. The school 
were inflexible when it came to any adjustments I requested. I knew others were having similar 
problems in schools up and down the country, so I felt I had no choice but to home educate. She is 
nearly 11 now and although home ed is a massive responsibility and it limits my work options, it 
seems worth it as I have had no worries about her state of mind since she left school. This is what I 
know as a home educator and parent of ‘SEND’ children. 

Psychology research tells us exactly what human beings need to feel safe and mentally healthy: 
autonomy, competence and relatedness. Children, even those with specific learning requirements, 
are no different in this respect.  

• School offers no autonomy after the Reception year. Children love to learn! Force them to do 
something and that natural curiosity diminishes. It also causes a lot of stress. In mainstream 
schools currently learning to read and understand maths follow prescriptive programmes. 
When you have to read set books with no option to pick books yourself, it takes away all joy. I 
am definitely not blaming the teachers. There seems to be a race to do everything as young 
as possible but in the home ed community lots of kids don’t learn to read until age 8+ and 
still go on to do well in GCSEs at 16 and go on to do further, higher and post-grad education. 
Making all learning consent-based is probably considered quite radical in mainstream schools 
but it seems crazy to me that school is not based around child development. The whole 
system needs to be reimagined with a starting point of the never-changing needs of children, 
making sure all normal human variation (like neurodiversity and other disabilities) is 
considered. 

• The current focus on academic subjects and nothing else leaves lots of kids feeling 
incompetent.  

• A good, equal relationship is essential for neurodivergent kids to feel safe. This cannot exist 
between teachers and pupils currently – even nice teachers shout and control pupils. If 
adults treated each other the way teachers treat kids it would be classed as bullying.     
 

The solution is a more progressive model. Allow self-directed education. For evidence look at 
https://www.progressiveeducation.org/  

It would take a massive paradigm shift in how children are treated/valued in schools and our society 
currently. It would save money in the long-run though as more neurodivergent kids could access 
mainstream education and there wouldn’t be the massive CAMHS bill. 

Thank you for reading this. 

mailto:vemallace@gmail.com
https://www.progressiveeducation.org/


 

 

 

WEA response to APPG Education’s Love Of Learning inquiry 

The WEA is the largest adult education charity in England and Scotland supporting around 
30,000 adult learners each year. A high proportion of learners are in disadvantaged 
postcodes and many have low/no qualifications, physical or learning disabilities or are 
unemployed/economically inactive. 

While we recognise that the Group’s inquiry is focused on schools it still speaks to a wider 
issue of participation in learning and the barriers which deter many from it. 

As the description of the WEA in the first paragraph suggests, community adult education 
specialises in overcoming barriers which discourage or prevent adults from taking part in 
learning. These barriers are complex but include financial/economic, social, psychological 
and logistical.  

Often, adults who come to community adult learning speak about having had a poor 
experience of school, perhaps leaving with few or no qualifications and also living with the 
lack of opportunity in terms of employment or other life chances which comes with that. 

It is well established from studies by the Social Mobility Commission and others that 
educational inequality is persistent in the UK and that there is a clear divide between those 
who thrive at school and enjoy the benefits through life and those who do not and who find 
their life chances diminished. 

Participation in adult learning is around 28% of the population at present (rising to around 
50% if asked about participation at any point in the last three years). This includes all forms 
of learning, including self-directed and non-accredited. Participation rates are higher among 
higher income social groups and those with higher level qualifications. Participation rates 
also increase among those in work. 

The proficiency of adult community learning organisations to provide courses which support 
adults from those social groups which are least likely to be participating in learning, 
demonstrates that a tailored and nuanced approach is required. Adult learning is often 
described as a “second chance” and the motivation among adult learners is often driven by a 
desire to make up for missed opportunities in younger life. The additional motivation may 
come from the need to move into better work, or to support children with their own school 
work or simply to increase confidence and self-development. 



Relating this back to the immediate question of whether school age children have lost a love 
of learning, we might conclude that: 

• Educational inequality persists and has a knock-on generational effect where some 
children may not see role models in their family or community who have positive 
experiences of learning 

• Barriers to learning can be overcome in adult life through the right support, usually in 
community settings and with tailored approaches. There may be transferable 
learning in how enthusiasm for learning can be instilled in younger people 

• There is no national lifelong learning strategy in England and so a culture of learning 
is not embedded by policy makers and funders. While it’s true that school-age 
education (and increasingly early years) are seen as priorities for Government, 
education and learning at later stages are not valued to the same extent. This may 
have a chilling effect on the love of learning across communities and across 
generations. 

• Investment in adult learning has also dropped considerably, from £5.1 billion in the 
early 2000s to £1.7 billion in 2023–24. Alongside the lack of national strategy, this 
has also had a huge effect on participation rates and the profile of lifelong learning 
more generally. Opportunities to continue learning beyond school, especially outside 
of the formal settings of colleges and universities, are limited and this may also have 
a backdraft effect on the value of learning in younger life. 

• Just as Tailored Learning is underfunded so within that, Family Learning (as the name 
suggests, where parents and children learn alongside each other) also lacks 
investment. Evaluation studies of family learning programmes have shown their 
effectiveness even in virtual or hybrid settings, yet they are not widely known or 
widely promoted. 

• At the time of writing, the Adult Skills Fund, which supports adult learning is in line 
for a cut of between 2%-6% depending across different parts of the country. Adult 
education funding is devolved to the Mayoral Combined Authorities where they exist 
and is centrally funded elsewhere. The prospect of additional cuts on top of years of 
underinvestment also sends a negative signal of the benefits of learning – even 
though for those taking part it is having a positive and transformational effect. 

In conclusion, the lack of a lifelong learning strategy and years of underinvestment in adult 
education exclude large parts of the population from the opportunity to participate and 
furthermore create a culture where learning is not widely valued or its benefits widely 
recognised. Those benefits include increased wellbeing, a sense of belonging within 
communities and more confidence to navigate everyday life, as well as the more obvious 
education and employment progressions. 



Without these wider positive associations it is understandable that formal schooling may 
also lack a sense of enthusiasm for learning beyond the attainment of qualifications. Some 
children, of course, thrive at school and find a lifelong enthusiasm for a single subject or 
learning more broadly. For many others though, education is a phase of life which they find 
challenging, uninspiring and may be left behind (potentially forever) once the obligation to 
attend is lifted. 

The economic cost of this is felt in productivity and employment rates especially in England’s 
left behind neighbourhoods. More importantly, the human cost is obvious in lost 
opportunity, embedded inequality and loss of hope. 

The WEA and other adult education organisations see the potential and positive value of 
learning everyday. Better investment and wider promotion of adult learning would create a 
positive feedback loop throughout the education system at all ages. The Government’s Plan 
for Change has a mission to break down barriers to opportunity. This focuses on children. 
We believe it extend to all ages so that as well as today’s children having the best start in life, 
those adults who have been let down by previous generations of schooling also have a 
chance to enjoy the benefits of learning.  

 

Submitted: 17 April 2005 

Contact: Chris Butcher, Senior Policy Manager 

cbutcher@wea.ac.uk 
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Young Enterprise response to the Education APPG’s Love of Learning 
Inquiry 

About Young Enterprise 

Young Enterprise is the largest national education charity across England and Wales specialising in 
financial capability, entrepreneurship and work readiness for young people, with sister 
organisations in Scotland and Northern Ireland. We reach over half a million young people a year 
working in 3,880 schools and colleges. We are part of the international organisation Junior 
Achievement, which operates in 120 countries and reaches over 15m young people a year.  

Our most well-known programme, the Company Programme, gives students the opportunity to set 
up and run a business, in which they manage the whole process (including budgeting, pitching, 
marketing and sales) supported by a local business volunteer. Students from this programme go on 
to compete locally, at county level, regionally, nationally and even internationally. 

Young Enterprise sees first hand the benefits of applied learning opportunities through our 
programmes and how they give young people the opportunity to apply what they are learning in 
school to real-world situations, be that setting up a business, solving a work-related problem or 
managing their personal finance. As part of our work, we are building the evidence base around how 
applied learning approaches can increase young people’s engagement and enjoyment of their 
education, which this response will focus on.  

About the Applied Learning Coalition 

The Applied Learning Coalition is a group of organisations representing various elements of the 
education and youth employment sector, who have come together to advocate for greater 
consistency of access to opportunities for young people to apply what they learn in school to real-
world contexts. The aim being to build a stronger connection between an individual’s education and 
their future plans and developing essential skills that will assist them in making a successful 
transition beyond statutory education into the world of work.  

Applied Coalition Members: Young Enterprise, Skills Builder Partnership, Youth Employment UK, 
NASUWT The Teachers’ Union, Association of School and College Leaders, Speakers for Schools, 
Cornwall Education Learning Trust 

Contact: 

Alice Clarke, Senior Policy and Public Affairs Manager 

alice.clarke@y-e.org.uk 

  

https://www.young-enterprise.org.uk/programmes/company-programme/
mailto:alice.clarke@y-e.org.uk


Response 

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers?  

As an organisation, we consistently hear from young people, educators and employers we work with 
a feeling of disconnect between education and the real world, and that this can lead to young people 
becoming disconnected from their education or not “seeing the point”. Young people report not 
feeling equipped for the world of work when they leave school1, and employers cite that a lack of 
skills, confidence and experience in young people is a challenge when they enter the workplace2. 
Furthermore, when young people don’t understand how the things they learn in school are 
applicable to the future, and the ‘real world’ they can disengage from education, which can lead to 
absenteeism and affect attainment3. 

When asked what they want to learn in school, and what they feel they are not learning, young 
people report wanting more focus on real-world relevant education – such as personal finance 
(mortgage advice, tax and money management), relationship values, survival skills and mental 
health4. We also can see that which subjects young people enjoy has a major influence on their 
choices of study during education, with 82% saying this was an important or very important factor, 
second only to what they were good at (84%). This was particularly important for female students 
(85%) who considered enjoyment an even greater priority in their choices than their male 
counterparts (77%)5. 

Furthermore, research also shows a recent decline in teacher’s love of learning and job satisfaction. 
For example, a 15-year study by NASUWT The Teachers Union finding that teachers surveyed in 
recent years reported lower levels of autonomy in their teaching than previous years. Several 
participants said that this was due to an out-of-date curriculum with irrelevant content and limiting 
delivery methods6. 

 

2. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning environment?  

Young Enterprise has been campaigning for the past couple of years to raise awareness of the 
benefits of applied learning approaches in education. Applied learning an active process in which 
learners utilise knowledge and understanding to address practical, real-world problems – more 
embedded within the delivery of the curriculum so that students understand the relevance of their 

 

1 The Princes Trust (2017) Results For Life Report p2 
https://assets.ctfassets.net/qq0roodynp09/7IqblCFwYf5qrraL8aPn9y/d8e261c8788176812be378688215fad3/Results_for_L
ife_2017_report.pdf  
2 Institute for Employment Studies (2023) Bridging the gap: Making young people a vital part of every workforce 
https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/resource/bridging-gap  
3 Demos (2009) A stitch in time: tackling educational disengagement interim report 
https://lx.iriss.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/A%20stitch%20in%20time.pdf  
4 Conscious Youth (2021) FE News, New study reveals top ten topics young people in the UK want to add to the curriculum, 
https://www.fenews.co.uk/skills/new-study-reveals-the-topics-young-people-in-the-uk-want-to-add-to-the-curriculum/  
 

5 Youth Employment UK (2024) Youth Voice Census,  https://www.youthemployment.org.uk/dev/wp-
content/uploads/2024/12/2024-Youth-Voice-Census-Report-1-1.pdf  
6 Ramm et al (2017) Experiences of New Teachers https://www.nasuwt.org.uk/static/uploaded/121a2659-2753-4947-
b44eb02ab9a7f4ff.pdf 

https://assets.ctfassets.net/qq0roodynp09/7IqblCFwYf5qrraL8aPn9y/d8e261c8788176812be378688215fad3/Results_for_Life_2017_report.pdf
https://assets.ctfassets.net/qq0roodynp09/7IqblCFwYf5qrraL8aPn9y/d8e261c8788176812be378688215fad3/Results_for_Life_2017_report.pdf
https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/resource/bridging-gap
https://lx.iriss.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/A%20stitch%20in%20time.pdf
https://www.fenews.co.uk/skills/new-study-reveals-the-topics-young-people-in-the-uk-want-to-add-to-the-curriculum/
https://www.youthemployment.org.uk/dev/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/2024-Youth-Voice-Census-Report-1-1.pdf
https://www.youthemployment.org.uk/dev/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/2024-Youth-Voice-Census-Report-1-1.pdf
https://www.nasuwt.org.uk/static/uploaded/121a2659-2753-4947-b44eb02ab9a7f4ff.pdf
https://www.nasuwt.org.uk/static/uploaded/121a2659-2753-4947-b44eb02ab9a7f4ff.pdf


education, connect with and apply their knowledge and build key experiences and essential skills for 
the future7.  

Applied learning is an approach used by many organisations working closely with educators to bring 
real-world contexts into the classroom. For example, our Company Programme gives young people 
the experience of setting up and running a student business for a year, giving them the opportunity 
to apply their learning to a range of rea-business scenarios such as budgeting, marketing, public 
speaking, as well as developing essential skills such as team work, leadership, communication and 
confidence for the future we know employers feel young people are often lacking when entering the 
workplace. Developing students’ essential skills - such as communication, interpersonal, self-
management, and creative-problem solving skills - is critical. Research shows that individuals with 
higher levels of essential skills have higher earnings, higher job satisfaction and life satisfaction and 
higher social mobility8. 

In addition, these applied learning opportunities can also enable employer engagement, such as by 
bringing business volunteers into the classroom, helping boost student knowledge around different 
career pathways to better prepare them for future study, life and work. According to research by The 
Edge Foundation, students’ understanding of different career pathways and professions is increased 
when they are given “meaningful opportunities to apply, interpret and solve problems situated in the 
real world”, as well as motivation being enhanced and that student long-term retention is higher9.  

Research has found that that applied learning approaches can improve engagement and motivation 
in students7. This is particularly important for young people from disadvantaged communities, who 
are at greater risk of losing access to education10. Applied learning approaches can help increase 
young people’s engagement with education by foregrounding the relevance of what they are 
learning, connecting it with the real world, helping young people develop essential skills for the 
future.  

At Young Enterprise, we have started to track the impact that our applied learning programmes have 
on young people’s attendance, attainment and attitude to learning. Evidence from our Inspiring 
Futures Programme, which combines enterprise, work-readiness and financial education through 
applied programmes for schools in Indices of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 1-4 areas, shows a positive 
effect on student attitudes to learning, attendance and attainment when utilising an applied 
approach 11.  

On average 

• 74% of all teachers felt that these programmes had a positive impact on student 
engagement, rising to 93% in IMD 1-4 areas 

• 29% of all teachers felt that these programmes had a positive impact on student 
attendance, rising to 47% in IMD 1-4 areas 

 

7 Young Enterprise (2023) Applied Learning: What is applied learning and how can it prepare young people for the future? 
p3-4, https://www.young-enterprise.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Young-Enterprise-Applied-Learning-Brochure-
Spreads.pdf  
8 Skills Builder Partnership (2023) Essential Skills Tracker 2023, Seymour and Craig 

9 Edge Foundation (2021) Evidence Base – Real World Learning p18-28 
https://www.edge.co.uk/documents/155/Edge_Future_Learning__Our_Evidence_Base.pdf  
10 Who’s losing learning Coalition (2023) One Million Days of Learning Lost https://www.impetus.org.uk/news-and-
views/2023/1million-days-of-learning-lost  
11 Young Enterprise (2024) Inspiring Futures Impact Data. Available upon request. 

https://www.young-enterprise.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Young-Enterprise-Applied-Learning-Brochure-Spreads.pdf
https://www.young-enterprise.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Young-Enterprise-Applied-Learning-Brochure-Spreads.pdf
https://www.edge.co.uk/documents/155/Edge_Future_Learning__Our_Evidence_Base.pdf
https://www.impetus.org.uk/news-and-views/2023/1million-days-of-learning-lost
https://www.impetus.org.uk/news-and-views/2023/1million-days-of-learning-lost


• On average, 50% of all teachers felt that these programmes had a positive impact on the 
quality of student work, rising to 67% in IMD 1-4 areas 

 

This data suggests that applied learning approaches are effective for all students in increasing these 
three areas, and even more so for students in the most underserved communities areas who see the 
greatest progression.  

By utilising and championing applied learning in this way across the curriculum, students are better 
supported for their future as they are more engaged and receptive to knowledge imparted due to its 
demonstrated relevance; are given the opportunity to develop and practice essential skills for the 
future; and have opportunities to explore links to future careers and employment.  

 

3. How can we take pressure off teachers to facilitate better class time, and what are the 
opinions of teachers on this point? If so how?  

There is a lack of flexibility in the current curriculum is a key barrier to enabling more applied 
learning opportunities for students (the benefits of which we outlined in our response to question 
12). Indeed, in a recent roundtable organised by Young Enterprise focused on how we as a sector can 
enable more applied learning opportunities, many felt that teachers who did indeed prioritise these 
approaches were, as individuals, “putting their head above the parapet” due to this lack of flexibility 
built into the curriculum12.  

And yet applied learning as a pedagogical approach has an overwhelming amount of support from 
the teaching community. In a YouGov survey of over 1,000 teachers run by Young Enterprise found 
that 94% of teachers feel that opportunities for young people to apply their learning whilst in school 
is important13. It is also an approach that can be used to deliver already-existing content, meaning if 
imbedded into teaching does not demand additional time in the school day. However, as mentioned 
previously the current system feels restrictive to teachers both in time and flexibility to utilise these 
kinds of approaches.  

Our Applied Learning Coalition input evidence on how the curriculum can and should include and 
champion more applied learning opportunities, and we would be happy to share this with the APPG 
upon request. In addition, teachers can be better supported to embed applied learning approaches 
into their work through several routes: 

• embedding  applied learning approaches into initial teacher training and CPD 

• allowing more vocational pathways into teaching 

• showcasing and sharing best practice and impact of applied learning 

• providing seed funding for schools for resources, trips and programmes that can further 
strengthen their applied learning offer 

 

12 Young Enterprise & Edge Foundation (2024) Applied learning roundtable – Summary Paper (June 2024) 
https://www.young-enterprise.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Applied-Learning-Roundtable-Summary-Paper-June-
2024.pdf 
13 Young Enterprise (2024) Thumbs up to applied learning from teachers across the UK https://www.young-
enterprise.org.uk/thumbs-up-to-applied-learning-from-teachers-across-the-uk  

https://www.young-enterprise.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Applied-Learning-Roundtable-Summary-Paper-June-2024.pdf
https://www.young-enterprise.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Applied-Learning-Roundtable-Summary-Paper-June-2024.pdf
https://www.young-enterprise.org.uk/thumbs-up-to-applied-learning-from-teachers-across-the-uk
https://www.young-enterprise.org.uk/thumbs-up-to-applied-learning-from-teachers-across-the-uk


• incorporating applied learning activities and their impact into future accountability of 
schools, such as through the Balanced Scorecard proposal from Rethinking Assessment14

 

This should be implemented and supported by including applied learning approaches into Initial 
Teacher training, as well as embedding examples of applied learning opportunities in subject teacher 
training to highlight the benefits and impact of these approaches.  

There are opportunities to further strengthen applied learning approaches and lessening the 
workload on teachers by encouraging and championing examples of businesses and outside 
organisations working well with schools to help provide these enriching opportunities. Key to this is 
the Department for Education to recognise and promote the importance of applied learning 
opportunities by placing it at the heart of the curriculum as a pedagogical approach to impart 
knowledge, engage students in the relevance of what they are learning, apply it to relevant 
situations, and build key skills for the working world. 

 

4. To help the APPG create a practical set of approaches and recommendations:  
a. What examples are there of schools doing particularly well in fostering a good 

learning environment for students and teachers?  

In a recent report published by Young Enterprise in 2023 in collaboration with The Entrepreneurs 
Network, we set out several case studies of schools across the country who are embedding applied 
learning in innovative and effective ways to better engage their students.  

These include: 

• Woodfield School, Brent, a special educational needs school working with just under 200 
pupils aged 11-19. They have imbedded applied learning approaches across the curriculum, 
with a focus on transition to independence. Some examples include things like learning how 
to post a parcel in Maths lessons by going to the post office, calculating weight, dimensions, 
calculations with currency and applying what they learn in school in real time to this 
situation; or in Food Technology running a real café in the school, calculating sales, budgets 
and purchasing food for the café to run the business successfully.  

• Queensmead Primary Academy, Leicester developed a highly sophisticated applied learning 
programme called the Purple Pound in 2018. In this programme, Year 6 students would take 
part in an entire within-school market economy, where they apply for “jobs” around the 
school (such as library monitor) which they would complete in 20 minute sessions during a 
couple of lunch times or breaks a week for a “purple pound salary”. This gives them the 
applied learning opportunity of applying for a job, narrating their skills and simulating an 
employer-employee interaction. Each week, pupils then go to the internal bank (run and 
managed by the pupils themselves) and are given their earnings in Purple Pounds where 
they decide whether to save or spend their earnings in the school’s emporium, giving them a 
real opportunity to learn about managing their money. While the scheme was entirely 
voluntary – with students opting in if they wanted to take part – there was an overwhelming 
demand from pupils to participate because of the prestige, responsibilities and enjoyment 
reported by students who had taken part before. After an initial investment of £300 from the 

 

14 Rethinking Assessment (2024) Balanced Scorecards: Towards Broader and Better Measures of School Success 
https://rethinkingassessment.com/rethinking-blogs/balanced-scorecards-towards-broader-and-better-measures-of-school-
success/ 

https://rethinkingassessment.com/rethinking-blogs/balanced-scorecards-towards-broader-and-better-measures-of-school-success/
https://rethinkingassessment.com/rethinking-blogs/balanced-scorecards-towards-broader-and-better-measures-of-school-success/


school started the programme, but through running events organised the students, the 
scheme is now entirely self-sustaining.  

 

Furthermore, we have annual teacher conferences which engage around 150 educators from across 
the country in training, networking and opportunities to share best practice. In 2024, the theme of 
our conference was around applied learning, and feedback from the event showed that teachers 
found it useful and engaging to discuss how they can bring more real-world contexts to the 
classroom to engage students and to hear from peers about innovative approaches to achieving this.  

Finally, we have set up an Applied Learning Teacher Group to continue this work and to build an 
applied learning toolkit for schools, and we are working closely with a range of teachers on this 
project we’d be happy to invite the APPG along to a session to further discuss how applied learning 
can be a part of the wider consideration of “love of learning” in students, and teacher perspectives 
on this.  
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APPG for Education inquiry into Love of Learning   

YoungMinds Submission – April 2025  

 

About YoungMinds  

YoungMinds is the UK’s leading charity fighting for young people’s mental health. Our insights 
from the young people we work with, their families, and the work we do to support them puts us 
in a unique position to understand what is driving the youth mental health crisis and what must 
be done to tackle it.    
 

Contents:  

• Introduction 

 

• Summary of recommendations  

 

 

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students and teachers?  

• Impact of children and young people’s mental health crisis  

• Negative impacts of the education system on children and young people’s mental 

health and wellbeing.  

2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more structural or 

societal?  

• High stakes assessment in primary schools: SATs have narrowed the curriculum, impacting 

pupils’ love of learning 

• Impact of reforms to assess GCSEs and A Levels almost entirely by end of two-year course 

examinations  

• Course content is increasingly outdated 

• The impact of punitive approaches to behaviour 

• Impact of rising living costs and child poverty  

 

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better learning environment? 
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• End high stakes statutory primary assessment  

• Introduce multimodal assessment at GCSE and A Level 

• Reform the curriculum  

• Move away from punitive approaches to behaviour and attendance  

• Improve access to specialist mental health support in schools  

• Embed whole school approaches to mental health and wellbeing  

• Tackle growing rates of child poverty  

 

Introduction 

As the UK’s leading mental health charity for children and young people, we are acutely aware of 

the scale of the mental health emergency, with 1 in 5 young people now living with a probable 

mental health condition.1 Record numbers of referrals, high thresholds and long waiting times 

mean that young people are not getting the support they need. This has undoubtedly affected 

children and young people’s experience of school. Improving access to mental health support in 

schools is a necessary step to addressing this crisis. However, we also need to see deeper reforms 

to the education system to ensure schools actively support wellbeing and a sense of belonging, 

and to reignite children and young people’s love of learning.  

YoungMinds recently collaborated with a group of young people with lived experience of mental 

health problems to develop a new policy vision that looks beyond the immediate political context 

and to explore what an ideal education system would look like. They wanted to see an education 

system that prioritises care, support and community, where creativity and individuality are 

celebrated. School should be a place where they feel safe to express how they feel and be their 

authentic selves. They told us they want to be understood and supported, have positive, 

respectful relationships with their teachers and have more power in the decision-making that 

shapes their education. They also want an education experience that prepares them for the 

world outside of education.   

This vision feels a long way away from a system dominated by attainment targets and high-stakes 

examinations at every stage of schooling, which enforces a competitive and narrow definition of 

success, perpetuating a culture of stress and anxiety. We need to re-orientate the education 

system towards a model that embraces a more diverse range of values, attributes, and 

experiences, while prioritising joy, exploration, and a love of learning. We need to shift away 

from one-size-fits-all, punitive approaches to behaviour and attendance that overlook individual 

 
1 NHS Digital (2023). Mental Health of Children and Young People in England, 2023 - wave 4 follow up to the 2017 

survey: https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-

people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up#chapter-index 

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up#chapter-index
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up#chapter-index


3 

 

   

 

needs and experiences, and towards an inclusive, anti-racist, trauma-informed model that lifts 

the voices of young people, especially the most marginalised. 

We recognise that we are calling for these reforms when schools are operating in an extremely 

challenging financial context and facing an ongoing teacher recruitment and retention crisis. 

Sufficient investment in education is a non-negotiable prerequisite for building the foundations 

for an education system that prioritises wellbeing for both staff and children and young people. 

The Independent Curriculum and Assessment Review offers a real opportunity to make wellbeing 

a greater priority and ensure that curriculum content and assessment encourage young people’s 

love of learning. We also urge the Government to revisit behaviour policy – particularly by 

implementing reforms to move away from punitive approaches - and prioritise implementing 

whole school approaches to mental health and wellbeing. The Government should also set out 

how it will fulfil its commitment to provide access to specialist mental health professionals in 

every school, and ensure this support meets the needs of the children and young people they 

serve. 

Summary of recommendations 

• End high stakes statutory assessment in primary schools.  

• Develop a new system that decouples assessment of primary pupils from school 

accountability and ensures that assessment supports pupils’ learning.  

• Reform GCSEs and A Levels to incorporate a variety of assessment methods that students 

take throughout their courses, rather than relying solely on final exams to determine 

grades.   

• Integrate mental health and wellbeing education into the primary and secondary 

curriculum, across a range of subjects, so it is not confined to standalone lessons or 

PHSE.   

• More opportunities in the curriculum for students identifying as Black, Asian, racialised to 

see their ethnic and cultural heritage reflected back to them, by moving away from 

Eurocentricity. 

• History curriculum should focus more on non-White and non-European histories, 

presenting a wider view on histories of the Global South. This should acknowledge 

interconnectedness, trade, cross-border cultural development and expression.  

• At higher key stages, there should be a more focused view on the impacts left by British 

imperialism and colonialism. This should highlight resource extraction and the subsequent 

effect on global migration patterns and economies, particularly post-war.  
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• Exploring in the curriculum the creation of genres, sounds and visual languages from 

British diasporic artists and writers, and how experiences of double consciousness 

influence this. 

• Address gaps in the RSE curriculum. LGBTQIA+ realities need to be widely addressed in 

course content, and teaching should be steered towards driving positive societal change 

through greater emphasis on misogynistic behaviours, the drivers of violence against 

women and girls, and toxic masculinity. 

• Promote restorative, relational and trauma informed practices and integrate them into 

behaviour guidance and programmes.  

• Commit to abolishing the use of isolation as a punitive mechanism. 

• Review attendance guidance and codes to ensure families receive support and are treated 

with understanding if their child is struggling to attend school because of their mental 

health, rather than being threatened with sanctions 

• A commitment to the 100% rollout of Mental Health Support Teams (MHSTs) by the end of 
this Parliament, to deliver on Labour’s commitment to provide a specialist mental health 
professional in every school. Economic analysis by the Future Minds Campaign estimates 
this will require a staggered investment of an additional £57m per year until 2029.2 

• All MHSTs to have dedicated time to support the implementation of a whole school and 
college approach to mental health, supporting culture change within schools and colleges 
and the prevention of emerging mental health difficulties. 

• Widen the MHST model to meet the clinical gap between existing MHSTs and specialist 
NHS children and young people’s mental health services (CYPMHS). This should be 
supported by a thorough review of the model, drawing on insights from the national 
evaluation. 

• A published plan from Government to embed whole school approaches, so wellbeing is a 

priority in every school. 

 

• Roll out Universal Free School Meals to children and young people at all stages of 

schooling in England. 

• Reinstate Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) in England in line with Scottland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland. 

 
2 Future Minds (2025). Why investing in children’s mental health will unlock economic growth: 
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Future-Minds-Report-2025-WEB.pdf 

https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Future-Minds-Report-2025-WEB.pdf
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Responses to inquiry questions 

1. Is there a current decline in the love of learning amongst students 

and teachers?  

The timing of this inquiry comes at a moment where we face a huge emergency in children and 

young people’s mental health. Our data also shows that the education system is one of the 

negative influences on mental health for many young people.  

More young people are struggling than ever before. They are facing long waits and 

huge barriers to accessing the right support  

•
 Probable mental health conditions have skyrocketed. One in five children and young 

people now experience a common mental health problem, such as anxiety or depression, 
almost double the 2017 figure.3 

• More young people are waiting over a year for mental health support. 78,577 young 
people referred to CAMHS waited over a year for treatment in 2023/24, an increase of 
over 52% on the previous year (51,866 in 2022/23). Of these, 34,191 waited more than 
two years in 2023/24, up from 24,782 in 2022/23. 44,386 waited between one and two 
years for mental health treatment in 2023/24, up from 27,084 in 2022/23, a 64% 
increase.4  

There is a correlation between poor mental health and school absence 

• Polling done by YoungMinds and M&S found that 61% of young people waiting for mental 
health support had stopped attending school, college, or work. Of these, 58% missed more 
than two weeks, 42% missed more than a month and 20% missed more than six months.5  

• Analysis from the Future Minds Campaign reveals that the cost of persistent absence from 
school – which has mirrored the rise in mental ill health – is now over £1 billion per year.6 

Young people tell us that the education system is negatively impacting their mental 

health 

 
3NHS Digital (2023). Mental Health of Children and Young People in England, 2023 - wave 4 follow up to the 2017 

survey: https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-

people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up#chapter-index  
4 NHS Digital (2024). Waiting times for children and young people's mental health services, 2022-23; 

https://digital.nhs.uk/supplementary-information/2024/waiting-times-for-children-and-young-peoples-mental-

health-services-2022-23#response ; NHS Digital (2025). Waiting times for children and young people's mental health 

services, 2023-24: https://digital.nhs.uk/supplementary-information/2025/waiting-times-for-children-and-young-

peoples-mental-health-services-2023-24#response  
5 YoungMinds and Marks and Spencer (2023). Understanding young people’s mental health in 2023: A 

report by M&S and YoungMinds: https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/sites/marksandspencer/files/2023-

10/YoungMinds%20Draft%20Report%20Final.pdf  
6 Future Minds (2025). Why investing in children’s mental health will unlock economic growth: 
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Future-Minds-Report-2025-WEB.pdf  

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up#chapter-index
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/mental-health-of-children-and-young-people-in-england/2023-wave-4-follow-up#chapter-index
https://digital.nhs.uk/supplementary-information/2024/waiting-times-for-children-and-young-peoples-mental-health-services-2022-23#response
https://digital.nhs.uk/supplementary-information/2024/waiting-times-for-children-and-young-peoples-mental-health-services-2022-23#response
https://digital.nhs.uk/supplementary-information/2025/waiting-times-for-children-and-young-peoples-mental-health-services-2023-24#response
https://digital.nhs.uk/supplementary-information/2025/waiting-times-for-children-and-young-peoples-mental-health-services-2023-24#response
https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/sites/marksandspencer/files/2023-10/YoungMinds%20Draft%20Report%20Final.pdf
https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/sites/marksandspencer/files/2023-10/YoungMinds%20Draft%20Report%20Final.pdf
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Future-Minds-Report-2025-WEB.pdf
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• In our 2021 survey of more than 14,000 young people, 70% told us that education is the 

most important issue the Government needs to address to improve their lives.7 

• Only 3% of young people said education settings are a positive influence on their mental 

health, while 59% said school, college or university has affected them negatively in some 

way.8  

• Our latest polling data from February 2025 found that 59% of young people reported 

feeling anxious, negative or stressed because of assessments at school. This has grown 

from 56% in November 2024.9 

• In the 2024 calendar year,11,700 parents contacted our Parent Helpline service. School 

problems were the second most common concern, and the most viewed parent-focused 

advice page on our website is on school anxiety and refusal.  

We need to understand why young people feel this way about school and find solutions that offer 

real structural changes to all aspects of school life. The focus of the mental health sector in 

education has thus far been on improving access to in-school mental health support, particularly 

in relation to the rollout of Mental Health Support Teams (MHSTs). While this is undoubtedly 

important, we are clear that real change requires deeper and more far-reaching reforms to 

ensure education settings actively support, rather than harm, young people’s mental health and 

wellbeing.  

2. What are the key factors involved in this decline, and are they more 

structural or societal?  

High stakes assessment in primary schools: SATs have narrowed the curriculum, 

impacting pupils’ love of learning 

Schools are under immense pressure to prioritise statutory assessment as the results determine 

their ranking in league tables. But we know that statutory assessment in primary schools has 

narrowed the curriculum, especially in year 6, limiting opportunities for creativity and broader 

learning experiences. This has had a negative impact on children’s love of learning.  

As more classroom time gets taken up by English and Maths, pupils are less prepared for further 

study in other subjects. In some schools, almost all other subjects are removed during year 6, 

with pupils spending all their time doing English and Maths at the expense of more creative and 

 
7  YoungMinds’ Submission to the Department of Health and Social Care’s 10 year plan for mental health call for 
evidence (July 2022), p.11. For a copy please email ellie.whitlock@youngminds.org.uk   
8 Ibid.  
9 YoungMinds and Beano Brain (2025). Project Impact Wave 15). For more information, please contact Ellie Whitlock 

ellie.whitlock@younminds.org.uk   

mailto:ellie.whitlock@youngminds.org.uk
mailto:ellie.whitlock@younminds.org.uk
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physical subjects.10 It also leads to a narrow way of learning and “teaching to test”, as a huge 

proportion of classroom time is dedicated to preparing for the tests and taking past exam papers. 

•
 41% of parents believe that SATs have a negative effect on their child’s love of learning11. 

• A recent survey of school leaders found 76% agree that SATS preparation leads to narrowing 

the curriculum.12 

• A poll of headteachers found that 95% of respondents believe too much time is spent 

preparing for SATs.13 

SATs cause significant stress for pupils, negatively impacting their wellbeing 

Parents, teachers and pupils have all voiced concerns about the impact of SATs on children’s 

mental health and wellbeing. The tests themselves cause significant stress and anxiety, while the 

time spent preparing leaves teachers with less opportunity to prioritise pupils’ mental health and 

wellbeing.  

• 96% of headteachers report that SATs have a negative impact on wellbeing.14   

• 95% of educators surveyed “agree” or “strongly agree” that the current system worsens 

pupil stress. 77% strongly agreed.15   

• 60% of year 6 pupils said they were worried about taking SATs and 1 in 10 said they 

weren’t sleeping because of SATs.16   

• In the last school year, by April 2024, 64% of teachers agreed that year 6 pupils were 

worried about failing.17 

• SATs results unfairly label 40% of year 6 pupils as failures, just as they are about to make 

the transition to secondary school.18  

Data shows that the domination of SATs preparation during classroom time is particularly acute 

in schools located in more deprived areas 

• Survey data from March 2024 shows that while 13% of schools with affluent catchments 

(measured by lowest free school meal rates) spent more than 6 hours a week on SATs 

 
10 ICAPE (2022). Assessment for Children’s Learning: A new future for primary education: 
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf  
11 More than a Score (2022) Primary Assessment: growing concern and the case for change: 

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Primary_Assessment_Research_Briefing.pdf 
12 More than a Score (2024). School leaders vs SATs: a view from primary and secondary: 

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-vs-SATs.pdf  
13 More than a Score (2022)  
14 Ibid.  
15 ICAPE (2022). Assessment for Children’s Learning: A new future for primary education: 
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf  
16 More than a Score (2022) 
17 More than a Score (2024) 
18 DfE (2024). Academic year 2023/24: Key stage 2 attainment: https://explore-education-

statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/key-stage-2-attainment 

https://www.icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Primary_Assessment_Research_Briefing.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-vs-SATs.pdf
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/key-stage-2-attainment
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/key-stage-2-attainment
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preparation, this shot up to 40% of schools with the most deprived catchments, a three-

fold increase.19 

• Year 6 teachers and school leaders in the most deprived areas reported substantially 

higher levels of all SATs preparation measures and of worry, pressure, and 

disengagement, compared with those in the least deprived schools.  

• Almost twice as many said that SATs had narrowed the curriculum. 

Impact of reforms to assess GCSEs and A Levels almost entirely by end of two-year 

course examinations  

Since the mid-2010s, secondary qualifications have almost entirely been assessed by end of two-

year course examinations. High stakes examinations fail to provide young people with 

opportunities to demonstrate the breadth of their skills, knowledge and abilities, and have a 

negative impact on children and young people’s mental health and wellbeing.20 High stakes 

examinations reinforce stress and anxiety for all young people but are particularly harmful for 

neurodivergent students and those facing challenging home environments and/or from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Additionally, traditional exams don’t align with real-world skills. Switching to open-book exams, 

collaborative projects, and scenario-based tasks would better develop students’ problem-solving, 

adaptability, and teamwork skills for post-school life. Offering diverse modes of assessment like 

portfolios, project work, presentations, and multimedia projects could reduce stress and let 

students demonstrate learning in ways that match their strengths. International models also 

highlight approaches like digital badging and game-based assessments, which could foster 

creativity, digital literacy, and authentic self-expression.21 

Assessment purely by high stakes examinations has a particularly detrimental effect on some 

young people who are at risk of exclusion. A 2020 report by the RSA found that a more “rigorous” 

curriculum since the 2010s has made it difficult for some young people to access the curriculum 

and increased disengagement.22  The shift from coursework and modular exams makes sitting 

GCSEs more difficult for young people who struggle to concentrate in silence and for those with 

literacy difficulties. For those pupils who now feel unable to “succeed”, the risk of disengagement 

and ultimately of exclusion may increase. 

Course content is increasingly outdated 

 
19 More than a Score (2024). School leaders vs SATs: a view from primary and secondary: 

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-vs-SATs.pdf 
20 Association of School and College Leaders (2024). ASCL survey reveals alarming levels of exam anxiety 

among GCSE students: https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-survey-reveals-

alarming-levels-of-exam-anxiet 
21 Rethinking Assessment (2024). Creating an assessment system that values the breadth of strengths of 

every child: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1NoyUc3P-wFi_LCJS0SlzzUrQxkLC2WsG/view 
22 RSA (2020). Pinball kids: https://www.thersa.org/projects/pinball-kids 

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-vs-SATs.pdf
https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-survey-reveals-alarming-levels-of-exam-anxiet
https://www.ascl.org.uk/News/Our-news-and-press-releases/ASCL-survey-reveals-alarming-levels-of-exam-anxiet
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1NoyUc3P-wFi_LCJS0SlzzUrQxkLC2WsG/view
https://www.thersa.org/projects/pinball-kids


9 

 

   

 

The national curriculum in England remains insufficiently reflective of the diverse identities, 

histories, and lived experiences of its pupil population. With 37% of students identifying as Black, 

Asian, or racialised, the continued dominance of a Eurocentric approach not only limits students’ 
global understanding but also risks disengagement and alienation among those whose heritage is 

routinely omitted.23 Non-European perspectives are often confined to tokenistic mentions—such 

as Black History Month—rather than integrated meaningfully across the curriculum. 

Additionally, policymakers must also prioritise embedding intersectionality into curriculum 

design. This framework recognises that pupils' experiences are shaped by the interaction of race, 

gender, sexuality, class, and disability, and is particularly urgent within Relationships and Sex 

Education (RSE). 

Furthermore, the curriculum’s current emphasis on traditional academic routes also does not 

serve the wider interests of all learners. There is no strong evidence that academic pathways 

alone better prepare students for life or employment. Many young people feel ill-equipped in 

areas such as financial literacy, career planning, and employment rights. With only 27% of young 

people reporting they had learnt about careers through the curriculum, the need for expanded 

and high-quality vocational, technical, and life skills education is clear.24 Improving financial 

education, in particular, is vital given the UK’s financial literacy rates trail the OECD average by 15 

percentage points.25 

 

 

The impact of punitive approaches to behaviour 

The punitive approach that many schools take to “managing behaviour” blocks many children and 
young people from getting the understanding and support they need to thrive and learn at school 
and puts some of the most disadvantaged young people on the road to exclusion. Exposure to 
punitive behaviour practices from teachers and senior staff in schools will have a detrimental 
impact on young people’s love for learning. 

The relationship between trauma and behaviour 

Our research on adversity shows that trauma, often experienced by minoritised groups, may 
cause a young person to adopt ‘risky or challenging behaviours, which are frequently labelled as 

 
23 DfE (2024). Academic year 2023/24. Schools, pupils and their characteristics: https://explore-education-

statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics 

 
24 Youth Voice Census (2024). Youth Voice Census 2024 Report. 57. 

https://www.youthemployment.org.uk/youth-voice-census/results/ 

 
25 Social Market Foundation (2024). Investing in the Future: The case for universal financial education in 

the UK. 6. https://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Investing-in-the-future-April-2024.pdf 

 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics
https://www.youthemployment.org.uk/youth-voice-census/results/
https://www.smf.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Investing-in-the-future-April-2024.pdf
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misinterpreted or criminalised by those who do not identify their full need’.26 These behaviours 
are attempts by the child or young person to make sense of their experience and cope with 
trauma they have experienced and are a way of communicating something that is not yet 
conscious or cannot be verbalised. But these behaviours are often seen as signs of being “anti-
social”, having a problem with one’s “conduct”, and being oppositional, defiant or disruptive 
towards an authority figure. This means the emphasis becomes on correcting behaviours rather 
than identifying unmet needs. Children and young people who display behaviours that challenge 
are more likely to have experienced trauma.27 

The Department for Education’s approach to behaviour 

Despite the links between behaviour and trauma, many schools continue to pursue zero-
tolerance, sanctions-based behaviour policies. Tom Bennett’s 2017 report “Creating Culture” has 
been central to shaping the Department for Education’s approach to behaviour.28 The report 
understands the behaviour of individual young people as reflective of the culture of the whole 
school, placing an emphasis on individual responsibility for conduct. It promotes a range of 
behaviour management techniques for “managing classroom disruption”, showcasing best 
practice examples that include the use of strict rules, detention for minor issues (such as missing 
equipment like rubbers and pens), and the use of isolation.  

While the Department for Education’s behaviour guidance does make a few suggestions for 
schools to consider mental health needs or SEND “after a behavioural incident has occurred”, the 
main body of the guidance continues to emphasise the use of punitive sanctions, including loss of 
privileges, detention, removal, suspension and permanent exclusion.29  

Impact of punitive approaches on children and young people’s mental health 

The Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition’s (CYPMHC) behaviour inquiry found 
that the majority of young people who had experiences of these sanctions said it had an impact 
on their mental health, with some saying their use evoked negative feelings and emotions about 
themselves, and negatively impacted their relationships with teachers.30 A report by Mind found 
that the use of isolation as a punishment can have the opposite of the intended effect, making 
young people feel distressed, traumatised and potentially worsening their mental health, 
behaviour and ability to excel in school.31 A study by the University of Sunderland found no 

 
26 YoungMinds (2016): Beyond Adversity: Addressing the mental health needs of young people who face complexity 

and adversity in their lives. https://www.basw.co.uk/system/files/resources/basw_45241-4_0.pdf  
27 Centre for Mental Health (2020). Trauma, challenging behaviour and restrictive interventions in schools: 

https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Briefing_54_traumainformed-

schools_0.pdf  
28 Bennett, T. (2017). Creating a Culture: How school leaders can optimise behaviour: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7506e4ed915d3c7d529cec/Tom_Bennett_Independent_Review_o

f_Behaviour_in_Schools.pdf  
29 Department for Education (2022). Behaviour in schools: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/651d42d86a6955001278b2af/Behaviour_in_schools_guidance.pdf 
30 Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition (2023). Behaviour and mental health in schools: 
https://cypmhc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Behaviour-and-Mental-Health-in-Schools-Full-Report.pdf 
31 Mind (2021). Not making the grade: https://www.mind.org.uk/media/8852/not-making-the-grade.pdf 

https://www.basw.co.uk/system/files/resources/basw_45241-4_0.pdf
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Briefing_54_traumainformed-schools_0.pdf
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Briefing_54_traumainformed-schools_0.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7506e4ed915d3c7d529cec/Tom_Bennett_Independent_Review_of_Behaviour_in_Schools.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7506e4ed915d3c7d529cec/Tom_Bennett_Independent_Review_of_Behaviour_in_Schools.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/651d42d86a6955001278b2af/Behaviour_in_schools_guidance.pdf
https://cypmhc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Behaviour-and-Mental-Health-in-Schools-Full-Report.pdf
https://www.mind.org.uk/media/8852/not-making-the-grade.pdf
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evidence that isolation rooms improve behaviour, rather they make it worse and thereby 
compound learning, mental health and physical health needs.32  

Punitive sanctions can be especially difficult for children and young people with SEND, for whom 
behaviours that challenge could be a sign of an unidentified or unmet need. For example, autistic 
pupils are particularly impacted by rigid, inflexible behaviour policies, which fail to account for 
their sensory needs.33 They may use behaviours that are challenging to escape a difficult 
environment, resulting in disciplinary and exclusionary action against them.  

An article from the British Educational Research Association points to the literature review the 
Department for Education carried out alongside the Timpson Review in 2019, showing that 
‘teachers often rationalise Black children’s exclusion as a “clash of cultures”.34 Researchers found 
that the responses of school staff to the behaviour of Black pupils were often influenced by 
racialised stereotypes, which led to the behaviour of Black pupils being characterised as 
problematic compared to the same behaviour in their non-Black peers. Further research has 
shown that this has a long-term negative impact on the mental health of Black pupils, with a zero-
tolerance approach to behaviour appearing to ‘intensify disadvantage over time’35, as its punitive 
approach contributes to Black pupils feeling less safe and more threatened in school.36. 

As these punitive approaches fail to address individual needs, they are ineffective at changing 
behaviour in the long term, and can have the opposite of the intended effect, due to the adverse 
impact on a pupil’s mental health and feelings about school. We need to move away from an 
approach that puts young people on a cycle of sanctions, sometimes resulting in exclusion, 
without serious attempts to understand the underlying reasons for their behaviour.  

Impact of exclusion 

Exclusion from school has been shown to have a devastating impact on pupils and their mental 
health. A study by the University of Exeter found that children with psychological distress and 
mental health problems are more likely to be excluded in the first place and that exclusion 
predicted increased levels of psychological distress three years later.37 A qualitative study by the 
Children’s Society found that children and young people who had been excluded from school 

 
32 Marten-Denham, S. (2020). Isolation booth to school exclusion: We need to find a better way: 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/isolation-booth-to-school-exclusion-we-need-to-find-a-better-way  
33 Ambitious about Autism (2022). Written Off? Tackling problems in the SEND system that hold back autistic children 

and young people: https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/campaigns/written-off-report-

ambitious-about-autism.pdf  
34 Graham, B. White, C. Edwards, A., Potter, S., & and Street, C. (2019). School exclusion: A literature review on the 

continued disproportionate exclusion of certain children: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/800028/Timps

on_review_of_school_exclusion_literature_review.pdf  
35 UCL Institute of Education and National Education Union (2020). Belonging, Behaviour and Inclusion in Schools: 

What Does Research Tell Us?: https://neu.org.uk/media/13036/viewg 
36 Lacoe, J. (2016) Too Scared to Learn? The Academic Consequences of Feeling Unsafe in the Classroom. Urban 

Education, 1–34: https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085916674059  
37 Ford, T., Parker, C., Salim, J. (2017) The relationship between exclusion from school and mental health: a secondary 

analysis of the British Child and Adolescent Mental Health Surveys 2004 and 2007. Psychological Medicine: 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S003329171700215X.  

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/isolation-booth-to-school-exclusion-we-need-to-find-a-better-way
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/campaigns/written-off-report-ambitious-about-autism.pdf
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/campaigns/written-off-report-ambitious-about-autism.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/800028/Timpson_review_of_school_exclusion_literature_review.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/800028/Timpson_review_of_school_exclusion_literature_review.pdf
https://neu.org.uk/media/13036/viewg
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085916674059
https://doi.org/10.1017/S003329171700215X
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reported negative impacts on their confidence and self-esteem, their sense of feeling valued and 
cared for, the impact on relationships with those around them and the amount of choice and 
autonomy they feel they have in school and in the exclusions process itself.38  

The risk of exclusion is not felt equally. The Government’s latest data shows that there are higher 
permanent exclusion rates for pupils with SEND, pupils from Gypsy, Roma and Traveller 
communities, Black Caribbean and Mixed White and Black Caribbean pupils, and pupils on free 
school meals (FSM).39  

Exclusion from school has significant implications for a child or young person’s ability to meet 
their potential later in life. Recent research by Chance UK found that over 90% of children 
excluded from primary school don’t pass GCSE English and Maths.40 School exclusion also feeds 
the UK’s school-to-prison pipeline. The majority of UK prisoners have been excluded from school, 
and most children in the youth justice system have been temporarily or permanently excluded at 
some point during their education.41  

 

Impact of rising living costs and child poverty 

Government data estimated that 4.3 million children, or 30% of all children in the UK, were living 

in relative low-income households after housing costs in 2022/23.42 This is not felt equally. The 

data shows that 35% of children living in poverty are from Racialised backgrounds and 43% live in 

a household where someone has a disability. 43 This paints a stark cross-section of the dire 

situation facing many children and young people.  

The disparity between children living in poverty and their peers of greater affluence, when it 

comes to educational attainment and life outcomes, requires urgent attention. The Child Poverty 

Action Group’s research backs this call, as 74% of respondents to their survey, all of whom are 

school professionals, find that there is evidence that children in poverty are falling further behind 

at school now than previously.44  

It is important to note that the intersection between child poverty and experience of school is 

complex. Children living in poverty are likely to experience anxiety, stress, low self-esteem, 

shame and stigma – all of which may be exacerbated by their experiences at school. For a child 

 
38 The Children’s Society (2021). Youth Voice on School Exclusions: 
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/youth-voice-on-school-exclusions  
39 Department for Education (2024). Suspensions and permanent exclusions in England: https://explore-education-

statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/suspensions-and-permanent-exclusions-in-england  
40 Chance UK (2024). Too Young to Leave Behind: https://www.chanceuk.com/exclusions/  
41 Institute for Race Relations (2020). How Black Working-Class Youth are Criminalised and Excluded in the English 

School System: https://irr.org.uk/article/beyond-the-pru-to-prison-pipeline/  
42 HoL Library (2024). Child poverty: Statistics, causes and the UK’s policy response: 

https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/child-poverty-statistics-causes-and-the-uks-policy-response/  
43 Department for Work and Pensions (2024), Households below average income: for financial years ending 1995 to 

2023. Households below average income: for financial years ending 1995 to 2023 - GOV.UK 
44 Child Poverty Action Group. ”There is only so much we can do”: School staff in England on the impact of poverty on 
children and school life (2023) 'There is only so much we can do' School staff in England on the impact of poverty on 

children and school life.pdf 

https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/youth-voice-on-school-exclusions
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/suspensions-and-permanent-exclusions-in-england
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/suspensions-and-permanent-exclusions-in-england
https://www.chanceuk.com/exclusions/
https://irr.org.uk/article/beyond-the-pru-to-prison-pipeline/
https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/child-poverty-statistics-causes-and-the-uks-policy-response/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2023
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-10/%27There%20is%20only%20so%20much%20we%20can%20do%27%20School%20staff%20in%20England%20on%20the%20impact%20of%20poverty%20on%20children%20and%20school%20life.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-10/%27There%20is%20only%20so%20much%20we%20can%20do%27%20School%20staff%20in%20England%20on%20the%20impact%20of%20poverty%20on%20children%20and%20school%20life.pdf
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living in poverty, this could mean being the recipient of free school meals which might lead to 

embarrassment or bullying, or they may be unable to afford the correct uniform and equipment. 

All of this, and more, can very easily mean that a child is left unmotivated to attend or perform at 

school, is hopeless about their future, or is subject to disproportionate sanctions in school for not 

meeting expectations.45 

Evidence shows that food insecurity negatively affects children and young people’s mental health 

and wellbeing, with children from families that are food insecure being more likely to suffer to 

struggle with their mental health.46 Simply being worried about where food will come from is 

sufficient to reduce children’s wellbeing when compared with children from food-secure 

households.47 The cost-of-living crisis has made action to tackle food insecurity more urgent, with 

the number of children experiencing food insecurity almost doubling between 2022 and 2023.48 A 

2022 survey of teachers found that over half of teachers felt that children coming to school 

hungry display anxiety.49 A survey by the Food Foundation found that in households with children 

who had experienced food insecurity in the past month, 78% reported being worried about the 

impact of being unable to afford sufficient food on their children's physical health and 76% on 

their mental health.50  

To close the gap in educational outcomes and foster a love of learning for all children and young 

people, we urgently need coordinated government action to address poverty and inequality.   

3. How can schools adapt to a changing society to serve as a better 

learning environment? 

End high stakes statutory assessment at primary school 

Primary education should no longer be dominated by high stakes statutory assessment, which 

shapes far too much of what happens in the classroom, to the detriment of pupils’ love of 

learning. The system appears to be primarily geared towards ranking schools and monitoring 

 
45 A Dual Crisis: The hidden link between poverty and children’s mental health (2024), Centre for Mental Health, Save 
the Children, Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition. HYPERLINK "https://cypmhc.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2024/07/CentreforMH_ADualCrisis.final_.pdf"CentreforMH_ADualCrisis.final_.pdf 
46 Melchior, M., et al. (2012). Food insecurity and children’s mental health: a prospective birth cohort study. PLoS 
ONE, 7(12), e52615 https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0052615. Men, F., Elgar, F.J. and Tarasuk, V., 2021. Food 

insecurity is associated with mental health problems among Canadian youth. J Epidemiol Community Health, 75(8), 

741–8. https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2020-216149    
47 Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology, 2021. Event summary: food insecurity and children’s health. 
https://post.parliament.uk/event-summary-food-insecurity-and-childrens-health/    
48 The Food Foundation (2023). Food Insecurity Tracking: https://foodfoundation.org.uk/initiatives/food-insecurity-

tracking#tabs/Round-13  
49 Polling carried out by Survation on behalf of Chefs in Schools. Online interviews of Primary School teachers in 

England. Fieldwork: 26-27 August 2022: https://chefsinschools.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Chefs-

inSchools-Summary.pdf  
50 The Food Foundation (2023). Child food insecurity doubles fuelling calls for urgent expansion of Free School Meals: 

https://foodfoundation.org.uk/publication/child-food-insecurity-doubles-fueling-calls-urgent-expansion-free-school-

meals  

https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2020-216149
https://post.parliament.uk/event-summary-food-insecurity-and-childrens-health/
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/initiatives/food-insecurity-tracking#tabs/Round-13
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/initiatives/food-insecurity-tracking#tabs/Round-13
https://chefsinschools.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Chefs-inSchools-Summary.pdf
https://chefsinschools.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Chefs-inSchools-Summary.pdf
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/publication/child-food-insecurity-doubles-fueling-calls-urgent-expansion-free-school-meals
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/publication/child-food-insecurity-doubles-fueling-calls-urgent-expansion-free-school-meals
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standards for accountability purposes, putting significant pressure on teachers, rather than 

meeting the needs of teachers and pupils. 

We support an overhaul of the system of primary assessment – alongside teachers, school 

leaders and parents. A 2024 survey found that only 9% of primary school leaders would like all 

statutory assessments to remain in place, and if given the opportunity to remove any statutory 

primary assessments, 70% would remove year 6 SATs.51  A survey of parents found that 76% 

agreed that there should be no statutory assessment in primary schools.52   

While we accept there needs to be a way of monitoring the attainment of primary school pupils 

at a national level, it doesn’t have to be done through high stakes tests, which places the burden 

of school accountability on children. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) has 

proposed abolishing SATs in favour of monitoring standards of education over time through a 

system of nationally representative sampling of schools and pupils for testing at key intervals.53  

The cohort would be followed up with at regular intervals to enable longitudinal relationships to 

be studied in respect to pupil characteristics, such as SEND, ethnicity and gender. Additional data 

could be gathered through pupil, parent and teacher surveys covering broader issues, such as 

mental wellbeing, enjoyment of school, teacher and learning experiences, and socio-emotional 

outcomes.  

Such a change could have a positive impact on pupils’ learning. For example, freeing up classroom 

time for year 6 pupils so they can study a broader curriculum than preparing for SATs presently 

allows. Drawing on this existing work, the Department for Education should develop an 

alternative way of monitoring primary school pupils’ attainment that does not rely on high stakes 

testing. Assessment of primary school pupils should be there to support a child’s learning and 

should be clearly separated from the means to hold schools and teachers to account.  

Recommendations:   

• End high stakes statutory assessment in primary schools.  

• Develop a new system that decouples assessment of primary pupils from school 

accountability and ensures that assessment supports pupils’ learning.  

 

 
51 More than a Score (2024). School leaders vs SATs: a view from primary and secondary: 

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-vs-SATs.pdf   
52 ICAPE (2022). Assessment for Children’s Learning: A new future for primary education: 
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf 
53 British Educational Research Association (2021). High standards, not high stakes: 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats 

 

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-vs-SATs.pdf
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
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Introduce multimodal assessment at GCSE and A Level 

Introducing a range of assessment methods, so courses are not entirely assessed by high stakes 

end-of-course exams, would reduce stress and anxiety and have a positive impact on pupils’ love 

of learning. High stakes exams put too much emphasis on recalling knowledge at the expense of 

other skills, such as collaborative problem-solving, oracy, creativity critical thinking, and 

adaptability. Shifting to assessments that better replicate real-life scenarios would help students 

transition to post-school life more seamlessly and with relevant skills. 

While we understand some of the concerns about pitfalls of coursework, it is also true that high-

stakes examinations are not a completely fair or accurate way to assess a young person’s skills, 

knowledge and abilities. The lack of balance in the current system means that young people who 

struggle with high stakes examinations have no opportunities to demonstrate their abilities 

through other modes of assessment. A better system would use a range of assessment methods 

to counteract the advantages and disadvantages of any single approach. While exams will remain 

a feature of assessment, there are ways to reduce the stress caused by the current system, for 

example, reintroducing modular exams, open-book exams, or “on-demand” online exams that 

students can take when they are ready.   

Recommendation:  

• Reform GCSEs and A Levels to incorporate a variety of assessment methods that students 

take throughout their courses, rather than relying solely on final exams to determine 

grades.   

 

Reform the curriculum   

One key driver of young people losing their love of education may be a curriculum that feels 

narrow, outdated, and disconnected from their and their peers’ lived realities. When the course 

content that a pupil is tasked with fails to reflect them, their histories, or their future, 

disengagement and a diminished sense of belonging is to be expected. To rekindle a love of 

learning, the curriculum must be reimagined to reflect the full diversity of experiences, cultures, 

and challenges that shape a pupil’s life today – irrespective of background. 

A reformed and inclusive curriculum must embed non-Western histories and perspectives 

throughout all key stages. This means presenting the histories of, for example, West African 

empires, South Asian princely states, or Chinese dynasties alongside the Roman Empire, medieval 

Europe or Tudor England. At secondary levels, a more robust engagement with British 

imperialism and colonialism is essential. This includes examining the economic, political, and 

cultural legacies of empire, such as resource extraction, forced migration, and the reshaping of 

global trade and governance. These are not tangential to British history—they are central to 

understanding Britain’s development and contemporary social structures. 
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Incorporating diasporic voices into subjects like English Literature, Art, and Music would ensure 

cultural representation for Black and Racialised students, while also enriching the national story. 

A curriculum that includes artists and writers experiencing ‘double consciousness’—those 

navigating the difficulty of multiple cultural realities—provides opportunities for all students to 

engage with complex questions of identity, belonging, and Britishness. This inclusive 

representation contributes positively to student wellbeing, mental health, and sense of 

belonging.54 

Despite being mandatory, RSE is often delivered with limited scope. Research shows significant 

gaps in how issues such as LGBTQIA+ relationships, coercive control, and gender-based violence 

are addressed55. Teachers require clear guidance, adequate training, and protected time to 

deliver content that tackles toxic masculinity, misogyny, “incel” culture, and healthy relationships 

in a nuanced and age-appropriate way. 

Mental health and wellbeing education should be embedded throughout the curriculum, in both 

secondary and primary schools. Social and emotional learning can play a central role in helping 

children and young people to develop skills for learning and lifelong wellbeing. Evidence shows it 

can also contribute to reducing the long-standing attainment gap between disadvantaged 

children and their peers.56 While it is now compulsory for schools to teach pupils about mental 

health and wellbeing as part of health and wellbeing education, more could be done to integrate 

mental health across other areas of the curriculum. Efforts to improve mental health literacy in 

schools should also address the causes of mental ill health, including poverty, racism and abuse. 

Finally, climate education must be integrated across subject areas to reflect the scale of the 

climate emergency and the anxiety it causes among young people. A cross-curricular approach, 

aligned with frameworks like Teach the Future, would empower students with knowledge and 

hope, preparing them to take part in solutions rather than being overwhelmed by the crisis.57 

An inclusive, representative, and emotionally literate curriculum is not just a moral imperative; it 

must feed curiosity, creativity and critical thinking in young people. When students recognise 

themselves and their world in what they are told and taught, education becomes meaningful and 

useful, and something they can grow to love. 

 
54 Jessiman, P., Kidger, J., Spencer, L., Geijer-Simpson, E., Kaluzeviciute, G., Burn, A., Leonard, N., & 

Limmer, M. (2022). School Culture and Student Mental Health: a qualitative study in UK secondary 

schools. BMC Public Health, 22, 619. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-022-13034-x 
55 SafeLives (2022). “I love it – but I wish it was taken more seriously”: 
https://safelives.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/RSE_Report_2022_0.pdf   
56 EPI (2021). Social and emotional learning An evidence review and synthesis of key issues: 

https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/social-and-emotional-learning/   
57 Teach the Future (2022). Curriculum for a Changing Climate: track changes review of the national 

curriculum for England: https://www.teachthefuture.uk/blog/the-launch-of-curriculum-for-a-changing-

climate 

 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-022-13034-x
https://safelives.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/RSE_Report_2022_0.pdf
https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/social-and-emotional-learning/
https://www.teachthefuture.uk/blog/the-launch-of-curriculum-for-a-changing-climate
https://www.teachthefuture.uk/blog/the-launch-of-curriculum-for-a-changing-climate
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Recommendations:  

• Integrate mental health and wellbeing education into the primary and secondary 

curriculum, across a range of subjects, so it is not confined to standalone lessons or 

PHSE.   

• More opportunities in the curriculum for students identifying as Black, Asian, racialised to 

see their ethnic and cultural heritage reflected back to them, by moving away from 

Eurocentricity. 

• History curriculum should focus more on non-White and non-European histories, 

presenting a wider view on histories of the Global South. This should acknowledge 

interconnectedness, trade, cross-border cultural development and expression.  

• At higher key stages, there should be a more focused view on the impacts left by British 

imperialism and colonialism. This should highlight resource extraction and the subsequent 

effect on global migration patterns and economies, particularly post-war.  

• Exploring in the curriculum the creation of genres, sounds and visual languages from 

British diasporic artists and writers, and how experiences of double consciousness 

influence this. 

• Address gaps in the RSE curriculum. LGBTQIA+ realities need to be widely addressed in 

course content, and teaching should be steered towards driving positive societal change 

through greater emphasis on misogynistic behaviours, the drivers of violence against 

women and girls, and toxic masculinity. 

 

 

Move away from punitive approaches to behaviour and attendance 

Moving away from punitive behaviour policies would create more caring school communities, 

which would help young people develop positive feelings about school and enhance their 

motivation to learn. 

Ban isolation booths  

As a first step, the Department for Education should ban the use of isolation as a punitive 

sanction, as it is an especially unnecessary and harmful practice. The CYPMHC behaviour inquiry 

found that 90% of young people and 96% of parents and carers think that isolation rooms are 

harmful to children and young people’s mental health.58 Despite government guidance stating 

that removal from the classroom should be considered a “serious sanction” and should only be 

used as a last resort, the CYPMHC inquiry consistently heard that removal is being used in 

response to minimal breaches of behaviour policy or as a proactive sanction. The guidance leaves 

schools free to decide how long pupils can be kept in these rooms, meaning there are no legal 

limits on how long a young person can stay in isolation. A 2018 BBC investigation of 600 schools 

 
58 Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition (2023). Behaviour and mental health in schools: 
https://cypmhc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Behaviour-and-Mental-Health-in-Schools-Full-Report.pdf 

https://cypmhc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Behaviour-and-Mental-Health-in-Schools-Full-Report.pdf
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found that 225 pupils in England had spent a whole week in isolation booths as a single 

punishment over the course of one academic year.59  

Given the limited evidence that isolation contributes positively to improved behaviour, and the 

substantial evidence that it is damaging to young people’s mental health, there is no justification 

for its continued use in schools. Isolation rooms are emblematic of wider problems with the 

culture of discipline in schools. Banning them would be a positive step towards moving away 

from punitive approaches and send a clear message to schools that they should change direction 

in their approach to managing behaviour.  

 

Promote trauma-informed, relational and restorative approaches to behaviour 

 

Changing school cultures requires a shift away from a view that sees behaviours that challenge as 

a problem, requiring correction through discipline or deterrence via the threat of sanctions. 

Instead, behaviour should be understood as communication. The Department for Education 

should look to promote alternative approaches to behaviour, underpinned by trauma-informed 

principles. This doesn’t mean that schools should not expect and maintain high standards, but 

rather schools should seek to understand the underlying causes of a child or young person’s 

behaviour. Trauma-informed practices aim to mitigate the impact of adversity on children and 

young people’s lives, and to address the mental health or traumatic stress resulting from these 

experiences.  

 

Young people tell us that building positive relationships between pupils and staff is important to 

them. Relational approaches put building positive relationships at the heart of education.60 This 

can be especially beneficial for children who lack relationships with trusted adults outside of 

school but will ultimately benefit all pupils. Children and young people need to see school staff as 

“safe adults”, who they can rely on, know what to expect from, and who they know are working 

to ensure their needs are met. Relational practices often involve relatively “simple things” that 

can make a significant difference to children and young people’s mental health and wellbeing.61 

Examples of these practices include always using pupils’ names, consistently providing a warm 

welcome, using compassionate language, noticing and commenting on how pupils are doing, and 

being inquisitive and interested in them and their lives. 

 

 
59 BBC (2018). ‘Hundreds of pupils spend week in school isolation booths’: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-

46044394  
60 Dr Pooky Knightsmith in SecEd (2022). Relational practice: Improving behaviour and school culture: 

https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/content/best-practice/relational-practice-improving-behaviour-and-school-culture/  
61 Public Health Scotland and Banardos. It’s all about relationships: Embedding relational, trauma sensitive 
approaches in education settings: 

https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/Film%20notes%20-%20Final%20-%20digital.pdf  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-46044394
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-46044394
https://www.sec-ed.co.uk/content/best-practice/relational-practice-improving-behaviour-and-school-culture/
https://www.barnardos.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/Film%20notes%20-%20Final%20-%20digital.pdf


19 

 

   

 

When conflict or serious challenges emerge, taking a restorative approach enables focus on 

repairing harm rather than resorting to punitive mechanisms.62 Rather than focusing on rule-

breaking or punishment, a restorative approach enables pupils to focus on the harm done to 

individuals, engage in healthy dialogue with one another and understand each other’s 

perspectives with the aim of repair, apology and restoration. A review of the evidence on 

restorative approaches found they have a significant impact on reducing student suspensions.63 A 

study of primary schools in Barnet found that schools trained in restorative approaches reduced 

suspensions by 51% over three years, while suspensions increased by 65% in schools that were 

not trained in restorative approaches over the same period.64  

 

While some schools are already using these approaches, research shows that senior leaders 

perceive a number of barriers to implementing alternative approaches, resulting in the continued 

use of punitive responses.65 Key barriers include a lack of time and funding, difficulties in 

engaging staff members in making a change to an alternative approach and a sense of risk 

aversion. The Department for Education should seek to remove these barriers and lead a national 

effort to promote trauma informed, restorative and relational approaches to behaviour in 

schools. This can also be facilitated by the adoption of a whole school approach to mental health. 

 

Take a less punitive approach to school absence 

 

The Government should also support schools to move away from a punitive approach to 

attendance. Schools should be encouraged to engage parents, carers and young people as the 

first port of call when young people are struggling to attend school, as opposed to resorting to 

sanctions and fines. The Department for Education should review attendance guidance and codes 

to ensure families receive support and are treated with understanding if their child is struggling 

to attend school because of their mental health. 

 

Fundamentally we need to see a shift in approach to focus on the root causes of school absence, 

rather than punishing parents. Creating a caring, trauma-informed environment will support 

pupils to feel able to attend school and motivated to learn. 

 

Recommendations:  

 
62 Anti Bullying Alliance. Restorative Thinking: https://anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/get-involved-0/business-

partnerships/restorative-thinking  
63 Weber, C., & Vereenooghe, L. (2020). Reducing conflicts in school environments using restorative practices: A 

systematic review. International Journal of Educational Research Open, 1: 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2020.100009  
64 Barnet London Borough (2008). Restorative Approaches in Primary Schools An Evaluation of the Project Co-

ordinated by The Barnet Youth Offending Service: 

https://restorativejustice.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/files/Restorative%20Approaches%20in%20Primary%20

Schools%20An%20Evaluation%20of%20the%20Project%20Co-

ordinated%20by%20the%20Barnet%20Youth%20Offending%20Service.pdf  
65 Oxley, L. (2023). Identifying the barriers to alternative approaches for behaviour management in schools. 

Psychology of Education Review, 47, 71-78: https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsper.2023.47.1.71 

https://anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/get-involved-0/business-partnerships/restorative-thinking
https://anti-bullyingalliance.org.uk/get-involved-0/business-partnerships/restorative-thinking
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2020.100009
https://restorativejustice.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/files/Restorative%20Approaches%20in%20Primary%20Schools%20An%20Evaluation%20of%20the%20Project%20Co-ordinated%20by%20the%20Barnet%20Youth%20Offending%20Service.pdf
https://restorativejustice.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/files/Restorative%20Approaches%20in%20Primary%20Schools%20An%20Evaluation%20of%20the%20Project%20Co-ordinated%20by%20the%20Barnet%20Youth%20Offending%20Service.pdf
https://restorativejustice.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/files/Restorative%20Approaches%20in%20Primary%20Schools%20An%20Evaluation%20of%20the%20Project%20Co-ordinated%20by%20the%20Barnet%20Youth%20Offending%20Service.pdf
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsper.2023.47.1.71
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• Promote restorative, relational and trauma informed practices and integrate them into 

behaviour guidance and programmes.  

• Commit to abolishing the use of isolation as a punitive mechanism. 

• Review attendance guidance and codes to ensure families receive support and are treated 

with understanding if their child is struggling to attend school because of their mental 

health, rather than being threatened with sanctions 

 

Improve access to specialist mental health support in schools  

Given the scale of the acceleration in the crisis in young people’s health, it is vital that schools and 
teachers have access to specialist mental health support – both to support individual students 
and to support settings to embed whole school approaches to mental health and wellbeing. 

100% rollout of Mental Health Support Teams (MHSTs) 

The Mental Health Support Team (MHST) programme aims to increase the availability of early 
mental health support in education settings. The programme began in 2018, and approximately 
500 teams are now in operation, covering 44% of students in schools and further education in 
England.66 An early evaluation of MHSTs indicated a range of positive outcomes reported by 
education settings who took part in the programme. Improvement in children and young people’s 
understanding of mental health and wellbeing was widely reported, as were strengthened 
relationships between education settings, mental health services and other local partners.67 

We would like to see a commitment to the 100% rollout of MHSTs by the end of this Parliament, 
to deliver on Labour’s commitment to provide a specialist mental health professional in every 
school. Economic analysis by the Future Minds Campaign estimates this will require a staggered 
investment of an additional £57m per year until 2029.68 

Address some of the gaps in the MHST model 

Despite many positive outcomes, the early evaluation highlighted that children and young people 
continue to fall through the gaps in support between the remit of MHSTs and specialist services. 
Schools reported that MHSTs were unable to support the children who needed support the most, 
given their clear boundaries in meeting only “mild to moderate” need and Education Mental 
Health Practitioners (EMHPs) not being trained to work with active risk, suicidal ideation or self-

 
66 Department for Education (2024). Transforming Children and Young People’s Mental Health Implementation 
Programme. Data release: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6641f1e1ae748c43d37939a3/Transforming_children_and_young_pe

ople_s_mental_ health_implementation_programme_2024_data_release.pdf  
67 Ellins, J., Hocking, L., Al-Haboubi, M., Newbould, J., Fenton, S. J., Daniel, K., ... & Mays, N. (2023). Early evaluation of 

the Children and Young People’s Mental Health Trailblazer programme: a rapid mixed-methods study: 

https://www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk/hsdr/XQWU4117#fullreport  
68 Future Minds (2025). Why investing in children’s mental health will unlock economic growth: 
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Future-Minds-Report-2025-WEB.pdf 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6641f1e1ae748c43d37939a3/Transforming_children_and_young_people_s_mental_%20health_implementation_programme_2024_data_release.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6641f1e1ae748c43d37939a3/Transforming_children_and_young_people_s_mental_%20health_implementation_programme_2024_data_release.pdf
https://www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk/hsdr/XQWU4117#fullreport
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Future-Minds-Report-2025-WEB.pdf
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harm. Some groups of children and young people are also underserved by MHSTs, including those 
with special educational needs or neurodiversity, those from some ‘ethnic minority communities’, 
and children with challenging family or social circumstances.69  

It is vital that the Government considers the gap between current EMHP competencies and high 
thresholds for specialist support in developing a plan for the CYPMH workforce within MHSTs and 
other school-based provision. There is a clear need for trauma-informed therapeutic practice 
delivered in schools by professionals – such as counsellors, psychotherapists and psychologists – 
whose training enables them to hold a greater level of risk and complexity than EMHPs.  

The next stage or the rollout should ensure that MHSTs or other specialist mental professional are 
properly embedded in their schools. This can partly be achieved by giving them dedicated time to 
support settings to implement a whole school or college school approach to mental health and 
wellbeing. This would take pressure off school staff and help foster an environment that supports 
a love of learning. 

Recommendations:  

• A commitment to the 100% rollout of MHSTs by the end of this Parliament, to deliver on 
Labour’s commitment to provide a specialist mental health professional in every school. 
Economic analysis by the Future Minds Campaign estimates this will require a staggered 
investment of an additional £57m per year until 2029.70 

• All MHSTs to have dedicated time to support the implementation of a whole school and 
college approach to mental health, supporting culture change within schools and colleges 
and the prevention of emerging mental health difficulties.  

• Widen the MHST model to meet the clinical gap between existing MHSTs and specialist 
NHS children and young people’s mental health services (CYPMHS). This should be 
supported by a thorough review of the model, drawing on insights from the national 
evaluation. 

 

Embed whole school approaches to mental health and wellbeing  

All schools should be supported to fully embed whole school approaches to mental health and 

wellbeing, and thereby to create environments more conducive to fostering greater love of 

learning. A whole-school approach to mental health “refers to a universal, school-wide, and 

multi-component approach to the promotion of children’s and young people’s wellbeing and 

mental health.”71 Delivering a whole school approach requires embedding wellbeing into the 

culture, curriculum, staff and systems of the school, recognising the impact of mental health and 

 
69 Ibid.  
70 Future Minds (2025). Why investing in children’s mental health will unlock economic growth: 
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Future-Minds-Report-2025-WEB.pdf 
71 Centre for Mental Health (2019). Making The Grade: https://cypmhc.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2019/11/MakingTheGrade.pdf  

https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Future-Minds-Report-2025-WEB.pdf
https://cypmhc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/MakingTheGrade.pdf
https://cypmhc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/MakingTheGrade.pdf
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wellbeing on behaviour and forms of communication, and empowering every member of the 

school community to be able to recognise concerns regarding mental health and wellbeing.  

Education staff are under immense pressure, facing competing priorities and rising workloads, all 

while being on the front line of the children and young people’s mental health crisis. The 2024 
Teacher Wellbeing Index found that 78% of school staff are stressed and 77% experienced 
physical, psychological or behavioural symptoms due to their work.72 Worryingly, 50% indicated 
their organisation’s culture has a negative effect on staff’s mental health and wellbeing and 38% 
say their organisations do not adequately support employees who have mental health and 
wellbeing problems.  

Poor mental health and stress experienced by education staff inevitability affects their 

relationships with pupils. Research has shown that better teacher wellbeing is associated with 

better student wellbeing and lower student psychological difficulties.73 Poorer wellbeing is also 

linked to teachers feeling less confident in supporting the mental health and wellbeing of children 

and young people.74 Supporting teacher wellbeing must be a greater priority and is a key 

component to successfully embedding a whole school approach.  

Pupil participation is essential to effectively delivering a whole school approach to mental health 

and wellbeing. Participation is about ensuring pupils have a genuine influence over school and a 

role in decision making about their own learning and school life. Meaningful participation can 

help create a sense of protective school connection and provide a positive foundation for 

respectful relationships between pupils and staff. Evidence shows that participation is strongly 

and positively associated with wellbeing and recognition, but only where schools go beyond mere 

“pupil voice” and offer higher levels of participation.75 The Government should seek to support 

schools to deliver meaningful participation as part of embedding whole school approaches. As far 

as possible, school participation initiatives should involve power sharing so pupils can make 

genuine change. Schools should be provided with a more robust set of tools and resources to 

facilitate this.  

Despite some commitment from the previous Government to supporting schools to implement a 

whole school approach, they remain optional and are not routinely embedded in all 

settings. Funding for the Senior Mental Health Lead training programme designed to support 

schools to embed the approach is coming to an end, but we’ve yet to hear from the Government 

how they intend to continue to support settings to implement the approach going forward. We 

would urge the Government address this by developing and publishing a full implementation plan 

 
72 Education Support (2024). Teacher Wellbeing Index 2024: https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-

organisations/research/teacher-wellbeing-index/  
73 Harding, S. et al. (2019). Is teachers' mental health and wellbeing associated with students' mental health and 

wellbeing?. Journal of affective disorders, 242, 180–187. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.08.080  
74 Sisask, M. et al. (2014). Teacher satisfaction with school and psychological well-being affects their readiness to help 

children with mental health problems. Health Education Journal, 73(4), 382-393. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0017896913485742  
75 Anderson, D. et al. (2022). Positive links between student participation, recognition and wellbeing at school. 

International Journal of Educational Research. 111: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2021.101896  

https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/teacher-wellbeing-index/
https://www.educationsupport.org.uk/resources/for-organisations/research/teacher-wellbeing-index/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.08.080
https://doi.org/10.1177/0017896913485742
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2021.101896
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to ensure all schools can successfully embed whole school approaches. A national 

implementation plan must also ensure that schools have the time, capacity and resources to 

meaningfully involve the whole school community in delivering the approach.  

Recommendation:  

• A published plan from Government to embed whole school approaches, so wellbeing is a 

priority in every school.  

 

Tackle growing rates of child poverty  

Given rising living costs and rates of child poverty, the Government should do more to support 

schools to play an active role in ensuring children and young people from deprived backgrounds 

get the material and financial support they need to thrive and fully participate in school life. 

While we recognise that tackling poverty requires coordinated action across government 

departments, the education system should play a role in mitigating the impacts as far as possible. 

Introduce universal free school meals 

In England, free school meals (FSM) provision is mainly means-tested, with some exceptions. 

Pupils in reception and years 1 and 2 receive universal infant free school meals. Some local 

authorities, including all London boroughs provide FSM for all primary school children. But in 

most of England, the current eligibility criteria for means-tested FSM are too stringent, meaning 

900,000 children living in poverty miss out.76  

Under the means-tested system, receiving FSM can be stigmatising for children and young 

people. Research from the Child Poverty Action Group and Children North East’s UK Cost of the 

School Day project shows that children who rely on FSM can find themselves set apart from their 

peers if they are unable to choose from the same menu.77 Some schools only serve a hot meal to 

pupils eligible for FSM so these pupils cannot choose a grab-and-go option like other pupils. Some 

pupils eligible for FSM report having to sit apart from their friends who bring packed lunches 

from home, while some pupils face a limited choice because their allowance does not stretch to 

both a morning snack and a meal with a drink at lunchtime.78  

FSM have been shown to support children and young people in their learning, health and 

wellbeing. A universal system reduces stigma and enables all children to benefit from enjoying a 

shared meal. The Child Poverty Action Group estimates that a roll out of universal free school 

 
76 Child Poverty Action Group (2023). Ending Child Poverty: why and how: 

https://issuu.com/cpagscotland/docs/ending_child_poverty_2023  
77 Covid Realities and Child Poverty Action Group (2021). Fixing Lunch: The case for expanding free school meals: 

https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/Fixing_Lunch.pdf  
78 E, Harwood (2021). Discretion, dignity and choice: free school meals’, Poverty, 169: 

https://askcpag.org.uk/content/206856/discretion--dignity-and-choice--free-school-meals  

https://issuu.com/cpagscotland/docs/ending_child_poverty_2023
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/Fixing_Lunch.pdf
https://askcpag.org.uk/content/206856/discretion--dignity-and-choice--free-school-meals
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meals would cost approximately £2 billion.79 Investment in a universal system would benefit all 

children but would have the greatest impact on disadvantaged children and young people.  

Reinstate Education Maintenance Allowance:  

Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) was a means-tested grant to support young people 

aged 16-19 from low-income families to continue their education. In England the payments were 

stopped in 2010, but the payments have continued in Wales, Scotland and Northern 

Ireland.  EMA was vital in supporting young people with the cost of further education and would 

be especially helpful now in the context of the continued high cost-of-living. With young people 

now feeling the effects of massive increases in food prices, housing and transport costs, this 

funding would support them to stay in education.  

A report by the Institute of Fiscal Studies found that the cost of the scheme was “completely 

offset” by the benefits.80 It found that EMA increased the proportion of young people who stay 

on from 65% to 69% among 16-year-olds and from 54% to 61% among 17-year-olds. Evidence 

submitted to the 2011 Education Committee inquiry into 16-19 education and training showed 

the numerous benefits of EMA, including the improved retention and attendance, providing an 

incentive to attend college on time and to focus on studying, increased participation in extra-

curricular activities and allowing young people to develop financial skills.81 

Recommendation:  

• Roll out Universal Free School Meals to children and young people at all stages of 

schooling in England. 

• Reinstate Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) in England in line with Scotland, 

Wales and Northern Ireland. 

 

 

 

 

 
79 Child Poverty Action Group (2023). Ending Child Poverty: why and how: 

https://issuu.com/cpagscotland/docs/ending_child_poverty_2023  
80  Lorraine, D. Conditional Cash Transfers and School Dropout Rates. Journal of Human Resources, October 

2009, 44 (4) 827-857; DOI: https://doi.org/10.3368/jhr.44.4.827  
81 HoC Education Select Committee (2011). Participation by 16–19 year olds in education and training: 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/cmeduc/850/85002.htm  

https://issuu.com/cpagscotland/docs/ending_child_poverty_2023
https://doi.org/10.3368/jhr.44.4.827
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/cmeduc/850/85002.htm
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