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In her preamble, the Secretary of State makes the irrefutable point that the foundations of education 
lie not within schools but within families and she rightly stresses the importance of government 
help for families living in poverty, harking back to Sure Start and similar initiatives developed by 
the last Labour government.  However, the first of the seven chapters containing the substance of 
the White Paper's ideas envisages no serious change in the education given to children in Early 
Years.  There is much emphasis on schools working with other public services to provide help and 
support to families but not even a hint of adopting the more enlightened play-based approach to 
Early Years education practised in many other countries, where children do not begin formal 
learning before the age of 7, without apparent detriment to their academic development.  

This approach characterises the entire document, which implies that schools are basically getting it 
right and just need to be less isolated and better integrated within wider social provision.  Chapter 2 
recognises that the curriculum has become too narrow, especially in secondary schools, but 
continues implicitly to divide subject areas into “the basics” (Maths and English) and the rest.  It 
accepts the timid conclusions of the recent curriculum review and puts its faith chiefly in 
“enrichment” provided by extra-curricular activities.  There is no reference to the stultifying effects 
of “high stakes” formal tests and examinations and their impact upon children's sense of what really
matters at school or their potential to reduce curriculum content to what can be committed to 
memory and reproduced.  Nor is any link made between the large increase in the number of young 
people who are neither in employment nor education - in an economy desperately short of people 
with practical skills - and the way in which the “knowledge rich” curriculum ,with its apparatus of 
tests and exams, conditions their attitude to employment.

Chapter 3 – “Sidelined to Included” identifies two overlapping groups of children with a need for 
greater inclusion: the economically disadvantaged and those with SEND.  The government's 
proposals for a more inclusive approach to pupils with SEND have been widely trailed and have 
been broadly welcomed by interested parties as a step in the right direction.  However, there are 
serious and, to date, unanswered questions about how these changes will be resourced, especially 
given education's currently declining share of government expenditure.  The government's motives 
for having more SEND children in mainstream schools and fewer in special schools may be more 
than merely financial but how are teachers in mainstream schools going to acquire the necessary 
expertise without a huge investment in additional professional training?  

The section of the chapter dealing with the consequences of economic disadvantage is lacking in 
sociological and historical perspective.  Identifying “white working-class” children as a particularly 
disadvantaged group implies that skin colour has contributed to their problems when the root causes
are socio-economic (as the chapter tacitly admits by identifying coastal towns and the North East as 
areas in need of extra attention).  These children are victims of de-industrialisation and/or of the 
collapse of the British coastal holiday industry.  They are also products of a culture in which, for 
several generations, well-paid work was plentiful and school was irrelevant.  The chapter is right to 
emphasise the importance of schools reaching out to working-class parents and of changes to the 
admissions code so that schools are able to have more balanced intakes but, again, it is not easy to 
see where the necessary resources are going to come from.  For example, an absolutely key element
in improving school life for disadvantaged children is the presence of experienced and confident 
teaching staff who are able to make positive relationships with the children and their families.  The 
aspirations of the White Paper are not consistent with the current rate of erosion within the teaching 
profession.

Chapter 4 “Withdrawn to engaging” is the weakest section of the whole White Paper.  It recognises 



that declining attendance is a problem and that for a significant proportion of children school is a 
place where they would rather not be but completely fails to recognise even the possibility that  
some of the problems lie within the schools themselves.  A group of children is identified as not 
feeling any sense of “belonging” in school but this is implicitly blamed on socio-economic 
problems and irresponsible parenting.  There is no recognition that schools vary enormously in their
ability (or willingness) to offer children an environment where they feel safe and cared for and of 
why this is.  CASE does not underestimate the importance of socio-economic factors in determining
the measurable outcomes of schooling but whether or not a school is a place where children are 
happy to be depends ultimately on the quality of relationships, both between the children 
themselves and between the children and their teachers, about which the White Paper has nothing at
all to say.

Chapter 5 “Support and investment in high-quality staff” begins with the hyperbolic claim that “In 
England we have some of the best and most dedicated staff working throughout education”.  This 
claim seems somewhat at odds with the de-professionalising of teaching that has taken place in the 
last fifteen years and is inconsistent with the fact that a third of teachers quit the profession within 
five years of qualifying.  The White Paper offers the usual promises – better pay, less time spent on 
administrative tasks, more opportunites to work “flexibly” etc etc – but fails to consider why the 
world's most successful education systems do not have problems of recruitment and retention.  In 
Finland, for example, 90% of applicants for teacher training are rejected.  Pay in Finland is better 
than in England but not enormously so; the real difference is that in Finland school teaching enjoys 
very high professional status, thanks to a minimum of two and, in many cases, three years of post-
graduate training.  Nor does Finland have the kind of anxiety-inducing treadmill of examinations 
that England inflicts upon its children and there is no OFSTED driving teachers to mental ill-health 
or, even, suicide.  It is regrettable that the White Paper implicitly sees teachers as essentially 
performative transmitters of information and skills, rather than as people who understand and relate 
well to children, take an interest in them and know how to motivate them to give of their best.   

Chapter 6 emphasises the importance of schools collaborating, rather than competing with one 
another, in order to “share best practice.” and suggests that multi-academy trusts (MATS) are the 
best mechanism for achieving this.  At the same time Local Authorities will be responsible for 
ensuring that a range of agencies, including MATS, will work together.  Currently almost 50% of 
schools are still run by Local Authorities with overall better outcomes than schools run by academy 
trusts.  The proposal that they cease to run their own schools while continuing to have oversight of 
schools run by third parties is both illogical and inefficient.  The idea that schools should 
collaborate, rather than compete, is welcomed by CASE but appears to contradict the underlying 
idea of all government policy since the 1988 Education Reform Act, which established education as 
a publicly provided private good within a marketised system of “parental choice” which would 
force schools to compete for pupils.  Unless parental choice is to be ended, with MATS directly 
allocating school places, schools will not collaborate with others which they perceive to be rivals.  
As for MATS, the growing unease about their financial stability suggests that they may not be the 
best mechanism for dealing with the challenges that the White Paper lists.

Finally, Chapter 7 speaks enthusiastically of “innovation” and the need for schools to pursue “self 
improvement” while conveniently ignoring that teachers are forced to work within the narrow 
constraints of an over-academic curriculum; the most oppressive examinations regime of any 
developed country, and a hostile and demoralising inspection regime.  Comment would be 
superfluous.    

Like many other organisations which have commented upon this White Paper, CASE has found the 
document to be full of worthy, albeit modest, aspirations – along with some misconceptions and 
contradictions - but short of effective strategies for achieving them.  This gap stems chiefly from an 



unwillingness in the White Paper to acknowledge that most of the problems facing our education 
system cannot be resolved by “tweaking” within a system that requires radical reform if it is to be 
brought up to the standards set in some other countries.  Sadly, even within a largely unreformed 
system, to achieve even a few of the White Paper's modest ambitions would require an injection of 
resources that the Treasury seems unwilling to make available, as the share of the current budget 
allocated to education has actually decreased.


