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Summary: Using causally robust methods applied to national administrative data, this submission shows that pupils enrolled in secondary free schools are 4.6 percentage points more likely to achieve five good GCSEs (including English and Maths) than similar pupils, with consistent positive effects on attendance, A-level participation, and outcomes for pupils in the most deprived areas. We recommend the Committee examine what lessons from free schools' structural and pedagogical autonomy could be generalised to the trust-led system, and that DfE commissions research to identify the specific mechanisms driving these effects.
1. This submission is made by Dr Will Cook (Manchester Metropolitan University), drawing on the recent study Do free schools increase opportunities and reduce disparities in economic and social outcomes? (Cook et al., 2025) conducted in collaboration with the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER),  funded by UK Research and Innovation's Evaluation Development Fund. This is the most methodologically rigorous assessment to date of secondary free schools' impact on pupils, using sibling fixed-effects and difference-in-differences designs applied to National Pupil Database records linked to HESA and school-level data. The evidence is relevant to the "Raising attainment" and "Moving to a trust-led school system" sections of the Terms of Reference.
Raising attainment
2. The research found that pupils enrolled in secondary free schools were 4.6 percentage points more likely to achieve five good GCSEs (including English and Maths) than similar pupils. The methods employed are robust to family-level confounders that cannot be observed in administrative data, such as parental attitudes to education. This is important because one of the common explanations for free schools’ superior performance in school performance tables is that it is simply reflecting the characteristics of the pupils that attend them. The research suggests that this argument cannot fully explain free schools’ high performance, and it is likely that there are aspects of what free schools do that is driving high performance.
3. The same pattern held for Progress 8 scores, secondary school absence (a 0.7 percentage point reduction at Key Stage 4), A-level participation (+3.5 percentage points), with comparable effects for pupils in the most deprived areas. We also found a  statistically significant effect on university enrolment (a 2.3 percentage point increase) for pupils overall, though with wider uncertainty around this estimate; this finding did not hold specifically for pupils in the most deprived areas or for enrolment at Russell Group universities.
4. These attainment, attendance, and post-16 participation effects held for pupils in the most deprived areas, with no evidence of adverse effects on any outcome measure considered for either the general pupil population or those in deprived areas. This is directly relevant to the Government's ambition to reduce the disadvantage gap: it provides evidence that school-level structural reform, not only pupil-targeted funding, can narrow disadvantage gaps.


Moving to a trust-led school system
6. Free schools are a diverse population, spanning different curricula, ethos, and intake policies, and less than one in three secondary free schools has previously been categorised as demonstrating a genuinely novel curricular or ethos approach; nonetheless, our findings show consistently positive outcomes across a wide range of measures. We recommend the Committee ask what lessons from free schools' organisational and pedagogical flexibility could be generalised to the trust-led system more broadly, particularly in relation to school autonomy and governance arrangements.
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