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Raising attainment
Government ambition to reduce the disadvantage gap
· NFER strongly supports the Government’s ambition to reduce the disadvantaged attainment gap. However, unless the commensurate resources are provided to support this ambition, it is highly unlikely this will be achieved. 
· Unless the Government makes changes to how the attainment gap is measured, it will not be able to accurately assess its progress in reducing the gap as the transitional arrangements introduced to smooth the roll-out of Universal Credit means the disadvantaged cohort varies significantly from year to year. This is set to continue until 2032/33. 
· NFER recommends the Government makes the Pupil Parent Matched Dataset (PPMD) - which enables analyses of family circumstances and education by matching parent and pupil data - available to external researchers so they can construct/propose alternative measures of the gap. 
Effective integration of essential skills into the curriculum:
· Research from NFER’s The Skills Imperative 2035 programme indicates that the labour market is changing because of mega-trends such as the growing adoption of technology, demographics and environmental changes. This will affect the jobs that will be available in future and the level of skills needed to do them. Our research has identified the Essential Employment Skills (EES) which will be especially vital in future. They are: communication, collaboration, information literacy, organising, planning and prioritising, problem solving and decision making, and creative thinking. 
· It is essential that more young people entering the labour market in the future acquire these skills, especially as opportunities in low-skilled occupations are forecast to decline over the decade. This is likely to make it harder for young people without sufficient EES/qualifications to enter the labour market, putting them a greater risk of becoming NEET.    
· Our final report called for the Government to acknowledge EES as a vital part of education - for both life and work - and clearly articulate how these skills can be effectively developed as part of teaching in a knowledge-rich curriculum. NFER also called for a policy response which promotes a common skills framework and tools which educators can use to assess young peoples’ progress in developing EES, and well as training teachers to help them to do this.
Improving attendance
· NFER welcomes the sustained focus on improving attendance. However, based on our evidence (summarised below, see here, here and here), we do not expect the White Paper proposals alone to be sufficient for addressing attendance challenges. Alongside school-led efforts to improve attendance, we recommend the Government ensures that wider public services—such as family support and mental health provision—are adequately resourced and staffed to work in partnership with schools. 
· Our research suggests attendance is typically shaped by interconnected factors at the pupil, school, family and local context levels, with parents and carers indicating that the increasing cost of holidays outside of school term-time, and declining pupil mental health and wellbeing, are key drivers of increased absence.
· The relationship between pupil wellbeing and attendance appears to be viewed as bi-directional. School absence could support wellbeing in the short-term but could also contribute to a reinforcing cycle of poor wellbeing and non-attendance, and lead to longer-term barriers to attendance and re-engagement. 
· Schools report using a wide range of strategies to support attendance including curriculum and timetable adjustments, pastoral support, specialist provision and whole‑school approaches and processes. School case-studies suggested that parents, carers and pupils identified relational aspects of support, rather than specific interventions or strategies, as having the greatest impact. There were mixed views about government strategies for improving attendance, with fines for non-attendance generally considered unhelpful.
· Improving sense of school belonging is a key focus of the Government’s strategy for tackling attendance challenges. However, NFER research looking at school belonging, wellbeing and attendance highlighted that an improved sense of belonging alone is unlikely to ‘solve’ the attendance crisis. There is a need to build the evidence base about the causal impacts of improving school belonging on pupil outcomes including school attendance and attainment. For example, by generating evidence via What Works Centres.

Moving to a trust-led school system
· Evidence highlights that academisation is not a silver bullet for school improvement. Research from NFER with the Institute for Education (2018) is consistent with other evidence, in finding no overall positive impact on attainment from trust status.
· Our previous research on the transition to all trust system highlighted several important considerations for moving to an all-trust model including the complex regional picture, the funding and time required to join a trust and the role and responsibilities for LAs in an all-trust system. This includes addressing the issues facing particular schools in joining trusts (e.g., faith schools) and how to ensure no schools are left behind. Our research also underlined the need to improve the evidence on what makes a ‘successful’ school trust. 

Enrichment, belonging and behaviour
· Schools’ primary focus is on academic attainment, but they can also provide a broader range of experiences and enrichment activities. The literature highlights that these activities have the potential to offer a wide range of benefits to pupils such as improving resilience, motivation, attendance, social skills, making new friends, developing appreciation for cultural and/or social issues and encouraging the exploration/pursuit of new goals/interests. 
· For example, NFER’s research for the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award highlighted its positive effects on young people’s mental health/wellbeing. Similarly, in the DfE evaluation of the Essential Life Skills programme, young people reported a range of benefits including increased confidence, resilience, school attendance and social/emotional intelligence. Further, enrichment activities may help tackle some key challenges facing young people, such as by supporting positive mental health, improving physical health and lowering obesity levels, reducing exposure to gangs and improving school absence rates. However, not all pupils have these opportunities. More socially advantaged schools offer more activities, while pupils from lower income backgrounds are less likely to participate in activities such as music lessons or sports than their more affluent peers. 

Reducing disadvantage gaps
Proposed reform to disadvantage funding:
· As outlined in our research, school funding for disadvantage is currently targeted through both the pupil premium (PP) and the National Funding Formula (NFF). This highlights the need to consider both together in how disadvantaged funding is targeted towards schools.
· Our previous research highlighted several limitations of using FSM eligibility to allocate funding, including that it is a binary measure and not all eligible pupils claim FSM. We previously recommended the Government explore the feasibility of establishing a household income-based measure of disadvantage to overcome some of these challenges. Our research highlighted the potential for this measure to enable the Government to target greater support toward pupils whose attainment is most profoundly affected by economic disadvantage, if desired.
· While NFER welcomes the Government’s intention to reform disadvantaged funding, it is crucial that its plans (when they are published) recognise the complexities and challenges involved in using household income as a measure of disadvantage. For example, some households may have large assets, but low income. 
· In addition, there are known data quality issues with the PPMD, the dataset that the Government is likely planning to use to inform these changes. Any measures of funding will only be as good as the quality of data they are based-on. We also hope that Government plans will consider practical considerations (e.g., predictability of income for schools, the time-lag for data on household income to be updated, some household income is very variable) which may limit the benefits from their plans.
· It is important the Government recognises the value, as outlined in our research, that the PP offers in ensuring that schools have a clear view of how funding for disadvantaged pupils is being allocated and the impact it is having.
Place-based approaches to tackling disadvantage: 
· The new missions bear some resemblance to DfE’s former Opportunity Areas programme, both in terms of the profile of the areas targeted and in the programme’s activities. NFER conducted a process evaluation of the implementation of that programme for DfE. This highlighted that the programme helped to foster and promote collaboration, including closer working with DfE and by engaging with a cross-sector of local stakeholders from early years, schools, businesses, charities and others.
· However, NFER also identified areas for improvement to the Opportunity Areas programme which are relevant to the new Missions including:
· the programme is rolled out over a sufficiently long time-period to achieve change,
· local leadership is strong, and
· sufficient administrative support is provided.
· When delivering such a programme, NFER recommended that DfE:
· Ensures there are regular and consistent messages about the aims and scope of the programme, new developments, progress and achievements.
· Supports sharing learning and information between programmes so they can learn about what works, in what contexts and why, as far as possible
· Remains mindful of schools’ capacity to deliver change and provides a strategic and coherent strategy for accessing national partners and programmes’ services to deliver these programmes. 

School admissions
· The DfE states that “The school admissions code already provides tools to ensure schools can achieve representative intakes, particularly for applicants from a disadvantaged background, by, for example, enabling schools to prioritise children eligible for the pupil premium.” NFER research for the Sutton Trust casts doubt on how effective these tools are. It found that the 500 top performing comprehensives in England in 2023/24 had lower rates of pupils who are eligible for FSM in their intakes compared to all schools nationally and their catchment areas. This suggests more must be done to widen disadvantage pupils’ access to top-performing schools. Similarly, NFER’s research on high-SEND schools highlighted the uneven distribution of pupils with SEND between schools. 
· In the primary sector, one of the most important issues relating to school admissions is falling pupil numbers, not mentioned in the White Paper. DfE projections suggest there are going to be 15 per cent less children in primary schools in England in 2031 than there were when numbers peaked in 2019. School admission decisions are going to be increasingly taken in the context of schools having significantly less pupils and therefore less funding. These decisions are going to impact the distribution of resources across schools in a way that could be harmful to some pupils’ chances.
· There is already evidence that falling pupil numbers are disproportionately affecting disadvantaged pupils. Recent NFER research showed that primary schools that have seen larger falls in pupil numbers tend to have higher rates of disadvantage among pupils (as measured by FSM). Given the link between pupil numbers and funding, this trend will increasingly hamper the education of disadvantaged pupils if left unabated.
· As such, any changes to the admissions code needs to ensure that local authorities can make proactive decisions about the distribution of schools in the local area, in partnership with parents, schools and trusts. In addition, NFER has called for DfE to assess the impact of falling pupil numbers on disadvantaged pupils, which could be done alongside analysis of the impact of admissions code changes.

Workforce reforms
Government’s 6,500 teacher target
· NFER welcomes the Government’s focus on addressing teacher supply issues, with a focus on improving retention. There are better metrics for assessing teacher supply than teacher numbers, such as recruitment to initial teacher training in different subjects compared to target, unfilled vacancies and teaching by non-specialist teachers.
· Nevertheless, within the confines of a numerical target of recruiting 6,500 teachers, the target does focus on the key challenges. Framing it on overall teacher numbers means retaining more teachers contributes to the target; focusing only on recruitment might have signalled that retention is unimportant. In focusing on secondary schools, colleges and specialist settings, the target focuses on improving teacher supply in areas that have struggled most. It also focusses on sectors where pupil numbers are expected to increase, which necessitates more teachers. In contrast, in the primary sector, pupil numbers are falling and teacher supply has been historically healthy. 
· The Government has made progress towards its target, with 4,654 more teachers above its 2023/24 baseline. Achieving the target is feasible. However, the number of secondary teachers fell by 500 last year, illustrating the risk that this large sector could bring numbers down.
· There is also a risk that DfE meets the target but misses the point. We recommend that continued focus is paid to a wider set of metrics. Many are improving:
· Retention has improved: the leaving rate fell from 10.6 per cent in 2016 to 8.5 per cent this year, which equates to 8,000 fewer teachers leaving.
· Unfilled vacancies have continued to fall this year from its peak in 2023/24.
· Trainees entering secondary teacher training increased by 43 per cent between 2022/23 and 2025/26, driven by increases in some bursaries and deteriorating employment opportunities in the wider labour market. However, applications data suggest that secondary recruitment may be around nine per cent lower next year, mainly due to bursary cuts.
· However, other metrics are not improving and need continued monitoring and action:
· The proportion of teaching by non-specialists in secondary schools increased from 12.5 to 13.1 per cent last year. Teacher supply matters for education quality because shortages lead to teachers being deployed outside of their specialism, affecting teaching quality. Consistent under-recruitment now means one in six lessons in key stage 3 are taught by non-specialists.
· Secondary class sizes have continued to rise, despite healthier teacher supply. While pupil-teacher ratios and average class sizes are broadly stable, the proportion of secondary pupils taught in classes of more than 30 pupils has increased this year, from 15.6 to 16.4 per cent.
Effectiveness of proposed retention measures
· DfE has provided little detail on what its retention programme will look like, other than that the initiative ‘will build on our flexible working programme, to share best practice across the sector and provide peer support, coaching and resources’. We welcome the expanded focus on managing workloads (which is a key factor for retention) and would welcome a focus within the programme on improving the ethnic diversity of the teaching workforce. Supportive leadership approaches are an important facilitator for retention, as shown by retention research (here, here), including NFER’s.
· The Flexible working ambassador MATS and schools (FWAMS) programme aimed to expand and embed flexible working in schools by sharing best practice. DfE is using this as a model for the retention programme and the Government’s FWAMS evaluation highlighted some short-term improvements in participating schools, such as culture change and normalisation of flexible working. While some schools anticipated improved long-term outcomes as a result, little evidence was available on whether retention had improved. Implementation of the programme will be key, including delivery team and school leader capacity to participate.
· Financial incentives are a key policy tool for responding to supply issues. While remuneration is not a top reason why teachers enter the profession and choose to leave, it is important. Policy changes on remuneration influence teachers’ career decision-making. A key benefit of financial incentives is that they can be targeted at areas/subjects that need most support. The evidence strongly suggests that training bursaries are effective for improving recruitment and long-term supply. While there is mixed evidence on the effectiveness of early-career retention payments, they appear to improve retention, albeit at a higher cost than bursaries. Generally, better value for money is achieved by focussing incentives on early-career teachers.
· Financial incentives for headteacher retention have not been piloted in the UK, so the evidence base is thin. It is reasonable to think that they could have some impact on retention. However, headteachers may consider wider aspects of the overall package (such as workload and weight of responsibility) as more important than other teachers, so the proposed incentive may not have as much impact on their decisions. The Government should evaluate the proposed incentive’s impact.
Changes to pay and conditions
· The Government’s change to teachers’ maternity pay is welcome. The generosity of the maternity pay offer for teachers is lower than comparable professions, which may be contributing to retention issues in a majority-female profession. However, the increase from four to eight weeks is modest and therefore unlikely to lead in isolation to a big increase in retention. Workload, lack of flexibility and inadequate support for returning mothers are primary drivers of retention, so action here is also needed.
· The School Support Staff Negotiating Body (SSSNB) is a welcome development as it provides an opportunity to focus on the specific needs of school support staff. Compared to teachers, research and policymaking rarely focus on support staff, yet they play an important role in enabling schools to provide a high-quality education. 
· Our 2026 research identified significant workforce challenges that the SSSNB will need to grapple with:
· Three quarters of school leaders surveyed said they found it difficult to recruit teaching assistants in 2025 (more so than teachers).
· Experimental data suggests support staff exit rates are increasing.
· Support staff are less likely to agree that their employer offers good opportunities for career progression compared to similar workers.
· Support staff are generally paid less than similar workers, although their pay has grown significantly in recent years.
· The SSSNB should consider whether low pay levels are driving supply challenges and consider what further action needs to be taken to make pay more attractive. It should also explore how to improve career progression opportunities for support staff.
Workload, wellbeing, and job satisfaction
· NFER research identified job satisfaction as a key factor influencing teacher retention. Data from the Working Lives of Teachers and Leaders survey indicates that job satisfaction fell from 58 per cent in 2022 to 46 per cent in 2023, but has recovered to 54 per cent in 2025. Personal wellbeing was also linked to retention, although less so than job satisfaction. Teachers’ reported wellbeing has generally increased in recent years. 
· Workload perceptions are associated with job satisfaction and retention. The proportion of teachers and leaders who agreed that their workload was acceptable has risen from 17 per cent in 2022 to 26 per cent in 2025. The proportion who agreed they had sufficient control over their workload also increased. The Government should remain focussed on furthering these positive trends. 
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