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This submission sets out the British Psychological Society’s (BPS) key recommendations to the Education Committee, in response to their inquiry on the Government’s proposals for reform of the school system in England, as set out in the ‘Every Child Achieving and Thriving’ White Paper. 
The BPS is the representative body for psychology and psychologists in the UK, and is responsible for the promotion of excellence and ethical practice in the science, education, and application of the discipline. We are committed to providing and disseminating evidence-based expertise and engaging with policy and decision makers. 
As a society we support and enhance the development and application of psychology for the greater public good, setting high standards for research, education, training and knowledge, and disseminating our knowledge to increase public awareness. We believe psychology has a fundamental role in helping to tackle some of the most crucial policy issues we are facing in our communities.

Raising attainment 
The British Psychological Society (BPS) welcomes the Government’s ambition to raise attainment and reduce the disadvantage gap. Psychological evidence shows that attainment is shaped by a complex interaction of factors, including socioeconomic disadvantage, mental health, and early development[endnoteRef:2]. A narrow focus on outcomes risks overlooking these drivers. To make meaningful progress, policy should prioritise early intervention, alongside improved access to educational psychologists, education mental health practitioners and school-based mental health support. Reducing the attainment gap requires a system-wide approach that recognises the cumulative nature of disadvantage. [2:  Curriculum and Assessment Review (2025) Curriculum and Assessment Review final report: Building a world-class curriculum for all] 

The BPS recognises the role of accountability measures such as Progress 8 and Attainment 8 in incentivising progress. However, these rely heavily on standardised assessment and do not capture the full breadth of development. They can disadvantage pupils with SEND, those experiencing adversity, or those with different developmental trajectories[endnoteRef:3].  Accountability systems should therefore incorporate broader indicators, including wellbeing and engagement, and be used to support improvement rather than penalise schools. [3:  Curriculum and Assessment Review (2025). Curriculum and Assessment Review final report: Building a world-class curriculum for all.] 

High-stakes accountability can also narrow the curriculum by encouraging teaching to the test and reducing time for creative and vocational subjects. However, there is value to broader systems of learning, for example, contextualizing learning, particularly in diverse and accessible ways, can enhance motivation and relevance for learners. Furthermore, pupils naturally learn through supported play experiences and learning in nature[endnoteRef:4]. Having opportunities to move/ engage in physical activities, and learn through more creative subjects stimulates brain development, including social and emotional skills, concentration and executive functioning[endnoteRef:5].  Accountability reform should therefore incentivise curriculum breadth and recognise learning processes as well as outcomes, ensuring that intrinsic motivation is not undermined. [4:  Curriculum and Assessment review (2025). Curriculum and Assessment Review final report: Building a world-class curriculum for all.]  [5:  British Psychological Society (2021). DECP position paper: Children’s Right to Play.] 

The BPS supports school improvement structures such as RISE teams where they promote evidence-informed practice and collaboration. Their effectiveness will depend on including multidisciplinary expertise, particularly educational psychologists, and focusing on long-term capacity building rather than short-term performance gains. 
Finally, integrating essential skills is key to raising attainment and reducing the number of young people who are NEET. Social and emotional skills, executive functioning, and career adaptability underpin both academic success and transitions into employment[endnoteRef:6]. These should be embedded across the curriculum, supported by real-world learning and strong careers guidance. [6:  Oliveira, Í.M., et al. (2023). Social-Emotional Skills, Career Adaptability, and Agentic School Engagement of First-Year High School Students.] 

Improving attendance 
The British Psychological Society (BPS) welcomes the Government’s focus on improving school attendance and its target to reduce overall absence. Regular attendance is closely linked to attainment, wellbeing, and long-term outcomes[endnoteRef:7]. However, psychological evidence indicates that absence is rarely driven by a single factor. Instead, it reflects a complex interaction of issues including socioeconomic disadvantage, mental health difficulties, unmet special educational needs, school climate, and family circumstances[endnoteRef:8].  [7:  Department for Education (2026). Attendance: why it matters, key data and guidance.]  [8:  Poortvliet, M. (2026). The contested causes of school absence: Longitudinal findings from the UK.] 

While the White Paper’s proposals recognise some of these challenges, the BPS emphasises that effective responses must go further in addressing the psychological and contextual drivers of absence. Early identification and intervention are critical, alongside investment in mental health support, educational psychology services, and inclusive practices that ensure pupils feel safe, valued, and able to participate fully in school life.
Attendance hubs have the potential to share effective strategies and build system-wide capacity, but their success will depend on embedding psychological expertise and adapting approaches to local contexts. Behaviour reforms must be carefully implemented to avoid punitive approaches that may exacerbate disengagement, particularly for vulnerable pupils[endnoteRef:9]. Reintegration support is especially important for those returning after prolonged absence, and should include tailored, trauma-informed approaches that address underlying barriers rather than focusing solely on compliance. [9:  Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition (2023). Punitive school behaviour policies are harming children’s mental health says new report.] 

Improving attendance must be a shared responsibility between schools, families, and local services. Schools play a key role in creating inclusive, supportive environments and fostering strong relationships with pupils and families. However, they cannot address the full range of factors influencing attendance in isolation. Families may require practical and emotional support, particularly where disadvantage or complex needs are present. Local services, including mental health, social care, and community organisations, are essential partners in providing coordinated, multidisciplinary support.
Enrichment, belonging and behaviour
We recognise the important role that enrichment activities play in improving pupil outcomes and wellbeing. Psychological evidence demonstrates that participation in these activities supports cognitive development, social and emotional skills, and motivation, all of which are closely linked to attainment[endnoteRef:10]. Enrichment opportunities can also strengthen school engagement and provide protective factors for disadvantaged pupils.  [10:  British Psychological Society (2021). DECP position paper: Children’s Right to Play.] 

Promoting a sense of belonging and positive relationships is fundamental to pupil wellbeing and educational success[endnoteRef:11]. Schools should prioritise inclusive environments where pupils feel safe, valued, and respected. Strong relationships with peers and staff are associated with improved engagement and reduced behavioural difficulties. Addressing bullying and discrimination requires proactive, whole-school approaches grounded in psychological evidence, including fostering empathy, promoting diversity and inclusion, and implementing consistent, supportive behaviour policies. Interventions should focus not only on responding to incidents but also on prevention and the development of positive school cultures. [11:  Belonging Matters (2024). Belonging Matters: Building schools where every child thrives] 

The proposed Pupil Engagement Framework has the potential to strengthen pupils’ sense of belonging and enjoyment of school, provided it reflects a holistic understanding of engagement. Engagement should be understood as encompassing emotional, behavioural, and cognitive dimensions, and not solely attendance or compliance. Embedding pupil voice, meaningful participation, and opportunities for autonomy will be key to its effectiveness.
Measuring enrichment and engagement within accountability frameworks presents challenges, as these areas are not easily captured through traditional metrics. The BPS recommends the inclusion of broader indicators, such as wellbeing, school belonging, and participation, alongside qualitative measures. Care must be taken to avoid reductive or burdensome approaches that undermine the value of enrichment activities.
In relation to behaviour, the BPS emphasises that approaches to suspension and exclusion should be used cautiously and as a last resort. Psychological research shows that exclusion can exacerbate disengagement and disproportionately affect vulnerable groups[endnoteRef:12]. Schools should instead prioritise early intervention, restorative approaches, and trauma-informed practices that address underlying causes of behaviour. [12:  Catch 22 (2024). The prevalence of school exclusions in the UK, their root causes, and the importance of preventative offerings over reactive interventions. ] 

Reducing disadvantage gaps
Psychological evidence highlights that disadvantage is multi-dimensional and cannot be fully captured through income alone. Factors such as parental education, housing instability, adverse childhood experiences, and access to community resources also play a significant role in shaping educational outcomes[endnoteRef:13]. Funding mechanisms should therefore remain sensitive to the complexity and cumulative nature of disadvantage. [13:  Camacho, S. and Henderson, S.C. (2022). The Social Determinants of Adverse Childhood Experiences: An Intersectional Analysis of Place, Access to Resources, and Compounding Effects. ] 

The BPS strongly supports the use of evidence-based interventions and external review processes, such as pupil premium strategy reviews, to improve outcomes. Psychological research underscores the importance of implementing interventions that are grounded in robust evidence and adapted to local contexts[endnoteRef:14]. External reviews can play a valuable role in supporting schools to reflect on their practice, identify effective strategies, and build capacity for sustained improvement. However, these processes should be developmental and supportive, rather than compliance-driven, enabling schools to engage meaningfully with evidence and adapt approaches to meet the needs of their pupils. [14:  National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine; Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education; Board on Children, Youth, and Families; Committee on Fostering Healthy Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Development Among Children and Youth. (2019). Fostering Healthy Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Development in Children and Youth: A National Agenda.  ] 

The Government’s proposed place-based approaches, including Mission North-East and Mission Coastal, are welcome in recognising that disadvantage is geographically concentrated and context-specific. Targeted efforts to improve outcomes for white working-class children and those in coastal communities reflect important patterns of inequality[endnoteRef:15]. However, the BPS emphasises that these initiatives must avoid overly narrow categorisations and instead adopt an inclusive, evidence-informed understanding of disadvantage. Effective place-based approaches should address the broader social, economic, and psychological factors affecting communities, and involve collaboration between schools, families, local authorities, and community services. [15:  Plymouth Marjon University & University of Plymouth (2019). Educational Isolation: A challenge for schools in England.
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