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The Royal Society is the UK’s national academy of science with a Fellowship of the world’s leading scientists. The Royal Society’s fundamental purpose, as set out in its founding Charters of the 1660s, is to recognise, promote and support excellence in science and to encourage the development and use of science for the benefit of humanity.  

The Royal Society is pleased to submit this response to the Education Select Committee’s call for evidence as part of its inquiry into the Government’s white paper Every child achieving and thriving, published in February 2026. The Society welcomes many of the policies set out in the white paper, including the focus on reforms to the current SEND system and the commitment to protect the 3-year key stage 3 model. However, there are areas where we would seek further clarification from Government about the details of the plans, including funding and resourcing, tackling science teacher recruitment and retention challenges, and the development of coherent post-16 STEM pathways. 

This submission focuses on three sections of the inquiry: raising attainment; enrichment, belonging and behaviour; and workforce reforms. We would be pleased to discuss the submission with the Committee in more detail. 

1. Raising attainment 

1.1. The Royal Society responded to the Government’s consultation on key stage 4 performance measures earlier this year. We outlined our concerns about the proposals themselves, and about the implications of the proposals for other policies including the triple science entitlement. 

1.2. The Society has consistently held that all young people should have access to a broad and balanced education, encompassing mathematics, science, humanities, languages and the arts. This breadth is increasingly important, given the changing nature of work and growing uncertainty around future labour market demand. The Society is therefore concerned that the inclusion of a fourth science specific category as part of the reforms to Progress 8 would risk narrowing the curriculum and accelerating the decline in entries to humanities, creative subjects and languages. Such an outcome would run counter to the Government’s stated ambition for all pupils to study a curriculum that ‘recognises the value of a wide range of subjects, including the arts, which contribute to our economy and society’, but it is evidently a real possibility based on the worked examples the Government has produced. 

1.3. In June 2026 the Royal Society, along with the Royal Society of Biology, Royal Society of Chemistry, Institute of Physics and the Association for Science Education, held focus groups with school and Multi Academy Trust leaders, science directors, subject leads and teachers of science to discuss attitudes to the triple science entitlement and the changes to Progress 8 proposed by government in the white paper. Participants commented on the anticipated difficulty of providing an entitlement to triple science whilst facing huge obstacles in recruiting and retaining sufficient specialist science teachers, particularly in physics, as well as limits on laboratory space, equipment and technician support. 

1.4. Schools also reported facing difficulties in how they would timetable triple science, with some of those who already offer separate sciences sharing that they often teach triple science outside of regular timetabled hours, creating difficulties in accessing these sessions for some students and further demands on teacher time outside of regular lesson time. 

1.5. Many participants expressed support for moving towards a single, unified pathway for science at GCSE that continues to prioritise scientific rigour and clear progression to post-16 STEM study, while ensuring that all young people follow the same high-quality course rather than being divided by pathways that reinforce inequities. The Royal Society, along with the Royal Society of Biology, the Royal Society of Chemistry, the Institute of Physics and the Association for Science Education have previously advocated for a single route through the sciences, drawing on the depth of knowledge of the separate sciences route, but which reduces curriculum content and draws out interdisciplinary themes across the sciences.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  For example, see: SEPA, 2025 SEPA highlights priorities for science education | Royal Society; SEPA, 2024 SEPA letter to Curriculum and Assessment Review panel - December 2024; Royal Society of Biology, 2023 committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/120712/html/; ] 


1.6. The Royal Society’s 2024 report A new approach to mathematical and data education[footnoteRef:3] highlighted the need for extensive reforms to maths education. The report focuses on how we can better prepare young people for their futures, whether that is in how to use and analyse data as part of many careers, or the data and numeracy skills needed as an active citizen in wider society. In July 2026, Professor Jane Clarke FRS, Chair of the Royal Society’s Advisory Committee on Mathematics Education (RS ACME), gave evidence to the House of Lords Numeracy for Life Committee, and spoke in depth about the importance of foundational mathematical education.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  The Royal Society, 2024 Mathematical Futures programme | Royal Society]  [4:  House of Lords, 2026 Numeracy for Life Committee - Oral evidence transcripts - Committees - UK Parliament] 


1.7. Each year around 30% of 16-year-olds (that is some 200,000 students[footnoteRef:5]) in state schools fail to attain a GCSE grade 4 or better. There are wide regional disparities in terms of student pass rates – for example, the North West is the top performing region for students resitting the GCSE in mathematics, whereas students in Yorkshire and Humber, the West Midlands, and the South West perform poorly by comparison.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  National Statistics, 2023. Schools, pupils and their characteristics. See https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics ]  [6:  See EPI, 2025 Microsoft Word - EPI Resits report
] 


1.8. Students who do not achieve a grade 4 are required to resit GCSE mathematics examinations or to pursue a ‘pass’ in an equivalent functional skills qualification. The outcomes of these resits are not encouraging: two thirds of the GCSE resit students do not improve their performance by age 19[footnoteRef:7], while others may re-sit multiple times before achieving the pass grade. Students who come from socio-economically disadvantaged areas and those with special educational needs and disabilities are both more likely to fall within the resit group and less likely to succeed. The Royal Society has been at the forefront of the increasing number of organisations calling for the existing GCSE resits policy to be replaced[footnoteRef:8]. [7:  Department for Education, 2020. A level and other 16 to 18 results: 2018 to 2019 (revised). See https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/a-level-and-other-16-to-18-results/2021-22 ]  [8:  Education Policy Institute, 2024. Time for a resit reset? See https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/blog-time for-a-resit-reset/ ] 


1.9. The Royal Society welcomes the recommendations from the Curriculum and Assessment Review and the commitment in the Every child achieving and thriving white paper to address the challenges to GCSE resits. However, the Society wishes to ensure that changes to the resit policy allow young people to succeed by developing a wide range of mathematical and data knowledge and skills appropriate to them and to their progression, and as part of this Government should consider carefully whether the GCSE is an appropriate measure of achievement for every student. We are keen to work with government on what an alternative to GCSE Mathematics could look like in practice, as well as exploring how to integrate key mathematical and data concepts across a broad range of subjects through the new V levels. 

1.10. In its response to the DfE’s consultation on 16-19 Level 1 English and Maths qualifications, RS ACME stated that proposed qualification reform must be recognised and valued as a high-quality alternative rather than a remedial ‘stepping stone’. The qualification should clearly communicate the knowledge and skills it represents, and its content should visibly reflect the mathematical skills that are valued in employment and everyday life. Engagement with employers, higher education and sector bodies will be important in establishing recognition over time of attainment across key areas or modules. This supports a more meaningful understanding of student capability and aligns with the needs of employers who are often interested in specific competencies rather than a single aggregated outcome.

2. Enrichment, belonging and behaviour 

2.1. The Royal Society shares concerns recently expressed by others across the science education sector that DfE’s initial communication around the enrichment entitlement made no reference to STEM or science related activities in its benchmarks. Following discussions with the DfE, we were disappointed that this omission was not rectified by the creation of an additional, separate, STEM category within the framework., despite the prevalence and importance of STEM enrichment activity within schools in England. We acknowledge the inclusion of STEM and science examples throughout the ‘wider life and future skills’ and ‘nature, outdoors, and adventure’ categories as part of the enrichment benchmarks, but we remain concerned that the absence of science-related benchmarks will mean that schools deprioritise STEM enrichment. 

2.2. In the Science Education Tracker, published in 2024[footnoteRef:9], 52% of students surveyed in years 7-9 reported practical work as the biggest incentive to studying science at school. In the same survey, we found that the number of GCSE students experiencing hands-on practical work at least once a fortnight had dropped from 44% in 2016 to 26% in 2023.  [9:  The Royal Society, Engineering UK, and Verian, 2024 science-education-tracker-2023.pdf] 


2.3. During the focus groups described in 1.3 above, school leaders reported the greatest difficulties in providing a wide range of enrichment opportunities, including further opportunities in science and STEM, were practical considerations around transport limitations, departmental resources, and staff goodwill. Science leads also reported concerns that STEM is diluted by not appearing as a distinct category in the benchmarks.  

2.4. These barriers are particularly significant because enrichment offers an opportunity for students to engage in aspects of practical science they are often missing in their lesson time. The Society is keen to ensure schools and colleges offer a broad range of STEM opportunities to young people within lessons and as enrichment activities. However, schools, colleges and teachers will be unable to do so without further support, including training and guidance, and investment in additional staff time and resources. 

2.5. To date, the Government has not confirmed whether schools and colleges will receive funding directly to provide additional enrichment opportunities. There is a risk that without direct investment, the creation of the enrichment benchmarks will exacerbate existing inequalities, with the most disadvantaged schools struggling to meet the requirements more than others. 

3. Workforce reforms 

3.1. The Royal Society remains concerned about the significant challenges posed by inadequate numbers of specialist teachers across the education sector, particularly in recognised shortage subjects such as physics, mathematics and computing. Despite STEM teacher recruitment being a key focus of Government over the last two years, recruitment targets in physics and computing were missed in 2025/26 by 22 and 19 per cent, respectively; and while the target was exceeded in mathematics, it was not sufficient to make up the cumulative shortfalls from previous years.[footnoteRef:10],[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Worth, J & Scott, M (NFER, 2026) the_school_teacher_workforce_in_england_annual_report_2026.pdf]  [11:  McLean, D & Worth, J (NFER 2025) Teacher Labour Market in England Annual Report 2025 - NFER] 


3.2. Subject-specific professional development is not only important for ongoing professional growth, Ofsted has also found that ‘teachers … are more likely to stay in their jobs when they regularly access high-quality training’[footnoteRef:12], echoing similar conclusions from the EEF[footnoteRef:13]. A study commissioned by STEM Learning Ltd found that early career teachers who engaged with its science subject professional development provision were 1.5 times more likely to remain in teaching one year longer than comparable non-participants, and that student performance and progression in science improved[footnoteRef:14]. However, as the Science Teaching Survey has shown, many science teachers are not able to access the subject-specific professional development they need[footnoteRef:15]. School and college leadership support is essential in enabling teaching staff to benefit from effective professional development opportunities: there is good and growing evidence that the required encouragement and investment in time, funding and cover supports better outcomes for all. [12:  Ofsted 2024 Independent review of teachers’ professional development in schools: phase 2 findings - GOV.UK]  [13:  Education Endowment Fund 2022 Effective Professional Development | EEF]  [14:  STEM Learning 2023 The impact of STEM Learning Science CPD. An analysis of teacher retention. ]  [15:  Royal Society of Chemistry 2025 The Science Teaching Survey 2025
September 2026] 


3.3. Earlier in 2026 the Royal Society's commissioned Teacher Tapp to explore how well-equipped schoolteachers in England feel in developing young people’s AI literacy. It found that, of the 9,250 teachers surveyed, only 14% were confident across all three dimensions (technological, practical and human) of AI literacy, and that just 18% had received structured professional development on AI literacy. However, teachers in schools with structured professional development were roughly three times more likely to be confident across all three dimensions of AI literacy than those without. This is one example of the benefit of high-quality professional development. The absence of a systematic national offer is leaving many teachers underprepared to deliver reformed digital and AI content.  

4. Conclusion 

4.1. The Royal Society welcomes the government’s ambition for every child to achieve and thrive, but the current plans fall short of creating an equitable and broad education system equipped to inspire students and provide the foundations of scientific, data and digital literacy needed for future citizens.  

4.2. The Society is particularly concerned about the impact policies such as the triple science entitlement will have, and the potentially negative effects of asking teachers and school leaders to find staff, budget, and space in an overloaded curriculum to deliver this policy for a relatively small number of students. 

4.3. The Royal Society is keen to work with government to ensure that mathematical and data education and skills are properly integrated across the new V level qualifications and that changes to the GCSE resit policy ensure a greater number of young people can gain confidence in mathematics and meaningful mathematical competence, including through the establishment of a rigorous post-16 ‘stepping-stone’ qualification that supports progression to GCSE where appropriate. 
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