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Summary
1. The Gatsby Foundation welcomes the ambitions in the schools white paper, particularly the emphasis on improving outcomes for disadvantaged pupils, strengthening the teacher workforce, broadening enrichment and supporting pupils’ engagement and progression. This submission focuses on the areas where Gatsby has relevant evidence and expertise: STEM teacher supply, subject-specific professional development, enrichment, careers guidance, disadvantage and essential skills. 
2. The white paper’s ambitions depend on schools having enough well-qualified, motivated specialist teachers. Recruitment is important, but it will not be sufficient without a parallel strategy to retain and develop teachers, particularly in shortage subjects and in schools serving disadvantaged communities. Targeted financial incentives such as bursaries and early-career payments are effective.  Subject-specific professional development should be treated as part of the teacher supply and retention strategy, not as a separate school improvement activity. 
3. Gatsby welcomes the government’s commitment to recruit 6,500 additional teachers, but success should not be judged only by the overall number of teachers recruited. The key test is whether pupils have access to well-qualified specialist teachers in the subjects, phases and schools where shortages are most acute. Progress should therefore be monitored by subject, phase, geographical location and school context, not only as a national aggregate. 
4. Physics initial teacher training recruitment has increased substantially, but this does not mean that the physics teacher shortage has been resolved. Much of the recent increase has been driven by international trainees, who can face additional barriers to employment in English schools, including visa complexity and issues around school sponsorship. Government should monitor whether increased recruitment leads to more specialist physics teachers being employed and retained in English schools. 
5. Enrichment should be implemented as a broad entitlement that genuinely widens opportunity. Access to enrichment is uneven, and pupils with fewer opportunities outside school may rely most heavily on what schools provide. STEM should remain visible within enrichment policy as part of a broad offer. Careers guidance and enrichment should be aligned but not merged: schools cannot meet their statutory careers duties solely through enrichment, and the enrichment entitlement cannot be fulfilled through careers provision alone. 
6. The proposed Pupil Engagement Framework should build on existing tools and evidence rather than create unnecessary burdens for schools. Careers guidance infrastructure already provides useful information about career readiness, intended destinations and the risk of becoming not in education, employment or training. Tools such as the Future Skills Questionnaire, Compass+ and OnTrack+ could help the framework use existing evidence on confidence, motivation, belonging and readiness for transition. 
7. Disadvantage policy should address opportunity, access and school context as well as attainment. Pupil Premium remains important, but it does not capture the wider social, economic and labour-market context in which schools operate. Forthcoming SchoolDash analysis commissioned by Gatsby suggests that schools can face similar combinations of challenges even when they are in different regions or local authorities. Place-based analysis should sit alongside pupil-level measures to identify barriers to curriculum breadth, specialist staffing, enrichment and progression. 
8. Essential skills should be treated as part of good curriculum design, not as a separate employability add-on. They should be taught explicitly, practised across subjects and reinforced through enrichment, careers guidance, employer engagement, work experience and technical education. Implementation should build on existing frameworks, including the Skills Builder Universal Framework and Skills England’s Standard Skills Classification, and avoid creating new terminology, duplication or disproportionate assessment burdens.
About The Gatsby Charitable Foundation and scope of this submission
1.           The Gatsby Charitable Foundation was set up by David Sainsbury to realise his charitable objectives. These include a commitment to strengthening the country’s science and engineering skills by developing innovative programmes and informing national policy on technical education, skills and good careers guidance.
2.           The Gatsby Foundation’s ambition is to increase the quality and supply of science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) skills in the UK workforce. This starts in schools: young people need access to high-quality STEM education, taught by well-qualified and motivated subject specialists. Our work in schools therefore focuses on improving access to specialist teaching, practical and technical learning and effective pathways into further study and employment.
3.           This submission does not seek to answer every question in the call for evidence. It focuses on the areas where The Gatsby Foundation has expertise and has commissioned or supported evidence relevant to the Committee’s inquiry. This includes teacher recruitment and retention, STEM teacher supply, subject-specific continuing professional development, early career support for teachers, enrichment, essential skills and the relationship between disadvantage, opportunity and access to specialist provision. We have also developed and supported national evidence-informed approaches to careers guidance, including the Gatsby Benchmarks, a framework which forms the government-backed standard for young people’s careers guidance. Careers guidance is therefore referred to in this submission where it is directly relevant to the white paper’s aims. 
Workforce reform: specialist teachers, retention and professional development
4.           The white paper’s ambitions on curriculum, attainment, enrichment and disadvantage depend on schools having enough well-qualified, motivated specialist teachers. Long-standing teacher shortages make this especially important in STEM subjects. Specialist teachers are more likely to be able to explain complex concepts clearly, use practical work effectively and motivate pupils to enjoy and continue to study the subject. 
The 6,500-teacher pledge needs a subject-specific strategy
5.           The Gatsby Foundation welcomes the progress the government is making towards the 6,500-teacher pledge. However, the overall number recruited does not show whether pupils have better access to stable, well-qualified specialist teachers in the subjects, phases and schools where shortages are most severe. This is particularly important in STEM subjects and in schools serving disadvantaged communities.¹
6.           Modelling commissioned by Gatsby from the National Foundation for Educational Research found that teacher supply varies significantly by subject and requires targeted responses. The most credible and cost-effective approaches combine financial incentives, such as bursaries and early career retention payments, with measures to reduce workload, improve professional development and retain existing teachers.²
7.           The government should therefore report progress against the pledge by subject, phase, geography and school context, as well as against the national total.
Targeted financial incentives should support recruitment and retention in shortage subjects
8.           Gatsby has commissioned research on the effectiveness of financial incentives for teacher recruitment and retention. NFER research on training bursaries found that bursary increases are associated with higher recruitment into initial teacher training, and that the additional teachers recruited as a result tend to complete training, enter teaching and remain in teaching at similar rates to other teachers in their cohort. This suggests that bursaries can increase long-term teacher supply, not only short-term recruitment.3
9.           Evidence on retention payments found that targeted financial incentives for early-career maths and physics teachers reduced leaving from state-funded teaching while teachers were eligible for payments. This supports the use of targeted early-career payments as part of the retention strategy for shortage subjects.4
10.        Together, this evidence supports a balanced, subject-specific approach to teacher supply: bursaries to support entry into training, early-career payments to support retention, and wider measures to reduce workload and strengthen professional development.2 3 4
Subject-specific professional development should be treated as a workforce issue
11.         Subject-specific professional development should be treated as part of the teacher supply and retention strategy, not as a separate school improvement activity. In STEM, high-quality teaching depends on strong subject knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge: teachers need to sequence concepts well, explain common misconceptions and use practical work effectively. Teachers are also more likely to stay in the profession when they feel confident, effective and able to keep developing.5 6
12.        This support is needed throughout a teacher’s career. The Early Career Teacher Entitlement sets out the training and support teachers should receive at the start of their careers, based on the Initial Teacher Training and Early Career Framework. Our work has identified three priorities for improving early career support: making training more subject-specific, ensuring schools have the resources to provide it well, and allowing schools to adapt support to teachers’ needs without losing consistency or quality. It also calls for clearer responsibilities for subject leaders and better access to subject-specific support where mentoring cannot provide it.7
13.        Teachers working beyond their original specialism also need sustained, subject-specific professional development. Recent Gatsby-funded work shows that this can help teachers build the subject knowledge, teaching expertise and confidence needed to teach well outside their original specialism.8
14.        The Committee should examine how the government treats subject-specific and phase-specific professional development as part of its teacher recruitment and retention strategy, alongside recruitment and financial incentives. This is particularly important in shortage subjects and in schools where teachers may be isolated within small departments or teaching across subject boundaries.
International recruitment has increased physics trainee numbers, but shortages may remain
15.         Physics initial teacher training (ITT) recruitment has increased substantially in recent years. Current 2026-27 recruitment data show physics significantly above the Department for Education (DfE) estimate of how many new trainees are needed. International trainees have driven much of this increase and now make up most physics trainees while the number of home trainees has grown more modestly. The increase in recruitment is welcome, but it does not mean the physics teacher supply problem has been solved. 
16.         Recruiting a trainee to an ITT course is not the same as securing a specialist physics teacher in an English school. Association for Science Education (ASE) research funded by Gatsby found that international trainees can face particular barriers to employment in England, including visa complexity and school sponsorship issues. Strong recruitment of international trainees may not lead to the same proportion working in English schools as among domestic trainees.9 The decision to withdraw the offer of training bursaries to a wider group of new international physics trainees makes it even more important to monitor the number and profile of physics applicants and entrants next year.9 10
17.        There is also a separate issue about the balance of biology, chemistry and physics specialists already working in schools. Recent NFER analysis for the Institute of Physics found that Key Stage 4 general science teaching is much more likely to be taught by biology specialists than physics specialists, and that many schools have no, or only one physics specialist in their science department. Meeting the physics ITT recruitment target would not, on its own, mean that schools have enough physics specialists to teach physics well, rebalance science departments or support wider access to triple science.11
18.        The government and the Committee should therefore monitor whether increased recruitment to physics ITT leads to more specialist physics teachers working in English schools. This should include tracking whether trainees gain teaching posts after qualified teacher status, whether they remain in the profession and whether schools have sufficient physics specialists within science departments. It is too early to conclude that the physics teacher shortage has been resolved.
Workforce shortages compound disadvantage
19.         Workforce reform should also be connected to disadvantage policy. A strategy to reduce attainment gaps will be weakened if pupils in disadvantaged communities are less likely to be taught by stable, well-qualified specialist teachers. This is particularly important in shortage STEM subjects, where access to specialist teaching affects curriculum breadth, practical work, pupil confidence and progression routes.12
Policy implications
20.        The Committee should assess whether workforce reforms are improving access to specialist teachers in the subjects and schools where need is greatest. The government should therefore:
•             report progress against the 6,500-teacher pledge by subject, phase, geography and school context and assess whether additional teachers are increasing pupils’ access to stable, well-qualified specialist teaching, particularly in shortage STEM subjects and in schools serving disadvantaged communities
•             maintain a subject-specific approach to teacher supply, combining targeted financial incentives with measures to improve retention, reduce workload and strengthen professional development2 3 4
•             treat subject-specific professional development as part of the teacher supply and retention strategy, including for early career teachers, existing specialists and teachers developing expertise outside their original specialism7 8
•             monitor whether improved physics ITT recruitment is translating into more specialist physics teachers employed and retained in English schools, particularly given the reliance on international trainees and the withdrawal of bursary eligibility for a wider group of new international physics trainees9 10
•             treat specialist teacher supply as part of disadvantage policy, recognising that staffing instability, non-specialist teaching and limited access to subject expertise can compound existing inequalities12
Enrichment, careers guidance and pupil engagement
21.        We welcome the ambitions of the government’s enrichment strategy and agree that enrichment plays an important role in the broader benefits of education. A broad enrichment offer can help pupils build confidence, widen horizons, develop relationships and experience school as a place where they can participate, contribute and belong.
22.        Enrichment is also one way schools can support pupil engagement. Attendance is important, but engagement is broader than simply physical presence in school. It includes pupils’ sense of belonging, confidence, motivation, participation and purpose and how school connects to their lives and future opportunities. The Pupil Engagement Framework should reflect this broad understanding and use existing evidence about what supports pupils’ confidence, motivation, participation and readiness for future transitions.
Enrichment access is uneven
23.        	The Gatsby Foundation commissioned SchoolDash to examine enrichment provision in mainstream state secondary schools in England using publicly available school website information. The analysis provides an indication rather than a definitive account of provision. It relies on school websites being accurate and up to date, and it does not measure pupil participation. However, it provides useful information about the enrichment opportunities described by a large number of schools. It found wide variation in provision, with larger schools, urban schools, schools with lower levels of deprivation, schools with higher attainment and schools with stronger Ofsted judgements tending to describe a broader range of clubs and societies.13
24.         Pupils do not have equal access to enrichment beyond school. Families with the time, money, networks and transport to do so can often access a wider range of clubs, cultural activities, STEM opportunities and sport and outdoor experiences. Some communities may also lack a broad range of local provision beyond school. Pupils without access to paid activities, family networks or reliable transport may therefore depend much more heavily on school-based enrichment. If enrichment policy is intended to widen opportunity, it must be designed with these differences in mind.
STEM should remain visible within enrichment policy
25.         We are concerned that STEM enrichment may be overlooked during the implementation of the national enrichment framework. STEM is not identified as a main category and although STEM clubs are cited under ‘wider life and future skills’, a school could meet the terms of the framework without offering any STEM-focused enrichment.14
26.        That matters because STEM enrichment offers experiences that are distinct from, and complementary to, classroom science, mathematics, computing and design and technology. STEM enrichment can take many forms. These include: science, maths and computing clubs; engineering challenges; practical investigations; design and technology projects; competitions; museum and university visits; encounters with technicians and activities involving employers. These activities allow pupils to explore STEM by asking questions, developing ideas, solving practical problems and gaining first-hand experience. They help young people experience STEM as something they can participate in, not simply something they are assessed in.
27.         Pupils with limited access to STEM opportunities beyond school depend most heavily on school-based provision. For these pupils, school may provide their main access to STEM enrichment and careers guidance. It may be their main opportunity to meet people working in scientific, technical or engineering roles, use specialist equipment and take part in practical projects. These experiences can help build pupils’ science capital: their knowledge of STEM, confidence that STEM is “for people like me”, understanding of STEM careers and sense of how STEM shapes the world around them.15 16
28.         Our SchoolDash analysis suggests that the STEM enrichment described by schools is not evenly distributed. General science clubs appeared more evenly spread but specialist biology, chemistry and physics clubs were relatively rare and were more commonly described by schools with lower levels of deprivation, higher attainment and stronger Ofsted judgements. Maths, computing and STEM clubs also showed some of these patterns.13
Enrichment and careers should be aligned, but distinct
29.         Whilst enrichment and careers guidance are complementary, they are not the same thing. Enrichment has a broad developmental purpose. It supports pupils’ wellbeing, life skills, enjoyment and sense of belonging. It can also support community participation and wider personal development. Careers guidance has a more specific purpose. It helps pupils make decisions about their future and move successfully into further education, training or employment. It also helps them navigate their working lives. 
30.         Schools cannot meet their statutory obligations around careers guidance solely through enrichment activities and the enrichment entitlement cannot be fulfilled through a school’s careers programme alone. The government should explain how the enrichment entitlement, curriculum reform, the Gatsby Benchmarks and the proposed Pupil Engagement Framework will work together. The distinct purposes and lines of accountability for enrichment, careers guidance and pupil engagement must remain clear.17
31.         This distinction is critical for implementation. Careers leaders already have a strategic role in developing and managing careers programmes, embedding careers across the institution and supporting transition planning. Careers programmes should link to wider school development priorities, including enrichment where relevant, but careers leaders should not become responsible for the wider enrichment offer by default. That would risk overloading the role, weakening careers provision and creating confusion about accountability.
The Pupil Engagement Framework should build on existing tools
32.        The Pupil Engagement Framework should build on established systems and tools schools already use, including those for tracking young people’s careers guidance and skills development. It should avoid creating new measures where existing tools already provide equivalent information and should support a coherent and efficient reporting process for schools. Secondary schools already have access to free tools to measure and provide insights on career readiness, aspirations, intended destinations and risk of becoming not in education, employment or training (NEET). This includes two tools embedded in Compass+, a digital tool widely used by schools to manage and evaluate their careers programmes: the Future Skills Questionnaire, which asks pupils about their career-related knowledge, skills and confidence, and OnTrack+, which helps them identify pupils at risk of becoming NEET and pupils who may need additional support with their next steps.18 19
33.        The Future Skills Questionnaire provides a substantial national dataset on pupils’ career readiness: in 2025-26, the Careers & Enterprise Company reported that more than 500,000 young people had completed it. Full analysis is due to follow.20 Evidence published by the Careers & Enterprise Company links stronger achievement of the Gatsby Benchmarks with improved outcomes. These include faster improvements in career readiness and essential employability skills, more stable transitions after ages 16 and 18 and a lower risk of being outside education, employment or training – all measures that the future Pupil Engagement Framework should consider and align with, avoiding duplication, where relevant. Consideration of existing national measures and data would also help the framework measure further aspects of engagement that schools can act on, including confidence, motivation and belonging. 21 22 23
Policy implications
34.         The Committee should examine whether the enrichment framework and the proposed Pupil Engagement Framework will broaden opportunity for all pupils in practice. Its examination should consider whether the government is:
•             making clear through implementation guidance, examples and communications that a broad enrichment offer should include subject-rich STEM opportunities, including science, mathematics, computing, engineering, design and technology, practical investigation and technical activity
•             monitoring whether pupils have equitable access to enrichment, including STEM enrichment, by disadvantage, geography and school context, rather than relying only on whether schools can list opportunities
•             clarifying how enrichment, careers guidance, curriculum reform and the Pupil Engagement Framework are intended to work together, while preserving their distinct purposes and accountabilities
•             aligning the Pupil Engagement Framework with existing tools and evidence, including the Future Skills Questionnaire, OnTrack+, destination data and careers guidance evidence, to avoid duplication and reduce burden on schools
Reducing disadvantage gaps: opportunity, specialist provision and place
35.         Disadvantage in education has been approached in different ways. Pupil-level measures, such as Pupil Premium eligibility, identify disadvantaged pupils within schools. Governments have also used area-based designations, such as Opportunity Areas and Education Investment Areas, to target support at places with low social mobility or persistently weak educational outcomes.
36.         Pupil Premium is useful because it identifies disadvantaged pupils within schools. However, it does not capture the wider context in which a school operates. Social, economic and labour-market conditions can vary widely, even between schools with similar levels of Pupil Premium eligibility. Grouping schools with similar local characteristics can therefore be useful alongside pupil-level measures, particularly where schools in different parts of the country face similar combinations of challenges.
37.        The Gatsby Foundation has commissioned new analysis from SchoolDash to explore whether mainstream state secondary schools can usefully be grouped into clusters according to the broad socioeconomic characteristics of the areas around them, including local deprivation indicators and higher education participation. Due to be published shortly, the analysis builds on earlier research and is intended to complement, not replace, measures of disadvantage at pupil level. It examines whether schools in similar social and economic contexts face common challenges in staffing, curriculum, enrichment and pupil destinations.24
38.         The clusters are generated using factors including local deprivation indicators and higher education participation. Measures such as attainment, attendance, curriculum, destinations and workforce characteristics are analysed afterwards, rather than being used to create the clusters. The analysis therefore does not simply sort schools by educational outcomes; it tests whether different local social and economic contexts are associated with different patterns of opportunity and challenge. It identifies six broad clusters of mainstream state secondary schools: Affluent Suburban; Affluent High Housing Cost; Suburban Middle England; Urban London; Poor Suburban and Coastal, and Poor Urban. These labels are shorthand descriptions and will not describe every school within a cluster. Although some clusters have clear geographic patterns, for example Urban London and Poor Suburban and Coastal, they are not simply regional categories. Their value is that they show how schools in different parts of the country can face similar combinations of challenge because of their local context.24
39.         The value of this analysis is that it broadens how disadvantage is understood. Reducing disadvantage gaps requires action on the factors that affect pupils’ access to a broad and high-quality education, not only action on attainment. These factors include specialist staffing, curriculum breadth, enrichment, careers guidance and progression routes. A policy approach focused only on attainment data may overlook barriers linked to pupils’ school and local area that affect their opportunities and future outcomes.
40.         Curriculum and subject participation vary between clusters. The findings suggest that GCSE triple science entry and A-level physics participation vary by income deprivation, while other patterns are less straightforward. Affluent High Housing Cost and Urban London schools have particularly high entry rates for GCSE languages, A-level maths and A-level chemistry. Urban London also stands out for A-level computing. By contrast, Poor Suburban and Coastal and Poor Urban schools show weaker patterns of participation in several subject areas, including triple science and STEM subjects.24
41.         These differences in subject participation should be considered when assessing educational disadvantage. Pupils’ access to subject-rich curriculum pathways is not only a matter of individual attainment or aspiration. It is also affected by school context, staffing, the opportunities, services and networks available locally and the range of progression routes open to pupils. Lower participation in triple science, A-level physics and other STEM pathways can limit pupils’ later choices. 
42.       	Specialist teacher supply is also part of disadvantage policy. Previous Gatsby-commissioned research found that schools serving more disadvantaged communities were more likely to report recruitment difficulties, rely on non-specialist or supply teachers and experience disruption when posts remained vacant.²⁵ 
43.        The new SchoolDash analysis adds a local dimension to this evidence. Poorer groups of schools tend to have younger teachers, higher sickness rates and more vacancies. Urban London and Poor Urban schools show particular signs of staff movement and reliance on agency or supply teachers, while Affluent High Housing Cost and Urban London schools have high staff turnover and difficulty retaining teachers in the state system.²⁴
44.        The government should therefore monitor not only how many teachers are recruited nationally, but where specialist teachers work and whether schools serving disadvantaged communities can retain them.
45.         Disadvantage policy should also consider pupils’ routes into further education, higher education, training or employment, or whether they become NEET. The findings on pupil destinations suggest that NEET outcomes at 16 and 18 vary by income deprivation, while other destinations show different patterns. At age 16, progression to further education is higher in Suburban Middle England, Poor Suburban and Coastal, and Poor Urban schools. At age 18, progression to higher education is higher in Affluent Suburban, Affluent High Housing Cost and Urban London schools. These differences do not imply that one route is better than another. Rather, they show that pupils in different contexts may follow different post-school pathways and that all routes need to be high quality, well understood and properly supported. This should prompt scrutiny of whether pupils in different contexts have access to the information, guidance, curriculum routes, employer links and post-16 options they need.24
46.         The broader policy implication is that disadvantage should not be understood through a single measure or outcome. The government should not create a new accountability category or replace existing disadvantage measures. Rather, richer place-based analysis should sit alongside pupil-level measures. Existing measures identify disadvantaged pupils within schools, while wider contextual analysis can help identify where schools face common barriers to specialist staffing, curriculum breadth, enrichment, careers guidance and progression.
47.         This contextual analysis could help inform the government’s proposed reforms to disadvantage funding – the government is already considering household income data and whether funding should also reflect where a child lives. National reforms will not have the same impact in every school. Schools face different combinations of staffing instability, transport barriers, local labour-market conditions, subject participation patterns and post-16 pathways. The Committee should therefore scrutinise whether the reforms take account of differences between schools and local areas, not only national averages. Local and regional bodies, including strategic authorities where they exist, are taking a greater role in shaping education and skills priorities. Place-based analysis could help them identify challenges shared by schools across existing administrative boundaries.
Policy implications
48.        The Committee should consider whether disadvantage policy addresses opportunity, access and school context, as well as attainment. Its inquiry should consider whether the government is:
•             using richer place-based analysis alongside existing pupil-level measures to identify groups of schools facing similar combinations of challenge, including barriers to curriculum breadth, specialist staffing, enrichment and progression
•             treating specialist teacher supply as part of its disadvantage policy, particularly in STEM subjects where shortages can affect curriculum quality, practical learning and progression
•             monitoring access to subject-rich curriculum pathways, including GCSE triple science, A-level physics and other STEM subjects, by disadvantage, geography and school context
•             ensuring that place-based interventions address the conditions that enable a broad education, including stable specialist teaching, access to practical and technical learning, enrichment, careers guidance and clear progression routes
Essential skills, curriculum relevance and progression
49.         Essential skills help young people apply knowledge, learn effectively and work with others. Evidence suggests that essential skills support attainment, employment and wellbeing. As transferable skills they should be embedded in effective curriculum design rather than treated as a separate employability add-on.26
50.	    However, they are often poorly defined in the curriculum and schools teach them inconsistently. Pupils, parents, teachers and employers may also understand them differently. The task is not to add more content to an already crowded curriculum, but to make essential skills visible and teachable.   27

51.         A common language matters. Previous attempts to promote ‘employability’, ‘life’ or ‘soft’ skills have often lacked shared definitions, progression and consistent use across education and employment. The Skills Builder Universal Framework provides one well-established model, breaking essential skills into measurable and teachable steps. Skills England has developed the Standard Skills Classification: standardised lists of the skills, knowledge and tasks required for UK occupations. These tools provide an opportunity to create a clearer shared language across education, employment and skills policy. Implementation should build on these existing frameworks rather than creating another set of terminology that schools and employers struggle to apply in practice.28 29

52.         Skills frameworks also complement the Gatsby Benchmarks for good careers guidance. A framework such as Skills Builder can help pupils identify and articulate the skills they are developing. Gatsby Benchmark 4, Linking curriculum learning to careers, helps pupils understand how subject knowledge and essential skills are used in the labour market. The Future Skills Questionnaire also gives schools a way to understand pupils’ career readiness, including career confidence, skills and preparation for transition. Evidence from the Careers & Enterprise Company found that stronger careers guidance (as measured through the Gatsby Benchmarks) is associated with faster development of essential skills and career readiness. Careers guidance can therefore make the curriculum more relevant without turning subject teaching into narrow occupation-focused learning. 17 18 22
53.         Essential skills should be acknowledged explicitly, practised repeatedly and linked to real contexts. All subjects provide opportunities to develop essential skills, although the level and emphasis will vary from subject to subject. Essential skills should also be reinforced through careers guidance, enrichment, technical education and other applied learning. The important point is that essential skills should not be assumed to arise incidentally. Young people with fewer opportunities outside school may benefit most, particularly through building confidence, networks and experience of different workplaces.26 28
54.         Assessment should be proportionate and primarily used to support learning. Pupils’ essential skills often depend on what they can regularly do in different situations, including with others, so these skills are not well-suited to a written test. Instead, schools could use several forms of proportionate assessment, including structured self-assessment, for example using the Skills Builder questionnaire; teacher assessment; evidence from portfolios or project work; and, where relevant, feedback from employers and other school partners. The purpose should be to support progression and help pupils recognise and demonstrate their skills, not to create another qualification with limited labour-market value.27 30
55.         Essential skills can also form part of a wider strategy to reduce NEET risk. They will not, on their own, overcome weak labour demand, poor health, transport barriers, poverty or a lack of suitable post-16 pathways. However, essential skills can reduce some barriers to young people’s progression, particularly when pupils are supported to recognise, practise and articulate those skills through curriculum learning, careers guidance (including meaningful contact with employers), and enrichment. This would support young people to prepare for next steps including supported internships, apprenticeships, specialist SEND provision, vocational pathways for 14- to 16-year-olds, post-16 transition programmes and targeted youth support.26 27
Policy implications
56.         The Committee may wish to examine whether implementation:
•             treats essential skills as part of curriculum design, rather than as an employability add-on
•             builds on existing frameworks, including the Skills Builder Universal Framework and the Standard Skills Classification
•             supports schools and colleges to embed, teach and develop essential skills across subjects, careers guidance, enrichment and wider school activity
•             acknowledges the links between essential skills and careers guidance, employer engagement and work-related learning, including through Gatsby Benchmark 4, so pupils understand where these skills are used and why they are important
•             develops proportionate assessment and reporting approaches that support learner progress without creating new high-stakes tests
•             ensures essential skills form part of wider support for pupils at risk of becoming NEET, alongside high-quality pathways, careers guidance including employer links, and targeted transition support
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