Written evidence by Girlguiding UK (ECA0139)

Girlguiding's response to the Education Committee call for evidence on the 'Every Child Achieving and Thriving' White Paper
Overview
1. Girlguiding is the UK's largest youth organisation dedicated to girls and young women, with around 300,000 young members and 80,000 volunteers delivering activities through 23,000 local groups across the UK. This submission focuses on the sections of the White Paper concerning enrichment, belonging and behaviour, and the alignment of the reforms with wider Government policy affecting children and young people. In line with the Committee's guidance, we have not commented on every point in the Terms of Reference.
1. Through existing and new Girlguiding delivery models – girl-led enrichment activity, delivered by volunteers, inside and outside the school day – we have a direct evidence base on what builds belonging, confidence and engagement for girls specifically. We believe this evidence should inform how the Enrichment Framework, the Pupil Engagement Framework, and complementary reforms such as Youth Matters: Your National Youth Strategy are designed and implemented, so that they reinforce one another rather than landing on the same children separately.
Relevant evidence
1. Our response draws on the Girls’ Attitudes Survey 2025, our 17th annual survey into the lives of girls and young women, which gathered the views of over 2,500 girls and young women aged 7 to 21 from across the UK. We also draw on Girlguiding’s Impact & Experience Study 2024–2026, conducted in partnership with the University of Bristol, which measures outcomes for our own members against a UK-wide comparator group of girls.
Our response
Enrichment, belonging and behaviour
What role do enrichment activities play in improving pupil outcomes and wellbeing?
1. Our evidence shows a strong and consistent relationship between enrichment activity and both wellbeing and belonging for girls. Girlguiding members aged 11–18 are, on average, 28% more confident than other girls in the UK and 22% happier with school. 89% of our young members say they feel part of a team, and 87% say Girlguiding makes them feel good about themselves. 77% of girls explored nature with their unit in the last year and 74% took part in an outdoor adventure activity – precisely the kind of nature, outdoor and adventure activity the new Enrichment Framework is designed to embed in every school.
1. This matters because girls tell us school is becoming harder to bear on its own terms. 46% of girls aged 11–16 say school is stressful, and the proportion of 7–10-year-olds who describe school as stressful has risen from 14% in 2009 to 26% today. Six in ten girls aged 11–16 say schoolwork is the factor most likely to negatively affect their mental health. Structured enrichment gives girls a route to confidence and belonging that is not tied to academic performance, and our evidence suggests it measurably improves how girls experience the rest of their week, including school itself.
1. We support the principle of a universal enrichment entitlement and the £22.5 million committed to help up to 400 schools in the most deprived areas meet the new benchmarks. However, girls in the most disadvantaged areas are also disproportionately likely to lack access to extracurricular provision outside school, so funding aimed at schools alone risks missing girls whose main access point to enrichment is through community and youth organisations rather than the school gate. We would ask the Committee to press the Department on how schools will be expected, and resourced, to partner with organisations like Girlguiding to meet the enrichment entitlement, rather than duplicate delivery that already exists. Our volunteer-led model already reaches girls in the most deprived areas well enough that 92% of them say Girlguiding is a place they can be themselves, with similarly high figures for girls of colour (88%) and disabled girls (87%).
1. Opportunities to explore the outdoors and access to nature are crucial to the development of children and young people. Unfortunately, opportunities for outdoor learning and outdoor residentials are becoming increasingly difficult to participate in without funding. Girlguiding was previously a recipient of Defra’s Generation Green funding that aimed to deliver 41,500 nights under the stars for children. Phase 2 of the funding was targeted at children from socially disadvantaged backgrounds. Girlguiding’s current offer enables girls and young women to enjoy activities outdoors such as adventure, high ropes, climbing and abseiling, through our external partnerships, whilst we also offer volunteers further training to support girls on walks and hikes. Through one of our ‘Girlguiding Inspired’ delivery models, we discovered that a number of girls, from socially disadvantaged areas, had never spent a night away from home. 
1. Time spent outdoors during in-school or out of school enrichment has a huge impact on girls’ confidence, skills development and communication. When asked what skills are essential to a successful career, 67% of girls aged 11-21 said communication skills, 65% said confidence and 59% said teamwork. Being outside also has a positive impact on girls’ mental health and wellbeing. Overwhelmingly, 72% of girls aged 7-21 say they want more opportunities to be outdoors and in nature. It also supports their learning and understanding of the natural environment and the impact of climate change, which is particularly important for children and young people, as over half (51%) of 7-10-year-olds say their top concern around the environment is the loss of nature and animal habitats. 
How can schools promote belonging while addressing bullying and discrimination?
1. Girls’ sense of belonging in school cannot be separated from their experience of gendered bullying and harassment. Although the proportion of girls aged 11–16 who say they feel safe in school has risen from 68% in 2022 to 73%, more than a quarter still do not, rising to over 2 in 10 for LGBTQ+ girls and 3 in 10 for disabled girls. 58% of girls aged 11–18 have experienced comments from boys at school they would describe as toxic, and 1 in 10 girls aged 11–16 have missed or avoided school specifically to avoid sexual harassment – a direct and measurable driver of the attendance problem the White Paper seeks to address elsewhere.
1. 76% of girls aged 11–16 want more discussion and education with boys in school about the impact of sexism and misogyny, and 72% want more discussion of consent. Girls have told us what they want schools to do: listen to girls and treat misogynistic behaviour as a genuine safeguarding concern rather than harmless banter; publish plans to tackle it that are specific to their own school community; and work with organisations like Girlguiding to widen education on this issue rather than delivering it in isolation. We would encourage the Committee to ensure that any guidance on promoting belonging names gendered bullying and misogyny as a distinct issue, rather than folding it into general anti-bullying policy, given how early – and how differently to boys – girls experience it.
What role should the Pupil Engagement Framework play?
1. We support the principle of a standardised way to measure belonging and engagement, and the ambition for every school to be monitoring this by 2029. For the Framework to be useful for girls specifically, results should be disaggregated by gender and by other protected characteristics at the point of publication, not just collection. Our evidence shows belonging outcomes for disabled, neurodivergent and LGBTQ+ girls diverge sharply from the average, and a framework that reports only a single school-level score risks masking exactly the gaps the White Paper says it wants to close.
1. We would also encourage the Department to test framework questions with girls themselves before it is finalised, in the way the National Youth Strategy was developed with the direct involvement of over 14,000 young people. Girlguiding’s advocate panel, made up of members aged 14 to 25 who lead our advocacy and research, would be well placed to contribute to that testing.
Wider Government policy
How do the reforms align with other Government policies affecting children and young people, including the National Youth Strategy and proposals to extend voting rights to 16 and 17-year-olds?
1. We welcome the White Paper’s focus on workforce reforms and teacher recruitment and retention. However, we would like to see more alignment in this area between the White Paper and the government’s landmark Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) strategy, ‘Freedom from violence and abuse’. In the VAWG strategy action plan, there is a commitment to support more men to enter the teaching profession, and an acknowledgement of the importance of boys seeing men in early years teaching roles in particular, which would help to provide ‘the essential positive early example for boys to learn from and emulate as they develop.’ This commitment is not reflected in the language of the White Paper. We are also aware that misogyny is fast becoming a wellbeing issue for female teachers. According to a recent poll by the NASUWT teachers’ union, there is a rising trend in misogyny directed at female teachers in recent years, from 17.4% in 2023 to 23.4% in 2026. Female teachers report a lack of support from management and a resulting negative impact on their wellbeing. We do not believe that the White Paper currently reflects the growing issue of misogyny in schools as a wellbeing and retention issue for female teachers, and how recruiting men in teaching roles earlier in a child’s life could help to tackle gender stereotypes from an early age, alongside a whole school approach to changing attitudes and behaviour towards women
1. The White Paper’s ambitions for belonging, enrichment and pupil voice sit close to two other significant reforms currently working their way through Government: Youth Matters: Your National Youth Strategy, published in December 2025 with a £500 million commitment including a £350 million Better Youth Spaces programme and a national network of Young Futures Hubs; and the Representation of the People Bill, introduced on 12 February 2026, which will lower the voting age to 16 for UK Parliamentary and local elections in England.
1. We welcome both reforms, but are concerned that they are being delivered through separate parts of Government – the Department for Education, the Department for Culture, Media and Sport, and the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government – without a clear mechanism for ensuring they reinforce, rather than duplicate, one another for the same children and young people. A young person’s sense of civic belonging does not separate neatly along departmental lines: the same girl who is asked, through the Enrichment Framework, to take part in civic engagement activity at school will in many cases be eligible to vote for the first time at the next general election, and would benefit from an enrichment offer and citizenship curriculum designed with that in mind.
1. We would encourage the Committee to ask the Department how it intends to join up delivery of the enrichment entitlement, the compulsory citizenship curriculum due for first teaching from 2028, and the National Youth Strategy’s youth voice and participation commitments, so that a 16- or 17-year-old encountering the ballot box for the first time has had a genuinely joined-up experience of civic education, rather than three separate initiatives landing on the same age group without reference to each other. Our own evidence suggests there is real appetite for this to work: 40% of young people aged 10–16 say social media helps them speak out on issues they care about, and 30% of girls and young women aged 11–21 have made their views known on an issue by posting online. Young people already want to participate in civic life; school-based enrichment and citizenship provision, delivered coherently alongside the National Youth Strategy’s community-based youth work, has an opportunity to convert that appetite into lasting civic habits ahead of the change in the voting age. This is also especially important to deliver following the decision to ban under 16s from social media, removing a political news and education source from young people’s lives. 
1. Girls’ trust in decision-makers should not be taken for granted. Girls repeatedly tell us they want to be heard and want politicians to do more to address the inequalities that affect them. A joined-up approach across these three reforms – visibly shaped by children and young people themselves, as the National Youth Strategy was – would do more to build that trust than any one of them delivered in isolation.
Girlguiding activity
1. Girlguiding’s programme gives girls and young women a space to be themselves, gain skills and have fun, and already delivers much of the enrichment, belonging and civic engagement activity the White Paper is seeking to embed in schools:
1. Girls take part in badges and activities covering the arts, sport, outdoor adventure and civic engagement, from the Eco Award to Take Action Skills Builder badges, which encourages girls to research and campaign on a cause they care about.
1. Our advocate panel gives girls aged 13 to 19 a platform to shape our research, speak out on the issues that matter to them, and push for meaningful change.
1. Our unit meetings run every week in 23,000 local groups, giving girls a consistent, all-girl space to build friendships and be led by trusted women volunteers – a model with a strong evidence base for improving self-esteem and resilience.
About us
1. Girlguiding is the leading charity for girls and young women in the UK. Thanks to the dedication of our volunteers, we are active in every part of the UK, giving girls and young women a space where they can be themselves, have fun, build friendships, gain valuable life skills and make a positive difference to their lives and communities. We run Rainbows (4–7 years), Brownies (7–10 years), Guides (10–14 years) and Rangers (14–18 years).
Contact details
Rebecca Pilkington, External Affairs Lead – Rebecca.pilkington@girlguiding.org.uk
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