Written evidence by Professor Gemma Moss (ECA0157)


1. I am making this submission as an academic whose research interests focus on the use of research evidence in education policy and practice; and accountability measures that impact on the quality of education in the primary phase.  I led two research projects during COVID, funded by the ESRC, that drew attention to the disjuncture between decisions policymakers made during the pandemic and the realities facing schools and their communities at that time: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/ioe/research-projects/2020/may/primary-education-during-covid. More recently I have been investigating the different partnerships that form between researchers, policymakers and practitioners in the 4 nations and jurisdictions of the UK and how they set out to address inequalities in education. 

2. The case for change
2.1. The white paper’s twin objectives of enabling children to achieve and thrive was written at a time when Bridget Phillipson was Education Secretary, and had adopted a “continuity with” approach to the curriculum settlement that Michael Gove introduced and the accountability measures used to incentivise its implementation (Attainment 8, EBacc and Progress 8, in the secondary phase; and the assessments introduced into the primary phase including the statutory baseline assessment, phonics screening check and its resits, the times table check and the grammar, punctuation and spelling test (GPS)). The Curriculum and Assessment Review (CAR) suggested only minor changes to the EBacc and GPS and otherwise endorsed the view that an academic curriculum based on the qualifications most likely to secure university entry were to remain central. In a section headed Inclusivity within performance measures, it states:
“some concerns have been expressed that taking eight GCSE subjects is unrealistically challenging for some students and that Progress 8 inhibits flexibility in this respect. Despite feedback regarding inclusivity in Progress 8, we consider that its focus on progress for all students irrespective of prior attainment, and its incentivising of curriculum breadth for every young person irrespective of background, remain laudable aims, supporting social justice and high standards for all.” (CAR, 2025, p126)
This takes at face value that the academic GCSE subjects the Review specified (“The combination of the Maths and English bucket, plus the existing EBacc bucket, ensures that, in practice, young people must take English (taking English Language and Literature is incentivised), Maths and (at least Combined) Science, which are mandatory subjects, plus one other EBacc subject, such as History, Geography or a Language” (CAR, 2025, p125)) constitute the curriculum breadth called for. They do not. These are academic subjects assessed through end of programme examination, and a core part of preparation for A level routes into university entry. With the status of BTECs now uncertain, and their relationship to the proposed T- and V-level qualifications unclear, this provides very little for those not expecting to pursue university education post 16. Rather than encourage them to find other routes into meaningful employment, it traps those not reaching expected standards into a curriculum based on repetition, and not designed with their interests in mind. At the same time, by contracting with different consortia to draft each individual subject’s programme of study, the CAR risks recreating an overloaded curriculum that will not leave room for the additional “enrichment” activities that the government wishes schools to introduce.  
2.2. The results from incentivising schools to promote academic study at 16 have not shown the significant improvements in educational achievement for the most disadvantaged students that were expected.  One third of pupils leave education without Level 2 qualifications (EPI, 2019). Over a million are NEET (Milburn Review, 2025). Claims that setting stretch targets for pupils passing tests in the primary sector would carry over into increasing numbers meeting expected standards at GCSE and enrolling in the EBacc have not been realised (DfE, 2025 reported 40.5% enrolled against the expected 90%). From a review of post-16 educational pathways across three generations of students recruited to cohort studies 15 years apart, and making their decisions from 2006 onwards, the Centre for Education Policy and Equalising Opportunity (CEPEO) reported that “Results provide little evidence of change in the proportion of low socioeconomic status young people studying for A level qualifications, or in the reduction of inequalities in those studying for high return subjects” (Kelly et al, 2026).  From a different perspective, the NAO report, Improving educational outcomes for disadvantaged children concluded that despite spending an   “estimated £9.2 billion focused on supporting disadvantaged children and narrowing the attainment gap between them and their peers … The gap continues to widen for key stage 4 … and … the attainment gap for those finishing primary school … remains wider than it was a decade ago.” (NAO, 2024, p38). Without changing much of the curriculum, assessment and accountability architecture, it is not clear why continuing along the same path will lead to different outcomes. 
2.3. In an attempt to look for other explanations, the relationship between persistent absence and attainment has now come under scrutiny (Gill et al, 2024; Harris et al, 2025) and the issue of pupil engagement (DfE, 2025). Analysis of the Cosmo cohort by Lindsey Macmillan (CEPEO) has shown that the strongest predictor of persistent absence in the secondary sector is SEND. That suggests that pupils with so little to gain from a narrowly academic curriculum are voting with their feet and opting out of education altogether. This cannot be right. A similar point is made in the Milburn review, which ended a chapter called In their own words with this comment: “if this is how young people experience the systems designed to support them, then those systems are not working as they should.” The diagnosis in the White Paper, that children are entitled to thrive as well as achieve, is a significant step in the right direction. The White Paper itself falls back on old practices and assumptions about how to engineer system improvement that require a more radical reset if we are to experience different outcomes. It is hoped that the new Prime Minister and a different Secretary of State for Education may finally make some progress on these issues, by coming at them with a greater determination to change how the system currently works.
3. The terms of reference for the committee’s enquiry
3.1.The ToR list these core topics: Raising attainment; Improving attendance; Moving to a trust-led school system; Enrichment, belonging and behaviour; Reducing disadvantage gaps; School admissions; Workforce reforms; Wider Government policy. The list reflects many of the complexities involved in bringing about meaningful change. Research consistently shows that most of the impacts on pupil performance rest outside school rather than inside school (See Prior et al, 2021). England is unusual as an education system in combining high autonomy at school level with high accountability and intense centralised prescription (Perry and Morris, 2026). This shows in the White Paper by the ever-expanding list of what schools themselves are expected to do to fix any gaps in pupil performance.  This now includes teaching in the approved manner, but also offering more curriculum enrichment, improving engagement, behaviour and attendance, and at the same time keeping an eye on the many additional indicators that will form the basis for Ofsted inspection judgements – inclusion is just one (Munoz-Chereau, 2026). The White Paper sets out a range of partner organisations who schools are expected to turn to for advice. These include: case studies of what “successful” schools have done, (although the relevance of their situation to any other schools cannot be calculated from the descriptions); the support the Education Endowment Fund provides through the EEF toolkit or their Research Schools network; the support available from the newly established RISE hubs, or hubs of other kinds (Attendance and behaviour; English; Maths; Best Start Family; music; career; teaching school hubs etc) Oak Academy and various investments in AI and EdTech. What is missing is any assessment of schools’ capacity to take on this expanding list of responsibilities, or decide which of these many competing sources of advice to turn to. 
3.2. Although the section on Collaboration between schools and with other partners makes the case for school trusts to take on collective responsibility for school improvement in a particular area, quite how this will happen in practice remains unclear. It is not clear how the oversight role of larger Multi Academy Trusts that cross regional boundaries will adjust to localisation of responsibilities, nor quite what the co-ordinating role of Local Authorities are expected to be. The hope that “strengthened school trusts rooted in their communities, learning from and developing each other” can fix the gaps in attainment that have so far eluded the system, rests on details that are themselves obscure, not least what will happen to those schools already in partnerships run by Local Authorities. The one explicit reference to conflicts of interests does not provide any clarity on how the role of LAs will differ from MATs. “We will implement safeguards to manage potential conflicts of interest, both within trusts and local authorities, including restrictions on the local authority’s involvement in the day-to-day running of a trust.”. This implies an oversight role locally that will be different from MATs role in the day to day running of a trust, but why this distinction is made remains unclear.
Ofsted’s role has been expanded to inspect trusts and to inspect on inclusion. But it remains to be seen whether this will really change their role in pressurising schools to conform to centralised prescription, rather than supporting local partnerships that seek to address some of the more deep-rooted problems that families living in poverty experience, and that impact independently on pupil attainment (Prior et al, 2021). These wider social factors and how they might best be addressed remains beyond Ofsted’s scope.
3.3. All of this reads like more of the same – the same expectation that pressure on schools will drive improvement, and that the data Ofsted relies on is enough to judge which schools are making enough progress, even though it precludes much understanding of local circumstances or differences in intakes. These aspects of the White Paper suggest it is out of sync with the more radical proposals for local devolution and collaboration between schools that Andy Burnham has trialled in Manchester. I suspect this will mean the new Secretary of State will revisit many of the proposals in the White Paper. A different approach to the curriculum at Key Stage 4 will help move the current fragmented and pressurised system, built round compliance with centralised prescription, towards something that looks more like constructive and reinvigorated local collaboration that works in the interests of all pupils and their communities.
4. Realising the White Paper’s objectives through a renewed focus on primary education.
4.1.To achieve the white paper’s objectives depends upon revisiting the interaction between accountability measures and the enacted curriculum – the curriculum that pupils experience in their classrooms.  Knowing how little those young people who leave the education system at 16 without entering work, employment of education, feel they got from the curriculum they experienced (Milburn, 2026) should lead to a determination to refocus attention on the stage of education that makes most difference to how children progress later: the early years and primary education (Sammons et al, 2023).
In the English system the accountability system drives too much of the enacted curriculum. It determines the pace of curriculum delivery and what happens to those who cannot keep up. The sequence built into the Gove curriculum backward-maps from the final destination -  university-level subject study - into the secondary school subject-based curriculum, turning the primary curriculum into the first step on a long journey to university education.  A knowledge-based curriculum in the primary school has had distorting effects. It ignores, rather than acknowledges or builds on, basic principles of child development. These have been largely excluded from the evidence base the education system is currently built around (Perry and Morris, 2026).

4.2. By misappropriating active lines of research in education without critical review, classroom practices can do more harm than good. For instance, the assumption that automaticity in one step must happen before automaticity in another can follow, and the concept of working memory, written into personalised learning platforms, actually restricts rather than enriches children’s curriculum experience and locks them out of further learning when this need not be the case ( See Couceiro et al, 2026 for a striking example of the misdirection of children’s attention on a task of little intrinsic value). 

Yet all too often, overprescription of this kind, based on misunderstanding of the original evidence, has become part of the criteria against which schools themselves are judged (Ofsted, 2025). Phonics instruction does have a role in early years literacy learning. But the use of decodable texts is not supported by the evidence.(Murphy Odo, 2024). Indeed it significantly limits the exposure children have to fluent sentence structure precisely because of the limitations it sets on the written text.  Overgeneralising from the fixed sequence in which grapheme phoneme correspondences are taught to other areas of the literacy curriculum, leaves little room to significantly expand oral communication in the early years.  Yet building on pupils communicative repertoire in the early years  is a key means of enhancing children’s development (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2011; West et al, 2026) (See Bleiman and Macullum, 2024, for a detailed critique of the limitations of the Ofsted English Review and the judgements it makes about preferred practice in English teaching.)

5. Conclusion
5.1. One of the more remarkable aspects of the White Paper is that it is very unclear what age of pupils it is talking about, as if this does not matter. Yet a top-heavy subject-based curriculum ignores the social value that a broad and balanced education brings to children in the primary years. If the government really were committed to keeping more children engaged in education throughout their careers, it would enable schools to level up the experience of children growing up with all the disadvantages that poverty brings so that they meet the experience of their more advantaged peers in the primary years. That would mean enriching children’s childhoods in ways that a purely subject-based curriculum does not  (Alexander, 2014). 

5.2. There is a substantial body of evidence on children’s development that has been ignored in the knowledge-rich curriculum introduced in 2014. Appropriately applied, this body of work would lead to enhanced pedagogic practice in the primary years, more attuned to the early stages of children’s development. This would enrich children’s experience in the primary years and enable many more to reach their potential, without an escalating focus on interventions and catch-up programmes that do not substantially change later outcomes (Carelton et al, 2026). In revisiting the priorities set out in the White Paper I hope the current secretary of state will pay more attention to what the evidence says about the value of investing in the early years, and re-prioritise investment in the system accordingly (Carneiro et al, 2025; Andrews and Cruikshanks, 2024). 
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