




1

    
School Improvement Strategy: raising standards, supporting schools

Great schools are at the heart of our Children’s 

Plan vision to make England the best place in the 

world for children and young people to grow up. 

Every child deserves a great education in a school 

which inspires them to realise their potential, 

where they receive first class teaching tailored to 

their needs and interests in a safe and disciplined 

environment and where any problems in their 

education and wider development are identified 

and addressed early on.

Every child deserves a school where there is 

effective leadership, with a strong focus on the 

basics: excellent teaching and learning with good 

discipline. Schools should have a strong ethos 

which promotes high aspiration and a love of 

learning. They must develop the talents of all their 

pupils and be resolute in raising standards, while 

supporting the needs of every child and meeting 

parents’ aspirations. The barriers to learning, both 

inside and out of schools, need to be overcome 

by excellent co-operation between schools, 

parents and wider children’s services, working 

seamlessly together.

Schools in England have made great strides 

in recent years. Primary and secondary school 

results are at their highest ever levels and more 

young people than ever before are going on 

to university. Over the next year, we will set out 

how we can support every school so that they 

continue to improve. We will make it easier for 

the best schools to support other schools, and 

for more schools to benefit from the passion 

and expertise of our best school leaders. We will 

continue to improve primary education so that 

more children are ready to achieve in secondary 

schools. 

Good qualifications are one of the keys to a 

young person’s success in life. For this reason our 

first priority is the National Challenge, which we 

launch today to support schools with the lowest 

GCSE results, so that by 2011 in every secondary 

school at least 30% of students will achieve at 

least five GCSEs at A*-C including English and 

mathematics. In 1997 over half the nation’s 

secondary schools – 1610 schools – were below 

this threshold.  Now there are just 638.  This 

represents remarkable progress, but we need 

to do more. That is why we have announced an 

investment of £400million to support National 

Challenge schools. Schools and their local 

authorities will lead the process of deciding what 

support each school will need to succeed. We 

know from experience that success is possible in 

even the most challenging circumstances. 

Lifting all schools above this new benchmark will 

be an important step on the way to a world class 

schools system and an excellent education for 

every child and young person, through to age 19.  

We should be content with nothing less. This will 
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mean not only an end to low attainment, but also 

the elimination of coasting and complacency. 

Working in partnership, and harnessing the 

commitment and energy from parents, we 

will create a school system that is consistently 

excellent, with all schools aspiring to the level 

of the best.  We will promote continuous 

improvement in the classroom, excellent 

support around the school, and a strong 

accountability system. This means supporting and 

challenging local authorities to ensure they tackle 

complacency and wide variation within schools. It 

means that schools which are merely satisfactory 

– or even good – will need to drive onwards and 

become outstanding, world-class organisations. 

Together we will spread the culture of 

excellence and ambition that is already strong 

in our schools system. Our approach is not to 

preserve excellence for some but to extend 

excellence in education for all. That way we can 

help all children to develop in their education 

and more broadly.  By doing so, our School 

Improvement Strategy forms a central plank 

of the Government’s drive to improve the life 

chances of all children, and to support all parents 

and families. 

Ed Balls, Secretary of State for 

Children, Schools and Families
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School Improvement 
Strategy: raising 
standards, 
supporting schools
The 21st century school

The distinctive contribution of good schools is 1. 

excellent teaching and learning, which also helps 

children to develop confidence, learn about 

teamwork and leadership and about responsibility 

and successful relationships. As a vital community 

resource, schools can offer wider opportunities 

for children and their families to take part in sport 

and cultural activities. Good schools have an 

understanding of the whole child and are places 

which can identify and address emerging 

problems before they become more serious. The 

21st century school excels in each of these 

dimensions, providing an excellent education 

whilst contributing to all aspects of children’s 

lives. It works in partnership with parents, helping 

to support their needs alongside their children’s; 

and also works in partnership with other schools, 

the local authority, other services and the local 

community to ensure that education in the local 

area is as good as it can be. There are thousands 

of schools like this already and they exist in every 

kind of community: excellence is no longer the 

preserve of a privileged few because education in 

England is transformed.

Schools have made great strides since 1997. 2. 

Primary and secondary school results are at their 

highest ever levels and more young people than 

ever before are going on to university. Last year 

68,000 more young people achieved five or more 

good GCSEs including English and mathematics 

compared to 1997. There are far fewer weak or 

failing schools – at the end of 2007 only 245 

schools were in special measures compared to 

524 in 1998. In 1997 over half of secondary 

schools had fewer than 30% of pupils gaining five 

or more good GCSEs including English and 

mathematics, whereas under 20% do now. Now 

there are just nine local authorities with more 

than ten schools below the floor, compared to 47 

in 1998. Half of all schools are now extended 

schools, offering a menu of activities for children 

and young people, parenting and family support, 

as well as swift and easy access to targeted and 

specialist services.

Teachers, head teachers, governing bodies and 3. 

local authorities can be proud of these 

achievements, but we are ambitious for greater 

things. Every parent wants their children to enjoy 

school, to progress quickly, to achieve to the best 

of their ability and to leave with the skills and 
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attitudes they need for life and work. Parents 

expect good schools to play a central role in 

improving the broad range of children’s 

outcomes. Harnessing these aspirations through 

the effective engagement of parents in children’s 

learning and progress supports school 

improvement.

We know that children’s life chances will now 4. 

depend more on their education and skills than in 

previous generations. The analysis of the future 

skills needs of the economy carried out by Lord 

Leitch1 showed that on current trends there will 

be as few as 600,000 low-skilled adults in work in 

the UK by 2020, compared to over 3 million now. 

Employers particularly value workers with a sound 

grasp of the basics, especially those with good 

standards of literacy and numeracy. That is why 

we make no apology for concentrating on 

improving the proportion of young people who 

achieve five good GCSEs including English and 

mathematics. We are also legislating to raise the 

participation age to 17 in 2013 and 18 in 2015 so 

that every young person will develop the skills 

they need to succeed.

The next challenge

Children’s educational achievements can be 5. 

measured both by their attainment at a particular 

point in time, but also by how quickly they are 

progressing in their learning. Progression is an 

excellent indicator of how effective a school is. 

Children who are excited by lively and varied 

teaching are more likely to learn and progress. 

A child who does well at age 14 but has not 

progressed since they were 11 has not benefited 

as they should. Similarly there are many pupils 

who progress rapidly despite a slow start.

Figure 16.  shows results achieved and progress 

made by children in every secondary school in 

England.3 

1	 http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/media/6/4/leitch_finalreport051206.pdf
2	 “3 levels progress” across Key Stages 3 and 4 is an extension of the separate “2 levels progress” measures in Key Stages 3 and 4 as defined in the 

departmental national indicators – see NI 95 to NI98 in http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/localgovernment/pdf/735125.pdf. 
3	 Labels are an illustrative example of school groups. There is great diversity of performance within these groups.
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It shows a significant variation in how much 7. 

progress children make as well as the results they 

achieve. Whilst schools with high attainment tend 

to have higher rates of progression, and vice 

versa, there are exceptions. There are, for 

example, a handful of schools with low 

attainment where pupils make greater progress 

than average. And there are ‘coasting’ schools, 

where reasonable numbers of pupils achieve five 

or more good GCSEs including English and 

mathematics but their progress from KS2 to KS4 is 

unimpressive. Children in these schools are being 

let down because their potential is not being fully 

developed. 

We must now rise to the challenge of creating 

a consistently excellent system, where all 

schools reach the level of the best

The central principle of our strategy is that each 8. 

school is responsible for its own improvement 

and should have, or be able to develop, sufficient 

internal capacity to deliver and sustain higher 

outcomes for children. Schools will need to work 

with each other, other agencies and with parents, 

carers and the wider community to secure this 

improvement, which is as important for high 

attaining schools as it is for low attaining schools. 

Attainment at school is the best predictor of a 

successful adult life, and our aim is that all 

children make good progress and enjoy their 

learning so that they achieve the standards that 

enable them to move into further study or an 

apprenticeship, regardless of their background, or 

the background of other pupils in the school.

Many schools have the capacity to help others 9. 

improve too. We want to harness this potential 

and ensure that all the parts of the education 

system are configured to support school-led 

improvement and that wider children’s services 

support this agenda. We set out here how 

schools, local authorities, Ofsted, the Government 

and its partners can contribute to school 

improvement. 

Improving all secondary schools

Collectively, we know a lot about what makes 10. 

a great school. It has an excellent head teacher 

focused on teaching and learning and with an 

understanding of wider outcomes; it has good 

teachers who provide personalised support and 

carefully track pupils’ progress; it has robust 

management systems and a ‘can do’ culture of 

achievement. The school offers a broad range of 

curriculum options and uses specialism to drive 

improvement; teachers are encouraged to use 

the best resources available to them, drawing on 

tools like the National Strategies’ secondary 

frameworks to make the most of the curriculum. 

They develop themselves, improve their work 

and share what they do well. They have high 

expectations of all children, offering them 

impartial information, advice and guidance and 

supporting them to continue in education and 

training. Children always feel supported and are 

achieving well. The school engages with parents 

and the wider community, and takes an active 

role in shaping the provision of children’s services 

through the local Children’s Trust. Our aim now is 

to make all schools as good as the best, so that 

every child can have a successful and enjoyable 

education. 

All schools want to improve and do the best 11. 

for their students. Our strategy must support 

them to do that. Lifting all schools above a 

minimum attainment threshold is not enough to 

create a world class education system with the 

capacity for continuous self-improvement. Even 

in high-attaining schools, there are some children 

and young people, often from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, who are underachieving. For 
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example, all too often children with special 

educational needs fail to achieve their full 

potential. Some of the reasons for existing low 

attainment will go beyond the quality of teaching 

and learning. In order to understand the 

challenges faced by pupils, the school, together 

with the local authority and the School 

Improvement Partner, will have to look very 

carefully into what drives low attainment and 

devise and implement targeted strategies 

accordingly. 

Whilst many of our teachers and schools are 12. 

among the very best in the world, there is still too 

much variation in quality within and between 

schools and as a result children are not achieving 

all that they could. We want to reduce these 

variations and improve teaching that currently 

does not motivate and engage all groups of 

children, with teachers using tools like the 

renewed secondary frameworks to help them 

deliver engaging lessons.

We want local authorities to focus even more 13. 

sharply on the needs and potential of all the 

secondary schools for which they are responsible. 

The most effective local authorities use detailed 

information to develop tailored improvement 

strategies with a clear vision for raising attainment 

in all schools. They make sure schools and other 

local partners work together to remove wider 

barriers to learning. We want every authority to 

learn from the best. We also want them to think 

radically about those schools which could most 

benefit from a complete break with the past, and 

be given new impetus and direction for the long 

term by becoming an Academy, Trust or part of a 

federation.

Today’s publication of the National Challenge 14. 

strategy is the first in a series of communications 

with schools, local authorities and parents about 

the importance of ensuring that all of our schools 

continue to improve until we truly have a world-

class education system. We will subsequently 

publish plans to ensure that ‘coasting’ schools 

improve their performance, and proposals for 

supporting good schools to become outstanding 

and lead change across the system. These will be 

underpinned by further work on strengthening 

Children’s Trusts, which play a key role in ensuring 

schools get the targeted and specialist support 

which some pupils need.

Improving all primary schools

Every secondary school builds on the work 15. 

done by primary schools. Children who have 

done well at primary school are more likely to be 

prepared for the new environment of secondary 

school and take advantage of the opportunities 

it presents. They are more likely to continue 

enjoying learning and achieving to the best of 

their ability. Children who leave primary school 

below the expected level of attainment in English 

or mathematics will find it harder to progress at 

secondary school. A child who achieves Level 3 in 

English at age 11 is a competent reader and 

writer, but will struggle to progress at secondary 

school. Relatively few close the attainment gap 

with their peers and only one in twelve of those 

who do not get Level 4 in both English and 

maths at the end of primary school go on to get 

five good GCSE grades including English and 

mathematics.

That is why improving attainment in primary 16. 

schools has been a priority for this government 

since it was first elected. Primary schools have 

made dramatic improvements. In 2007 80% of 11 

year olds achieved the target level 4 or above in 

English and 77% did so in mathematics. In 1997 

fewer than two-thirds of 11 year olds reached this 

level in either subject. However there is still a 

significant minority of children who fall behind 
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their peers at primary school. Some of them are 

constrained by low aspirations, or face difficulties 

because their parents have limited means. 

Closing the gaps in attainment at primary 17. 

school is a critical factor in ensuring that 

education is the route out of poverty for more 

children. We will continue to support primary 

schools to help all children to master the basics of 

literacy and numeracy – most crucially, through 

strong phonics teaching – and to provide 

additional one-to-one support for children who 

fall behind with reading, writing and 

mathematics.

Our forthcoming improvement strategy for 18. 

primary schools is centred on Sir Jim Rose’s 

recommendation that systematic phonics 

teaching is essential to ensuring every child can 

read properly. Similarly, we anticipate key final 

recommendations on numeracy from the 

mathematics review being conducted by Sir Peter 

Williams. We will also explore ways in which the 

best primary school head teachers can work with 

more schools, including through formal 

federations.

Delivering the School Improvement Strategy

As this strategy sets out, schools have 19. 

improved greatly over the last decade; and we 

have considerable experience of what works in 

helping schools to improve. We are not starting 

from scratch. But to deliver the consistent 

excellence that is our goal, we need to draw on 

the resources of everyone who leads, who works 

in or with, or who is supported by our schools. 

That means schools’ governing bodies; their 

leadership and staff; local authorities and local 

children’s services; Ofsted; and parents and 

communities working together to deliver 

excellent teaching and learning, and the full 

range of support and encouragement that 

children need to thrive.

Part of our strategy will be to prioritise the 20. 

development of teachers who are working in the 

most challenging schools. The Children’s Plan set 

out our ambition to make teaching a Masters-

level profession. This will raise and enhance the 

status of the teaching profession and create a 

new generation of teachers and leaders focused 

on improvement.The first teachers will start on 

their Masters in Teaching and Learning (MTL) in 

September 2009. These will include teachers in 

National Challenge schools, which will be 

prioritised within the roll-out of the MTL.. We are 

also working with employers to attract more 

science, mathematics and ICT teachers. We are 

continuing to support Teach First to allow schools 

in the most challenging circumstances to benefit 

from the enthusiasm and high aspirations which 

these teachers bring to their work. And for those 

teachers working with harder-to-reach children, 

there will be more support. 

School leaders making the difference

At the heart of every great school there is a 21. 

great head teacher and a strong leadership team. 

That is why head teachers are at the centre of our 

approach to school improvement. They must 

drive improvements across their school by 

managing the quality of teaching and learning in 

every classroom and ensuring that the school has 

the right mechanisms in place to support the 

wellbeing of all children. This involves taking an 

active role in shaping the priorities for and 

provision of wider children’s services through the 

local Children’s Trust. They and their senior 

leadership team must create – and then 

implement – the school improvement plan. Their 

determination is the key to mobilising the entire 

staff and maintaining morale during this process. 
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They can make a huge difference, especially in 

challenging circumstances. To give head teachers 

the freedom to focus on this central task, NCSL 

are developing the roles of school business 

directors and managers.

Some successful head teachers already work 22. 

as system leaders and contribute to school 

improvement locally or nationally, by supporting 

their peers in networks, or more formally through 

federations, as National or Local Leaders of 

Education or School Improvement Partners. Many 

heads have told us that they welcome these 

opportunities to work with other schools and 

improve the life chances of more pupils; always 

making sure that the right staff are in place in 

their own school to continue its improvement, 

and helping build the experience of the next 

generation of leaders. 

Such school-to-school and leader-to-leader 23. 

support will be the foundation of our whole 

school improvement strategy, not just the 

National Challenge. We will make it easier for the 

best heads to support the rest of the system; and 

in asking them to take on an increasingly 

challenging role, we will ensure that they are 

properly supported and rewarded. 

Supporting the role of teachers

Excellent teachers make a huge difference to 24. 

children’s attainment and enjoyment at school. 

There are now 40,000 more teachers and 110,000 

more teaching assistants than there were in 1997. 

We are committed to  ensuring that we get the 

best return out of all possible routes into teaching 

and leadership in schools, both the traditional 

route, whereby graduates enter teacher training 

direct from university, and alternative routes 

which enable the profession to benefit from the 

experience people have already gained in life and 

work. This is why we are working with business 

and the Training and Development Agency to 

build on success and develop programmes like 

Transition to Teaching and Teach First.  We will 

continue to support Teach First to allow schools 

in the most challenging circumstances to benefit 

from the enthusiasm and high aspirations which 

these teachers bring to their work. And for those 

teachers working with harder-to-reach children, 

there will be more support.

The core aim of any school improvement 25. 

strategy must be to support teachers to improve 

the quality of teaching and learning. That is why 

our ongoing workforce remodelling programme 

enhances the role and status of qualified teachers, 

supporting them with high-quality teaching 

assistants and other professionals, especially 

those that work with children that are hardest to 

reach.  For the first time this year teachers’ 

performance management has been linked 

directly to their continuous professional 

development (CPD), and to school improvement. 

That is making a reality of our belief that all 

teachers should have both a professional 

responsibility and a contractual entitlement to 

engage in effective, sustained and relevant CPD 

throughout their careers.  We are working with 

the Social Partnership on how to frame a 

contractual entitlement to CPD that best supports 

teachers’ professional development.  This has 

been supported by changes to teachers’ 

contracts that have helped them focus on 

teaching – making a difference to their workload 

and making teaching a more attractive career 

option alongside positive trends in teachers’ pay..

Partnership with parents

Partnership with parents – fathers as well as 26. 

mothers – needs to be a fundamental element 

of any school improvement strategy. Parents’ 

support for their child’s learning is an essential 
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foundation in raising standards. Parents say they 

want to be more involved in their children’s 

education, and schools see the benefit of greater 

engagement with parents. Parental satisfaction 

with the way schools involve them is increasing – 

92% of parents say they feel involved with their 

children’s education – and 51% very involved, up 

from 29% in 2001.4 However, two thirds of 

parents want to be more involved; so we will be 

consulting parents to enable that to happen. The 

consultation will focus on the commitments that 

we made in the Children’s Plan to support 

parents, particularly on plans to give parents 

improved information about their child’s 

development, using new technologies; plans for 

every child at secondary school to have a 

personal tutor who knows them well and is the 

main contact for parents; and on how we can 

improve the school complaints system. We will 

also consult parents on how governing bodies 

take parents’ views into account.

Governing bodies leading improvement 

Strong governing bodies challenge and 27. 

support schools to set a clear vision and ethos 

and provide an excellent service for the children 

and parents in their communities. They are a 

crucial component of effective school leadership. 

Ofsted has found that where governance is good, 

standards of attainment are likely to be higher; 

and the behaviour of pupils, the quality of 

teaching and the leadership and management of 

schools are also more likely to be good.

So we have begun a root-and-branch review 28. 

of school governance to ensure that governing 

bodies are fit for purpose and equipped for the 

challenges of the 21st century school. The review 

is considering the principles that will underpin 

the future purpose, ways of working, and 

structure of governing bodies, and learn from 

models of governance that have contributed to 

dramatic improvements, for instance in 

Academies, federations and Fresh Start schools.

Local authorities should review the role they 29. 

play on governing bodies, especially in schools 

which fall short of expectations. In the case of 

National Challenge schools, the local authority 

will want to identify high calibre, skilled 

candidates with substantial senior experience, 

ideally those who have previously worked with 

such schools. This would be of particular support 

to school leadership teams.

Effective governance is vital for turning 30. 

around failing schools, and we know there are 

cases where governance needs to be substantially 

strengthened. Weak governing bodies may set 

low expectations for the school, offer insufficient 

challenge to the head teacher, or fail to act 

decisively to deal with falling standards. In cases 

where there is compelling evidence that 

governors have provided inadequate challenge 

the local authority will need urgently to consider 

further support for the school’s leadership, 

including the creation of an Interim Executive 

Board. This is a temporary measure which will be 

followed by the constituting a new full governing 

body, normally as part of a Trust, federation or 

Academy.

Working with the community; supporting 

wider services

Schools will need the support of their 31. 

communities and associated services if they are 

to help children who have needs beyond the 

classroom. Schools sit at the heart of the local 

community; they can play a powerful role in 

changing their areas for the better. And local 

4	  DCSF Parental Involvement in Children’s Education survey, 2008
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services and the local community can help 

schools’ improvement, for example through the 

support and opportunities they offer children 

and young people; or involvement in school 

governance. We know that becoming an 

extended school can be a crucial part of a 

school’s improvement. Extended schools provide 

the opportunity for pupils to take part in sport 

and cultural activities, tackling negative attitudes 

to learning and allowing the school to become a 

valued community resource. 

All professionals and agencies should consider 32. 

how they can best support children to be ready 

to learn. In order to be able to support all children 

effectively and to remove all the barriers to 

learning they face, schools need to work closely 

with other local agencies and partners, including 

youth services, Connexions providers and the 

voluntary and community sectors; through 

Children’s Trusts and local authorities, in their key 

role in shaping the provision of local children’s 

services. Schools should be able to identify and 

promptly refer children – or, in some 

circumstances, their parents – to appropriate 

targeted and specialist services, and need to be 

actively involved in setting priorities and shaping 

provision locally. We are currently consulting on 

strengthening Children’s Trust arrangements to 

make it easier for local authorities and schools 

to ensure that the support which is necessary 

to remove barriers to learning outside of the 

classroom is available.

Together, all of us need to challenge 33. 

entrenched cultures of low aspirations, leading to 

significant levels of absence, truancy and 

exclusion from school. The best schools have 

shown that they can engage the wider 

community to tackle this, leading to a profound 

impact on the educational attainment of the 

children and young people in the area.

Local authorities leading their areas

Local authorities, through Children’s Trusts, 34. 

have a unique role in drawing together all of the 

services provided to children and their families. 

They act as strategic commissioners for pupils 

and parents in their area, and as the body which 

is able to broker support for schools, while 

empowering schools and their leaders to make 

improvements. Forthcoming legislation will 

extend local authorities’ responsibility to 

commissioning education and training for 16-19 

year olds. This will allow local authorities to take 

an even more integrated approach to delivery of 

all children’s services, which will help to take 

forward our Children’s Plan ambitions and to 

prepare for the raising of the participation age 

(subject to Parliamentary consent). In all this, local 

authorities will need to consult local parents to 

ensure that local plans meet their needs, and that 

parental engagement can support school 

improvement.

With this empowered role comes great 35. 

responsibility, as local authorities need to lead 

educational transformation in their area. We will 

hold local authorities to account for improvement 

in all of their schools and specifically for ensuring 

that every maintained secondary school is above 

the floor target by 2011. Local authorities should 

ensure that this ambition is reflected in their local 

school improvement plans, and that there is a 

clear trajectory for improvement planned for 

every school where fewer than 30% of children 

get five good GCSE grades including English and 

mathematics. Where National Challenge schools 

are not securing expected improvements, local 

authorities should be quick to intervene to 

address the situation and they should be 

prepared to take radical action, including 

implementing radical solutions, when necessary. 

Local authorities will also work closely with the 
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DCSF who take the lead in ensuring all Academies 

are improving and succeeding.

The Secretary of State has asked Sir Mike 36. 

Tomlinson to chair a new panel of expert advisers 

to support local authorities that need more help 

and advice to improve their local schools. The 

advisers will spread best practice across National 

Challenge areas. The head teachers and senior 

education professionals taking on this role have 

years of experience between them working in 

schools and helping councils to improve schools 

across local areas.

We know that the vast majority of local 37. 

authorities will be prepared to make tough 

decisions about what to do with their poorest 

performing schools, because they share our 

commitment to improving pupils’ attainment and 

our refusal to accept failure. Through the National 

Challenge we are now providing significant extra 

resource to allow them to make transformational 

changes to their schools. There is much good 

practice in local authorities on supporting and 

challenging schools to improve which can be 

drawn on. New Regional Improvement and 

Efficiency Partnerships may be able to help 

identify support from within the local authority 

sector to develop capacity and effectiveness in 

leading school improvement. We will only 

intervene where there is evidence that a local 

authority has not taken the necessary steps to 

remedy the situation. Where they are taking 

strong decisive action to deliver improvements, 

we will back them to the hilt.

Under the Education and Inspections Act 38. 

2006, local authorities already have a range of 

intervention powers for schools that have failed 

Ofsted inspections: they can add new governors, 

replace an entire governing body, develop 

federations, suspend delegated budgets – and of 

course close the school. Authorities have another 

power, specifically designed to prevent formal 

failure. They may issue a Warning Notice which 

can lead to a range of interventions, though these 

are rarely used at present. We will encourage local 

authorities to make better use of these warning 

notices to challenge schools with poor results 

and poor progress. 

The Government has announced its intention 39. 

to take a new legislative power in the Education 

and Skills Bill, so that it can require a local 

authority to consider issuing a formal warning 

notice when that would clearly be justified by the 

school’s performance.  We also intend, subject to 

Parliamentary consent, to extend existing powers 

to require authorities to bring in partners to 

improve their advisory services, to cover local 

authorities that have a disproportionate number 

of low attaining schools and are failing to tackle 

them.

Aligning inspection and improvement

Ofsted is consulting on its inspection 40. 

framework which will come into effect in 

September 2009, coinciding with a new 

inspection cycle that will place more emphasis on 

inspection according to risk. Ofsted is proposing 

that criteria for school inspection grades will be 

more explicit, including definitions in relation to 

attainment, so that schools are clearer about what 

they need to do to improve. Outstanding and 

good schools will be inspected on a longer time 

cycle, of up to six years, although one “health 

check” report will be published in the intervening 

years. Schools judged to be satisfactory or 

inadequate will receive a full inspection within 

three years. 

The supporting role of Government

The Government’s role is to support locally-led 41. 

change. We want schools and local authorities to 
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develop school improvement plans that meet the 

needs of the young people in their areas. We will 

only intervene directly when locally-led change is 

not working.

We will provide significant resources to 42. 

develop a coordinated range of programmes to 

support school improvement. Local authorities 

will be supported and challenged by the National 

Strategies on their school improvement plans, 

and by the Department to ensure that they are 

considering appropriate structural solutions for 

schools which lack the capacity to improve above 

the floor. 

We will also continue the work set out in the 43. 

Children’s Plan to work across national and local 

government to join up children’s services, and 

align our existing policies with school 

improvement. 

The National Challenge

Our first and most urgent commitment is 44. 

to raise standards in schools with low 

attainment. This is vital if we are to meet our 

twin goals of raising standards across the school 

system; and to narrow attainment gaps, improve 

the life chances of children from deprived 

backgrounds and help to eradicate child poverty. 

We recognise that some of these schools have 

good rates of progression and high contextual 

value added (CVA), but are clear that young 

people need more than this – achieving good 

qualifications, including English and mathematics, 

is central to improving their life chances and their 

prospects of progressing to further study and a 

successful career. 

As part of our ambition to support 45. every 

school to be a good school, the Government has 

pledged that by 2011 there will be no secondary 

school from which fewer than 30% of pupils leave 

with five good GCSEs, including English and 

mathematics. The National Challenge 

programme, launched with this document, sets 

out how we will do this. Many National Challenge 

schools have good leadership and are on the 

right track, but we cannot be satisfied until all 

children are attending schools where children 

have a good chance of success.

We know that schools are able to improve 46. 

quickly, and sustain those improvements. In 2007, 

638 schools in England had fewer than 30% of 

pupils who achieved five or more good GCSEs 

including English and mathematics. But since 

1997 almost 1,000 schools have improved their 

performance to go over that threshold. Some of 

the case studies which we publish today illustrate 

how schools have been able to achieve this. 
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£400million to support National Challenge schools

Budget 2008 announced investment of £200million to support National Challenge schools over 

the next three years. In addition, we are now able to allocate a further £200million of existing 

resources to the National Challenge. The additional financial support available from Government to 

help schools and local authorities meet the National Challenge by 2011 will thus be £400million. 

We will provide universal support across all National Challenge schools, including a National 

Challenge Adviser (NCA) in each school,5 at an expected cost of £20million. These Advisers will 

both support each school directly with their expertise, and will broker a tailored package of 

additional support for every school. These school plans will draw on £380million of National 

Challenge funding, and will need to reflect the individual circumstances of each school and their 

risk of not reaching the 30% benchmark by 2011. 

Lower risk schools will need less support. Higher risk schools are likely to need significantly more 

support, including structural solutions. Schools and local authorities, working with the Department, 

will need to identify the appropriate package in each case. Table 1 sets out an illustrative and 

feasible scenario for how the funding could be allocated. 

Table 1: indicative allocation of £400million National Challenge funding

£m

National Challenge Advisers 20

National Leaders of Education and other leadership support 20

Teaching, learning and study support 100

Academies 195

Trusts 65

On this basis, we would be able to transform an additional 70 National Challenge schools into 

Academies over and above existing plans. There are currently 83 open Academies, with another 

50 due to open in September 2008, and 55 more in each of September 2009 and 2010. The 

additional National Challenge funding means that we could now be able to expand the academies 

programme to 80 and then 100 Academies opening in 2009 and 2010. There would then be more 

than 300 Academies open in September 2010, and Academies would have replaced more than 

200 National Challenge schools. 

5	  Outside City Challenge areas, which already have similar support arrangements. 
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The majority of secondary schools where 47. 

more than half of pupils are eligible for free 

school meals are in the National Challenge. 

Improving these schools offers their children 

a route out of poverty. We know that schools 

serving deprived communities have a difficult 

job to do and that many of their children face 

complex challenges. To do well at school, these 

children need first class teaching alongside 

coordinated support for their social and 

emotional development and support to help 

them stay safe and be healthy. 

We therefore reject any suggestion that we 48. 

should have lower expectations of children from 

deprived communities, or the schools that serve 

them. There are already many examples of 

individual pupils and schools succeeding in 

challenging circumstances, as a result of excellent 

teachers, outstanding leadership, and effective 

support to meet additional needs. Our challenge 

is to ensure that that success becomes a universal 

experience for every school and every child, 

breaking the inter-generational cycle of poverty.

We will now provide an additional 49. 

£400million, to provide a range of support to 

schools and local authorities. Schools, through 

their National Challenge Advisers and local 

authorities, can bid to secure support to improve 

teaching and learning through a range of national 

partners, to secure help from National Leaders of 

Education, or to establish federations or Trusts.

In order to meet the National Challenge, 50. 

schools and local authorities will need to make 

sure that two things are in place:

first, support to implement the most effective ll

practice within each school to support 

children’s wellbeing, mobilise their parents, 

improve teaching and raise attainment and 

support progression post-16

second, support from beyond the school so ll

that each school can get the help they need to 

break down all the barriers to achievement for 

their pupils

London Challenge has shown us that strong 51. 

external challenge and support helps schools 

improve quickly and sustain those improvements. 

In inner London, the percentage of pupils 

achieving five or more higher level passes 

including English and mathematics has nearly 

doubled since 1997. We will provide this type of 

support, working in partnership with local 

We would also be able to create 70 new National Challenge Trusts and a further 50 other Trusts. 

National Challenge Trusts will involve the closure of the existing school and reopening as a new 

Trust school in partnership with another strong school to share good practice, build capacity and 

develop a long-term sustainable collaborative relationship. In many cases, a powerful external 

partner such as a local business or university will further strengthen the Trust. National Challenge 

Trusts will receive additional funding of up to £750,000 to enable the new school to restructure 

leadership, attract excellent staff and develop ambitious plans for raising attainment. 

Overall, this package, together with existing local authority plans, would deliver structural solutions 

for around half of National Challenge schools, in addition to £140million of additional school 

support. However, the distribution of the available funding will depend upon the assessment by 

schools, NCAs and local authorities with DCSF of how we can best support the achievement of 

young people and meet the National Challenge.
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authorities through National Challenge Advisers, 

who will take on the existing SIP role to work with 

schools to identify weaknesses. They will also be 

able to broker support from the local authority 

and other partners, as well as resources 

developed specifically for the National Challenge. 

This support will include:

funding more National and Local Leaders of ll

Education and consultant leaders to provide 

support for struggling or inexperienced leaders

a support programme for schools which need ll

help in developing effective systems for 

performance management, lesson planning 

and pupil tracking

programmes to tackle in-school variation ll

which prevents children making consistent 

progress

additional support from the National Strategies ll

to work with weak English or mathematics 

departments, spreading best practice using 

the new secondary frameworks, and

specific programmes tailored to the needs of ll

secondary modern schools, to help raise 

pupils’ aspirations and attainment

In order to be successful, National Challenge 52. 

schools will need strong support from – and to 

work closely with – the local Children’s Trust and 

with parents. We are clear that we want National 

Challenge schools to be the first beneficiaries of 

many of the Department’s wider policies, and will 

work to ensure they are joined up appropriately.

Local authorities will employ National 53. 

Challenge Advisers and support them to ensure 

that all schools have adequate support. Where 

schools face very challenging circumstances or 

intractable problems, we expect local authorities 

to take the lead in looking for more radical 

interventions. The Department, through the 

Office of the Schools Commissioner, is ready to 

help to broker these interventions, which should 

break past cycles of low achievement and 

transform provision for the long-term. Local 

authorities will sometimes need to take 

courageous action to give schools the new 

impetus and direction which can come with new 

leadership and structures. Where local authorities 

are not prepared to take sufficiently robust action 

when a school is unlikely to meet the floor target, 

the Department will not hesitate to use its 

powers of intervention.

The National Challenge is an ambitious goal, 54. 

but we expect all schools to achieve it. Local 

authorities should not wait until 2010 to plan 

radical solutions for schools which are at a high 

risk of not meeting the target. In the event of a 

small number of schools remaining below the 

floor, we expect local authorities to formally 

intervene to close the school and replace it with 

better provision, for example through National 

Challenge Trusts, an Academy or a federation.

Conclusion

The Children’s Plan set out demanding goals 55. 

for what we want to achieve by 2020. The 

economic rationale for our ambitions is clear, but 

the moral purpose is more important – we want 

to create a society where all children are able to 

fulfil their potential, regardless of their 

background. Improving their schools is at the 

heart of this mission.

Schools should drive their own improvement, 56. 

in response to demands from pupils and parents, 

working together with local partners to deliver 

services that meet the individual needs of the 

children and young people they serve. Local 

authorities have the first responsibility for 

supporting and challenging schools. The 

Government will support them in doing this..
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For our School Improvement Strategy to work, 57. 

we need to make it easier for schools to address 

the wider issues which children and their families 

face. To achieve this, schools will rely on – and be 

a crucial part of – greater co-ordination of local 

activity through Children’s Trusts. Only when 

schools work together with all their local partners 

will they be able to build a truly world-class 

system: one where every child can fulfil his or 

her full potential and where England is the best 

place in the world for our children and young 

people to grow up. 
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