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Foreword 

The Education Policy Institute is an independent, impartial, and evidence-based research institute 

that aims to promote high quality education outcomes for all, regardless of social background. 

In this report, we provide an analysis of the education policy proposals contained within the 2017 

General Election Manifestos of the Conservative Party, Labour Party and Liberal Democrat Party. Our 

approach has been to include in this document the proposals of parties in England which had one or 

more MPs in the UK Parliament during the 2015-2017 period, and whose manifestos had been 

published on or before Friday 19th May 2017. As neither the Green Party nor UKIP had published 

their manifestos before this date, their proposals are not included in this document.  

As education is now a devolved matter, we have not included analysis relating to education in 

Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.  

To inform our analysis, we have used the published party manifesto positions, along with any 

costings information made available by parties. In some cases we have approached the parties 

privately to obtain additional information, to clarify aspects of their proposals. We are very grateful 

to parties for their co-operation. 

Finally, while we have commented in detail on the education spending proposals in all of the 

manifestos, we should emphasise that our expertise is in assessing education proposals, and not 

how these may be funded from taxation, additional public borrowing, or changes to non-education 

budgets. We have not therefore attempted to analyse the sources of finance in detail, if these are 

from outside the education budget. But we do highlight any clear risks in relation to the funding of 

programmes – without being able to anticipate how individual parties would in reality respond to 

unexpected variances in tax yields, economic growth or other spending programmes. 

We hope that this independent and impartial analysis will help to stimulate an informed debate 

about the merits of the varying approaches set out by each party. 

 

Rt. Hon. David Laws 

Executive Chairman, Education Policy Institute.  
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Executive summary 

The Education Policy Institute has carried out an assessment of the English education policies of the 

main UK political parties, as published by noon on 19th May 2017. We have not attempted to 

analyse in any detail the credibility of the revenue assumptions which underlie the education 

spending commitments, unless these involve a transfer from within the education budget. However, 

at the end of this Executive Summary, we highlight the main risks which need to be considered for 

each party. 

 Introduction  

All the parties examined have included major sections in their manifestos on education - which is 

welcome, given the importance of education both to the economy and to social policy priorities. 

They all state that they wish to close the wide gap in educational outcomes between children from 

rich and poor backgrounds. This is often taken to refer particularly to those children who are in 

receipt of the Pupil Premium - broadly speaking those from the 25 per cent of families on low 

incomes. We note that the Conservative Party also says that it wishes to prioritise children from 

Ordinary Working Families. However, it is notable that the educational outcomes for this group 

are slightly above average for England. For example, this group scored 51.6 across Attainment 8 

subjects, on average, in 2016 – slightly above the average overall attainment score of 49.9 per cent.1 

This compares with average scores of 38.9 and 43.5 for children eligible for free school meals and 

the Pupil Premium respectively, in the same year.2  

This group is therefore completely distinct from the group that are both economically and 

educationally disadvantaged. It is unclear on what basis and how the Ordinary Working Families 

should be targeted for additional support, and whether this would draw away focus from the most 

disadvantaged group, whose educational outcomes most obviously lag behind.  

 Early Years and Childcare: Funding and Other Proposals  

One of the major challenges for all parties is to design a joined up early years and childcare offer 

which addresses the fact that, currently, 40 per cent of the socio-economic gap in attainment at age 

16 is present before entry to school.  

All three parties include new commitments to improve early years education and childcare. The 

Labour Party plans to make the largest financial commitment, through additional investment to 

increase free early years provision to 30 hours per week for all 2, 3 and 4 year-olds, employing more 

graduates to work with pre-school children and £500m additional funding for Sure Start Children's 

Centres. Labour have costed this package at an additional £5.3bn per year, but our estimates 

suggest it is closer to around £6.4bn per year above current plans, not including the cost of further 

capital funding for new providers, subsidies for childcare of over 30 hours per week and increased 

                                                           
1 Department for Education, ‘Revised GCSE and equivalent results in England, 2015 to 2016’, SFR03/2017, 

January 2017 
2 Department for Education, ‘Analysing family circumstances and education’, April 2017: 
https://consult.education.gov.uk/school-leadership-analysis-unit/analysing-family-circumstances-and-
education-1/ 

https://consult.education.gov.uk/school-leadership-analysis-unit/analysing-family-circumstances-and-education-1/
https://consult.education.gov.uk/school-leadership-analysis-unit/analysing-family-circumstances-and-education-1/
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salaries for staff. There would be some savings from tax credits and tax-free provision, but the 

overall early years budget would likely need to double to meet these extensive commitments.  

The Liberal Democrat manifesto promises to triple the Early Years Pupil Premium for disadvantaged 

children to around £1,000 per year, increase graduate staffing in early years settings, and extend 15 

hours free childcare to all two year-olds. This would total an estimated additional £1.9bn per year; 

an increase of almost one third. 

The Conservative Party manifesto makes no new commitment to extending the number of free 

hours for young children but it does signal a promise to establish a capital pot to enable primary 

schools to develop early years capacity, with a presumption that all new primary schools should 

include nursery provision. The Conservatives have not given any estimates of how much they would 

allocate to this but, as well as capital funding, this commitment will also include additional salary 

costs due to staffing regulations in maintained settings. 

The pledges from both Labour and the Liberal Democrats are ambitious and costly. A significant 

challenge in delivering these commitments is ensuring that there is sufficient capacity in the early 

years sector, in terms of both the capital investment needed and the investment in upskilling the 

existing workforce.  

While it is clear that some form of additional investment is required to raise attainment and school 

readiness at age five for disadvantaged children, it is not at all clear what form that investment 

needs to take. There is a risk that further investment in additional quantity of childcare provided by 

low-paid staff could prove to be ineffective, and simply increasing low-cost universal provision may 

result in more deadweight costs and have little impact on child development outcomes. A better 

strategy given the absence of clearly evidenced policy options would be to pilot and rigorously 

evaluate any new approaches before committing to them at a national scale.  

The international evidence suggests that more intensive investments targeted at the most needy 

may provide better value for money. The Liberal Democrat proposal to increase funding targeted at 

disadvantaged pupils through the Early Years Pupil Premium is promising in this respect, but there is 

not yet any clear evidence of impact from the current level of funding. Proposals to raise the quality 

of care and education through a more graduate-led workforce or by opening new school-based 

nursery classes are also not currently underpinned by convincing evidence, but could be evaluated 

through phased pilot programmes. EPI believes that the next government should make it a priority 

to establish a stronger evidence base in this area.   

 School Funding  

The major parties have all responded in different ways to the recent controversies about school 

funding reform and the growing pressures on school and college budgets. Labour appears to be 

promising the biggest boost to school budgets - with a commitment of an extra £6.3bn, by 2021-22, 

over existing plans. Significantly, Labour propose to reverse the recent cuts to real terms per pupil 

budgets, which the IFS have forecast to amount to between 6.5 per cent and 8 per cent between 

2015-16 and 2019-20, and protect the funding in these terms to the end of the parliament.3 This 

would cost an estimated £4.8bn per year. On top of this, they would introduce a "fairer funding 

                                                           
3 J. Britton, and L. Sibieta, ‘Labour’s proposed boost to education spending’, Institute for Fiscal Studies, May 
2017 
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formula that leaves no school worse off", with that commitment costing around £300m. We 

estimate that Labour's commitment represents a real terms, per pupil increase of around 6 per 

cent over the next parliament. When examining spending since 2015-16, the increase is smaller, at 

around 2 per cent per pupil. Labour would also introduce further measures that provide more 

funding to schools, but with additional obligations, including an arts pupil premium (£160m), 

extending free school meals to all pupils in state funded primary schools (around £900m), and extra 

schools counselling (£90m).4 

The Liberal Democrats plan to cancel planned reductions in per pupil funding, protecting it in real 

terms, including the pupil premium, but not to reverse cuts that have already taken place. They 

have suggested that the increases will amount to around £1bn in 2019-20, but it is unclear how great 

the costs are expected to be by the end of the parliament, and how they would be financed. Overall, 

we estimate that the Liberal Democrat's commitment represents a small real terms increase over 

the new parliament of around 1 per cent per pupil. This would still leave estimated per-pupil 

funding below the levels seen in 2015-16 in real terms by around 4 per cent per pupil. The Liberal 

Democrats also propose to use around £300m to prevent losers in cash terms whilst implementing a 

new National Funding Formula. As with Labour, they would extend free school meals to all primary 

school pupils. 

The Conservatives appear to be offering the smallest change to school budget plans, increasing 

funding by £4bn by 2021-2022. This represents a reduction in per pupil funding in real terms of 

around 3 per cent over the next parliament. This would also imply a reduction in per pupil funding 

in real terms of around 7 per cent between 2015-16 and 2021-22. Conservatives would similarly 

ensure no schools lose in cash terms under the NFF, but it appears that this is expected to be 

delivered within the £4bn increase in funding in this parliament. 

School Places and Class Sizes  

It is unclear how much capital funding each party would allocate in order to meet the rising demand 

for new school places. The Labour Party recently announced that it would invest £8.4bn in capital 

funding over the course of the next parliament to create new school places.5 Neither the Liberal 

Democrats or the Conservatives give any information on the level of capital funding which they 

would make available for new school places, but their manifestos do not rule out such levels of 

funding being provided as a matter of course or as a continuation of the government’s plans. 

Against this context, Labour have proposed to limit classes to 30 for all infant pupils and to seek to 

extend that later if resources allow.6 However, the costs of Labour’s class size commitment are 

highly uncertain, and it is likely that a heavy-handed implementation would create significant 

costs and greater restrictions on local-level decision making.  

                                                           
4 J. Britton, and L. Sibieta, ‘Labour’s proposed boost to education spending’, Institute for Fiscal Studies, May 
2017 
5 Labour Party, ‘Labour will transform education for the many not the few’, 9 May 2017: 
http://press.labour.org.uk/post/160492246769/labour-will-transform-education-for-the-many-not.  
6 The party’s manifesto text suggests a limit of ‘less than 30’, but it has been clarified that the intention is to 
restrict classes to no more than 30. 

http://press.labour.org.uk/post/160492246769/labour-will-transform-education-for-the-many-not
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Free School Meals 

Labour and the Liberal Democrats both plan to extend free meals to all children in primary schools. 

Their estimates of the revenue costs seem broadly sensible, although it is unclear if they are allowing 

for some additional investment in capital for school kitchens and dining facilities. 

The Conservatives have changed their policy of preserving universal free meals for infants, and plan 

to scrap the scheme (saving £650m), whilst introducing free breakfasts for all primary school pupils 

(they estimated this would cost £60m per year) – an intervention which the Liberal Democrats also 

propose to ‘promote’. Based on the cost of recent trials, we estimate that is it likely to cost between 

£70-£85m by 2021-22, but this does not include additional funding in order to meet upfront costs, 

increased demand and the need for additional staffing. 

It is difficult to assess the net social benefits of these policies, because the research base on 

attainment and health effects, and wider impacts on socialisation and work incentives, is, as yet, 

modest. The Conservatives are correct to indicate that recent research suggests that the 

attainment impact of extra expenditure on free breakfasts could be as significant as that for (more 

expensive) lunches. However, free breakfasts seem to have less of a direct impact on 

disadvantaged children’s outcomes than free lunches and will have a smaller impact on family 

finances - we estimate that around 900,000 children who are either eligible for the Pupil Premium 

or defined as Ordinary Working Families would lose their entitlement to a free school lunch.   

 Funding of 16 to 18 Education  

Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats have proposed to address the current reductions in real 

terms funding for post-16 education, which have left the 16 to 18 phase relatively underfunded 

compared to secondary school education.7 The Liberal Democrats would protect funding rates in real 

terms, at a cost of almost £200m in 2019-20, whilst Labour would seek to close the disparity in 

funding between Key Stage 4 and 16 to 18 education. The cost implications of this depend on trends 

in educational participation – and any growth in apprenticeships – but such proposals could have 

similar outcomes, raising funding by around half a billion pounds by 2021-22. These increases in 

course funding would produce modest increases in real funding rates relative to 2015-16, and would 

come in addition to the increase in funding for technical education (of £445m in 2021-22) 

announced by the government at Budget 2017.8  

The Conservatives have not proposed specific increases in revenue funding for this phase, but they 

do pledge to invest in further education colleges to ensure they are well equipped, and to support 

them in attracting industry professional staff. They have re-emphasised their ongoing reforms of 

technical education, and plans to introduce new T Levels for post-16 educational routes. 

Meanwhile, Labour have committed to reintroducing the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA), 

scrapped under the Coalition Government, at a cost of £540m.9 This may well improve educational 

participation, and support many young people on low incomes who would not otherwise qualify for 

                                                           
7 C. Belfield, C. Crawford and L. Sibieta, ‘Long-run comparisons of spending per pupil across different stages of 
education’, Institute for Fiscal Studies, February 2017 
8 HM Treasury, ‘Spring Budget 2017’, HC 1025, March 2017 
9 J. Britton, and L. Sibieta, ‘Labour’s proposed boost to education spending’, Institute for Fiscal Studies, May 
2017 
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college-administered bursaries. However, with the evaluation of EMA-abolition suggesting a modest 

impact on participation relative to the numbers affected, and Raising the Participation Age since 

having come fully into effect, the impact is uncertain.10 

Grammar schools 

The Conservatives are clear that they would lift the existing legal prohibition on new grammar 

schools, while Labour and the Liberal Democrats have committed to maintaining the prohibition. 

There is little detail in the Conservative manifesto to judge how many new grammar schools there 

might be, where they would be located, and whether there would be new arrangements to boost 

the admission rate for the most disadvantaged groups - so it is difficult to assess what impact this 

policy might have. EPI research is clear that additional selective schools have no significant net 

positive or negative impact on pupil attainment - instead they modestly redistribute educational 

attainment towards those who gain entry to grammar schools and away from those who do not. 

Pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds are seriously under-represented in grammar schools and 

so further expansion of these schools is likely to widen socio-economic attainment gaps.  

The Conservative manifesto rightly states that children from Ordinary Working Families have 

reasonable success in accessing selective schools. But the definition of Ordinary Working Families 

captures a group that are not educationally disadvantaged and have attainment and progress that is 

above average.  

The salient point is that at present very few children from the most disadvantaged 25 per cent of 

pupils manage to access grammar schools. The Conservative manifesto claims that "the attainment 

gap between rich and poor pupils stands at 25 per cent across the country, at selective schools it 

falls to almost zero". This is true but misleading, if it is meant to imply that grammar schools 

reduce socio-economic gaps. Our analysis is clear that most of the narrower attainment gap in 

grammar schools is largely explained by differences in prior attainment - in other words these 

schools automatically exclude most lower performing poor children. We consider that the 

Conservative Party has failed to make a strong case for breaking with almost 40 years of English 

education policy, by proposing to increase the number of selective schools. 

Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats have outlined strategies in their manifestos specifically 

directed towards the needs of pupils with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). With a 

significant gap in attainment scores for SEND and non-SEND pupils, and with a small proportion of 

such pupils having entered for the EBacc combination of GCSE subjects, these pupils risk being left 

behind. These commitments are therefore welcome. In contrast, the Conservatives have made no 

reference to the needs of pupils with SEND in their manifesto.   

Free Schools, Faith Schools, Private Schools, and Academies 

The Conservative manifesto does not suggest any significant change to the existing policy on new 

academies.  

                                                           
10 J. Britton, and L. Dearden, ‘The 16 to 19 bursary fund: impact evaluation’, Department for Education, June 

2015 
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They plan to "work with the Independent Schools Council to ensure that at least 100 leading 

independent schools become involved in academy sponsorship or the founding of free schools in the 

state system". It is unclear whether independent schools will want to take on this role, although the 

Conservatives appear to contemplate less favourable tax status of private schools if independent 

schools do not deliver. At present there is very little evidence to indicate whether independent 

schools have the capacity or capability to run maintained schools - particularly failing state schools 

in disadvantaged areas. There is similarly little evidence to suggest that universities can 

successfully take on this role - another Conservative manifesto pledge. 

The Labour and Liberal Democrat manifestos also do not seem to signpost major policy change on 

academies, with neither ruling out the prospect of further academisation. Both parties signal a 

greater accountability role for local authorities. 

This more pragmatic approach to academisation from all sides is welcome. Academisation does not 

in itself guarantee higher standards, nor does being a local authority school. Our research 

demonstrates that while there are many high performing academy trusts, there are also high 

performing local authorities and low performers amongst both.  

The Conservatives plan to continue to expand the number of free schools, at a similar rate to that of 

the current government. Both the Labour Party and Liberal Democrats would end the policy that all 

new schools must be free schools. Indeed, under Labour there would be no additional free schools. 

While there is little convincing evidence about the impact of free schools on attainment, the 

presence of free schools nevertheless provides both capacity and competition in the sector so it is 

unclear which party's policy is justified from this perspective. EPI will publish research on free 

school performance later this year. 

The Conservatives would lift the existing inclusivity restrictions for new faith schools. On average, 

faith schools are more socially selective than their catchment areas, and differences in pupil 

attainment are largely explained by pupil characteristics. So, any small performance benefits come 

at the risk of increasing social segregation.  

The Labour Party proposes to impose Value Added Tax (£1.6bn) on private school fees. This will 

make private education more expensive, and could lead to a modest shift in pupil numbers from 

the private sector back to the maintained sector, particularly in the less affluent parts of the 

country. It is unclear if Labour has taken account of any impact on public sector costs. 

There is a risk that the Conservative Party looks to grammar schools, faith schools, universities and 

independent schools as models of educational success without recognising that all these 

organisations have selective admissions of one kind or another - which is a powerful driver of their 

apparently impressive performance. The Conservatives do propose a review of school admissions 

policies. However, they rule out the prospect of lottery-based admissions from the outset, pre-

empting any findings or recommendations from such a review. Labour also plans action on "joined 

up admissions policies", though the detail of this is also limited.  

None of the three parties make specific reference to "Opportunity Areas" in their respective 

manifestos. This is perhaps particularly surprising in the case of the Conservatives given that they 

undertook work to identify and earmark funding for these areas in the previous Parliament. 
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Labour have, however, set out their intention to learn from instances of best practice, such as the 

London Challenge initiative, a school improvement programme launched in 2003. 

Assessment and Accountability 

The Conservatives have said they will improve schools’ accountability at Key Stage 3, acknowledging 

a long-standing issue of dips in attainment between the end of primary school and the end of year 

11. However, they haven’t given any detail on what this would look like and whether it would 

involve new standardised testing. The Conservatives have also retained a target for participation in 

the English Baccalaureate, although they have reduced it from a 90 per cent entry rate to 75 per 

cent by 2022. 

Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats pledge to reform assessment in primary schools, (there is 

currently a government consultation on this issue) but Labour have gone further and made an 

explicit commitment to abolish any baseline assessments. Whilst the development of a new 

baseline assessment does need to be handled with care, it is disappointing that Labour have ruled 

out further examination of its possibilities, given its potential to provide a measure of pupil 

progress over the entire course of primary school. 

 Teacher Recruitment, Retention and Professional Development 

Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats have pledged to abolish the 1 per cent public sector pay cap 

and both have confirmed that funding for this will come from outside of the additional funding they 

have earmarked for schools. We estimate that this would cost around an additional £900m for 

teachers by 2021-22.11 If pay policies for support staff were also to be relaxed, there would be 

further costs – support staff pay contributes over £4bn to school costs.12 

The Conservatives have not made any commitments to remove the public sector pay cap, which is 

likely to cause teacher pay to continue to decline in real and relative terms. The Conservatives do, 

however, propose to apply forgiveness on student loan repayments while graduates are teaching 

which could potentially help with teacher recruitment and retention. Yet the impact is likely to be 

limited for the first few years of a teacher’s career given salaries, and therefore student loan 

repayments, are relatively low. It is not obvious, therefore, that the net effect will help with the 

teacher supply challenge, but new approaches to teacher recruitment and retention are worth 

exploring in principle. 

It is encouraging that all three of the parties have commitments to improve teacher workload, 

reflecting on the role of school inspections, however concrete strategies are not laid out. 

The Liberal Democrats have made a specific commitment to create an entitlement of 25 hours per 

year by 2020, rising to the ‘OECD average of 50 hours’ by 2025 for Continuous Professional 

                                                           
11 Based on average teacher salaries and numbers reported in the School Workforce Census 2015 (Tables 3b, 4, 
9b and 9c): https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/school-workforce-in-england-november-2015 . Based 
on pension and national insurance rates, on-costs are assumed at 26per cent of salaries, and overall teacher 
numbers are uprated to 2021-22 using the Teacher Supply Model projections: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/teacher-supply-model-2017-to-2018. In the baseline, teachers pay 
is assumed to increase with CPI inflation, based on OBR forecasts, after 2019-20. 
12 Based on spending figures for maintained schools reported in Continuous Financial Reporting (Department 
for Education, ‘LA and school expenditure: 2015 to 2016 financial year’ (Table 3) 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/la-and-school-expenditure-2015-to-2016-financial-year), uprated 
to include academies using School Workforce Census teacher numbers.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/school-workforce-in-england-november-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/teacher-supply-model-2017-to-2018
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/la-and-school-expenditure-2015-to-2016-financial-year
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Development (CPD). However, this seems modest given that EPI analysis recently found that 

secondary school teachers in England already spent, on average, 4 days a year on CPD in 2013, which 

is broadly equivalent to (perhaps higher than) the 2020 aim set by the Liberal Democrats. 

The Liberal Democrats also pledge to guarantee that all teachers in state-funded schools will be fully 

qualified or working towards qualified teacher status (QTS) from January 2019. With around 1 in 20 

teachers not holding QTS in state funded schools, this could represent a significant challenge for the 

sector, and represents a shift away from school autonomy over staffing decisions. If implemented 

harshly, additional teacher training costs could be high. With current recruitment of teachers a 

challenge, it may be difficult for schools to achieve a rapid reduction in unqualified teachers without 

training existing staff. 

 Technical and Vocational Education 

The Conservative manifesto clearly makes "World Class Technical Education" a priority, and 

proposes a review of funding across tertiary education. EPI welcomes this, given our recent report 

(with Professor Alison Wolf) highlighting some of the harmful disincentives to participation in 

technical tertiary education relative to undergraduate degrees. The Conservative manifesto 

promises a simpler technical qualifications framework and new "Institutes of Technology" in 

"every major city in England". These are also promising commitments, though well intentioned 

programmes by past governments to raise the status and quality of technical education have not 

been a notable success. 

Labour plans to offer a free entitlement to lifelong education in Further Education. They cost this at 

£1.5bn but it is not clear how many people this is envisaged to benefit or what the scale of the offer 

will be. The Labour Party supports the broad aims of the Sainsbury Review, and also seeks to deliver 

T-levels – a new set of technical qualifications introduced under the Conservative government. 

Labour would, however, increase capital investment in colleges to improve their ability to deliver the 

qualifications. 

The Conservatives are the only party to commit to retaining the 3 million apprenticeships target for 

young people by 2020. However, both Labour and the Liberal Democrats have made different 

pledges in relation to education: Labour have pledged to set a target to double the number of 

completed apprenticeships at NVQ level 3 by 2022; the Liberal Democrats to double the number of 

businesses which hire apprentices, including by extending apprenticeships to new sectors of the 

economy such as creative and digital industries. The clear challenge will be ensuring a focus on the 

quality of provision is also retained. With the Conservatives proposing additional flexibility over 

how Apprenticeship Levy funds can be used, and the shape of delivery being determined by 

inevitably-arbitrary targets under Labour and the Liberal Democrats, the new Institute for 

Apprenticeships and Technical education faces a challenge in ensuring targets are not met at the 

expense of quality under any outcome of this election.  

 Higher Education  

In this area, there are significant differences of policy between the parties. The Labour Party would 

scrap university tuition fees, and restore maintenance grants, at a cost of £11.2bn per year. This 

may over-state the costs in real resource terms, given that many students will not repay their full 

fee amounts. However, this could be offset by an increase in future costs if university tuition costs 
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continue to rise and student numbers increase.  This is by far the largest item of extra expenditure 

promised by Labour on education; indeed it is the largest Labour spending commitment in its 

manifesto. Total per student spending in England on universities is high compared with other 

phases of education and this area of spending has grown in real terms over recent years, at a time 

of public sector austerity. While there are principled arguments for making education free either 

up to certain age cut-offs or based upon the social value of education, it is not clear to us that 

there is evidence to suggest that the university sector should be a priority for government 

spending. University participation, including by disadvantaged groups, has grown in spite of higher 

tuition fees, although most disadvantaged pupils still fail to gain access to higher education. A 

government which was prioritising the tail of educational under performance would, in our view, 

secure better value for money from investments at an early age, as indeed is implied by other 

sections of the Labour manifesto. 

The Conservative manifesto ties higher tuition fees to the willingness of universities to sponsor 

low performing maintained schools. We are not presently aware of evidence to support this 

policy, and it may therefore not be a rational way to determine fee levels. The university sector 

could be affected by the potential changes to technical education discussed above. 

Both Labour and the Liberal Democrat proposals involve reintroducing maintenance grants. 

However, because the current maintenance loans are only paid back once graduates are on middle 

to high incomes, it is these groups of earners who would benefit more than the lower-paid 

graduates. It is therefore questionable whether this ought to be a priority.  

Young People’s Mental Health 

There is cross-party consensus of the need to make significant changes to children and young 

people’s mental health services, and the way in which they interrelate with educational 

environments. On the latter, Labour have pledged to fund a counselling service in every secondary 

school, while the Liberal Democrats have outlined a commitment to ensuring that all staff have 

mental health training, and that schools provide access to support. The Conservatives have sought 

the continuation of a policy of providing Mental Health First Aid Training to one teacher in every 

school, and have pledged to provide each school with a single point of contact for mental health - a 

positive step, as long as it is not merely a substitute for other support services. 

However, despite these commitments, the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats have not 

given specific estimates of how much they would spend or any assurances that funding would be 

in addition to the core schools budget. The Conservatives’ £1bn contains no additional information 

on the proportion allocated to children and young people; while the Liberal Democrats have not 

earmarked a figure within the overall pot of money that they said would be ringfenced.  

Labour have clarified that they will invest £0.1bn within a ringfenced mental health budget. 

 Funding Risks 

EPI has a team with expertise in all aspects of education policy. We are not tax experts, or experts in 

fiscal and wider public spending issues. We do not therefore comment in detail on all the risks 

involved in party spending policies. However, it cannot be sensible to comment on the party 

education spending pledges without highlighting risks: 
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The Conservatives have made the most modest pledges on education funding of the larger parties. 

In one sense, this may reduce the risks of under-delivering. But the Conservatives have set 

themselves the toughest rules on reducing government borrowing, so in the face of an economic 

downturn they would face a choice between accepting higher government borrowing, raising taxes 

or cutting back on public spending - including education. 

Labour has made by far the biggest additional spending pledge on education - £25.3bn more per 

year than current government plans by 2021-22. This is one of the largest increases in education 

spending (against existing plans) promised by a mainstream UK political party in an election 

manifesto in the last few decades. However, this relies on sources of revenue which are in some 

cases highly uncertain - for example, higher than planned income tax rates on relatively high 

income individuals, higher than planned corporation taxes, and large sums from reduced tax 

avoidance. There must be a significant risk that the actual revenues would be lower than 

budgeted, which could lead to decisions to reduce spending commitments. Equally, it is unclear 

whether a Labour Chancellor would react to lower tax revenues by cutting spending, raising tax rates 

or raising government borrowing. But risks are significant. 

Liberal Democrat education pledges are not directly paid for by single sources of revenue - but 

seem to rely on higher than planned government borrowing or some increase in planned 

corporation tax rates (though not as much as under Labour). The Liberal Democrat spending 

pledges might therefore be at risk if a sharp economic slowdown raised public borrowing by an 

amount a Liberal Democrat Chancellor was concerned about. This could prompt a re-think about 

priorities.  

However, the risk of economic slowdown is one affecting all parties, and ultimately the extent to 

which political parties stick to policy pledges in the face of unexpected events depends upon the 

importance of these pledges to party leaders, members and supporters.  
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Introduction: Current challenges in education policy 

This election is not solely about Brexit. It has also given political parties the opportunity to set out 

their priorities in relation to domestic policies. Education continues to play a prominent role during 

this campaign period, with each of the main political parties setting out how they plan to address 

some of the more pressing challenges, including education funding, improving standards and access 

to high quality educational provision, and supporting young people’s mental health. 

There has been widespread recent debate about the likely impacts of the current projected 

reduction in real terms funding per school pupil, and the need for a fairer national funding formula. 

The proposed national funding formula, developed by the current government, aims to redistribute 

funding across the country in a more consistent way but is, nonetheless, politically controversial 

because it creates losers as well as winners. These difficulties are exacerbated by other cost 

pressures which schools are experiencing, such as growing numbers of pupils and increased 

employer contributions to national insurance and pensions. 

Rising pupil numbers, particularly at secondary level, will require the creation of hundreds of 

thousands of new school places, and therefore substantial capital investment as well as more 

teachers. Any future government will need to give careful consideration to how it balances the need 

for new school places with the maintenance needs of the existing estate (which the NAO estimates 

would cost between £6.7bn and £13.8bn to address).13  

Ensuring that young people leave school with the knowledge and skills required to succeed in the 

labour market remains a challenge, particularly so in light of our findings that, under the new, 

tougher GCSEs, only around one in three pupils are expected to achieve grades which are on a par 

with other world-class education systems.14 This figure falls to one in five for disadvantaged pupils 

and so not only is there a challenge to ensure pupils reach a world-class standard by the age of 16, 

but also to narrow the gap between the most disadvantaged children and the rest. Different parties 

have offered different solutions to this challenge, relating to the ways in which schools are 

structured and governed, admissions policies, and the content of curriculum and qualifications 

frameworks.  

A future government will also need to consider how it funds education both before and after formal 

schooling. Investment in the early years has traditionally been seen to serve two purposes: to 

support children’s early education and development, and to promote parental employment. These 

dual aims can often conflict, as politicians decide whether to invest more in improving the quality of 

early years provision or prioritise subsidising the cost of childcare to enable parents to participate in 

the labour market. 

Funding for post-16 qualifications has undergone significant reform since 2010, but the challenge for 

any future government will be to ensure that students are offered real choices which lead to good 

educational and employment outcomes. This will require decisions about the extent to which 

apprenticeships are funded; the ways in which new technical qualifications will be funded and 

implemented; and the overall viability of schools and colleges providing these routes as well as 

traditional academic routes. 

                                                           
13 National Audit Office, ‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017 
14 N. Perera, and M. Treadaway with P. Sellen, J. Hutchinson, R. Johnes, and L. Mao, ‘Education in England: 
Annual Report 2016’, Education Policy Institute (previously CentreForum), April 2016 
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The funding of higher education has traditionally sparked debate about the balance between public 

subsidy and personal contribution. Universities have argued for adequate investment, not only to 

fulfil their degree-awarding functions, but also to maintain a competitive research capacity and 

capability. If international student numbers fall as a result of Brexit, this could place further strain on 

the ability of universities to generate revenue. 

Finally, young people’s mental health remains an area in which concerted action is required.  Over 

half of all mental ill health starts before the age of fourteen, and 75 per cent has developed by the 

age of eighteen.15  Our research has shown that services turn away, on average, nearly a quarter of 

the children and young people referred to them for treatment.16  

                                                           
15 M. Murphy, and P Fonagy, ‘Mental health problems in children and young people in Annual Report of the 
Chief Medical Officer 2012, Our Children Deserve Better: Prevention Pays’, Department of Health, October 
2013 
16 Education Policy Institute, Submission to Health Select Committee inquiry, ‘Children and young people’s 
mental health – the role of education’, February 2017:  
https://epi.org.uk/submission-health-select-committee-inquiry/ 

https://epi.org.uk/submission-health-select-committee-inquiry/
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Part 1: Early years 

Context 

Many of the current challenges relating to early years provision result from an inherent and 

longstanding tension between the different purposes which it is expected to fulfil: to offer childcare 

in order to promote parental employment, and to deliver early education so as to support child 

development.17 These are competing aims, and the incoming government will need to determine the 

balance it wishes to strike between them. 

Although childcare costs have stabilised over the past couple of years, this follows a sustained period 

of real-terms increases dating back at least to the mid-1990s.18 The cost of a nursery place for a child 

under two increased by around 20 per cent in real terms between 2004 and 2014, and by 23 per 

cent for children over two over the same period.19 The average weekly cost of a part-time nursery 

place in England for a two-year-old is now just over £113.20 Analysis by the OECD estimates that in 

the United Kingdom, full-time childcare costs typically consume 7.9 per cent of a lone parent’s net 

income and 33.8 per cent of a couple’s net income (compared with OECD averages of 13.5 per cent 

and 12.6 per cent respectively).21  

Outcomes for children appear to be improving in the early years: since the Early Years Foundation 

Stage Profile replaced the Foundation Stage Profile in 2013, the proportion of children assessed as 

achieving a good level of development at the end of reception (age 5) has increased from 51.7 per 

cent in 2013 to 69.3 per cent in 2016.22 However, at least some of this increase may be attributed to 

practitioners’ increasing familiarity with the assessment, and it is difficult to know how much this 

represents genuine improvement. The gap in attainment between disadvantaged children and their 

peers has been gradually narrowing over the past decade, but remains substantial. The gap for 

children aged 5 in 2015 was equivalent to 4.3 months of development, and for the cohort who sat 

                                                           
17 R. Johnes with J. Hutchinson, ‘Widening the gap? The impact of the 30-hour entitlement on early years 
education and childcare’, Education Policy Institute (previously CentreForum), May 2016, p.9: 
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/widening-the-gap-final-epi.pdf.  
18 J. Rutter, ‘2016 Childcare Survey’, Family and Childcare Trust, February 2016, p.3: 
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2016-0; C. Harding, B. Wheaton, and A. Butler, 
‘Childcare survey 2017’, Family and Childcare Trust, March 2017, p.3: 
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2017; A. Butler with D. Lugton and J. Rutter, 
‘Where next for childcare?’, Family and Childcare Trust, p.55: https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/where-
next-childcare-learning-last-ten-years-childcare-policy.  
19 A. Butler with D. Lugton and J. Rutter, ‘Where next for childcare?’, Family and Childcare Trust, p.55: 
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/where-next-childcare-learning-last-ten-years-childcare-policy.  
20 C. Harding, B. Wheaton, and A. Butler, ‘Childcare survey 2017’, Family and Childcare Trust, March 2017, p.3: 
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2017. 
21 OECD, ‘Society at a Glance 2016’, 2016, pp.29-30. 
22 Department for Education, ‘Early years foundation stage profile results in England, 2016’, SFR 50/2016, 
October 2016: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/early-years-foundation-stage-profile-results-2015-
to-2016.  

https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/widening-the-gap-final-epi.pdf
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2016-0
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2017
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/where-next-childcare-learning-last-ten-years-childcare-policy
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/where-next-childcare-learning-last-ten-years-childcare-policy
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/where-next-childcare-learning-last-ten-years-childcare-policy
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2017
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/early-years-foundation-stage-profile-results-2015-to-2016
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/early-years-foundation-stage-profile-results-2015-to-2016
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their GCSEs in 2015, the age-five gap accounted for an estimated 40 per cent of the age-sixteen 

gap.23 

All 3 and 4 year olds in England are currently entitled to 15 hours per week of free early years 

provision for 38 weeks per year; this entitlement extends to the 40 per cent most disadvantaged 2 

year olds for whom its main aim is to support child development.24 In order to assist parents with 

the costs of childcare, the entitlement is being extended: from September 2017, 3 and 4 year-olds 

whose parents each earn the equivalent of at least 16 hours per week at the national living wage 

(but under £100,000 per year) will be entitled to an additional 15 hours per week (a total of 30 

hours).25 There are two further ways in which government support is available: the childcare 

element of working tax credit (gradually being replaced by universal credit); and employer childcare 

vouchers (currently being replaced by tax-free childcare). 

Within this context, a number of challenges exist for parents and childcare providers. There are 

shortages of places in some areas: according to a survey conducted in late 2016, only 64 per cent of 

English local authorities reported full availability of 15-hour places for 3 and 4 year-olds, ranging 

from 42 per cent of local authorities in the South East to 83 per cent in the North East.26 

Furthermore, only one-third of local authorities expected to have sufficient childcare places for 3 

and 4 year olds claiming the extended 30-hour entitlement in 2017, and over half were unsure.27 

Similarly, the sector has expressed concerns surrounding recruitment, retention, and development 

of sufficient numbers of high quality practitioners. A survey of mainly private nurseries, conducted in 

early 2017, found that rising staff wages and recruitment were the top two challenges reported.28 

Increases in the national living wage and the national minimum wage are particularly affecting the 

childcare sector, and growing numbers of nurseries stated that they were considering employing 

younger and less qualified staff in order to make ends meet.29  

Funding for the early years is also undergoing substantial change. Hourly funding rates for the free 

entitlement have been increased from a national average of £4.56 to £4.94 for 3 and 4 year-olds, 

                                                           
23 N. Perera and M. Treadaway with P. Sellen, J. Hutchinson, R. Johnes, and L. Mao, ‘Education in England: 
Annual Report 2016’, Education Policy Institute (previously CentreForum), April 2016, p.42: 
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/education-in-england-2016-web.pdf.  
24 R. Johnes with J. Hutchinson, ‘Widening the gap? The impact of the 30-hour entitlement on early years 
education and childcare’, Education Policy Institute (previously CentreForum), May 2016, pp.11-12: 
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/widening-the-gap-final-epi.pdf. 
25 R. Johnes with J. Hutchinson, ‘Widening the gap? The impact of the 30-hour entitlement on early years 
education and childcare’, Education Policy Institute (previously CentreForum), May 2016, p.12: 
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/widening-the-gap-final-epi.pdf. 
26 C. Harding, B. Wheaton, and A. Butler, ‘Childcare survey 2017’, Family and Childcare Trust, March 2017, 
pp.13-14: https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2017. 
27 C. Harding, B. Wheaton, and A. Butler, ‘Childcare survey 2017’, Family and Childcare Trust, March 2017, 
pp.17-18: https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2017. 
28 National Day Nurseries Association, ‘Annual Nursery Survey 2017: England’, April 2017, p.6: 
http://www.ndna.org.uk/annualsurvey2017.  
29 National Day Nurseries Association, ‘Annual Nursery Survey 2017: England’, April 2017, p.6: 
http://www.ndna.org.uk/annualsurvey2017. 

https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/education-in-england-2016-web.pdf
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/widening-the-gap-final-epi.pdf
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/widening-the-gap-final-epi.pdf
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2017
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2017
http://www.ndna.org.uk/annualsurvey2017
http://www.ndna.org.uk/annualsurvey2017
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and from £5.09 to £5.39 for 2 year-olds.30 This overall increase forms part of a new national funding 

formula which came into force in April 2017. This is intended to standardise funding levels across the 

country, removing large disparities in between similar providers located in different areas.31  

Evidence suggests that many providers will opt not to deliver the 30-hour entitlement. The 

Department for Education’s survey of childcare and early years providers, carried out in 2016, found 

that whilst 96 per cent of group-based providers were offering the core 15-hour entitlement, 63 per 

cent were planning to offer the extended 30-hour entitlement and 17 per cent were not intending to 

do so.32 This may be because some providers expect that it will not be financially viable for them.33 

Overall assessment 

The priority given to supporting parents with the costs of childcare varies between the different 

parties. Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats commit to large increases in the free entitlement; 

Labour to extending the 30-hour entitlement to all children aged 2 upwards (irrespective of the 

employment status of their parents) and the Liberal Democrats to 15 hours for all two year olds with 

a ‘long term goal’ of providing 30 hours free provision for all 2 to 4 year-olds.  

The Conservatives do not make any new pledges in relation to increasing the free early years 

entitlement or reforming current childcare subsidies. Analysis carried out by the EPI in 2016 found 

that the planned extension to 30 hours for 3 and 4 year-olds (whose parents meet the eligibility 

requirements) will lead to proportionally higher overall childcare subsidies for better-off families 

earning up to £100,000 compared with families on low incomes.34 For example, the resulting 

maximum subsidy will be an extra £600 per year (taking the total to £2,700) for a two-parent family 

earning £19,000, but an extra £1,400 (taking the total to £3,400) for an equivalent family earning 

£100,000. 

Although the Labour and Liberal Democrat proposals would assist parents with the costs of 

childcare, they come at substantial cost. The Education Policy Institute estimates that extending the 

free entitlement to 15 hours for all 2 year-olds (proposed by the Liberal Democrats) could cost up to 

£1.7bn annually,35 and that raising the free entitlement to 30 hours for all 2 year olds (pledged by 

                                                           
30 Department for Education, ‘Early years funding: Changes to funding for three- and four-year-olds – 
Government consultation response’, December 2016, p.5: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574040/Early_years_fundin
g_government_consultation_response.pdf.  
31 Department for Education, ‘Early years funding: Changes to funding for three- and four-year-olds – 
Government consultation response’, December 2016, p.6: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574040/Early_years_fundin
g_government_consultation_response.pdf. 
32 Department for Education, ‘Survey of Childcare and Early Years Providers, England, 2016’, SFR 09/2017, 
February 2017: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/childcare-and-early-years-providers-survey-2016.  
33 National Day Nurseries Association, ‘Annual Nursery Survey 2016 – England’, February 2016, p.11; Pre-
school Learning Alliance, ‘Childcare providers fear closure over 30-hours offer, survey reveals’, 20 April 2016. 
34 R. Johnes with J. Hutchinson, ‘Widening the gap? The impact of the 30-hour entitlement on early years 
education and childcare’, Education Policy Institute (previously CentreForum), May 2016, p.12: 
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/widening-the-gap-final-epi.pdf. 
35 Based on an estimated additional 553,000 places at 15 hours per week over 38 weeks, and funded at £5.39 
per hour as announced: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574040/Early_years_fundin
g_government_consultation_response.pdf, and 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574040/Early_years_funding_government_consultation_response.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574040/Early_years_funding_government_consultation_response.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574040/Early_years_funding_government_consultation_response.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574040/Early_years_funding_government_consultation_response.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/childcare-and-early-years-providers-survey-2016
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/widening-the-gap-final-epi.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574040/Early_years_funding_government_consultation_response.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574040/Early_years_funding_government_consultation_response.pdf
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Labour) could cost up to £3.9bn per year,36 excluding any additional capital investment which would 

be required. Labour have also confirmed that they would extend the 30-hour entitlement to all 3 

and 4 year-olds. We estimate that this would cost a further £1.9bn annually. 

Experience suggests that these measures are unlikely to prove cost-effective as a means of 

increasing parental employment. Analysis of employment patterns as children become eligible for 

free part-time childcare (at age 3) and for free full-time care (at the start of school), has found that 

neither quantity of childcare appears to impact on the working patterns of fathers or of mothers 

with other younger children. Even for mothers whose youngest child becomes eligible, the 

probability of being in employment does not change when eligibility for part-time childcare begins. 

The proportion of mothers in work increases by a modest 3.5 percentage points (from a base of 58 

per cent) when the youngest child starts school; this is equivalent to approximately 12,000 extra 

women in work. The authors conclude that increasing the quantity or flexibility of support targeted 

at those in need would be more cost-effective than providing universal entitlements.37 

Introducing free full-time care at age 2 rather than age 4 might potentially have a different impact 

on maternal employment rates, by making it easier for women to return to work after a shorter 

break. However, it is also possible that some parents prefer not to place a younger child in formal 

childcare.38 It is likely that this policy would carry considerable deadweight costs, as parents already 

paying for childcare or using informal care would transfer to the free entitlement and effectively 

receive a cash transfer from government.39  However, even modest increases in demand would 

increase existing strains on capacity. In a survey of local authorities in late 2016, only 47 per cent 

reported sufficient places for 2 year-olds currently eligible for the free entitlement, and this figure 

fell as low as 32 per cent in the South East.40 Labour have pledged to invest more capital funding to 

support the free entitlement; however, no information on the size of this commitment is offered. 

All of the parties agree on the need to support quality in the early years, although there are some 

differences in the proposed approaches. Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats pledge to increase 

the numbers of graduates working in early years settings. The scale of this ambition, particularly the 

Liberal Democrat aim for every early years setting to employ an early years teacher by 2022, is 

substantial. In 2016, 92 per cent of head teachers at school-based or local authority nurseries were 

                                                           
36 Based on 553,000 additional places at 15 hours per week, plus a further 15 hours for the full cohort 

estimated at 720,000 2 year-olds: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/livebirths/datasets/birth
summarytables). 
37 M. Brewer, S. Cattan, C. Crawford, and B. Rabe, ‘Free childcare and parents’ labour supply: is more better?’, 
Institute for Fiscal Studies, December 2016: https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/wps/WP201622.pdf; 
Institute for Fiscal Studies, ’30 hours of free childcare likely to boost parental employment only slightly’,  
December 2016: https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/8793.  
38 Department for Education, ‘Childcare and early years survey of parents 2014 to 2015’, March 2016, pp.171-
172: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/516924/SFR09-
2016_Childcare_and_Early_Years_Parents_Survey_2014-15_report.pdf.pdf.  
39 Analysis of the roll-out of the initial free entitlement for 3-year-olds found that between 2002 and 2007 the 
number of free places increased much more than the number of children attending pre-school: for every 10 
government-funded places, only 2.7 were actually new places. See: J. Blanden, E. Del Bono, S. McNally and B. 
Rabe, ‘Universal Pre-School Education: The Case of Public Funding With Private Provision’, The Economic 
Journal, 126:592, May 2016, pp.682-723. 
40 C. Harding, B. Wheaton, and A. Butler, ‘Childcare survey 2017’, Family and Childcare Trust, March 2017, 
pp.13-14: https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2017.  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/livebirths/datasets/birthsummarytables
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/livebirths/datasets/birthsummarytables
https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/wps/WP201622.pdf
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/8793
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/516924/SFR09-2016_Childcare_and_Early_Years_Parents_Survey_2014-15_report.pdf.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/516924/SFR09-2016_Childcare_and_Early_Years_Parents_Survey_2014-15_report.pdf.pdf
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/childcare-survey-2017
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qualified to at least degree level, but this is much lower at 33 per cent for senior managers of private 

and voluntary group-based providers.41  

Any increase to the number of graduates will require a commensurate increase to government 

funding. The median hourly pay for staff working in non-school group-based providers is £9.20 for 

those with a degree, compared with £7.70 for those whose highest qualification is level 3, and £7.20 

for those with level 2 or below.42 If all senior managers in group-based providers were qualified to 

degree level, this suggests an additional £66m funding per year would be needed to cover existing 

provision; plus a further £16m per year to cover the Liberal Democrat entitlement offer, or a further 

£56m annually to cover the Labour entitlement offer.43 Therefore the cost of these pledges is 

estimated at a total of £83m per year under the Liberal Democrat entitlements, and £122m under 

the Labour entitlements. 

The evidence relating to the impact of graduate staff is not clear-cut. Much of the focus in the UK 

has examined process quality, which relates to the activities that take place in early years settings 

(such as interactions between children and adults) which can be measured using observational 

rating scales. Research has found that the presence of a graduate is associated with improved 

interaction quality.44 However, evidence on the relationship between the presence of a qualified 

teacher and children’s attainment is mixed. The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) 

Project, a longitudinal study established in the late 1990s, concluded that higher staff qualifications 

were associated with greater child progress.45 However, more recent research, since the 

introduction of universal childcare entitlements, finds that attainment at the end of the first year of 

primary school was only very slightly higher for children who attended an early years setting with a 

graduate. The authors concluded that the quality of provision does impact on children’s outcomes, 

but that graduate presence does not currently signal higher quality in any straightforward way.46 

Rather than focusing directly on staff qualifications, the Conservative manifesto instead proposes an 

expansion of nursery provision within primary schools as a means of raising quality. This shift does, 

however, have implications for staff qualifications, because maintained nursery schools and nursery 

                                                           
41 S. Panayiotou, S. McGinigal, J. Kent, C. Smit, C. Witsø, and E. Edwards-Hughes, ‘Survey of Childcare and Early 
Years Providers: England 2016’, Department for Education, February 2017, p.60: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/593965/SFR09_2017_Resea
rch_Report.pdf.  
42 S. Panayiotou, S. McGinigal, J. Kent, C. Smit, C. Witsø, and E. Edwards-Hughes, ‘Survey of Childcare and Early 
Years Providers: England 2016, Department for Education’, February 2017, p.70: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/593965/SFR09_2017_Resea
rch_Report.pdf. 
43 Based on an additional £3,700 in annual salary and associated costs for each of 16,000 current level 3 
leaders, and £5,000 for each of 1,300 current level 2 leaders; provider numbers and therefore salary costs are 
estimated to need to increase by 25% to cover the Liberal Democrat offer and by 85% to cover the Labour 
offer based on additional place numbers estimated in this chapter. 
44 S. Mathers, H. Ranns, A. Karemaker, A. Moody, K. Sylva, J. Graham, and I. Siraj-Blatchford, ‘Evaluation of the 
Graduate Leader Fund: Final report’, Department for Education, July 2011: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/181480/DFE-RR144.pdf.  
45 K. Sylva, E. Melhuish, P. Sammons, I. Siraj-Blatchford, and B. Taggart, ‘The Effective Provision of Pre-school 
Education (EPPE) Project: Findings from Pre-school to end of Key Stage 1’, p.3: 
http://eppe.ioe.ac.uk/eppe/eppepdfs/RBTec1223sept0412.pdf.  
46 J. Blanden, K. Hansen, and S. McNally, ‘Quality in Early Years Settings and Children’s School Achievement’, 
Centre for Economic Performance Discussion Paper No 1468, February 2017: 
http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/dp1468.pdf. 
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classes based in maintained schools are required to ensure that a teacher with a degree level 

qualification is always present, whereas private settings are not required to employ a qualified 

teacher.47 It is not clear whether this additional cost has been factored in to the Conservative plans. 

Therefore, in addition to the capital funding which is pledged as part of the manifesto commitment, 

the policy will also require revenue funding to meet the higher wages of additional qualified 

teachers. Labour also promises direct subsidy of providers, suggesting potential expansion of school 

and nursery settings, but has paired this with a graduate-led workforce. 

The implications for quality are uncertain. There is evidence to suggest that quality is higher, on 

average, in maintained settings than in the private and voluntary sectors.48 However, the link 

between setting type and children’s outcomes is not clear: recent analysis found no evidence that 

children who had attended a nursery class in a maintained school had better outcomes than those 

who had attended a private or voluntary setting, although the researchers acknowledged that this 

result could be influenced by the fact that children from different backgrounds are not equally 

distributed between different types of providers.49 Aside from the ambition to raise quality, creating 

new nurseries within primary schools may help to ease the current pressure on places in some areas. 

The Liberal Democrats are the only main party to offer additional targeted support for 

disadvantaged children. They pledge to triple the early years pupil premium from its current annual 

rate of just over £300 per child to £1,000. This would cost around £120m, taking total spending on 

the early years pupil premium to approximately £172m per year.50 Although a small-scale qualitative 

study into providers’ experiences of the pupil premium found that practitioners believed that the 

early years pupil premium had positively impacted children at their setting,51 there has been no full-

scale evaluation of child outcomes (as opposed to staff perceptions), or on the gap in attainment 

between disadvantaged children and their peers.  

 

  

                                                           
47 Department for Education, ‘Statutory framework for the early years foundation stage’, March 2017, pp.23-
25: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/596629/EYFS_STATUTORY_F
RAMEWORK_2017.pdf.  
48 J. Hillman, and T. Williams, ‘Early years education and childcare: Lessons from evidence and future 
priorities’, Nuffield Foundation, March 2015, p.29: 
http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/Early_years_education_and_childcare_Nuffield_FI
NAL.pdf.  
49 J. Blanden, K. Hansen, and S. McNally, ‘Quality in Early Years Settings and Children’s School Achievement’, 
Centre for Economic Performance Discussion Paper No 1468, February 2017: 
http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/dp1468.pdf.  
50 Based on the 2015/16 budget, inflated for population growth and the increased rate per child. The total 
budget for the early years pupil premium was £50 million in 2015-16: Department for Education, ‘Extra funding 
to prepare for the early years pupil premium’, February 2015: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/extra-
funding-to-prepare-for-the-early-years-pupil-premium. 
51 E. Roberts, J. Griggs, and S. Robb, ‘Study of Early Education and Development: Experiences of the Early Years 
Pupil Premium’, Department for Education, January 2017, pp.9-10, 36-41: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/586474/SEED-
Experiences_of_the_Early_Years_Pupil_Premium_-_RR645.pdf.  
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Part 2: School capacity 

Context 

The incoming government will need to support the creation of hundreds of thousands of new school 

places over the course of the next parliament.52 The Department for Education has estimated that 

an additional 420,000 school places will be required between 2016 and 2021 (232,000 in primary 

schools and 189,000 in secondary schools).53  

Local authorities have a statutory duty to provide sufficient numbers of school places to meet 

demand.54 Capital funding is available to support the construction of new school buildings or entirely 

new schools. The Department for Education distributes this capital funding via two routes: the ‘basic 

need’ grant, to enable local authorities to create new school places in response to demographic 

changes; and the Free Schools Programme, managed centrally by the Department. Where a local 

authority thinks a new school needs to be established it must seek proposals to establish a free 

school.55 These schools are intended to increase the diversity of school provision and raise 

educational standards, as well as providing additional capacity. Funding allocations for both the 

basic need grant and the Free Schools Programme have increased in recent years: the basic need 

grant increased from £670 million in the 2010-11 financial year to an average of £1.3bn per year 

between 2011-12 and 2018-19, whilst funding for free schools has risen from £760m in the 2014-15 

financial year to an average of £1.4bn between 2016-17 and 2020-21.56 By April 2017, 427 free 

schools had been opened in England.57 

Many but not all free schools are located in areas with the greatest demographic need: according to 

the Department for Education, 83 per cent of the 213 mainstream primary and secondary free 

schools approved between 2013 and February 2017 will provide places to address demand caused 

by demographic need, but may also cause some spare capacity in their areas. On the other hand, it 

estimates that over half of the 113,500 new places provided by mainstream free schools opening 

between 2015 and 2021 will lead to spare capacity.58 

                                                           
52 Department for Education, ‘National pupil projections: July 2016’, SFR 25/2016, July 2016: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-pupil-projections-july-2016.  
53 The numbers at primary and secondary level do not sum to the total due to rounding. National Audit Office, 
‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017, p.21: https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Capital-funding-for-schools.pdf 
54 Department for Education, ‘Schools, pupils and their characteristics’, January 2016 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/552342/SFR20_2016_Main_
Text.pdf 
55 Department for Education, ‘The free school presumption: Departmental advice for local authorities and new 
school proposers’, February 2016: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/501328/Free_school__pres
umption_guidance_18_february.pdf 
56 National Audit Office, ‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017, pp.23-24: https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Capital-funding-for-schools.pdf. 
57 Department for Education, ‘Free schools: open schools and successful applications’, April 2017: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/free-schools-open-schools-and-successful-applications. 
58 National Audit Office, ‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017, p.27: https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Capital-funding-for-schools.pdf.  
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In addition to tackling the demand for more school places, the incoming government will need to 

address the repair and maintenance requirements of existing school buildings. Data from the 

Department for Education’s property survey, completed in 2014, indicate that it would cost £6.7bn 

to ensure that the condition of all school buildings is at least satisfactory, and that it would cost an 

additional £7.1bn to improve the condition of school buildings from satisfactory to good condition.59 

The Department for Education expects that the condition of school buildings will decline further, and 

that the associated maintenance and repair costs will therefore increase.60 In 2015-16, this 

maintenance funding totalled £2.4bn, and the main funding routes were school condition allocations 

to local authorities and academy trusts, the Condition Improvement Fund, and the Priority School 

Building Programme.61  

Overall assessment 

The manifestos vary in the solutions offered to create new school places. Labour makes a 

commitment not to open new free schools but it does not explicitly offer an alternative solution. The 

Liberal Democrats are more explicit in advocating a shift to local authorities in responsibility and 

powers for establishing new school places: their pledges indicate that new school places could be 

created by establishing new local authority schools. The Conservative Party, on the other hand, 

commits to a target of building at least 100 new free schools each year; this implies a continuation of 

the average rate pledged in its 2015 manifesto of at least 500 new free schools to open between 

2015 and 2020.  

The Conservative pledge is presented within the context of an ambition to improve the quality of 

school places, indicating that these new schools are intended not only to provide additional capacity 

but also to raise standards and may therefore not always be targeted in the areas with the greatest 

demographic need. The National Audit Office found that half of local authorities with primary free 

schools, and two-thirds of those with secondary free schools, and that those schools were not 

always located in the areas of greatest need within the authority.62 In terms of raising quality, there 

is not yet enough evidence to judge the extent to which free schools are fulfilling this ambition. 

Details on the amount of capital funding allocated to creating new school places by the different 

parties is not generally clear. Specific amounts do not appear in Labour’s manifesto and may form 

one element of the proposed £250bn National Investment Fund. However, the party recently 

announced that it would invest £8.4bn in capital funding over the course of the next parliament to 

create new school places.63 That would constitute a small real increase on the £7.5bn the 

Department spent between 2010 and 2015 to create 599,000 places.64 Neither the Liberal 

                                                           
59 National Audit Office, ‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017, p.29: https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Capital-funding-for-schools.pdf. 
60 National Audit Office, ‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017, p.33: https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Capital-funding-for-schools.pdf. 
61 National Audit Office, ‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017, pp.29,34-38: 
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Capital-funding-for-schools.pdf  
62 National Audit Office, ‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017, p.27: https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Capital-funding-for-schools.pdf. 
63 Labour Party, ‘Labour will transform education for the many not the few’, 9 May 2017: 
http://press.labour.org.uk/post/160492246769/labour-will-transform-education-for-the-many-not.  
64 National Audit Office, ‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017, pp.7: https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Capital-funding-for-schools.pdf 
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Democrats or the Conservatives give any information on the level of capital funding which they 

would make available for new school places, but their manifestos do not rule out such levels of 

funding being provided as a matter of course or as a continuation of the government’s plans. 

One way of meeting demand for school places has been to increase class sizes. In a National Audit 

Office survey, 84 per cent of local authorities had ‘bulged’ classes to create new places.65 The School 

Admissions (Infant Class Sizes) Regulations 2012 caps infant class sizes at 30, although lawful 

exceptions are permitted, including looked after children, twins, and children admitted to the school 

outside the normal admission rounds.66 In 2016, 5.8 per cent of Key Stage 1 pupils were in classes of 

more than 30; this figure has stabilised in the last three years, but follows an increase from around 2 

per cent in 2008.67 Of those in classes with more than 30, 94.8 per cent were in classes of 31 or 32.68 

Against this context, Labour have proposed to limit classes to 30 for all five-, six-, and seven year-

olds, and to seek to extend that later if resources allow.69 This could be interpreted as strictly 

enforcing a class size limit for infant years, and removing the exemptions that currently ensure that 

the vast majority of classes in excess of 30 pupils are ‘lawful’.  

The manifesto does not specify the funding required to deliver this, but the practical implications 

could be significant. The small proportion of classes over 30 are not caused by an aggregate shortage 

of places. Most obviously, the average infant class size in 2016 was 27.4, but even when looking 

within each local authority, the number of Key Stage 1 pupils taking their classes over 30 tends to be 

well exceeded by the ‘spaces’ in classes of fewer than 30 (notwithstanding that some classrooms 

included will not actually have a capacity of 30).70 

That implies that, in many cases, it is the unpredictable fluctuations in pupil numbers associated with 

the permitted exceptions that take classes above 30. If local authorities were able to simply 

redistribute children across their local schools to prevent large classes, few additional places or 

teachers would be required. This, however, would likely require an erosion of parental choice and 

school freedoms over admissions, and in some cases significant increases in travel times. On the 

other hand, to illustrate the potential magnitude of costs of a highly inflexible approach to 

implementing the policy, if every class of over 30 pupils in a given year led to another having to be 

                                                           
65 National Audit Office, ‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017, p.41: https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Capital-funding-for-schools.pdf.  
66 The School Admissions (Infant Class Sizes) Regulations 2012. 
67 National Audit Office, ‘Capital funding for schools’, February 2017, p.8: https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2017/02/Capital-funding-for-schools.pdf. 
68 Department for Education, ‘Schools, pupils and their characteristics’, January 2016 (SFR20) 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/552342/SFR20_2016_Main_
Text.pdf 
69 The party’s manifesto text suggests a limit of ‘less than 30’, but it has been clarified that the intention is to 
restrict classes to no more than 30. 
70 Analysis of published underlying data for Department for Education, ‘Schools, pupils and their 
characteristics’, January 2016: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/schools-pupils-and-their-
characteristics-january-2016  
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provided for, the capital cost arising from that year alone could be around £1.5bn and teacher pay 

costs could increase by roughly £140m by 2021-22.71 

In practice, that would be an extreme response which would create a great deal of unneeded school 

capacity. A less costly implementation of a strict enforcement of class size limits can be illustrated. 

Here, if absolute limits were strictly enforced with some sanction for schools breaking rules, we 

might expect schools to build up bigger ‘buffers’ to reduce the risk of inadvertantly exceeding limits.  

To model this scenario, we assume that all pupils currently bunched in classes of 30 move into 

classes of 29, while those in classes larger than 30 move into classes of 30. Overall, that would imply 

a reduction in average class size to 27.  If pupils were evenly redistributed into the implied extra 

classes, the increase – based on 2016 pupil numbers – would be of just 960 extra classes, but this 

would likely only be possible with a very gradual implementation, and careful planning (which may 

imply greater administrative costs for schools and local authorities).  In terms of pupil numbers and 

prices in 2021-22, that would imply the creation of places costing around £450m and annual teacher 

costs of around £40m. 

Overall, then, the costs of Labour’s class size commitment are highly uncertain, and it is likely that 

a heavy-handed implementation would create significant costs and greater restrictions on local-

level decision making. It is therefore important to understand the benefits such a policy could bring. 

It is indeed the case that average class sizes in the UK’s primary schools are high in government-run 

schools at 26, compared to an OECD average of 21.72 However, existing research suggests that 

reducing class sizes has only weak impacts on attainment, and noticeable impacts only tend to be 

found for large reductions. Whilst the effects appear greater in the early years of school, they have 

been found to diminish over time, and are modest compared to the cost.73 International evidence 

for secondary schools also suggests that, if it is not accompanied by a proportional increase in 

teacher numbers, reductions in class sizes in secondary school may also put greater pressure on 

teacher workloads and the time staff have available for lesson planning and other duties.74 The UK’s 

                                                           
71 Based on DfE’s SFR20, around 3,100 key stage 1 classes in 2016 were of more than 30 pupils. If each 
triggered an extra class to be provided, the equivalent number of ‘places’ created is 30 for each class and a 
notional 92,000 overall – creating lots of small classes in the process. The average cost per place is assumed to 
be £15,200 (based on average DfE funding per school place in 2015-16 to 2018-19, reported in the NAO’s 
Capital Funding for Schools report (pp.25), uprated to 2021-22 costs using the GDP deflator). The annual cost 
of additional teachers is estimated using average primary school salaries reported in the School Workforce 
Census 2015 (table 9b: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/school-workforce-in-england-november-
2015), uplifted by 1% per year until 2019-20 and by OBR-forecast CPI thereafter, with on-costs at 26% applied. 
All costs are uprated to 2021-22 for general pupil growth, based on the DfE’s pupil projections 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-pupil-projections-july-2016). 
72 OECD, ‘Education at a glance 2016’, 2016 (Table D2.1, figures for 2014): 
http://www.oecd.org/edu/education-at-a-glance-19991487.htm  
73 Department for Education, ‘Class size and education in England evidence report’, December 2011: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/183364/DFE-RR169.pdf , 
Education Endowment Foundation, ‘Teaching and learning toolkit: reducing class size’, May 2017: 
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/resources/teaching-learning-toolkit/reducing-class-size/  
74 Sellen, P., ‘Teacher workload and professional development in England’s secondary schools: insights from 
TALIS’, October 2016: https://epi.org.uk/report/teacherworkload/  
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high class sizes are associated with its high pupil to teacher ratios75 – perhaps addressing teacher 

supply effectively would be a better first step to ease burdens on teachers and improve in the round. 

Finally, Labour is the only party to explicitly commit funding to repairing and maintaining existing 

schools, though this activity would likely be funded to some extent as a matter of course by any 

incoming government. Labour’s pledge to fund the construction of new school buildings and to 

remove asbestos from existing schools is not costed in the manifesto, although the party recently 

announced that it would allocate £13.8bn of capital funding over the course of the next parliament 

for maintaining school buildings.76 This is equivalent to the level of investment estimated to be 

required to ensure that all school buildings are in a good condition, although this estimate is based 

on data from the Department for Education’s property survey (completed in 2014), and does not 

account for change since then. Neither the Liberal Democrat nor the Conservative manifestos detail 

their approaches to tackling the challenges of school building maintenance. 

  

                                                           
75 20 in primary schools, compared to an OECD average of 15. OECD, ‘Education at a glance 2016’, 2016 (Table 
D2.2, figures for 2014): http://www.oecd.org/edu/education-at-a-glance-19991487.htm 
76 Labour Party, ‘Labour will transform education for the many not the few’, 9 May 2017: 
http://press.labour.org.uk/post/160492246769/labour-will-transform-education-for-the-many-not. 
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Part 3: Access to high quality schools 

Context 

Analysis by the Education Policy Institute found that in 2015 only 38 per cent of pupils in England 

achieved what it considers to be a world-class standard at the end of Key Stage 4; this figure falls to 

20 per cent for disadvantaged pupils.77 The gap in attainment between disadvantaged and non-

disadvantaged pupils grows at each Key Stage: in 2015, it was 4.3 months at the end of the early 

years, 9.6 months at the end of Key Stage 2, and 19.2 months by the end of Key Stage 4.78 

A key challenge for any government is to provide access to the high quality schools that will help to 

achieve this world-class ambition.  

Since the 1980s, there has been a general shift towards diversifying the choice of schools available, 

on the basis that broadening parental choice will increase competition between schools and 

therefore encourage innovation and raise standards.79 Initially introduced in 2002 as an attempt to 

raise educational standards in areas with high levels of deprivation and poor quality school 

provision, the academies programme has expanded rapidly in recent years. Since 2010 it has 

consisted of both sponsored academies (low performing schools taken out of local authority 

oversight and placed under the supervision of a sponsor) and converter academies (usually higher 

performing schools which have chosen to become academies). It has also been possible since 2010 

for new academies to be established as free schools. Most academies are part of a multi-academy 

trust, meaning that their trust generally runs multiple academies.80 By March 2017, there were a 

total of 6,087 open academies in England, constituting 22 per cent of primary schools and 62 per 

cent of secondary schools.81 

Research by the Education Policy Institute found that although some multi-academy trusts are 

performing extremely well and have substantially raised outcomes for pupils, others are performing 

very poorly; the same is true of local authorities. Academisation does not guarantee higher 

standards.82 Research conducted by the London School of Economics found that the early academies 

sponsored under the Labour government between 2001 and 2010 did demonstrate a positive 

improvement of around one grade in each of five GCSEs, on average, for each pupil. The research did 

                                                           
77 N. Perera and M. Treadaway, with P. Sellen, J. Hutchinson, R. Johnes, and L. Mao, ‘Education in England: 
Annual Report 2016’, Education Policy Institute (formerly CentreForum), April 2016, p.42: 
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/education-in-england-2016-web.pdf. 
78 N. Perera and M. Treadaway, with P. Sellen, J. Hutchinson, R. Johnes, and L. Mao, ‘Education in England: 
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not, however, find a discernible impact for most academies which were either sponsored or which 

converted after 2010, under the Coalition Government.  The study observed a small improvement in 

‘outstanding’ converter academies, equivalent to around one grade in two GCSE subjects – around a 

third of the impact observed in the pre-2010 sponsored academies. 

Schools differ not only in terms of their academy or local authority status. For example, some 

schools specialise in certain subjects, select pupils on the basis of academic ability, or have a 

designated religious character (often referred to as faith schools).83  

Grammar schools are permitted to select pupils on the basis of their academic ability. The School 

Standards and Framework Act 1998 prohibited the creation of any new selective schools, although 

such schools that were already open at the time were permitted to continue operating selective 

admissions arrangements.84 There are currently 163 grammar schools in England.85  

The majority of schools with a designated religious character are of a particular Christian 

denomination, but small numbers of schools of minority faiths (including Muslim, Jewish, and Sikh 

schools) also exist.86 As of January 2017, there were 6,813 state-funded schools with a religious 

character in England, of which 63 were mainstream free schools.87  

This variety in the school system co-exists with disparities in access to a high quality school between 

pupils from different backgrounds. Pupils from poorer backgrounds are notably under represented 

in grammar schools, pupils eligible for free school meals make up 2.5 per cent of pupils in grammar 

schools compared with 13.2 per cent of all pupils at state-funded secondary schools.88 Faith schools 

are less ‘socially selective’ than grammar schools but still, on average, have lower proportions of 

pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds than their local areas.89  

However, these features are not unique to selective and faith schools. Around 1 in 30 non-selective, 

non-faith secondary schools are as socially selective as the average grammar school. Nor is the 

pattern consistent across all schools - around a tenth of faith secondary schools have levels of 

disadvantage that are well above that of their local area.90  
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The Prime Minister has also argued that selection already exists through ‘selection by house price’.91 

In March the Department for Education published analysis examining the relationship between 

school performance and house prices.92  It found an 8.0 per cent price premium near the highest 

performing primary schools and a 6.8 per cent premium near the highest performing secondary 

schools. However, the direction of causality is unclear. For example, the children of wealthier 

parents are more likely to achieve higher results at the end of primary and secondary school.  

Overall assessment 

Although each party seeks to raise the standard of school provision, they differ substantially in how 

they propose to achieve this. Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats propose a shift away from 

academies and towards giving greater powers back to local authorities, although neither rule out the 

prospect of further academisation for schools which wish to follow this route.  

The Conservative Party commits to extending the academy programme, seeking new academy 

sponsors from amongst universities and private schools. Comprehensive data relating to 

collaboration arrangements between independent and state-funded schools is not currently 

available, and therefore it is difficult to assess the extent to which such links are affecting outcomes 

for pupils in state-funded schools. School leaders in the state sector tend to face different challenges 

from those in the independent sector, including under-performance, poor parental engagement, 

difficulties recruiting and retaining high quality teachers, and supporting the needs of large number 

of pupils with special educational needs and/or behavioural disorders.93 These differences will need 

to be considered if independent school leaders are to take on a greater role in state-funded schools. 

Similarly, there is not yet sufficient evidence of whether there is an improvement in quality when a 

university becomes an academy sponsor. Successful examples of such arrangements that have 

previously been cited by the current government relate to schools which opened very recently, and 

therefore assessments about their long-term performance cannot yet be made; nor is there enough 

evidence to offer an indication of the average performance of this model across a number of 

different schools and universities. Linking university fees with the requirement to act as an academy 

sponsor or founder of a free school also creates the risk of incentivising potentially weaker 

universities to enter into such a project as a means of raising additional funds, thereby potentially 

compromising the quality of the schools involved.  

Arguably, the most controversial area of structural reform is the position of the different parties on 

the role of selective schools. Both the Labour and the Liberal Democrat manifestos explicitly rule out 

any extension of selective education, whereas the Conservatives commit to removing the ban on 

new selective schools, although certain requirements are proposed such as allowing multiple entry 

points beyond the age of eleven. This pledge is made within the context of an aim to increase the 

number of good school places. However, the Education Policy Institute’s analysis of current grammar 

schools suggests that, overall, selective education does not have any net impact on outcomes at a 
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national level. Grammar schools do have a positive impact on outcomes for pupils who attend them, 

amounting to around one-third of a grade higher in each of eight GCSE subjects, compared with 

pupils with similar characteristics in non-selective schools in comprehensive areas.  

These benefits, however, decline as the proportion of pupils attending grammar schools increases 

and penalties emerge for those who do not attend. In more selective areas, these penalties are 

equivalent to just under 0.1 of a grade in each of a pupil’s eight GCSE subjects. This negative impact 

is greatest for FSM pupils, who experience a penalty equivalent to just under 0.2 grades in each of 

eight GCSE subjects.94 Therefore, whilst selective schools do demonstrate slightly higher outcomes, 

this appears to come at a cost to other local schools in areas with high levels of selection. 

Furthermore, it is unlikely that an expansion in selective education will promote the social mobility 

that is envisaged in the Conservative manifesto entitled to free school meals, compared with 13.2 

per cent in all state funded secondary schools, and 8.9 per cent in the areas surrounding grammar 

schools.95 This is partly because of the substantial attainment gap between FSM and non-FSM pupils, 

which stands at 9.6 months at the age of 11, and partly because of the widespread use of private 

tuition in order to prepare children for the 11-plus.96. Pupils who are eligible for free school meals 

are currently vastly under-represented in selective schools: only 2.5 per cent of grammar school 

pupils are  

Similarly, some ethnic groups are also under-represented in selective schools. For example, pupils 

from Black Caribbean backgrounds represent 1.3 per cent of pupils with high prior attainment near 

selective schools but just 0.5 per cent of pupils who attend them. In other words, even after 

controlling for prior attainment, Black Caribbean pupils are far less likely to attend a grammar 

school. 

The Conservative manifesto also points to a large attainment gap between disadvantaged and non-

disadvantaged pupils in non-selective schools and contrasts this with a virtually non-existent one in 

selective schools. However, this comparison does not account for the fact that grammar schools 

select the highest attaining pupils at age 11. The effect of this can be illustrated by looking at FSM 

pupils with high prior attainment in non-selective schools. In non-selective schools the gap between 

FSM pupils and their peers is 25.1 percentage points, if only selecting those pupils with high 

attainment at the end of primary school that gap falls to 7.9 percentage points.97 

There is a risk also that allowing children admission at later ages will not diversify the intake of 

grammar schools. This is because the attainment gap widens further between the ages of 11 and 16; 
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in 2015 it stood at 19.2 months by the end of Key Stage 4.98 If a disadvantaged pupil fails the 11-plus 

then they are unlikely to gain entry in subsequent years. It is concerning that the Conservative 

manifesto does not acknowledge the barriers in accessing grammar schools which disadvantaged 

pupils currently face.  

The Conservative manifesto also points to the relatively high proportion of children from Ordinary 

Working Families in grammar schools. This does not address concerns that children from 

disadvantaged backgrounds miss out on a place. This is because the Department for Education’s 

definition of Ordinary Working Families identifies in effect the ‘average child’ – the group occupies 

the centre of the income distribution of children in maintained schools. Crucially, however, the child 

of the Ordinary Working Family experiences attainment and progress outcomes that 

are above average. This comes about because the slightly smaller group of children we typically 

think of as ‘poor’ (those eligible for the Pupil Premium) have outcomes that are so low that they pull 

down the average for all children – these disadvantaged children are especially vulnerable in an 

educational sense as well as in a socio-economic sense. 

The Department for Education’s analysis demonstrates that selective schools continue to be 

dominated by the most affluent.99 Over half of pupils in selective schools are in families with income 

above the national median and fewer than one in ten are eligible for the Pupil Premium. Ultimately, 

the proportion of pupils in selective schools that are from Ordinary Working Families being similar to 

other schools is not surprising given the range of pupils and attainment that this group covers. 

Within this context, it is notable that the government’s plans for ‘opportunity areas’ are not 

reconfirmed in the Conservative manifesto. These areas, selected because they demonstrate low 

levels of social mobility, are due to receive targeted support to raise standards and opportunities for 

children and young people.100 

The Conservative’s commitment to remove the 50 per cent cap on faith-based admissions suggests 

an increase in the number of faith schools (in particular it is likely to lead to an increase in the 

number of Roman Catholic schools). Our research shows that, having controlled for prior attainment 

and other pupil characteristics, the performance of primary faith schools is no different from other 

schools and only slightly higher in secondary faith schools than in other schools.101 As set out above, 

faith schools tend to be more socially selective than other schools. Therefore, any small gains would 

come at the price of increased social segregation.     

Labour have pledged to ‘require joined-up admissions policies’ but there is a lack of detail on how 

this would work in practice. The Conservatives have committed to undertaking a review of school 
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admissions policies but have ruled out, from the outset, introducing a mandatory lottery based 

policy. 

Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats make references in their manifestos to addressing the 

specific needs of pupils with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). Labour pledge to 

delivering a strategy for pupils with SEND and embed SEND into training for teachers and non-

teaching staff while the Liberal Democrats have committed to ensuring that identification and 

support for children with SEND take places as early as possible.  

The commitment of both of these parties is welcome as, in 2016, there was a difference of 22 points 

between the average Attainment 8 score of pupils were classified as SEND and those who were 

not.102 By the end of the next parliament the Conservatives want to see three quarters of pupils 

entered for the EBacc combination of GCSE subjects. Currently, just 12 per cent of SEND pupils do so 

and less than half of those achieve a grade C or above in each subject.    

This group risks being left behind. It is therefore concerning that the Conservative party makes no 

reference to pupils with SEND in their manifesto. 
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Part 4: School revenue funding 

Context 

In the past year the way in which we fund our schools and colleges has rapidly grown into one of the 

most salient political issues. While parties of all colours may disagree on how to address the future 

of the system, all will agree that the incoming government will be immediately faced with two major 

challenges; firstly, responding to the challenge of overall funding pressures, secondly, responding to 

the problem of how this funding should be allocated across the school system.  

Overall school spending has steadily grown since the 1990s in England – with the figure around 

£40bn in 2016-17. Additionally, Pupil Premium funding from outside the Dedicated Schools Grant 

(DSG), set aside for disadvantaged pupils, stood at £1,320 for primary school pupils, and £935 for 

secondary school pupils in 2016-17.103 With the core allocation of schools funding, however, trends 

of recent years are set to be discontinued: EPI analysis estimated that by 2019-20 there are unlikely 

to be any schools in England which will avoid a real terms cut in per pupil funding under the 

government’s plans.104 Indeed, as a consequence of commitments to freezing per pupil school 

spending made by the government, our research found that up to half of primary schools and 

around half of secondary schools would be faced with significant real cuts in funding per pupil of 

between 6 and 11 per cent by 2019-20.105 This is as a result of a combination of the impact 

of inflationary pressures and the removal of the Education Services Grant.106  

In addition to making changes to the overall schools budget, the government has also sought to 

change how this funding is distributed by consulting on a new National Funding Formula for 

schools.107 As they stand, current proposals to rebalance the fixed overall allocation mean that some 

schools are set to incur relative losses; others gains. Such plans have naturally engendered some 

unrest from ‘losing’ schools – yet given that the funding disparities in England are both clear and 

longstanding, a degree of cross-party consensus nonetheless has emerged for the need for some 

form of modification to the system.108 

Total spending on 16–18 education, including sixth form, sixth form colleges and further education 

in England, stood at just below £6bn in 2015–16.109 For further education, the recent Budget also 

saw £500m announced to increase the amount of technical training available for 16 to 19-year-olds. 

However, as recently highlighted by bodies such as House of Lords Select Committee on Social 

Mobility and Public Accounts Committee, the sector nonetheless has acute, long-entrenched 
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financial problems – and has progressively lost out on funding.110 111 Indeed, according to the 

Institute for Fiscal Studies, further education ‘has been the only major area of education spending to 

see cuts since 2010’. Per student spending in 1990/91 for further education was almost 50 per cent 

higher than spending per student in secondary schools - yet since then, levels have undergone a 

dramatic transformation: in 2015–16 it was 10 per cent lower, at around £5,600 per student.112 

Overall Asessment 

Each of the major parties acknowledges the challenges associated with the school funding system in 

their respective manifestos. 

Labour appears to be promising the biggest boost to school budgets - with a commitment of an extra 

£6.3bn, by 2021-22, over existing plans. Significantly, Labour propose to reverse the recent cuts to 

real terms per pupil budgets, which the IFS have forecast to amount to between 6.5 per cent and 8 

per cent between 2015-16 and 2019-20, and protect the funding in these terms to the end of the 

parliament.113 This would cost an estimated £4.8bn per year. On top of this, they would introduce a 

"fairer funding formula that leaves no school worse off", with that commitment costing around 

£300m. We estimate that Labour's commitment represents a real terms increase of around 6 per 

cent over the next parliament.114 If we look at the spending since 2015-16, then the increase is 

smaller, at around 2 per cent per pupil. They would also introduce further measures that provide 

more funding to schools, but with additional obligations, including an arts pupil premium (£160m), 

extending free school meals to all pupils in state funded primary schools (around £900m), and extra 

schools counselling (£90m).115 

The Liberal Democrats propose to cancel planned reductions in per pupil funding, protecting it in 

real terms, including the pupil premium, but not to reverse cuts that have already taken place. They 

have suggested that the increases will amount to around £1bn in 2019-20, but it is unclear how great 

the costs are expected to be by the end of the parliament, and how they would be financed. Overall, 

we estimate that the Liberal Democrat's commitment represents a small real terms increase over 

the new parliament of around 1 per cent per pupil. This would still leave estimated per-pupil 
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funding below the levels seen in 2015-16 in real terms by around 4 per cent per pupil.116 The Liberal 

Democrats also propose to use around an additional £300m per year over the period to prevent 

losers in cash terms whilst implementing a new National Funding Formula (NFF). As with Labour, 

they would extend free school meals to all primary school pupils. They have also committed to 

ensuring teaching staff have the training to identify mental health issues, although it is unclear 

whether this cost will be met from within the core schools budget or from planned increases to the 

NHS and care budget.  

The Conservatives appear to be offering the smallest change to school budget plans, increasing 

funding by £4bn by 2021-22. We estimate that this would imply a reduction in per pupil funding in 

real terms of around 3 per cent between 2017-18 and 2021-22.117 That means a reduction in per 

pupil funding in real terms of around 7 per cent between 2015-16 and 2021-22. The Conservatives 

would similarly ensure no schools lose in cash terms under the NFF, but it appears this is expected to 

be delivered within the £4bn increase in funding in this parliament. 

The Conservatives have also pledged to abolish Free School Meals for infant pupils (except for those 

from families on low incomes), saving £650m and instead spending £60m on providing free 

breakfasts for all primary aged pupils. The party has also pledged to introduce Mental Health First 

Aid Training for teachers in every primary and secondary school as well as a new ‘curriculum fund’. It 

is, however, unclear whether the £4bn is intended for all of these purposes or whether additional 

funding will be made available for these purposes. 

As well as the £650m saving from scrapping universal infant free school lunches, the Conservatives 

also plan to save an additional £200m from "better systems" for the Student Loans Companies, 

£160m from efficiency savings to government departments, as well as £10m from a levy on soft 

drinks.   

 

Free School Meals 

The provision of free meals to primary aged pupils has emerged as one of the key dividing lines 

between Labour and the Liberal Democrats; and the Conservatives. Universal Infant Free School 

Meals (UIFSM), which were rolled out in September 2014, mean that all children in state funded 

schools in reception, year 1 and year 2 receive a free school lunch. Currently, the government pays 

£2.30 for each meal taken under the Universal Infant Free School Meals programme introduced in 

2014.   

Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats have pledged to extend the current UIFSM entitlement so 

that all primary pupils receive a free school lunch, irrespective of their family income. The 

Conservatives have pledged to abolish Free School Meals for all but the poorest school children and 

replace UIFSM with a free breakfast for all primary aged pupils. 

                                                           
116 Methodology used similar to that for Labour, except that, based on our understanding of the Liberal 
Democrat manifesto, it is assumed that core schools and Pupil Premium funding is uplifted between 2017-18 
and 2021-22 to account only for pupil numbers and inflation using the GDP Deflator. NFF protection funding of 
£335m is again added for 2021-22. 
117 Methodology used similar to that for Labour and the Liberal Democrats, except that, based on our 
understanding of the Conservative manifesto, it is assumed that core schools and Pupil Premium funding is 
increased by £4bn in nominal terms between 2017-18 and 2021-22, and that this includes any funding for NFF 
protection. 
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The evaluation of the Free School Meals Pilot in England found that pupils in both of the universal 

pilot areas made around two months’ more progress at Key Stage 2 than those in the control 

areas.118 The universal entitlement pilot appeared to improve attainment more for children from 

poorer families (pupils who were already eligible for Free School Meals) and for those pupils with 

lower levels of prior attainment – although some of these differences between pupil types are not 

significant. Overall therefore, there was some evidence that the universal pilot may have 

contributed to a reduction in education inequalities, although the pilot did not provide clear 

evidence on what was driving the improved productivity in class.   

There is stronger evidence that increasing take up of school meals increases the nutritional balance 

of food consumed during the school day, if not overall dietary patterns. This is because school meals 

served have to meet prescribed standards in most state-funded schools, whereas packed lunches 

continue (despite modest improvements recently) to be a poor choice in terms of nutrition. Only 1.6 

per cent of primary children’s packed lunches meet the nutritional standards set for their classmates 

eating school lunches, a figure which has barely changed in 10 years. 119 

Labour estimate that extending free school meals to all primary pupils will cost between £700m and 

£900m annually and propose to fund it through imposing VAT on private school fees which they 

claim would raise around £1.6bn. 120 Using estimates of current numbers of children in independent 

schools in UK and current average fee levels, we estimate that subjecting fees to 20 per cent VAT 

could raise around £1.4bn. However, this figure does not take into account the VAT claimed back 

from non-staff costs. The overall amount raised could vary significantly from this figure if, as seems 

likely, independent schools raise fees to at least partly offset the imposition of VAT. These higher 

fees are likely to encourage some parents to move their children back into the state sector, incurring 

additional costs for the state. 

The government currently spends £650m on providing free school meals for all infant aged pupils 

and the IFS estimate that an additional £950m would be needed to extend the offer to all primary 

aged pupils (this includes £270m of upfront funding and Barnett consequentials).121 

Under Conservative plans to abolish free school meals for all infant aged pupils, we estimate that 

around 900,000 children, from families with incomes below median equivalised income, would lose 

their current entitlement to a free meal. Around two-thirds of these children are from what the 

government has defined as Ordinary Working Families and the remaining third are children who are 

                                                           
118 Department for Education, ‘Evaluation of the Free School Meals Pilot’, March 2012: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/184047/DFE-RR227.pdf 
119 University of Leeds, ‘Too few school packed lunches meet nutritional standards’, September 2016: 
https://www.leeds.ac.uk/news/article/3907/too_few_school_packed_lunches_meet_nutritional_standards 
120 The Labour Party, Funding Britain’s Future, May 2017:  
http://www.labour.org.uk/page/-/PDFs/ONLINE%209660_17%20HMT%20Manifesto%20pamphlet%20.pdf 
121 L. Dearden and C. Farquharson, ‘Free school meals for all primary pupils: Projections from a pilot’, Institute 
for Fiscal Studies, May 2017 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/184047/DFE-RR227.pdf
https://www.leeds.ac.uk/news/article/3907/too_few_school_packed_lunches_meet_nutritional_standards
http://www.labour.org.uk/page/-/PDFs/ONLINE%209660_17%20HMT%20Manifesto%20pamphlet%20.pdf
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eligible for the Pupil Premium.122 We estimate that the typical annual cost for these families would 

be around £440 for each child aged between 4 and 7.123 

However, as we have previously argued, the group identified as Ordinary Working Families are not 

educationally disadvantaged.124 The Department for Education’s definition identifies in effect the 

‘average child’, occupying the middle of the income distribution of children in state-funded schools 

and they have attainment and progress outcomes that are above average.  

A recent evaluation of a one year trial of free breakfast in 53 disadvantaged schools delivered similar 

academic benefits to universal free school meal provision. The breakfast clubs also significantly 

improved behaviour and concentration, and reduced absences.125 

However, the study also found that, while relatively disadvantaged students were more likely to 

attend the breakfast clubs, the intervention was more effective at raising the attainment of pupils 

from less disadvantaged backgrounds, unlike UIFSM.  This suggests that support for school breakfast 

clubs might not reduce socio-economic gaps in pupil attainment. 

The cost of providing a free breakfast in this trial was, however, significantly cheaper than providing 

universal free school meals for all infant aged pupils.  Under the current funding arrangements, £437 

is provided per eligible pupil to fund UIFSM whereas the on-going cost per pupil per year of 

providing breakfast in the trial was £16.126 127 Based on the costs used in the trials and the levels of 

take-up, we estimate that the total on-going cost would be in the range of £70m to £85m, with a 

central estimate of £75m by 2021-22, with up-front costs of between £11m and £22m, with a central 

                                                           
122 This estimate is derived by taking the total number of pupils in reception, year 1 and year 2 in state-funded 

schools (approximately 2 million) and applying the proportion of primary school pupils identified by the 

Department for Education as eligible for the pupil premium but not free school meals (12 per cent) and the 

proportion in families with income below the national median but not in receipt of the pupil premium (34 per 

cent). These figures can be found in:  

Department for Education, ‘Schools, pupils and their characteristics: January 2016’, June 2016, Table 1d 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/schools-pupils-and-their-characteristics-january-2016; and 

Department for Education, ‘Analysing family circumstances and education’, April 2017, p.38 

https://consult.education.gov.uk/school-leadership-analysis-unit/analysing-family-circumstances-and-

education-1/ 
123 The current government rate for infant school meals of £2.30 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-funding-allocations-
2016-to-2017/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-conditions-of-grant-2016-to-2017) multiplied by 190 
school days per year and rounded to the nearest 0. 
124 Education Policy Institute, ‘EPI responds to consultation on supporting ‘ordinary working families’, April 
2017 https://epi.org.uk/news/ordinary-working-families-consultation/ 
125 C. Crawford, A. Edwards et al, ‘Magic Breakfast: Evaluating the effectiveness of school breakfast provision’, 

Education Endowment Foundation, November 2016: 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Projects/Evaluation_Reports/EEF_Project_Report

_Magic_Breakfast.pdf 
126 Education Funding Agency, ‘Universal infant free school meals (UIFSM): conditions of grant 2016 to 2017’, 7 

July 2016:  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-funding-allocations-

2016-to-2017/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-conditions-of-grant-2016-to-2017 
127 C. Crawford, A. Edwards et al, ‘Magic Breakfast: Evaluating the effectiveness of school breakfast provision’, 
Education Endowment Foundation, November 2016 (on-going costs of £10.75 per pupil per year plus staff 
costs of £5.46 per pupil per year) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/schools-pupils-and-their-characteristics-january-2016
https://consult.education.gov.uk/school-leadership-analysis-unit/analysing-family-circumstances-and-education-1/
https://consult.education.gov.uk/school-leadership-analysis-unit/analysing-family-circumstances-and-education-1/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-funding-allocations-2016-to-2017/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-conditions-of-grant-2016-to-2017
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-funding-allocations-2016-to-2017/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-conditions-of-grant-2016-to-2017
https://epi.org.uk/news/ordinary-working-families-consultation/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Projects/Evaluation_Reports/EEF_Project_Report_Magic_Breakfast.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Projects/Evaluation_Reports/EEF_Project_Report_Magic_Breakfast.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-funding-allocations-2016-to-2017/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-conditions-of-grant-2016-to-2017
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-funding-allocations-2016-to-2017/universal-infant-free-school-meals-uifsm-conditions-of-grant-2016-to-2017
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Projects/Evaluation_Reports/EEF_Project_Report_Magic_Breakfast.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Projects/Evaluation_Reports/EEF_Project_Report_Magic_Breakfast.pdf
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estimate of £15m.128 However, these estimates are based on the relatively low take-up rates from 

the pilot of between 13 and 52 per cent.129 If take-up rates were higher, or if staff could not be 

reassigned from other duties, costs could be considerably larger, but so could the impact. 

There are also practical considerations in providing a free breakfast to all primary pupils, including 

the physical space needed. At present, schools with limited dining space can stagger their lunch 

breaks (and the current UIFSM policy included £10m of capital funding in 2015/16 to enable schools 

to accommodate the additional demand). This might be more difficult at breakfast times but this 

would require additional staff supervision time and is likely to prove trickier.  

 Funding of Post 16 Education 

Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats have proposed to address the current reductions in real 

funding for post-16 education, which have left the 16 to 18 phase relatively underfunded compared 

to secondary school education.130 The Liberal Democrats would protect funding rates in real terms, 

at a cost of almost £200m in 2019-20, whilst Labour would seek to close the disparity in funding 

between Key Stage 4 and 16 to 18 education. The cost implications of this depend on trends in 

educational participation – and any growth in apprenticeships – but such proposals could have 

similar outcomes, raising funding by around half a billion pounds by 2021-22. These increases in 

course funding would produce modest increases in real funding rates relative to 2015-16, but come 

in addition to the increase in funding for technical education (of £445m in 2021-22) announced by 

the Conservative Government at Budget 2017.131  

The Conservatives have not proposed specific increases in revenue funding in this phase, but they do 

pledge to invest in further education colleges to ensure they are well equipped, and to support them 

in attracting industry professional staff. They have re-emphasised their ongoing reforms of technical 

education, and plans to introduce new T Levels for post-16 educational routes. 

Meanwhile, Labour have committed to reintroducing the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA), 

scrapped under the Coalition Government, at a cost of £540m.132 This may well improve educational 

participation, and support many young people on low incomes who would not otherwise qualify for 

college-administered Bursaries. However, with the evaluation of EMA-abolition suggesting a modest 

impact on participation relative to the numbers affected, and Raising the Participation Age since 

having come fully into effect, the impact is uncertain.133 

                                                           
128 Estimates are calculated using per-pupil costs from the Magic Breakfasts impact evaluation 
(https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/9202) with pessimistic and optimistic scenarios taken from the average 
costs of survey respondents with no previous provision and with previous provision respectively (apart from 
Staff costs where a +/-10% adjustment was applied).  This was multiplied by DfE pupil projections for the 
relevant year and age group, with costs uprated for inflation using HMT GDP deflator estimates. 
129 C. Crawford, A. Edwards et al, ‘Magic Breakfast: Evaluating the effectiveness of school breakfast provision’, 
Education Endowment Foundation, November 2016 
130 C. Belfield, C. Crawford and L. Sibieta, ‘Long-run comparisons of spending per pupil across different stages 
of education’, Institute for Fiscal Studies, February 2017 
131 HM Treasury, ‘Spring Budget 2017’, HC 1025, March 2017 
132 J. Britton, and L. Sibieta, ‘Labour’s proposed boost to education spending’, Institute for Fiscal Studies, May 
2017 
133 J. Britton, and L. Dearden, Department for Education, ‘The 16 to 19 bursary fund: impact evaluation’, June 
2015 

https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/9202
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Part 5: Curriculum, assessment, and qualifications 

Context  

Over the past few years, schools in England have experienced considerable change in relation to 

curriculum and qualifications. New national curriculum for Key Stages 1 to 4 were introduced in 

September 2014. These were intended to raise standards, focusing on core knowledge and skills that 

were considered to align more closely with the highest performing school systems in the world.134 All 

local authority schools in England must follow the national curriculum. Academies are not subject to 

this requirement, but they do appear in school performance tables; this can restrict the extent to 

which they can deviate from the national curriculum if they wish to perform well at these measures. 

As part of this curriculum change, more rigorous assessments for Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 were 

introduced in 2016. Some parents and teachers expressed concern that the new assessments were 

placing too much pressure on primary school children and were narrowing the curriculum taught in 

schools due to a focus on the tests.135 In 2016, 53 per cent of pupils at the end of Key Stage 2 

reached the new expected standard in reading, writing, and maths. This is considerably lower than 

the 80 per cent of pupils who achieved the former national standard of level 4c in 2015, and lower 

also than the 69 per cent who reached the old level 4b in the same year.136 The figures from 2015 

and 2016 are not directly comparable, due to the changes in curriculum and assessments, but they 

do suggest that the new regime is more challenging than its predecessor, although the proportion of 

pupils reaching the expected standard is likely to increase as schools become more familiar with the 

new framework. 

Concerns also remain about the use of assessments for accountability purposes in primary schools. 

Under the new system, a school is below the floor standard (and therefore likely to be subject to 

intervention by Ofsted or its regional schools commissioner) if less than 65 per cent of pupils achieve 

the expected standard in reading, writing, and maths, and pupils do not make sufficient progress in 

all three of these subject areas. Given that the national proportion of pupils reaching the expected 

standard of attainment was well below 65 per cent in 2016, the progress measure has particular 

importance for schools, and is currently based on a value-added measure from Key Stage 1 to Key 

Stage 2. Concerns have been expressed that this model does not credit schools with the progress 

made by pupils during their first three years in primary schools and, indeed, the Department for 

Education announced in March 2014 that it would introduce a new baseline assessment for all 

children at the start of reception in September 2016, with a pilot phase running from September 

2015.137 These plans were subsequently abandoned due to evidence that the three different 

                                                           
134 Department for Education, ‘New curriculum will make education system ‘envy of the world’’, 4 September 
2014: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-curriculum-will-make-education-system-envy-of-the-
world.  
135 S. Coughlan, ‘Parents keep children off school in test protest’, BBC, 3 May 2016: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-36188634.  
136 Department for Education, ‘National curriculum assessments: key stage 2, 2016 (revised)’, December 2016: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-curriculum-assessments-key-stage-2-2016-revised.  
137 Department for Education, ‘Step-change in ambition will mean higher standards for all’, 27 March 2014: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/step-change-in-ambition-will-mean-higher-standards-for-all.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-curriculum-will-make-education-system-envy-of-the-world
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-curriculum-will-make-education-system-envy-of-the-world
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-36188634
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-curriculum-assessments-key-stage-2-2016-revised
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/step-change-in-ambition-will-mean-higher-standards-for-all
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baseline assessments from which schools could choose were not comparable.138 The challenge of 

ensuring that primary schools are treated fairly under the new progress measure remains. In order 

to tackle these concerns, as well as those relating to the burdens which assessments place on 

children and teachers, the Department for Education launched a consultation in March 2017 which 

will close in June.139 

Substantial changes are also occurring at secondary level. New accountability arrangements were 

introduced for secondary schools in 2016. These include two new headline measures: Attainment 8 

and Progress 8. Attainment 8 is a measure of a pupil’s achievement across eight subjects which fulfil 

certain requirements and include English and maths. Progress 8 measures the progress made by the 

pupil between Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 4 in these same eight subjects. Attainment 8 and Progress 

8 are aggregated for all pupils in a school so that each school has an overall Attainment 8 and 

Progress 8 score. Alongside these changes to accountability measures, new GCSEs are being phased 

in. As at Key Stage 2, these changes are intended to raise standards by providing a more challenging 

curriculum and exams. The first reformed GCSE exams will be taken by pupils in summer 2017, in 

English and maths; the transition is being phased in for other subjects in subsequent years. 

Alongside these more recent changes, controversy remains about other accountability arrangements 

at Key Stage 4. Most notably, the English Baccalaureate (EBacc), which was introduced as a school 

performance measure in 2010 with the aim of ensuring that all pupils are able to access a set of core 

academic subjects up to the age of 16. In order to achieve the EBacc, pupils must obtain a pass 

(grades A* to C) at GCSE or equivalent in each of the following subjects: English, maths, the sciences, 

history or geography, and a language. Schools are measured according to the proportion of pupils 

who attain the EBacc and these figures are reported in school performance tables, although they do 

not count towards floor standards. The percentage of pupils entering the EBacc in state-funded 

schools has increased from 21.8 per cent in 2010 to 39.7 per cent in 2016, although most of this 

increase took place between 2012 and 2013. Since 2010, the proportion of pupils in state-funded 

schools attaining the EBacc has risen from 15.1 per cent to 24.7 per cent.140  

Many organisations within the arts sector have expressed concern that this measure is causing a 

decline in the uptake of arts subjects at Key Stage 4.141 However, the percentage of pupils in state-

funded schools entering at least one arts subject at Key Stage 4 has remained fairly stable since the 

introduction of the EBacc, standing at 47.2 per cent in 2010 and at 48.0 per cent in 2016.142  

In June 2015, the Department for Education announced that EBacc entry would be the standard 

expectation for all pupils by 2020. It subsequently launched a consultation seeking views on how to 

implement its aim that 90 per cent of pupils in mainstream secondary schools should ultimately be 

                                                           
138 Department for Education, ‘Reception baseline comparability study published’, 7 April 2016, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/reception-baseline-comparability-study-published.  
139 Department for Education and Standards and Testing Agency, ‘Primary assessment in England: Government 
consultation’, March 2017: https://consult.education.gov.uk/assessment-policy-and-development/primary-
assessment/supporting_documents/Primary%20assessment%20in%20England.pdf.  
140 Department for Education, ‘Revised GCSE and equivalent results in England: 2015 to 2016’, January 2017: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/revised-gcse-and-equivalent-results-in-england-2015-to-2016.  
141 These include the ‘Bacc for the Future’ campaign: http://www.baccforthefuture.com/.  
142 Department for Education, ‘Revised GCSE and equivalent results in England: 2015 to 2016’, January 2017: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/revised-gcse-and-equivalent-results-in-england-2015-to-2016. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/reception-baseline-comparability-study-published
https://consult.education.gov.uk/assessment-policy-and-development/primary-assessment/supporting_documents/Primary%20assessment%20in%20England.pdf
https://consult.education.gov.uk/assessment-policy-and-development/primary-assessment/supporting_documents/Primary%20assessment%20in%20England.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/revised-gcse-and-equivalent-results-in-england-2015-to-2016
http://www.baccforthefuture.com/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/revised-gcse-and-equivalent-results-in-england-2015-to-2016
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entered for the EBacc at Key Stage 4.143 This consultation closed in January 2016; the government 

response has yet to be published.  

Overall assessment 

At primary level, all parties agree on the need to review the assessment and accountability 

arrangements which are currently in place: both Labour and the Liberal Democrats pledge to take 

action on this in their manifestos. However, whereas the existing government consultation proposes 

to introduce a new reception baseline test in order to measure the progress of pupils over the 

entirety of their time at primary school, the Labour Party explicitly rejects these plans. Assessing 

young children carries a relatively high risk of measurement error, particularly during a period of 

transition such as starting school.144 However, research suggests that certain forms of assessment, 

such as teacher observations supported by high quality guidance, can lead to reliable measures.145. 

Whilst the development of a new baseline assessment does therefore need to be handled with 

care, it is disappointing that Labour have ruled out further examination of its possibilities, given its 

potential to provide a measure of pupil progress over the entire course of primary school. 

At secondary level, the main debate between the different parties relates to the future of the EBacc 

and the level of priority which is given to arts subjects. The Conservatives reaffirm their commitment 

to the EBacc, and set new targets for its extension, although at 75 per cent entry rate by 2022 and 90 

per cent by 2025, these represent a slower rate of implementation than the previously stated 

ambition that all pupils should be taking the EBacc by 2020. Alongside this, the Conservative Party 

pledges a curriculum fund to support cultural and scientific institutions to create materials that can 

be used by schools; however, the party has not confirmed the value of this grant. More specifically, 

the Labour Party commits to introducing an arts pupil premium for primary schools, worth £160m 

per year. This equates to around £37 per pupil.146 In addition, Labour pledge to review the EBacc 

measure as a means of ensuring that arts subjects are a core part of the secondary curriculum. Like 

Labour, the Liberal Democrats commit to promoting access to arts subjects within the school 

curriculum, although the exact measures that they plan to use are made less clear. 

The Conservative Party is the only one to address accountability measures at Key Stage 3, although 

their plans are not clear. National curriculum tests at Key Stage 3 were abolished in 2008, with effect 

from 2009, and since the 2013-14 academic year, schools have not been required to report teacher 

assessments at Key Stage 3. However, it is clear from outcomes at Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 4 that 

the attainment gap between disadvantaged pupils and their peers widens substantially between the 

                                                           
143 Department for Education, ‘Consultation on implementing the English Baccalaureate’, November 2015: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/473455/Consultation_on_i
mplementing_the_English_Baccalaureate.pdf.  
144 S. Brogaard Clausen, S. Guimaraes, S. Howe, and M. Cottle, ‘Assessment of Young Children on Entry to 
School: Informative, Formative or Performative?’, International Journal for Cross-Disciplinary Subjects in 
Education, 6:1, March 2015, pp.2120-2125: http://infonomics-society.org/wp-
content/uploads/ijcdse/published-papers/volume-6-2015/Assessment-of-young-children-on-Entry-to-
School.pdf.   
145 Assessment Review Group, ‘Redressing the balance’, National Association of Head Teachers, January 2017, 
p.15: http://www.naht.org.uk/welcome/news-and-media/key-topics/assessment/assessment-review-group-
publishes-report-on-the-future-of-assessment/.  
146 This figure was estimated by dividing the total number of primary school pupils (excluding nursery pupils) as 
at January 2016 by the total value of the funding. Pupil numbers were taken from: Department for Education, 
‘Schools, pupils and their characteristics: January 2016’, June 2016, Table 1d: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/schools-pupils-and-their-characteristics-january-2016.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/473455/Consultation_on_implementing_the_English_Baccalaureate.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/473455/Consultation_on_implementing_the_English_Baccalaureate.pdf
http://infonomics-society.org/wp-content/uploads/ijcdse/published-papers/volume-6-2015/Assessment-of-young-children-on-Entry-to-School.pdf
http://infonomics-society.org/wp-content/uploads/ijcdse/published-papers/volume-6-2015/Assessment-of-young-children-on-Entry-to-School.pdf
http://infonomics-society.org/wp-content/uploads/ijcdse/published-papers/volume-6-2015/Assessment-of-young-children-on-Entry-to-School.pdf
http://www.naht.org.uk/welcome/news-and-media/key-topics/assessment/assessment-review-group-publishes-report-on-the-future-of-assessment/
http://www.naht.org.uk/welcome/news-and-media/key-topics/assessment/assessment-review-group-publishes-report-on-the-future-of-assessment/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/schools-pupils-and-their-characteristics-january-2016
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ages of 11 and 16: the Education Policy Institute’s most recent annual report found that for the 2015 

Key Stage 4 cohort, the gap had widened from 11.0 months at age 11 (in 2010) to 19.2 months by 

age 16.147 Increasing accountability at Key Stage 3 may help to identify more precisely whether this 

decline occurs at different rates throughout secondary school and address the challenges which 

underpin it. However, the exact nature of these new accountability measures will need to be 

considered carefully if they are to be effective.  

 

  

                                                           
147 N. Perera and M. Treadaway, with P. Sellen, J. Hutchinson, R. Johnes, and L. Mao, ‘Education in England: 
Annual Report 2016’, Education Policy Institute (formerly CentreForum), April 2016, p.42: 
https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/education-in-england-2016-web.pdf. 

https://epi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/education-in-england-2016-web.pdf
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Part 6: Teacher recruitment and training 

Context 

Having enough teachers in English schools will be a key challenge for any incoming administration.  

With secondary pupil numbers projected to rise by 20.6 per cent between 2015 and 2025, the 

number of teachers will have to rise accordingly if class sizes and workloads are not to increase with 

them.148 The previous administration estimated that the teacher headcount would rise by 3 per cent 

between 2015-16 and 2019-20 – with the largest growth in the secondary sector149.  Nevertheless 

there remain difficulties in recruiting new teachers with targets being missed for the last five 

years150.  

In addition, teacher retention remains a significant challenge. Although recent increases in the 

proportion of teachers leaving have been matched by an increase in teachers joining, the proportion 

leaving before retirement age increased from 65 per cent in 2011 to 80 per cent in the year to 

2015.151 Of those starting teaching in state funded schools in 2009-10, only 72 per cent were still 

teaching there 5 years later,152 and England has one of the youngest and least experienced 

workforces in the developed world.153 Improving retention would not only reduce the expense of 

training large numbers of new teachers (estimated to cost around £700m pa by the NAO), but also 

ensure that there is a sufficient pool of talented teachers for schools to recruit from, and to take up 

leadership positions. 

Previous research suggests that teachers’ relative pay (compared to other professions) has an 

influence on retention, particularly for men.154 Analysis by the School Teachers Pay Review Body 

(STRB) shows that, following several years of pay freezes and then caps at 1 per cent, the relative 

position of teachers’ earnings overall has deteriorated further in 2016 and continues to trail those of 

other professional occupations in most regions, despite gaps in starting salaries remaining stable 

over the last three years.155  The STRB concluded in 2016 that the decline in relative salaries is 

contributing to a deterioration in recruitment and retention. 

                                                           
148 Department for Education, ‘National pupil projections: July 2016’, July 2016: 
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154 Hutchings, M., ‘What impact does the wider economic situation have on teachers’ career decisions? A 
literature review’, June 2011: 
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However, many teachers leave to take up lower salaries.156 Workload is consistently cited as one of 

the key drivers of decisions to leave the profession.157  Whilst the previous administration recognised 

the problem and began a programme of work to engage the sector in school-led efforts to minimise 

unnecessary workload,158 recent survey evidence shows that English teachers in both primary and 

secondary schools are still engaged in high levels of unpaid overtime.159 Our research has highlighted 

that timetable pressures can put pressure on teacher development, and that England’s teachers are 

as underpaid, but more overworked, relative to other professionals than their counterparts in most 

other countries assessed.160 

The implications of Brexit on recruiting teachers from other countries of the EU is also potentially 

problematic – around 5000 teachers from the EEA were awarded QTS status in the financial year 

2015 to 2016, a 10 per cent increase on the previous year.161 

 

Overall assessment 

Both Labour and the Liberal Democrats have pledged to abolish the 1 per cent public sector pay cap 

and both have confirmed that funding for this will come from outside of the additional funding they 

have earmarked for schools. However, neither has given further details of the cost of the policy for 

education, or how any additional funding would be distributed to schools. Our estimates suggest 

that relaxing the pay cap on teachers’ pay from 2017-18 and allowing salaries to rise with the 

consumer price index would cost over a base case assumption of 1 per cent pay award to 2019-20 

(followed by increases by CPI thereafter) around an additional £900m for teachers by 2021-22.162 It 

would lead to an increase in teacher salaries of almost 4% compared to the baseline by 2021-22. If 

pay policies for support staff were also to be relaxed, there would be further costs – support staff 

pay contributes over £4bn to school costs.163 
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Labour has also pledged to consult on introducing teacher sabbaticals and placements with industry 

and to reintroduce the Schools Support Staff Negotiating Body and national pay settlements for 

teachers. This would mark a clear break from recent steps to give more power to schools in setting 

pay frameworks, and could potentially lead to less use of performance-related pay.164 As these 

reforms have yet to be properly evaluated – and the effect of pay flexibility has been muted by 

recent pay caps and funding constraints – the potential impact of these measures is be unclear. 

However, it is not only Labour who appear to have judged that centralised policies might be the best 

way to influence teacher pay under challenging labour market conditions. The Conservatives have 

not made any commitments to remove the public sector pay cap, but propose to apply forgiveness 

on student loan repayments while graduates are teaching. This might be seen as a centralised 

approach to deliver what schools could – in theory – implement if provided with extra funding to 

raise certain teacher salaries under current flexibilities. There is little detail on this proposal in the 

manifesto, but one advantage of this approach for the Department for Education is that it could 

enable them to control who benefits from a net increase in pay. 

In one potential incarnation of this, the offer could be limited to those starting their teaching 

careers, or their teacher training, after a certain point. In the short term, that might help to improve 

retention among new teachers whilst minimising total costs.  The costs and commitments, however, 

could escalate quickly over time. To illustrate this, we estimate the short term reduction in student 

loan repayments for successive cohorts joining the state sector to teach from 2019-20 (assuming 

only those training from 2018-19 are affected). We assume these new joiners have repayments 

waived on any existing student loans, including those for undergraduate degrees obtained before a 

PGCE, and that 70% of NQTs have student debts that would imply repayments over the course of 

their first 10 years in teaching, The loan repayments foregone are equal to 9 per cent of teacher 

salaries over the student loan repayment threshold for new loans (currently £21,000, but assumed 

to be rising with earnings later in the period). We trace the lost repayments over a 10 year period, 

taking into account the fact that some of these teachers will leave in the meantime and begin 

repaying again.  

Our estimates for this scenario are that the annual cost of this policy in terms of repayments 

foregone would start at less than £10m in 2019-20, and then rise to around £160m after ten 

years.165 The long term impact of this policy to the Exchequer could be lower, but this would depend 

upon whether teachers have their student debts preserved for the duration of their teaching career, 

have their repayment window of 30 years paused, and/or whether their debt is reduced (at the 

government’s expense) for them while they are teaching. As explained in our recent research, most 

graduates should expect to be repaying for the duration of the 30 year repayment period before 

having some outstanding debts cancelled, but the net cost to government of providing loans in the 
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long term is hugely variable.166 Given the likely administrative costs of such a scheme, its role 

alongside wider changes in teacher pay policy and associated school flexibility would need to be 

considered carefully. 

The Conservatives have also pledged to reduce teacher workload through the use of technology to 

support marking and lesson planning, and to ‘bear down on unnecessary paperwork and the burden 

of Ofsted inspections’. These measures target the areas identified in our research – and by teachers 

themselves – as being the primary contributors to teacher workload.167 Labour have made a 

commitment to give teachers ‘more direct involvement in the curriculum’ and to tackle workload by 

‘reducing monitoring and bureaucracy’. The Liberal Democrats have also focused on ensuring the 

demands of the curriculum changes are manageable, proposing an independent Education 

Standards Authority to consider reforms in consultation with professionals. They have, like the 

Conservatives, proposed to reform Ofsted inspections – in this case to focus more on long-term 

outcomes and to consider workforce issues in their approach. This cross-party consensus that 

teacher workload needs tackling is to be welcomed. 

Whilst the Conservatives have committed to ‘bring in dedicated support’ to help new teachers in 

their careers, and Labour have proposed teacher sabbaticals and placements with industry to 

broaden development, the Liberal Democrats have made a specific commitment on the volume of 

Continuous Professional Development (CPD) among teachers. This could be seen as a response to 

recent findings that schools in England spend an average of just 0.7 per cent of their funding on 

CPD.168 They have pledged to create an entitlement of 25 hours per year by 2020, rising to the ‘OECD 

average of 50 hours‘ by 2025. However, EPI analysis recently found that secondary school teachers 

in England already spent, on average, 4 days a year on CPD in 2013, which is broadly equivalent to 

(perhaps higher than) the 2020 aim set by the Liberal Democrats but much lower than teachers in 

most other countries.169 The main ambition would therefore seem to be to ensure all teachers 

receive a basic level of training, rather than delivering an immediate step change across the board.  

That may be wise in advance of wider improvements in CPD: research has shown that England’s 

teachers do not tend to rate the impact of their formal development activities highly.170 The Liberal 

Democrats also propose an Independent Foundation for Leadership in Education for the 

development of school leaders. 

The Liberal Democrats also pledge to guarantee that all teachers in state-funded schools will be fully 

qualified or working towards qualified teacher status (QTS) from January 2019. With roughly 1 in 20 

teachers not holding QTS in state funded schools171, this could represent a significant challenge for 
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the sector, and represents a shift away from school autonomy over staffing decisions. If 

implemented harshly, additional teacher training costs could be high. With current recruitment of 

teachers a challenge, it may be difficult for schools to achieve a rapid reduction in unqualified 

teachers without training existing staff. 
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Part 7: Adult learning and Technical Education 

Context 

Navigating the assorted challenges associated with the country’s longstanding skills gap is set to be 

one of the greater tasks awaiting the next government. According to the OECD, while England has 

one of the highest levels of university entry in the developed world, it nonetheless is the only 

jurisdiction where 16 to 24 year-olds are no more literate or numerate than 55 to 64 year-olds, and 

the UK is forecast to fall to 28th out of 33 OECD countries for intermediate skills by 2020.172 173 

Central to tackling the skills deficit is ensuring that non-academic – professional or technical - 

education - is high quality, and able to supply good labour market outcomes. Our education system 

is notable for the almost complete absence of some forms of training, in particular short-cycle 

tertiary or higher-level technical education.174 In response to this challenge, a series of recent 

measures have been put in place by the government. The Post-16 Skills Plan, launched in 2016 and 

informed by an independent panel led by Lord Sainsbury, sought to establish a new post-16 

education architecture, guiding subsequent reforms to apprenticeships, technical and further 

education.175 Technical education plans include a common, streamlined framework of just 15 routes 

– with occupations grouped together “to reflect where there are shared training requirements”. 176 

‘T-levels’, intended to provide a specialist qualification or rigour equivalent to an A level, will be 

introduced as part of the Post-16 Skills Plan from 2019 to 2022. Designed to simplify the complex 

landscape of vocational qualifications, there will be one T-level for each occupation or cluster of 

occupations grouped within 15 pathways.  The previous administration announced additional 

investment of £500m by September 2022, to bring learning hours in technical education line with 

those of our international peers.177       

Existing targets for apprenticeships stand at 3 million starts by 2020, a significant increase on recent 

levels. Our recent research has outlined trends in apprenticeships over the last few years and 

summarised some of the key risks and potential benefits associated with this policy move.178 With 

parties set to pursue varied targets for a continued expansion in numbers, the clear challenge will be 

ensuring a focus on the quality of provision is also retained. The creation of a new regulator, the 

Institute for Apprenticeships, is likely to aid the process of quality assurance, with the 

Apprenticeship Levy encouraging take-up by employers. Launched just weeks ago, the Levy requires 

all UK employers with an annual wage bill of over £3m to pay 0.5 per cent towards funding 

apprenticeships - which is claimed will ensure an annual investment of £2.5bn by 2019 to 2020.179 
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This growth in employer-led training stands in contrast to recent reductions in the funding of adult 

education and training, and a move from providing direct grants for training to giving student loans 

for higher levels of training. 

 

Overall funding granted to adult FE declined from £3.91bn in 2011-2012 to £3.74bn in 2015-16 – a 

5.3 per cent real terms cut. Further funding for Advanced Learner Loans from outside of the 

spending review settlement also counted towards these figures.180 If such funding is discounted, 

then overall direct funding for adult FE declined from £3.91bn in 2011-12 to £3.24bn in 2015-16 – a 

reduction of 21 per cent in real terms. 181 

 

Overall assessment 

The Conservatives have committed to ‘a major review of funding across tertiary education as a 

whole, looking at how students can get access to financial support that offers value for money, is 

available across different routes and encourages the development of the skills needed as a 

country’.182 EPI welcomes this proposal, following our report with Professor Alison Wolf, ‘Remaking 

Tertiary Education’, which showed that imbalances in our education funding system have skewed 

training towards qualifications that may not be as valuable as those that other countries have 

developed much better – specifically higher level technical study.183 

Labour have committed to introducing ‘free, lifelong education in Further Education (FE) colleges’ 

and to redirect money to increase teacher numbers in the FE sector through abandoning plans to 

create new technical colleges. The government committed £170m of capital funding for new 

Institutes of Technology, so it appears that Labour are intending to move some resources from 

capital investment in new institutions, to building teaching capacity in existing ones.184  

Labour have also committed to replacing Advanced Learner Loans and upfront course fees with 

direct funding. Advanced Learning Loans were introduced in August 2013, following the abolition of 

adult learning grants and have been paid to people aged 24 upwards, for those studying at level 3 or 

above. They have recently been extended to cover younger learners on certain courses. 

Labour have costed their Further Education offer at £1.5bn, which will cover the cost of removing 

upfront fees and raise course funding by an average of 10 per cent year on year. Along with other 

education measures, this money is to come from £19.4bn that is estimated to be raised from 

reversing cuts to corporation tax.185 
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The Liberal Democrats have said they would ‘develop national colleges as national centres of 

expertise for key sectors, such as renewable energy, to deliver the high-level vocational skills that 

businesses need’. The Party has also said it would aim to meet all basic skills needs including literacy, 

numeracy and digital skills by 2030, although they have not published further details of estimated 

cost for either of these commitments. Given there are around 9 million working aged adults in 

England with poor literacy, numeracy or both, if this commitment were realised in practice the costs 

could be enormous.186 

Turning to the technical education challenge, the Conservatives have pledged to continue with their 

plans to create new technical qualifications (T-levels) across fifteen routes in subjects including 

construction, creative and design, digital, engineering and manufacturing, and health and science. 

The Party has also confirmed it will continue plans to create new Institutes of Technology. 

Labour has said it shares ‘the broad aims of the Sainsbury Review but would ensure vocational 

routes incorporate the service sector as well as traditional manufacturing’ and has pledged to 

increase capital investment to equip colleges to deliver T-levels and an official pre-apprenticeship 

trainee programme.  

The Liberal Democrats have made a broader and less detailed commitment than the other two 

parties. They commit to address the lack of advanced technicians – by expanding higher vocational 

training such as foundation degrees, Higher National Diplomas, Higher National Certificates and 

Higher Apprenticeships.  

The Conservatives are the only party to commit to retaining the 3 million apprenticeships for young 

people by 2020. Neither Labour nor the Liberal Democrats have explicitly committed to retaining the 

3 million apprenticeship target but both have made different pledges in relation to education: 

Labour have pledged to set a target to double the number of completed apprenticeships at NVQ 

level 3 by 2022; the Liberal Democrats to double the number of businesses which hire apprentices, 

including by extending apprenticeships to new sectors of the economy such as creative and digital 

industries. 

Each of the three parties have committed to maintaining the Apprenticeship Levy. Labour has said it 

would allow employers to have more flexibility in how it is used. The Party has also committed to 

protecting the £440m funding for apprenticeships for small-and medium-sized employers who do 

not pay the Levy. The Conservatives have also committed to introducing a ‘national retraining 

scheme’ and have said the costs of training will be met by the government, with companies able to 

gain access to the Apprenticeship Levy to support wage costs during the training period. The issue of 

how the Levy is spent is important. Allowing it to support wages risks adding further strain on the 

Levy, which is also expected to fund apprenticeship training in companies not subject to the charge. 

It is therefore vital that the proposals do not as a result decrease spending on training by 

employers.187 As highlighted in recent research, there is some risk to quality and wider social aims of 

training from allowing too much flexibility in how apprenticeships funding is spent, despite this being 
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demanded by employers.188 The future Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education will 

have to manage such risks carefully.  

In contrast, the Liberal Democrats have committed to ensuring that all the receipts from the 

Apprenticeship Levy in England are spent on training, but their arbitrary-sounding target for a 

doubling in the number of business engaged in apprenticeships, and specific aims for growth in 

particular sectors risk distorting incentives. As the IFS have explained with respect to public sector 

targets, it is important that such ambitions do not undermine one of the main benefits of an 

apprenticeship-led skills system: responsiveness to the evolving labour market.189 
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Part 8: Higher education 

Context 

Since 1998, universities have been allowed to charge tuition fees to students, transferring some of 

the cost of higher education from government to the individual. Since then, tuition fees have risen 

under each of the Labour, Coalition and Conservative governments. At present, and as enshrined in 

the Higher Education and Research Act 2017, universities currently can charge up to £9,250. Tuition 

fees are still generally paid by income-contingent loans underwritten by the government. 

In 2016-17 maintenance grants (which were worth up to £3,387 per year) were replaced completely 

by maintenance loans. The amount students from low and middle income families could receive rose 

to £8,200 per year.190 Both tuition fee loans and maintenance loans are income-contingent and 

require graduates to pay back fees once they are earning over £21, 000 per year.  This does not 

mean that it will not impact public sector debt. The National Audit Office estimate that by 2042 

around £200bn of debt will be outstanding as a result of non-repayment on student loans. 191  

Despite the increase in fees and introduction of maintenance loans, participation rates are still 

steadily rising. Although UCAS applications statistics in 2017-18 saw a 5 per cent decrease from 

‘Home’ students this, relative to the 18 year old population, actually reflects an increase in the 

number of applications. According to HESA student data, in 2014/15 EU students made up about 5.5 

per cent of this rising higher education population.  

However, the first UCAS data published following the EU referendum showed a 7 per cent decrease 

in number of applicants from EU member states in 2017-18.192  These applications were made prior 

to the Department for Education’s April 2017 guarantee of financial support for EU students 

commencing their studies in 2018-19 throughout the entire duration of those studies, and could be 

an indicator of application trends post 2018-19, or post-Brexit.193   

Once Britain has left the EU, it is likely that EU students will be required to pay overseas fees, which 

are more than triple current home fees. Given that we have already seen a reduction in applications 

from EU students following the referendum, there is a risk that the increased cost may deter EU 

students from applying to UK universities, which could result in a loss of revenue for those 

universities. However, those EU students who do study in the UK would be paying higher tuition fees 

which could offset some of the potential revenue loss any reduction in the number of students. 

Wider immigration controls may also have an impact on the number of international students 

studying in the UK. The current target to reduce net migration to below 100,000 includes non-EU 
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students, meaning that any attempt to reduce these numbers would result in a parallel loss of 

revenue to universities (in the region of between £10-35,000 per year, per international student). 

Brexit also puts a proportion of universities research income at risk. 2015-16 HESA figures on 

universities income and expenditure cite EU sources for 16 per cent or £836m of universities total 

research and grant income which accounts for 2.5 per cent of their total income.194 However this 

does not give us a complete picture as universities currently receive other research income as an 

indirect benefit of EU membership. For example, a grant giving body may necessitate the university 

operates in an EU member state to qualify for funding.  

 

Overall Assessment  

Labour have committed both to abolishing tuition fees entirely and to reinstating maintenance 

grants which they state would cost £11.2bn. The IFS, however, have suggested this would cost 

around £13.5bn, taking into account the cost of replacing loans with direct teaching grants (£11bn), 

the cost of paying for individuals who would otherwise pay for themselves upfront (£1bn) and the 

cost of reinstating maintenance grants (£1.5bn).195 These costs apply to England only, Labour has set 

aside additional funding for Barnett consequentials. 

This approach transfers the huge cost of higher education back from the student to government 

(and, ultimately, the taxpayer). As we have already observed, participation levels are rising relative 

to the size of the 18 year-old cohort. Students who have completed their level 3 qualification (A level 

or BTEC Diploma) are already incentivised to undertake a Bachelors or equivalent. The current 

repayment threshold of £21,000 and the proportionate increases to repayments on salaries above 

that threshold means that the abolition of tuition fees would benefit the highest earners the most. 

The IFS analysis finds that graduates earning more than £100,000 a year on average over their 

lifetime would see their repayments fall by over two-thirds, from £93,000 to £30,000.  Labour’s 

biggest spending commitment will have the least impact on underrepresented disadvantaged 

students and most impact on middle-high earning graduates. This does not seem an effective use of 

£11.5-£13.5bn if the aim of the policy is in part to aid social mobility amongst the most 

disadvantaged students.  

There would be a similar effect of reintroducing maintenance grants, which the Liberal Democrats 

have also committed to doing in their manifesto. Because the current maintenance loans are only 

paid back once graduates are on middle to high incomes, it is these groups of earners who, again, 

would benefit more than the lower-paid graduates. 

UCAS application rates from January 2016 under the newly introduced maintenance loan system 
show a continued increase in applications from young people in the most disadvantaged areas.196 
However those from the most advantaged areas were still between 2.4 and 2.9 times more likely to 
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apply than those from the most disadvantaged areas.197 It is difficult to predict how direct 
government grants for maintenance or for both maintenance and fees could affect take-up rates by 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Since the introduction of free tuition fees in Scotland the 
cap on the number of places has not been able to meet the demand and it has become increasingly 
difficult for Scottish applicants to be offered places at Scottish universities. 198 
 
However, these policies reduce the uncertainty about the current level of risks borne by the 

government in relation to student loan repayment. The long term public cost of the loan system is 

difficult to predict, as repayment rates are dependent on graduate earnings and effective debt 

collection, which itself has cost to the taxpayer. If the amount of debt written off (due to time 

elapsed, death or disability) reaches 48.6 per cent, only 3.6 per cent more than the current projected 

level, the loan system will become costlier to the tax payer than the system which relied heavily on 

direct government teaching grants.199 This extra cost of non-repayment has potential to increase 

further under the conditions of the Conservatives’ commitment to debt collection relief to teachers, 

as detailed in the section on ‘Teacher recruitment and training’.  

All three parties have acknowledged the risk that Brexit poses to research funding. Both Labour and 

the Liberal Democrats have committed to seeking to stay part of Horizon 2020 and to ensuring that 

Britain remains part of the Erasmus scheme. The Conservatives have committed to meeting the 

OECD average for research and development funding at 2.4 per cent of GDP. None of these pledges 

are costed and whether they are realistic remains to be seen.  

The Conservative Party has made no firm pledges in respect of the cost of higher education, but it 

has said that it would ‘launch a major review of funding across tertiary education as a whole’. The 

Party has also confirmed that international students will remain within scope of the government’s 

net migration targets and that it will toughen the visa requirements for these students. In the year 

ending June 2015, the ONS estimated that the inflow of non-EU students to the UK was around 

131,000. 200 
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Part 9: Young people’s mental health 

Context 

Children and Young People’s mental health has grown considerably in prominence in recent years 

and is now firmly on the political agenda. 

A key challenge for the next government is to address the ‘treatment gap’ that currently exists.  

Many specialist services are currently struggling to meet demand, turning away 23 per cent of 

children and young people referred by a GP or teacher.201 There is also significant geographical 

variation in the availability of care and support.202  The Education Policy Institute’s Independent 

Commission on Children and Young People’s Mental Health recommended that the most effective 

way of meeting these challenges is to direct investment into early intervention, in order to improve 

outcomes for young people and reduce demand on specialist services.203 

The joint report of the Health and Education Select Committee found that support for young 

people’s wellbeing is considerably improved when provided by schools and CAMHS together.204  

Schools are well placed to improve provision for children and young people’s mental health, as many 

young people seek help for mental health conditions by reaching out to a teacher, and schools have 

a key role to play in shaping students’ mental health environments and reducing stigma. 205  

However, the wider funding pressures currently facing schools (see Part 4) need to be considered in 

any decision to expand or formalise the role of schools in providing support for children with mental 

health conditions. 

A challenge for the next government will be ensuring a joined-up approach to caring for young 

people with mental health needs, and overcoming the logistical difficulties of collaboration across 

services.206 
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Overall assessment 

There is clear recognition from all three parties that children and young people’s mental health 

requires greater attention and investment.  All parties identify the important role schools can play in 

improving mental health provision for children and young people. 
 

The Conservatives have reiterated their policy, announced in January 2017, of providing Mental 

Health First Aid Training to one teacher in every primary and secondary school.207  While the 

manifesto didn’t give any further details of how this training would be provided, the policy 

announcement in January 2017 stated that it would be provided by Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) 

UK.208 The Conservative Party were unable to clarify the cost of this policy to us, but we estimate 

that this would cost just over £4m to meet this commitment for every primary and secondary school, 

plus a further £265,000 if the training is also made available to state-funded special schools and 

pupil referral units.209  The Conservatives also pledge that if elected they would publish a green 

paper on young people’s mental health before the end of 2017, and introduce new mental health 

legislation.210  The commitment to providing each school with a single point of contact with mental 

health services is a positive step towards promoting collaboration between education and health 

services, and likely to make referrals easier. However, enabling schools to refer to specialist services 

more easily should not be a substitute for early intervention support within schools, as specialist 

services are currently overstretched. 

Labour have pledged to fund a counselling service in every secondary school at a cost of £90m.211 It 

is estimated that a counsellor in school for two days each week costs £14,500 a year, and Place2Be 

in schools 2 days a week costs £27,000 a year.212 Labour’s pledge would allocate more than £26,000 

to each school per year, enough to fund a counsellor or multi-faceted support drop-ins, counselling 

appointments, and themed group sessions in the style of Place2Be. 213 

It is difficult to ascertain the current state of counselling provision in schools, but a survey by 

Teacher Voice found that 52 per cent of primary schools and 72 per cent of secondary schools offer 

counselling.214  Schools currently fund counselling from their own budgets, so separating the funds 

for counselling would ensure that this provision remained in place.  Currently, in cases where schools 

have experienced reduced funding it is likely that mental health services have been reduced as a 

result – school leaders report a tendency to reduce provision for wellbeing such as counselling when 
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faced with funding difficulties.215  Ring fencing money specifically to support students’ mental health 

by directly paying for provision is therefore likely to ensure improved outcomes for children and 

young people, and a reduced demand on specialist services in the long term in the face of ongoing 

pressures on school budgets. 

The Liberal Democrats’ pledge on in-school provision is to ensure that all teaching staff have the 

training to identify mental health issues, and that schools provide immediate access for pupil 

support and counselling.216 The Liberal Democrats haven’t given a specific cost estimate for this 

proposal. 

 

The Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats have both pledged to include mental health education 

in the national curriculum, a policy identified by EPI research as an effective early intervention 

measure.217  The Conservatives have also specified that this will include education on the mental 

health risks of internet use.  Excessive social media use has been identified by EPI research as having 

a significant association with mental health issues, and there is a clear need for young people to be 

educated on the risks of the internet, and empowered to lead safe digital lives.218   

 

The Liberal Democrats have promised to examine the case for creating a specific remotely accessible 

service for children and young people, in the style of the Australian ‘Headspace’.219  The Australian 

programme provides online, telephone, and face-to-face support for those aged 12-25 as an early 

intervention measure.220  EPI has already identified Headspace as an example that the government 

should consider following in England.221  If adopted, a similar programme could be an effective way 

to enable young people to seek help more easily but remains, as yet, an uncosted policy in the 

Liberal Democrats’ manifesto. 

 

In addition to providing early intervention measures, it is important that the incoming government 

tackles the challenge of overstretched specialist services for children with mental health issues.  The 

Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats have both pledged to reduce waiting times, with the 
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Liberal Democrats specifying that they would introduce standards of six weeks’ wait for therapy for 

depression or anxiety, and two weeks for treatment following an episode of psycosis.222  This would 

represent a significant improvement in services – the current average wait for a young person 

seeking a first appointment is one month, with wide variation meaning that the average maximum 

waiting time across local providers is 26 weeks, over six months.223  The Conservatives have not 

specified what would be defined as an appropriate timeframe, while the Labour Party have not 

addressed waiting times.  Labour have, however, pledged to ensure that children are not treated on 

adult wards.  EPI research has found this to be a problem in current provision, with 169 young 

people spending time on adult wards from April to September 2016, a total of 4,592 bed days.224   

 

It is clear that improving mental health provision for children and young people will require 

increased funding from any incoming government. Neither the Liberal Democarts or Conservatives 

have given specific estimates of how much they would spend or any assurances that funding would 

be in addition to the core schools budget. The Conservatives have committed to investing £1bn in 

mental health by 2021, but have not specified what proportion of this will be directed to children 

and young people.225  EPI has identified the importance of ring-fencing funding for mental health, to 

ensure that investment translates into a noticeable increase in funding for service providers.226 

While the Liberal Democrats have specifically stated that they would ring fence budgets, they have 

not specified a figure for the amount to be directed to children and young people’s services.227 

Labour have pledged £250m for a Children’s Health Fund228, and have also clarified that they will 

invest £0.1bn in school councelling within a ringfenced mental health budget.  
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