
H
ig

h
er

Stan
d

ard
s,B

etter
Sch

o
o

ls
Fo

r
A

ll
M

o
re

ch
o

ice
fo

r
p

aren
ts

an
d

p
u

p
ils

Published by TSO (The Stationery Office) and available from:

Online
www.tso.co.uk/bookshop

Mail,Telephone, Fax & E-mail
TSO
PO Box 29, Norwich, NR3 1GN
Telephone orders/General enquiries: 0870 600 5522
Order through the Parliamentary Hotline Lo-Call 0845 7 023474
Fax orders: 0870 600 5533
E-mail: book.orders@tso.co.uk
Textphone 0870 240 3701

TSO Shops
123 Kingsway, London,WC2B 6PQ
020 7242 6393 Fax 020 7242 6394
68-69 Bull Street, Birmingham B4 6AD
0121 236 9696 Fax 0121 236 9699
9-21 Princess Street, Manchester M60 8AS
0161 834 7201 Fax 0161 833 0634
16 Arthur Street, Belfast BT1 4GD
028 9023 8451 Fax 028 9023 5401
18-19 High Street, Cardiff CF10 1PT
029 2039 5548 Fax 029 2038 4347
71 Lothian Road, Edinburgh EH3 9AZ
0870 606 5566 Fax 0870 606 5588

TSO Accredited Agents
(see Yellow Pages)

and through good booksellers

Higher Standards, 
Better Schools For All
More choice for parents and pupils

 



Higher Standards,
Better Schools For All
More choice for parents and pupils

Presented to Parliament by
the Secretary of State for Education and Skills
by Command of Her Majesty

October 2005

Cm 6677 £21.00



© Crown Copyright 2005

The text in this document (excluding the Royal Arms and departmental logos) may be reproduced free of charge in
any format or medium providing that it is reproduced accurately and not used in a misleading context. The material
must be acknowledged as Crown copyright and the title of the document specified.

Any enquiries relating to the copyright in this document should be addressed to The Licensing Division, HMSO,
St Clements House, 2-16 Colegate, Norwich, NR3 1BQ. 
Fax: 01603 723000 or e-mail: licensing@cabinet-office.x.gsi.gov.uk



Foreword by the Prime Minister 1

Secretary of State’s foreword 5

Executive Summary 7

Chapter 1 The Challenge to Reform 13

Chapter 2 A School System Shaped by Parents 23

Chapter 3 Choice and Access for All 41

Chapter 4 Personalised Learning 49

Chapter 5 Parents Driving Improvement 64

Chapter 6 Supporting Children and Parents 73

Chapter 7 School Discipline 82

Chapter 8 The School Workforce and School Leadership 93

Chapter 9 A New Role for Local Authorities 103

Annex Resource and Legislative Implications 113

Contents

iii



Meeting the challenge of education reform….

We are at an historic turning point: we now have an

education system that is largely good, after eight years of

investment and reform, which has overcome many of the

chronic inherited problems of the past. Now, with the best

teaching force and the best school leadership ever, we are

poised to become world class if we have the courage and

vision to reform and invest further and put the parent and

pupil at the centre of the system.

Our reforms must build on the freedoms that schools have increasingly received, but

extend them radically. We must put parents in the driving seat for change in all-ability

schools that retain the comprehensive principle of non-selection, but operate very

differently from the traditional comprehensive. And to underpin this change, the

local authority must move from being a provider of education to being its local

commissioner and the champion of parent choice.

The history since 1944…

Since the introduction of universal, free secondary education in the 1944 Education Act,

education in England has experienced several important waves of reform. That Act

created a system of grammar, secondary modern and technical schools, which gave

everyone access to a free secondary education for the first time.

But the system had two main weaknesses: grammar schools catered for the brightest

students, but 80% of children had to go to secondary moderns which failed to

challenge them and where many achieved few if any qualifications. Moreover, technical

schools never really played a major part in the new system, denying opportunities for a

vocational education.

Pressure, initially from middle class parents angry with standards in secondary moderns,

led to comprehensive schools and the conversion of grammars and secondary moderns

in the 1960s and 1970s. But, their introduction was often accompanied by all-ability

classes, which made setting by subject ability too rare. Many retained their old

secondary modern intake, and failed to improve. There were simply not enough

pressures in the system to raise standards.

Lord Callaghan recognised this as Prime Minister in 1976 when he urged a National

Curriculum. When it was introduced in the late eighties, it was accompanied by greater

accountability through national testing and regular independent inspection. Schools
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were also encouraged to apply for grant-maintained status, where they had more

freedom over their assets and staffing, though critics complained that they were unfairly

funded compared with other schools, and that their admissions were unfair.

…a process of reform that has accelerated since 1997

After 1997, this government extended such accountability, with literacy and numeracy

reforms in primary schools, and targets to encourage improvements in all schools. Failing

schools were expected to improve quickly. Under-performing schools were challenged. 

Grant-maintained schools kept their key freedoms as Foundation schools, but all schools

were given the chance to have greater financial independence with greater financial

delegation and new dedicated building grants sent direct to schools. All schools were

expected to operate a fair admissions policy.

The government sought to re-energise comprehensive education, by encouraging

every secondary school to aim for specialist status, a process that has meant their

setting challenging targets for improvement and developing a clear mission. Academies

were introduced in the areas of greatest challenge. More flexibility was introduced in

the curriculum, allowing tens of thousands of pupils to go on vocational courses or gain

practical work experience.

These reforms have been supported by an unprecedented level of investment in better

teachers’ pay; more support staff; new computers; new facilities; and new buildings.

Teachers’ pay is 20% higher in real terms, and schools employ an extra 32,000 teachers

and 130,000 support staff. Schools have access to twice as many computers, as well as

new interactive whiteboards and broadband technology, enabling ICT to become an

increasingly integral part of the teaching and learning process. Investment in school

buildings has risen seven-fold. 

….with real progress made in schools…

Real improvements have followed. The quality of teaching has been transformed,

through the literacy and numeracy programmes in the government’s first term and the

Key Stage 3 strategy for 11-14 year-olds in its second term. Ofsted reports the proportion

of good or excellent teaching in primary schools rising from 45% in 1997 to 74% in

2004/05 , and from 59% to 78% in secondary schools. The proportion of badly-taught

lessons has been halved. 

As a result of these reforms, 96,000 more children start secondary school able to do

basic maths well and 84,000 have done well in English. Since the Key Stage 3 strategies

were introduced in 2001, 50,000 more 14 year olds reach the expected standards in

English and in Maths. 

There have been big improvements at GCSE, with 50% more young people gaining five

good grades in inner London, and faster than average improvements in specialist

schools and areas benefiting from Excellence in Cities and London Challenge. School

workforces have been radically changed to help teachers deliver more effective lessons
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and teaching assistants to offer more individual support. Minimum standards have

been set and achieved by most schools and education authorities. There are now 131

secondary schools where fewer than a quarter of pupils gain five good GCSEs. In 1997,

there were 616. By contrast, there are more than 400 non-selective schools where 70%

or more pupils gain five good GCSEs; in 1997, there were only 83.

… progress that has been driven by new freedoms and
flexibilities…

What have we learnt from the reform process? We have seen how specialist schools –

with external sponsors, strong leadership and a clear sense of mission, driven by their

acquisition and retention of specialist status – have improved faster than other

comprehensives. We have seen that Academies – still relatively new independent state

schools – improving this year at more than three times the national average in areas of

the greatest challenge and disadvantage.

What is important to these schools is their ethos, their sense of purpose, the strength of

their leaders, teachers and support staff, the motivation of their parents and pupils. And

much of that comes from the can-do attitude of their principals and staff, and the drive

that their business and educational sponsors bring to their development – backed by

their willingness to innovate and use their freedoms imaginatively.

The best state schools – and there are five times as many as in 1997 – share these

characteristics. But many would also like to go further: to develop new freedoms and

strong relationships with sponsors.

We have already made it easy to become a Foundation school: a simple vote of the

governing body is all that is required. All schools that meet the standard will able to

acquire specialist status by 2007 – the best acquiring additional specialisms, and all

sharing their expertise with the wider community. There are now 27 Academies, with

plans for at least 200 by 2010. Our 14-19 reforms will ensure a high-standard vocational

system through new specialised diplomas.

…but there is still too little choice and standards are not yet high
enough….

We have made good progress. But our reform programme needs to go further if it is to

be sustained within schools. We want to create a spectrum along which schools have

the freedom to develop further: if they want to control their assets and staffing, they will

be free to do so by acquiring a Trust; if they want to build strong links with external

partners, they should be able to do so; for others, Academies will be the best option.

Parent choice can be a powerful driver of improved standards. Performance tables and

inspections have given many parents the information that has enabled them to make

objective judgements about a school’s performance and effectiveness. This has been an

important pressure on weaker schools to improve.
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Many other countries have successful experience with school choice. There is increasing

international evidence that school choice systems can maintain high levels of equity

and improve standards. Swedish parents can choose an alternative school to their local

one, including a diverse range of state-funded independent schools. Studies have found

that schools in areas where there is more choice have improved most rapidly. In Florida,

parents can choose an alternative school if their school has ‘failed’ in two of the last four

years. Again, studies showed test scores improved fastest where schools knew children

were free to go elsewhere.

International experiences with school choice suggest that fair funding which follows the

pupil, good information and support for parents, fair admissions, and rapid intervention

where schools are failing are all important in delivering choice. In designing our reforms

we have learnt from these experiences.

While parents can express a choice of school, there are not yet enough good schools in

urban areas; such restrictions are greatest for poor and middle class families who cannot

afford to opt for private education or to live next to a good school, if they are dissatisfied

with what the state offers. 

We believe parents should have greater power to drive the new system: it should be

easier for them to replace the leadership or set up new schools where they are

dissatisfied with existing schools. 

…which is why the reforms in this paper are so important….

These are the principles which underpin the reforms set out in this White Paper. In the

new system, we are determined to ensure that improvements become self-sustaining

within individual schools, with changes owned and driven by schools and parents.

Our aim is the creation of a system of independent non-fee paying state schools. It will

be for schools to decide whether they wish to acquire a Trust – similar to those that

support Academies – or become a self-governing foundation school. But it will be easy

for them to do so, without unnecessary bureaucratic interference. And they will do so in

a system of fair admissions, fair funding and clear accountability.

Taken together these proposals are not only the next vital stage in one of the most

radical and successful school reform programmes in the developed world; they will also

ensure irreversible change for the better in schools.

Tony Blair

Prime Minister
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There is nothing more important than educating our

children. Doing the best for their child is what every parent

strives to do. And we must make sure that our school system

is one that helps them to do that. So this White Paper sets

out our vision for the future of the education system.

We have achieved a great deal already in our schools,

creating a firm base from which to go forward. But there is

more to do. Building on the platform of higher standards and

fewer failing schools we have established since 1997, we

must now take another major step forward in the transformation of our education

system. Central to these reforms are three great challenges. We must: 

● tailor education around the needs of each individual child – so that no child falls

behind and no child is held back from achieving their potential;

● put parents at the centre of our thinking – giving them greater choice and active

engagement in their child’s learning and how schools are run; and

● empower schools and teachers to respond to local and parental demands,

injecting dynamism and innovation into our schools.

In all of these areas we must deliver for all children, but particularly for those whose

family background is most challenging. Education is one of the keys to social mobility,

and so we must make sure that a good education is available to every child in every

community. 

This White Paper sets out how we will meet these challenges and build the school

system we all want for our children. More than anything it is a White Paper about

aspiration. We must have the highest aspirations for every child whatever their talents

and ability. And we must have a schools system that can respond to those aspirations.

Working together with our many partners in schools and communities, we can achieve

our aim of a world class education system, with every school a good school, and every

pupil achieving.

Ruth Kelly MP

Secretary of State for Education and Skills

Foreword by the Secretary of
State for Education and Skills



Our aim is to transform our school system so that every child receives an excellent

education – whatever their background and wherever they live. Because of the progress

we have made since 1997 we can now take the next, vital steps. 

In 1997, a third of children left primary schools without having mastered the basics

in English and maths. Now three-quarters achieve in maths and even more in English.

Our secondary schools have substantially improved too. There are dramatically fewer

failing secondary schools. And there have been sustained and substantial improvements

in achievement at 14, 16 and 18. There are more resources and more teachers in

our schools.

These achievements are important. But they are not yet good enough. Standards must

keep rising in the globalised world in which we now live. High standards must be

universal to every child in every school in every community. The attainment gap

between high and low achieving schools is too great. And a child’s educational

achievements are still too strongly linked to their parents’ social and economic

background – a key barrier to social mobility. 

This White Paper sets out our plans radically to improve the system by putting parents

and the needs of their children at the heart of our school system, freeing up schools to

innovate and succeed, bringing in new dynamism and new providers, ensuring that

coasting – let alone failure – is not an option for any school. In this way we will ensure

that every school delivers an excellent education, that every child achieves to their

potential and that the system as a whole is increasingly driven by parents and by choice.

To make that happen we need an education system that is designed around the needs
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of the individual – with education tailored to the needs of each child and parents

having a real say in how schools are run. And to achieve that, we need to reform schools

so that they have the freedoms and flexibilities to deliver that tailored, choice-driven

education. 

…so we are developing a radical new school system…

In this new system, improvements will become embedded and self-sustaining within

schools, because the changes will be owned and driven by schools and parents:

● every school will be able to acquire a self-governing Trust similar to those

supporting Academies, which will give them the freedom to work with new

partners to help develop their ethos and raise standards;

● Academies will remain at the heart of the programme, with continued and new

opportunities to develop them in schools and areas of real and historical

underperformance and underachievement;

● independent schools will find it easier to enter the new system; and

● a national Schools Commissioner will drive change, matching schools and new

partners, promoting the benefits of choice, access and diversity, and taking action

where parental choices are being frustrated.

This will create a system of independent non-fee paying state schools, where schools

can decide whether they wish to acquire a self-governing Trust or become a self-

governing Foundation school. They will do so without unnecessary bureaucratic

interference, in a system of fair admissions, fair funding and clear accountability.

…supported by improved choice and access for all…

School improvement has been helped not only by the reforms introduced since 1997,

but also by published data and inspection reports, and the ability of many parents to

vote with their feet by finding a better state school. There are those who argue that

there is no demand for choice; but this ignores the reality that the vast majority of

parents want a real choice of excellent schools. 

The affluent can buy choice. We will ensure that choice is more widely available to all

within an increasingly specialist system, not just to those who can pay for it. Key to

choice is the provision of more good places and more good schools. This will be

supported by:

● introducing better information for all parents when their child enters primary and

secondary school, and dedicated choice advisers to help the least well-off parents

to exercise their choices;

Higher Standards, Better Schools For All
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● extending the rights to free school transport to children from poorer families to

their three nearest secondary schools within a six mile radius (when they are

outside walking distance) and piloting transport to support such choices for all

parents, which will help the environment as well as school choice; and

● making it easier for schools to introduce banding into their admissions policies, so

that they can keep a proportion of places for students who live outside traditional

school catchment areas within a genuinely comprehensive intake. Some

specialist schools and Academies already successfully use this approach.

…with parents and pupils fully engaged in improving standards…

But parental engagement should not stop just with the choice of school. It should

continue throughout a child’s education. The education system has benefited enormously

from the greater availability of pupil-level data, enabling teachers to see how much their

pupils have improved and assessing their potential for further improvement in partnership

with parents. Every parent should be able to access that information, so that they can

work with teachers to enable their child to achieve their full potential.

We will ensure that:

● parents receive regular, meaningful reports during the school year about

how their child is doing, with opportunities to discuss their child’s progress

with their teachers;

● parents have the chance to form Parent Councils to influence school decisions on

issues such as school meals, uniform and discipline (such Councils will be

required in Trust schools);

● parents have better local complaints procedures and access to a new national

complaints service from Ofsted where local procedures have been exhausted;

● parents have access to more and clearer information about local schools, how to

get involved and how to lever change; and

● parents are able to set up new schools supported by a dedicated capital pot.

…and education tailored to the individual…

We have dramatically expanded our knowledge about how different young people

acquire knowledge and skills. Coupled with increased resources in our schools, a

reformed school workforce and the greater availability of ICT, this gives teachers the

opportunity to tailor lessons and support in schools to the individual needs of each

pupil. So there will be:

● targeted one-to-one tuition in English and maths in the schools with the most

underperforming pupils, to help those falling behind to catch up with their peers;
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● more stretching lessons and opportunities for gifted and talented pupils;

● extended schools, offering many new opportunities to learn and develop beyond

the formal school day;

● more grouping and setting by subject ability; and

● a national training programme to enable each school to have one leading

professional to help develop tailored lessons.

We need strong measures to tackle failure and underperformance…

We have also learnt, from the action we have taken on failing and underperforming

schools, that some schools need extra help to improve. So, we will introduce much

tougher rules for failing schools:

● schools in Special Measures will be more quickly turned around; and where no

progress is made after a year, a competition for new providers will be held.

Schools that receive a notice to improve from Ofsted will enter Special Measures

within a year, if progress is not made;

● competitions will be required for new schools and the replacement of failing

schools, for the first time providing a straightforward route to bring new providers

into the system. All new schools will be self-governing Foundation, voluntary

aided, Trust schools or Academies; and

● parents will be able to urge Ofsted action or request new providers, and where

there is strong demand or dissatisfaction with existing choices, local authorities

will have to respond to their concerns. 

…with a lighter touch for good schools…

We have also recognised that good schools should have greater freedoms, and that

includes a lighter touch from inspectors and other agencies. Our New Relationship with

Schools has already seen shorter, sharper Ofsted inspections; School Improvement

Partners, usually other headteachers rather than local authority officers, offering external

challenge; dedicated schools budgets; and teachers freed from bureaucracy to focus

on teaching.

In the new system, we want:

● good schools to be able to expand or federate more easily with other schools to

increase the supply of good places, improving choices for parents;

● the best specialist schools able to acquire extra specialisms and be funded for

new responsibilities such as teacher training; and
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● Ofsted to consult on an even lighter touch inspection system for high-performing

schools.

…and better discipline to enable teachers to teach and pupils to
learn…

Schools have increased access to learning mentors and on-site units to help them deal

with disruptive pupils. There are more places, for longer hours, in off-site Pupil Referral

Units. But many schools still face real discipline challenges because there is too little

consistency in dealing with poor behaviour, particularly the low-level disruption to

lessons that makes teaching and learning more difficult. 

Moreover, some parents do not take their responsibilities seriously enough; and even

question the teacher’s right to discipline their child. Although attendance overall has

improved, truancy still remains too high. 

The Steer Group on School Behaviour and Discipline – a group of experienced

headteachers and senior teachers – have examined these issues in detail. And we

will implement their recommendations by:

● introducing a clear and unambiguous legal right for teachers to discipline pupils,

backed by an expectation that every school has a clear set of rules and sanctions;

● extending parenting contracts and orders, so that schools can use them to force

parents to take responsibility for their children’s bad behaviour in school;

● requiring parents to take responsibility for excluded pupils in their first five days

of a suspension (by ensuring they are properly supervised doing schoolwork at

home) with fines for parents if excluded pupils are found unsupervised during

school hours; and

● expecting headteachers to use their newly-devolved powers and funding

collectively to develop on or off-site provision for suspensions longer than five

days (instead of fifteen days at present) and insisting that all exclusions are

properly recorded.

…and underpinned by a new role for local authorities.

To support all these reforms, the role of the local authority will change from provider

to commissioner:

● as a part of their wider responsibilities for children and young people, local

authorities will be expected to become the champions of pupils and parents,

commissioning rather than providing education. They will have a new duty to

promote choice, diversity and fair access to school places and school transport

and new powers to act decisively where schools are failing and underperforming;
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● it will be easier for new schools to be established, where there is parental

demand;

● the School Organisation Committee will be abolished and decisions made by

local authorities; disputes will continue to be resolved by the Schools Adjudicator;

● local authorities will work with the newly-created Schools Commissioner

to ensure more choice, greater diversity and better access for disadvantaged

groups to good schools in every area; and

● local authorities and local Learning and Skills Councils will work more closely

together to ensure real choice and higher standards in the provision of education

for 14-19 year-olds in schools and colleges.

And capital investment, through Building Schools for the Future and the Targeted

Capital Funds, will have a crucial role in supporting reform.

These reforms will create and sustain irreversible change for the
better in schools…

We have pushed higher standards from the centre: for those standards to be

maintained and built-upon, they must now become self-sustaining within schools,

driven by teachers and parents.

No longer will it be possible for any school to hide its low or mediocre standards; or to

argue that parents should not play a fundamental role in their child’s education, having

both rights and responsibilities to do so.

No longer will it be acceptable for young people to be denied the opportunity to

achieve their full potential, whatever their abilities and talents; or for artificial barriers to

prevent choice and diversity from playing its full part in delivering a good education for

every child.
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