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Putting our teachers in charge
Charlotte Leslie MP tells us why trusting in the expertise  
of teachers will get us further than any meddling from above

What is the one big complaint putting 
off would-be teachers? If they listen 
to existing teachers, an answer quickly 
emerges. The one thing that unites the 
often disparate world of teaching and 
teachers is the almost universal lament 
over the extent to which Whitehall 
and Westminster have interfered 
in the classroom over the decades, 
and disempowered teachers of their 
professionalism.

From a political perspective, 
Secretaries of State have a responsibility 
to right the wrongs of a system that is 
letting down the pupils for whom they 
are ultimately responsible. But from the 
teacher’s perspective, there is a constant 
state of flux as education is tossed on the 
waves of the political fates of ministers. 
There is little time for any one reform to 
bed down, to be assessed, and for results 
to be seen amidst this constant change. 
Worse still, there is little room for 
teachers to exercise their professional 
expertise. And if this constant change is 
bad for workforce morale, it is not at all 
clear that – whatever the merits of each 
individual change – it’s any good for 
pupils either. 

T.S. Eliot warns against the folly of 
trying to “Devise systems so perfect, 
that nobody will need to be good.” 
As a Conservative, I agree. Successful 
organisations are based on the values, 
integrity and energy of the people; you 
build a great country by empowering 
its people, not hammering them like 
mincemeat into a ‘system’. You build a 
great education system by unleashing 
the vocation, talent and energy of 

teachers. The question is, how can we 
turn the balance of power in education 
on its head to empower our profession-
als, not our politicians and bureaucrats? 

One compelling model comes from 
the world of medicine. Whilst far 
from perfect, the royal college system 
provides a home for professional 
standards. As the daughter of an 
NHS surgeon, I grew up hearing the 
complaints of medics over politicians’ 
lack of understanding of how health 
professionals work – but at least a 
minister never told my dad how to 
do a wrist operation. In the medical 
profession, standards of excellence are 
developed and owned by organisations 
like the Royal College of Surgeons. 
Teachers are not so lucky. 

A medical analogy cannot be applied 
exactly to teaching, but it provides a 
way forward which is currently being 
seized upon by the teaching profession 
itself – that of building a Royal College 
of Teaching. Such a college would focus 
solely on evidence-based standards 
of teaching excellence, and take a role 
entirely separate from that of unions. 
It would provide a home and a hub for 
continuing professional development, 
bridging the current gap between 
the work of university academics on 
education and hard-pressed classroom 
teachers with experience of what 
works best. 

Such an institution could remove 
another barrier to entering teaching 
for a talented young person – that of 
practice-based career development. 
Currently, the main route to promotion 
through teaching involves moving away 
from the classroom, to management. 
There is no equivalent practice-based 
career ladder which leads to a position 
analogous to, for example, a consultant 

surgeon – an individual who is at the 
top of the field in their practice, and 
takes responsibility for teaching junior 
practitioners. Qualifying as a doctor is 
seen as the beginning of the journey. 
Often, however, gaining qualified 
teacher status is seen as more of the end 
of professional development, as endless 
lesson plans and the cycle of marking 
homework take over. 

In future, a Royal College of 
Teaching could even take on roles 
currently performed by the state, such 
as curriculum design, by maximising 
and building on work currently done 
by subject associations. Teachers could 
specialise within the college, contrib-
uting to the body of evidence-based 
work on how we can teach better. 
Such an opportunity is a very different 
proposition from that which teachers 
can currently expect.

But of course, this cannot come 
from a politician like me. It must come 
from teachers themselves. Membership 
must be voluntary, and the personal 
and professional development that 
membership provides must be worth 
the investment of time and money made 
by each individual. 

An independent commission, led by 
the Prince’s Teaching Institute, has 
drawn up a blueprint of how this might 
work. Politicians are starting to sit up 
and take notice – now we must step 
back, sweep the way clear, and unleash 
the best aspects of professionalism, 
vocation and dedication that our 
current teachers can offer, in order to 
raise the profession of teaching itself, 
and attract a whole new, talented and 
aspiring generation to become not 
simply a workforce feeding a system, 
but individual professionals of integrity 
and excellence. 

charlotte leslie is the 
Member of Parliament for 
Bristol North West and is 
a member of the Health 
Select Committee 
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Educating for character
Conservatives must lead the charge in bringing character  
education back into the classroom, says James O’Shaughnessy

Michael Gove can lay claim to 
being the most successful reforming 
Education Secretary since Ken Baker, 
and possibly even Rab Butler, but 
some bald facts underline just how 
far Conservatives still have to go to 
provide every child with the education 
they deserve: one child in four leaves 
primary school unable to read, write 
and count at the level expected of an 
11 year old; a student from private 
school is five times more likely to 
go to university than one from an 
underprivileged background; and, 
we are the only OECD country where 
the literacy of 16–24 year olds is no 
better than that of 55–64 year olds. 
We must be restless for further reform, 
and ruthless in the face of opposition. 

Progressive teaching philosophies 
are the cause of the appalling 
educational inequality in England, and 
they have dominated our schools for 
decades. As a result, the fundamentals 
of a good education – discipline, 
good behaviour, a knowledge-rich 
curriculum, high expectations – have 
dramatically declined. It is only very 
recently that the damage done by the 
educational establishment has begun to 
be reversed, thanks to a mixture of top-
down reform and bottom-up challenges 
from Free Schools and Academies.

So Conservatives are, at last, 
reclaiming the right for every child to 
be introduced to the best that has been 
thought and known, to use Matthew 
Arnold’s evocative phrase. This is an 
advance of great significance and it will 
transform lives.

However, to really unlock children’s 
potential we need to go further. We 
are on the way to reclaiming academic 
rigour but that is only half the story. 
The classical ideal of education, which 
dominated Western civilisation for mil-
lennia, valued the development of moral 
character as much as it did intellectual 
ability. This was best summed up by 
Martin Luther King when he said: 
“Intelligence plus character: that is the 
goal of true education.”

Educating for character has been 
as much in retreat as academic rigour, 
if not more so. It has survived in the 
independent sector and in some faith 
schools, but is often absent in the 
secular schools where the majority 
of young people are educated. The 
post-war crisis of adult authority and 
the growth of moral relativism shunted 
out of classroom practice the idea 
that schools should purposefully and 
explicitly develop a range of virtues 
in children. But just as the extreme 
social liberalism of the ‘60s and ‘70s 
is fading and people are rediscovering 
the benefits of traditional norms 
of behaviour, so we should not be 
surprised that educating for character is 
making a comeback. Indeed, parents are 
crying out for it: polling by the Jubilee 
Centre for Character and Virtues has 
shown that 87% of them want schools 
to educate for both academic excellence 
and character development.

Nobel Prize-winning economist 
James Heckman has shown that character 
strengths, sometimes called non-cognitive 
traits, are skill-like and can be positively 
influenced with the right instruction. 
Character is not fixed and we can all 
become better versions of ourselves. This 
is a profoundly optimistic view of human 
potential that matches the aspirations 

that Conservatives have for the academic 
achievement of young people.

The story of the KIPP (Knowledge 
is Power Program) group of charter 
schools in the US, whose story is 
told by Paul Tough in his book How 
Children Succeed, shows why character 
matters. A group of schools formed to 
get poor, mainly black, urban children 
into college, KIPP found that their 
no-excuses academic approach was 
phenomenally successful at getting 
children into university (up to 10 times 
the local average) but not great at 
keeping them there.

Looking back at their data, KIPP 
found that the best predictor of 
college graduation was not grades but 
the ability to stick to tasks. This led 
them to the door of the University of 
Pennsylvania, and Angela Duckworth 
in particular. Duckworth pioneered 
the understanding and measurement of 
‘grit’ in young people, and has shown 
that this quality – perseverance in the 
pursuit of long-term goals – is a better 
predictor of success than IQ. She 
helped KIPP develop their character 
growth report card, and KIPP’s 
co-founder Dave Levin now talks of 
‘character plus academics’ being the 
twin strands of education’s DNA. My 
charity, Floreat Education, is taking 
exactly the same approach with our 
goal of developing both virtue and 
knowledge in primary school children.

Developing young people’s character 
virtues is an ancient practice. The 
traditional purpose of moral education 
– giving children the practical wisdom 
to make good decisions for their own 
benefit and the benefit of others – has 
never been more relevant. Ensuring 
schools educate for moral character is 
the next frontier in school reform. 

james o’shaughnessy is an 
education entrepreneur and 
Former Director of Policy at 
Number 10 Downing Street
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What LGBT students need
While this government has made historic changes to LGBT  
rights, Joseph Musgrave explains that we still have a long way  
to go in making LGBT children comfortable at school

Is there really any difference between 
bullying – in a general sense – and 
LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender) bullying in schools? One 
scenario that I confronted recently has 
caused me to think deeply about this. 

Consider the following. Two 
children, of identical age, attend the 
same secondary school in a fairly 
small rural town. One is a county level 
rugby player (a promising talent) and 
consistently records excellent grades at 
school. Our other mystery character is 
not academically gifted but is creative, 
hard-working and charismatic. Both 
are gay – the rugby player is in the 
closet, his contemporary is not. They 
are aged 15.

Due to relentless bullying for 
being gay, our creative begins an ever 
increasing rate of truancy. The school 
calls in the boy, along with his parents, 
to address the problem. However, as 
far as the school is concerned, the issue 
is the truancy. They blanch when the 
father of the boy declares that he is fully 
supportive of his son being out and 
explains his son’s absence is the school’s 
fault for not addressing the bullying. 
Nothing productive comes from the 
meeting and, shortly thereafter, the boy 
drops out of school with no Standard 
Grades (GCSE equivalents) as a result. 
Our rugby player goes on to captain 
the school team, attends one of the 
United Kingdom’s best universities and 
is involved in a nationwide campaign 

to change the law to allow same 
sex marriage.

Thankfully, the creative now enjoys 
an incredibly successful, jet-set, career. 
I know because I was the rugby player.

This story illustrates why 
LGBT bullying can be particularly 
pernicious. According to the charity 
Stonewall, there are two key charac-
teristics of homophobic bullying; it is 
underreported by those bullied and 
teachers are slow in acting to stop it. 
Although homophobic bullying in 
schools is common, many students 
are afraid to report it for fear of being 
outed – even if they aren’t, in fact, gay. 
Why come forward when it will just 
give the bullies more ammunition? 
Many do not risk it. In contrast to 
other forms of bullying (like racism, 
for example), teachers are less well 
trained to confront LGBT bullying – 
some are even unwilling to see it as  
a problem.

It doesn’t help that homophobic 
language is normalised. We frequently 
hear things referred to as ‘gay’. A small 
thing perhaps, but imagine you are 
holding a secret for years so tightly that 
it permeates your life. Then imagine 
that casual references to that secret 
are always equated with being bad or 
substandard. Children are impression-
able and hearing this sort of language 
discourages them, if they are gay, from 
being comfortable discussing it as they 
get older.

For all that, we are not going to 
stop bullying. That includes being 
bullied for being short, tall, thin, 
fat, blue eyed, brown eyed, having a 
prominent Adam’s apple, being rubbish 
at sport, good at exams or for being 

gay. That does not mean we can’t do 
anything. We can begin by building up 
the confidence of our young people – 
through sport and other non-academic 
activities – and trying to foster the type 
of supportive family environment that 
is crucial to being able to withstand 
bullying. Increasing the level of training 
and awareness of issues surrounding 
bullying among teachers, and improv-
ing systems of reporting, will increase 
the trust of children in their ability to 
report these issues.

There are specific things around 
LGBT issues in education that also need 
to be addressed. Sorry, you PC hating 
bods, but we need a zero tolerance 
policy regarding the pejorative use of 
the word ‘gay’ (and those like it) in our 
schools and sports pitches. Besides, 
the English language has many more 
exquisite ways to express distaste for 
things. Specific LGBT training for 
teachers is equally important, so that 
the sensitivities around LGBT issues 
are as well understood by them as for 
other forms of bullying. Michael Gove 
has taken action to do just this, not 
least by labelling homophobic language 
as “medieval.”

Thankfully, society is broadly onside 
– and it is to civil society, rather than to 
government action, that we should 
ultimately look if LGBT bullying is to 
be eliminated. More and more children 
are growing up with openly gay family 
friends, friends of theirs are coming out 
at school and they are more likely to 
have openly gay role models. With 
more effort, and the inexorable march 
of time, I am optimistic the story of the 
rugby player and the creative will be 
a relic of the past. 

joseph musgrave helped 
develop the social media 
campaign Out4Marriage and 
was Campaign Spokesman and 
Parliamentary Liaison for the 
Freedom to Marry campaign
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A new era for apprenticeships
Minister of State for Business, Enterprise and Energy Matthew 
Hancock MP tells us about the importance of apprenticeships  
and how Conservatives are increasing their quality and quantity

We are in an exciting era for 
apprenticeships. For the first time in 
years, apprenticeships are being seen as 
a route to a brighter future. 

Conservatives can be proud of what 
we have achieved under this govern-
ment with respect to the expansion 
and improvement of apprenticeships. 
We care about spreading opportunity 
and supporting everyone to reach 
their full potential and that is why 
we are radically reforming practical 
apprenticeships and making them the 
new norm for young people.

To bridge the artificial gap between 
vocational and academic learning we 
are ensuring no child finishes school 
without the basic numeracy and literacy 
skills they need to succeed. Too many 
young people leave full time education 
ill-equipped for the work place. 

Under the new educational reforms, 
students who fail GCSE maths and 
English will no longer be side-lined, but 
instead they will continue studying to 
achieve a good level of qualification. 

Both employers offering apprentice-
ships and universities offering degrees 
expect a decent grasp of maths and 
English. We must not let students slip 
through the net of achievement because 
they struggle with their numeracy and 
literacy the first time round. 

The next step is to ensure that 
apprenticeships are not the second-class 
option for young people; they must not 
be seen as the last resort of those who 
have not achieved academically. Instead, 
we are putting apprenticeships on track 

to become the prestigious competitor to 
university places.

Increasing the quality of education 
in schools in turn increases the skills 
of people in the work place and helps 
secure a better future for employer and 
employee. We are reforming vocational 
education to improve the vital links 
between schools and businesses. 
The quality of vocational training is 
fundamental to easing the transition 
between school and the workplace. 
That is why we are constantly driving 
up the quality of apprenticeships. 

The standard of apprenticeships 
under the last government was unac-
ceptable; many lasted only 6 months 
or less, only half of the apprenticeships 
available reported receiving off-the-job 
training and lots of the ‘programme 
led’ apprenticeships didn’t even provide 
access to a real employer. 

But we are changing things for the 
better. We will ensure that apprentice-
ships are valued as highly as university 
and both are seen as equally valuable 
ways of achieving a brighter future.

We have already taken several 
concrete steps towards an improved 
system of apprenticeships. We have 
scrapped 172,000 short duration 
apprenticeships since 2010 and we 
are ensuring that all apprenticeships 
now last for at least 12 months, 
giving employers a chance to provide 
meaningful on-the-job training. 
While screening out the lower quality 
apprenticeships and insisting on high 
quality across the board, we have still 
managed to create 1.6 million new 
apprenticeship starts since 2010. It is 
not only about the quantity, but the 
quality of the apprenticeships and 
we are succeeding in driving up both. 

The government cannot take all the 
credit for this achievement. Employers 
have been fundamental in making 
apprenticeships work. Employers have 
been given the freedom to decide what 
training best suits their needs so that 
apprenticeships provide practical value 
to both the company and the appren-
tice. Apprenticeships are becoming 
more and more employer led and 
employer designed, as they should be. 

Employers are in the driving seat 
and the extra £25 million we have 
given them, as part of the appren-
ticeship fund, will help businesses 
take the lead in improving training 
for new employees. Apprenticeship 
courses are approved and respected by 
employers guaranteeing their labour  
market value.

While we strive to bridge the 
gap between university degrees and 
apprenticeships, to put them on a 
level playing field as a choice for the 
future, we are also bringing them closer 
together by funding £20 million extra 
for degree level apprenticeships. 

This additional funding has already 
helped many small businesses across the 
UK to employ their first apprentices. 
Young people can now opt for a 
university degree, an apprenticeship or 
a combination of both. We are putting 
education and employment side by side 
to create the best possible opportunities 
for young people.

By raising standards in schools, 
making learning more rigorous and 
responsive to employers, we are driving 
a culture change in education that 
harnesses vocational learning at its 
heart, hand in hand with university 
degrees to ensure a brighter future 
for all. 

matthew hancock is 
the Member of Parliament 
for West Suffolk & Minister of 
State for Business, Enterprise 
and Energy

POST-16
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Mind the gap  
between education  
and unemployment
If education is failing to prepare students  
for employment, who better than employers to  
explain what they need? Rhian Johns describes  
how to bring businesses into the education mix

Two topics often make the headlines of late – the UK edu-
cation system and youth unemployment. It’s no coincidence 
that these should both make the news simultaneously, yet the 
intrinsic link between them is rarely made.

Thirty years ago the majority of young school leavers 
began their working life in manufacturing and elementary 
occupations. Employers were prepared to train young people 
and had low expectations for their skill level on joining. 
Fast-forward thirty years and the youth labour market has 
changed dramatically. The majority of school leavers’ first 
jobs are in the service sector and employers expect them to be 
‘job ready’ from day one. The education system has not kept 
pace with this dramatic shift. Whether or not we believe it is 
the primary role of education to produce workers, failing to 
ensure that young people leave education with the basic skills 
and qualifications necessary to find and keep work puts not 
only their individual chances of career success at risk but also 
has profound consequences for the rest of society.

The UK has close to one million young unemployed. Up 
and down the country, however, rates of unemployment are 
not evenly distributed. Many of the places currently expe-
riencing the highest levels of youth unemployment are the 
same places that have experienced economic difficulties for 
some time. In London the disparities are stark, with some 
boroughs seeing youth unemployment rates of 9% and others 
26%. It is tempting to conclude that we must put all of our 
efforts into tackling youth unemployment in cities such as 
Middlesbrough, Barnsley and Glasgow (all have rates over 
25%) and ignore those cities with comparatively low levels 
such as Southampton, York and Cambridge (all have rates 
below 13%). When compared to Germany, however, where 
the youth unemployment rate is just 8.6%, the UK’s disparity 
is not between high and low levels; rather it’s between high 

and higher levels. A young person’s ability to transition 
successfully into the labour market is heavily influenced by 
where they live and the qualifications they achieve whilst in 
education. The provision of comprehensive careers informa-
tion to students while they are still in school is therefore the 
best place to start.

More integration is required at a local level, 
particularly between schools and the local 
business community

At present, we are failing to link up our education and labour 
market policies, and we therefore risk future generations of out 
of work youth. 604,441 children were born in the year 2000, 
and our recent research shows that 120,888 will become NEET 
(Not in Education, Employment or Training) as a result of not 
making the transition from education into employment. This is 
not inevitable, but we must act fast. The millennium kids turn 
fourteen this year, a crucial age in their school career, when their 
choice of which GCSEs or other qualifications to study will 
directly affect their future career success. Having quality careers 
guidance before this important decision is made is critical. 

The statutory duty for securing independent careers infor-
mation, advice and guidance rests with schools, however a 
recent Ofsted report shows that three quarters of schools have 
inadequate provision. The new statutory guidelines for Careers 
Guidance recognises the crucial role played by school governors 
but I’d suggest going a step further and call for all schools to 
appoint a Local Business Governor: someone who takes unique 
responsibility for making links with the local business com-
munity and for providing up-to-date local labour market  >> 

rhian johns is 
Director of Policy 
and Campaigns at 
Impetus – The Private 
Equity Foundation
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>>  information to the school. Many businesses acknowledge 
that responsibility for developing employable skills cannot rest 
solely with schools and they are willing to work with schools 
and support young people by giving careers talks, work taster 
days and work experience. It’s about making links and con-
nections and constantly striving to improve. For those at risk, 
this must be face-to-face and focused on progression planning 
– developing high aspirations and a realistic plan for achieving 
them. Being employable is not just about getting a job, but about 
holding down a job and progressing in a meaningful career. 

TThe old proverb that ‘it takes a community to raise a child’ 
has never been more true. No one government department, 
school or business can tackle youth unemployment alone, and 

better co-ordination is necessary. Impetus – The Private Equity 
Foundation are calling for a ‘time-limited’ Secretary of State for 
School to Work Transitions, responsible for co-ordinating 
efforts across Whitehall and Westminster, ensuring there are 
clear pathways to employment for all young people, with fur-
ther development of quality apprenticeships and traineeships, 
including in those industries that employ large numbers of low 
skilled young people such as retail, health and social care. A 
national response alone is not enough. More integration is 
required at a local level, particularly between schools and the 
local business community, with a focus on giving students the 
information they need to effectively link their education to the 
start of their careers. 

LINKING WITH BUSINESSPOST-16
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Skin in the game
Duncan O’Leary tells us what education has in common with banking, 
and what lessons educators can learn from recent financial reforms

Why is it that regulation often feels 
both burdensome and ineffective at the 
same time? Perhaps the answer is that 
we have been doing it wrong. 

In the aftermath of scandals, or 
crises, there are often calls for more 
regulatory ‘oversight’. From banking 
to pensions policy, regulators are 
blamed for not keeping a close enough 
eye on the industries they are sup-
posed to be policing. But behind this is 
the assumption that regulators will be 
able to establish an accurate picture of 
what each company is doing, let alone 
what it ought to be doing. Sometimes 
simple standards can be set, but this is 
not easy in complex markets involving 
many companies and countless 
transactions.

US legislators have been experi-
menting with a different approach. 
Following the financial crisis, the 
Dodd–Frank Wall Street Reform Act 
specifies that banks must keep 5 per 
cent of every mortgage loan on their 
balance sheets – the so-called ‘skin in 
the game rule’. 

The value of the rule is that lenders 
are held more accountable for their 
decisions: the incentive is to focus not 
just on whether a loan can be sold on, 
in secondary debt markets, but also 
whether the borrower will actually be 
able to pay it back. By preventing banks 
for passing all the liability for a loan 
onto others, ‘skin in the game’ gives 
regulation some teeth. But crucially 
it does so by realigning incentives, 
not expecting regulators to oversee 
everything a bank does. 

There is potential to apply ‘skin in 
the game’ as a regulatory principle in 
other areas. Rating agencies, which 
also played a high profile role during 
the economic crisis, are one such 
example. Products with AAA ratings 
proved to be far less safe than their 
ratings suggested, costing investors and 
ultimately the taxpayer too. Would this 
have happened if fees depended, in part, 
upon the accuracy of ratings? In future, 
a fixed percentage of the fee for rating 
a bond could be held back until the 
moment that the bond reaches maturity, 
with payments made if the rating was 
sufficiently accurate. 

Beyond regulation, ‘skin in the 
game’ could also become a tool for 
public service reform. For example, 
universities are routinely critised for 
offering courses that do not enhance 
the job prospects of the students who 
sign up for them. Such criticism is often 
followed by a call for the government 
to get a ‘grip’ on which courses should 
receive government funding and which 
should not. 

A smarter approach would be to give 
universities a much bigger stake in their 
students’ future success. For example, 
if universities were obliged to provide 
even a small percentage of the money 
lent to students through student loans, 
rather than students borrowing 100 
per cent of their loan from the Student 
Loans Company, universities’ income 
would be tied to students’ future 
earnings. Alternatively, the cost of 
written-off loans could be covered by 
individual universities, as the Director 
of Bright Blue, Ryan Shorthouse, 
has suggested. 

To bolster this effort, more could 
be done to inform student decision 
making – building on the moves to 

publish ‘destination data’ for school-age 
pupils. The Student Loans Company 
has a wealth of data on the subsequent 
earnings and employment records of 
students from higher education courses 
across the country. Publishing this data 
set would be another way of giving 
universities a much stronger incentive 
to ensure that students leave their 
institution with the right kinds of skills 
and support to make the transition 
from education into work.

The skin in the game principle works 
by reforming the incentives rather than 
expecting either policymakers or 
regulators to be all-knowing or 
all-powerful. In doing so it seeks to 
align risk and reward – or power and 
responsibility – but without the 
bureaucracy that traditional models of 
policymaking can bring. As a principle 
for either the reform of public services 
or private marketplaces, that’s not a bad 
place to start. 

duncan o’leary is 
Research Director at Demos
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Giving students what they want
Sonia Sodha describes how we can give students  
the information they need to decide their own future

When the government introduced its 
new higher education funding regime 
in 2011, it hoped that, armed with 
information and faced with higher fees, 
students would become more engaged 
in deciding where to go to university 
and more demanding about the quality 
of their learning experience. Three years 
later, the results are mixed.

Our research at Which? has shown 
that the number one reason students 
give for applying to university is 
employment outcomes. Nonetheless, 
just 38 per cent of prospective students 
research employment performance 
data at the time of making their choice. 
This is despite the fact that there are 
important differences in what’s on offer 
for some very similar price tags, and 
among comparable institutions. 

There’s also considerable variation in 
the nature of the academic experience. 
A recent analysis conducted by 
Which? found that students studying 
Psychology could expect to benefit 
from anywhere between just over 
7 hrs of teaching per week at the 
University of Reading to just under 14 
hours at the University of Glasgow. 
And although students value teaching 
time in small groups, business and 
management students at the University 
of Bath spent less than two in every 
10 hours in small groups, compared 
to six in every 10 hours at Leeds 
Metropolitan University. We also found 
variation in the proportion of hours 
led by an academic member of staff 
from around half (58.7%) for history 
students at University of Cambridge 

to almost all (94.3%) at University of 
St Andrews.

Despite these differences, only one 
third of students applying to University 
had considered factors such as who 
was doing the teaching and just one 
fifth had investigated the size of the 
teaching groups. 

These gaps in students’ research have 
predictable consequences. One third of 
students surveyed said that they might 
or would have chosen a different course 
if they knew at the time of application 
what they do now about their academic 
experience. Ultimately, one in three 
students paying higher fees in the new 
regime say they feel their course is poor 
value for money. 

We need to increase the quality, 
quantity, and availability of information 
about universities, and ensure that 
students have the resources to access 
and understand this information. 
The Government introduced the 
Key Information Set a few years ago, 
providing a set of comparable and core 
data points about different courses. 
This is a significant step forward, but 
the information it draws on is limited 
in places. Information on graduate 
outcomes is based on outcomes six 
months post-graduation, which is too 
soon a point in time to assess success. 
Instead, students need access to longer-
term data on earnings. When it comes 
to teaching, the information is limited 
to the proportion of time in scheduled 
teaching versus private study, rather 
than the actual number of teaching 
hours, or what this consists of – lecture, 
tutorial or seminar – meaning it is very 
difficult for students to get an accurate 
picture of what’s on offer. 

This is why Which? launched a 
website in September 2012 to support 

students navigating this process. 
Which? University pulls together a 
mix of comparable data and student 
reviews in an accessible format which 
has already proven to be popular with 
students, receiving nearly 4 million 
visits since launch.

Prospective students also need 
advice about how to interpret 
information about universities and what 
it means for them. It’s concerning that 
there has been a reduction in funding 
for advice to students faced with these 
decisions, with responsibility for 
delivery moving from local authorities 
to schools. A damning report by Ofsted 
found that three quarters of schools 
were failing to implement their new 
duty to deliver advice.

The Government has recently 
announced new reforms to lift the cap 
on student numbers in 2015 to help 
meet demand and give students greater 
choice over where they take their 
money. This could lead to more 
competition, but there are also risks: 
more alternative providers are likely to 
enter the market, and they are not 
covered by all aspects of the existing 
regulatory regime. And in a more 
competitive context, universities may 
well choose to simply spend more on 
marketing rather than improving 
quality: this has been an issue in the US, 
where there are many more private 
providers, some of which have been 
accused of making misleading claims. 
The lifting of the cap makes it even 
more important that better information 
and advice is made available. But it also 
requires reform of the regulatory 
regime to ensure all providers are 
covered, and students are protected 
regardless of whether they’re studying 
at a public or private institution. 

sonia sodha is the Head of 
Public Services and Consumer 
Rights Policy at Which?
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Individual power and potential
Thirteen million Britons are in poverty, 
the majority of which are in low paid 
work. Especially when fiscal resources are 
increasingly constrained, Bright Blue will 
be exploring and devising credible and 
imaginative approaches to improve our 
welfare and education systems to ensure 
greater individual and national prosperity.

Security and prosperity in the globalised world
The globalised, capitalist economy has 
increased living standards and opportunities 
for millions. But the composition of 
communities has changed, sometimes 
rapidly, and pressures on our resources and 
environment have mounted. Bright Blue 
will be suggesting ways to find a better 
balance between maximising the benefits and 
addressing the challenges of globalisation 
– such as immigration, environmental 
degradation and resource scarcity – to build 
stable societies and sustainable economies.

The future of conservatism
Across the western world, societies are 
becoming more ethnically diverse and 
socially liberal. Bright Blue will be looking 
at how conservatism can modernise 
to remain compelling and inspiring in 
liberal democracies.RESEARCH THEMES
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Agents of growth
The power of mid-sized businesses
The UK mid-market is a vibrant and dynamic business 
segment, often overlooked by policy makers, yet it plays 
a pivotal role in the growth of the UK economy.

Find out the rest of the story on our microsite. 
Read insights into UK mid-sized businesses and our recommendations to Government 
on how they can support these businesses unlock their potential for growth:

www.grant-thornton.co.uk/Agents-of-growth


