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Mayor Sadiq Khan 

Dear Mayor Khan 

Education priorities for London 

I am writing to you as Chair of the London Assembly Education Panel to outline areas where we 
believe the Mayor can play a key strategic role in continuing to support the remarkable 
improvement in London’s schools over the last decade. 

London is the best performing region in England for school performance.  The capital has the 
best GCSE results in the country, with 60 per cent of pupils achieving five A* to C grades, 
compared with a national average of 53 per cent.  London also outperforms the rest of the 
country in terms of pupils’ progress, both from Key Stages 1 to 2 and from Key Stages 2 to 4.  
Overall, pupils in London remain more likely to attend a ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ school than 
pupils anywhere else in the country: 84 per cent of London’s secondary schools are now rated 
‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted.  

London’s success demonstrates the importance of a focused, pan-London approach.  In 2006 
London was the worst performing region at both primary and secondary level. The 
improvement in pupil attainment in London has been remarkable and all analyses identify the 
London Challenge, which ran from 2003 to 2008, as a key driver for change.  This programme of 
partnership working among key stakeholders successfully saw London’s schools through major 
change, dealing with new structures and significant population growth. But there were other 
important influences too: many of London’s local authorities made a historic decision to invest 
additional sums in education and established highly effective school improvement teams. 
Furthermore, London saw a rapid growth in the number of converter academies.  

Despite the current levels of success, there remain daunting challenges to maintaining and 
increasing attainment in London’s schools.  While the Mayor does not have a statutory duty for 
education, past experience has shown how the Mayor can play a valued role in school 
improvement.   The previous Mayor recognised that a high quality education system is of 
central importance to London’s continuing economic growth and social cohesion.  In light of 
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ongoing and fundamental changes to the education sector in London, we believe that there is 
still a role for you to ensure that London’s children are best prepared for an uncertain future.  

We believe that the Mayor should focus on four key strategic objectives, outlined below.  These 
objectives are based on the work that the Education Panel has done since it was first 
established in 2013 to monitor the implementation of the Mayor’s first Education Programme.  
These objectives are based on a realistic view of how the Mayor and the GLA can add value and 
support the work already taking place in London. 

1.  Addressing the school places crisis 

Local authorities face major challenges in accommodating the recent, sharp rise in London’s 
school population.  There are now over 1.2 million children in London’s school system, almost 
half a million of whom are in secondary education.  By the end of this parliament, it is estimated 
that there will be an additional 80,000 pupils in primary education and over 70,000 in 
secondary education.  The growth in pupil numbers is expected to continue beyond 2020. 

The rapid change in population has led to difficulties in accommodating the subsequent growth 
in demand.  While the Education Panel has seen these challenges move from primary to 
secondary education as this “population boom” cohort ages, the situation has been 
exacerbated by the Government’s failure to provide adequate capital funding for London’s 
schools.  According to London Councils, this shortfall amounted to roughly £1 billion between 
2010 and 2015. 

Our report London Learners, London Lives: Tackling the school places crisis and supporting 
children to achieve the best they can (2014), identified challenges around needs assessment, 
planning and funding of schools, and recommended that: 

• The Mayor should set out a strategic pupil places needs assessment, in consultation with 
key stakeholders.  

• The Mayor, in partnership with London Councils, should establish a land and asset 
availability assessment. 

• The Mayor should continue lobbying for increased capital funding from central 
Government to properly fund new schools. 
 

As a result of this report, the GLA Intelligence Unit published the first pan-London assessment 
of future school place need, in October 2015. 

With an increasingly atomised education sector, maintaining a robust strategic view of school 
places is a vital task.  We urge you to ensure that the excellent work of GLA Intelligence in 
creating this assessment continues, taking into account changing needs and ensuring it is an 
effective planning tool for parents, local authorities and developers in the future.  We would 
also stress the need to continue using your strategic planning powers and support through the 
GLA’s New Schools Unit to identify sites on GLA and other public sector land for new school 
buildings, where an Academy or Free School solution is not forthcoming or needs support. 
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2. A fair funding settlement for London 

The Government plans to introduce a new National Funding Formula for schools in April 2017.  
Though the goal of these reforms is to ensure that schools funding is simpler, more transparent 
and pupil characteristic led, in reality, this is likely to lead to a reduction in funding for many 
schools in London.  This puts at risk the gains made in attainment over the previous decade, as 
well as making it harder for schools to plan for London’s growing population.  This is a 
particularly pressing issue as it becomes clearer that London’s schools face a challenging 
environment to recruit and retain valued and experienced teachers at all levels.     

We welcome your commitment to join the rapidly growing ranks of London stakeholders who 
are lobbying the Department for Education to ensure that London does not lose out under 
future proposals.  At a recent Mayor’s Question Time, you committed the GLA to providing an 
analysis of the impact on London’s schools of the Government’s proposals, once full details 
have been released by the DfE.  We believe that this should be part of the GLA’s ongoing 
strategic overview of the sector, including the work on school places, to provide an annual 
check to better inform parents and other stakeholders. 

We would also ask you not to forget the tens of thousands of young people with a special 
educational need.  There is an increasing number of pupils across London with autism and other 
complex needs who require specialist support within schools or in special schools. Schools, and 
local authorities who have the statutory duty to provide education for this cohort, will continue 
to need additional funding from central Government to improve the life chances of these young 
people. These funds provided through the local authority are under pressure, forcing schools to 
use existing resources more intensively to support those children who have special needs.  

3.  Maintaining a strong regional identity in schools, Further Education and skills 

Within the changing education landscape in London we want to see effective monitoring of 
pupil attainment and achievement, and robust interventions to tackle poor and 
underperforming schools. We argue that this is best done at the London level. The creation of a 
London identity for teachers and leaders, the development of a shared vision of “what it was to 
be a London school” and a programme for tackling underachievement were all part of what 
made the London Challenge such a success. The momentum remains and we do not want to see 
it lost. 

Recent changes to how schools are governed put this strong regional identity at risk.  The 
decision by the previous Government to split London into three separate regions, each 
governed by a Regional Schools Commissioner (RSCs) threatens to undermine the work done by 
educators, local authorities and parents to improve London’s schools over the past decade.  
Instead of a single, unified focus on London, areas of the capital are now partnered with 
Norfolk, the Isle of Wight and Northamptonshire in groupings which make little geographical or 
social sense. RSCs now oversee over half of secondary schools in London and their reach will 
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continue to increase as the Government renews its drive to convert maintained schools at 
primary and secondary level to academies and only to support new free schools. In our report, 
London Learners, London Lives, and subsequent work last year, the Education Panel explored 
the potential consequences of dividing London into three separate regions.  We have heard 
several concerns with the current system, including the failure to map regions into London’s 
current successful networks of accountability and support, the lack of transparency about how 
RSCs operate and the reasons for their decision making, and the risk that London schools will be 
left to coast, while RSC attention is focused on poorer performing areas outside of London. 

There is an opportunity to revisit the current RSC structure as the Commissioners come to the 
end of their terms in 2018.  We hope that you will continue to lobby the Government, and 
particularly the new Secretary of State for Education, to rethink its approach to regional 
governance structures and ensure that London speaks with one, strong voice for its schools and 
education sector.  We would also ask you to meet with the three current RSCs to set out how, in 
the meantime, the Mayor and GLA can best work with them. We will do our bit by inviting them 
to come and discuss their role in public, as we have already done with RSC Dr Tim Coulson.    

Skills and Further Education  

In the first few months of your term in office, you will be in a position to re-shape the Further 
Education (FE) sector to help create a more dynamic and inclusive economy. As Chair of the 
London Area Review Steering Group, you can play a key role in ensuring that London’s FE 
colleges deliver high quality education that prepares Londoners and businesses for the future. 
We want you to seize the moment. 

At a recent meeting of the London Assembly’s Education Panel, we heard that the chief 
characteristics of a successful FE sector are high quality teaching and learning provision, and 
high quality outcomes. The sector has to be financially viable and robust in delivery. It has to be 
responsive to London’s current and future employers’ business needs, offering the 
qualifications that employers seek. It has to support entrepreneurialism and it has to also 
provide entry and gateway qualifications for those who may have been failed by the education 
sector or have special learning needs or disabilities. 

Agreeing a shared vision for the FE sector may be the easy part of the Area review. Getting from 
where we are now to delivering the vision will require a sustained effort to harness the energies 
of many external stakeholders, in particular the governors of colleges and the educators who 
work in them. A clear roadmap should be a key output from your first year.  

The Area review must also be seen as part of a wider process of devolution of skills from Central 
to London Government. There is a commitment from Government that by 2019, London will 
gain control of the adult skills budget, and have greater freedom to re-shape and commission a 
skills agenda which focuses on the capital’s specific needs.  In the first half of your term, you will 
need to establish a clear picture of what this devolved skills system looks like, how regional and 
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borough-level partners will be involved and who ultimately holds responsibility for identifying 
skills gaps and improving attainment. 

4. Preparing young people for global competition 

If London is to continue as a premier global city, it will need an education system comparable to 
other current and emerging global competitors.  The Education Panel has explored the 
performance of London’s schools relative to other UK regions and other relevant nations with 
experts including OFSTED, and the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development 
(OECD).   

As a result of these discussions, I wrote to the Deputy Mayor for Education and Culture to urge 
the GLA to revisit the feasibility of compiling London-specific data from OECD and PISA rankings.  
The GLA has since commissioned external research from the UCL Institute of Education, based 
on PISA data, to better understand London’s global standing in education performance.  We 
would welcome the GLA publishing the results of this work soon, so the public can better 
understand how London compares with other major urban areas, and help to identify 
improvements that need to be made to how London’s young people are prepared to compete 
in a global marketplace.  We would also encourage the GLA to establish links with the education 
sectors in competitor cities, so that we can learn and share best practice from these areas. 

These are not the only challenges facing London’s schools where too many young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds still do not attain a good education.  But these are the issues where 
we believe a Mayor can play a major role in assessing strategic need, analysing the schools 
infrastructure available to London and lobbying for a fairer and more representative system of 
funding and governance.  To provide greater detail on these issues, I also include a copy of our 
report London Learners, London Lives. 

The Education Panel looks forward to hearing more details about the role that you and your 
administration intends to play in London’s education sector, to continue the good work already 
done and ensure London’s young people have the best start possible in life. 

Yours sincerely 
      

 
 

Jennette Arnold OBE AM 
Chair of the Education Panel 
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