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Further improvements in secondary schools in England

 

13 January 2010 

Number of National Challenge schools drops from 439 

to 247. Improvement in standards since 1997 means 

600,000 more students have left school with five good 

GCSEs. 

London is now the top performing region.  

Schools Minister Vernon Coaker today congratulated 
pupils, teachers and schools as the new figures 

published today show another year of improvements. 

Today's final 2009 national, local authority and school-

level GCSE results show: 

50.7 per cent of pupils in the maintained sector got five 
or more A*-C GCSEs including English and maths - 

up 2.5 percentage points on last year and above the 

trajectory to meet the Government's target of 53 per 

cent by 2011 

49.8 per cent of pupils in all schools got five or more 
A*-C GCSEs including English and maths - up 2.2 

percentage points on last year and 13.9 percentage 

points since 1997 

The number of National Challenge schools - where 

fewer than 30 per cent of pupils get five good GCSEs  

 

including English and maths - has fallen to 247 

compared to 439 last year and around 1,600 in 1997, 

with the rate of improvement speeding up year-on-year 

London schools are top performers out of the English 
regions with 54.0 per cent of pupils getting five good 

GCSEs including English and maths - compared to 

29.9 per cent in 1997 when it was amongst the bottom 

In line with other countries, girls continue to 

outperform boys, but the gap has narrowed by 0.7 
percentage points with 54.4 per cent of girls achieved 

five or more grades A*-C compared to 47.1 per cent of 

boys 

Schools with the highest number of pupils getting Free 
Schools Meals have seen the biggest rise in students 

getting five good GCSEs. Those with the highest 

deprivation levels saw a 27.0 percentage point 

improvement between 1999 and 2009, compared to 
schools with lowest deprivation levels which saw a 

11.0 percentage point improvement over the same 

period 

Schools Minister Vernon Coaker said: 

"A decade ago, just 35 per cent of children left school 
with five good GCSEs including English and maths - 

now with our best results ever it's 49.8 per cent. In fact, 
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the average school performance in 1997 is now 

roughly where we put the absolute bottom bench mark 

expected - the entire system has shifted up a level and 

we are determined to keep it moving. 

"Thanks to record investment in teachers and schools, 

coupled with the hard work of pupils, teachers and 

schools, the improvement in standards means since 
1997, over 600,000 more students have left school 

with at least five good GCSEs. 

"I am determined that each and every child gets a 

world class education regardless of their background, 

and for that we need excellent schools. We now have 
the highest number of top performing schools and the 

fewest low performing schools ever. 

"The National Challenge is helping to ensure that 

every school will have at least 30 per cent of pupils 
leaving with five A*-Cs at GCSE, including English 

and maths by 2011. But it is about more than reaching 

a target - it's about schools being on a sustainable path 

of improvement. In 1997 half of all schools didn't 
achieve 30 per cent - now it is just one in 13. Through 

the National Challenge we are investing £400m to 

support schools and I want to congratulate the staff and 
pupils for their hard work, dedication and leadership 

achieving this shift in attainment across the country. 

"Even more encouraging is the clear fact that children 

who have faced the most challenging circumstances 
over the past 12 years have not been cast adrift and left 

at the bottom, but thanks to the Academies, National 

Challenge and City Challenge programmes have 

actually seen a more rapid improvement in results than 

those in the least deprived areas.  

"This hasn't happened by chance - since 1997 we have 

doubled investment in every child's school education; 

we have more, better trained teachers and teaching 
assistants in our schools; and through Building Schools 

for the Future, we're rebuilding and refurbishing the 

entire secondary school estate with modern learning 

environments to benefit every single child. 

"We've set out clear measures to further improve 

quality of the teaching, and challenge and support to 

schools with the widest gaps - continuing to expand 

the academy and trust school programmes; continued 
support for low-performing schools through National 

Challenge; and legislating to give every pupil and 

parent clear guarantees of their rights, including to 

intensive support and one to one tuition.  

"No doubt detractors will once again try to pick holes 

in these achievements - trying to devalue the hard 

work of pupils, teachers and schools - but this is the 

time to acknowledge their efforts and congratulate 

them on their excellent results." 

National Challenge 

In addition to writing to congratulate those schools 

who have shown greatest sustained improvement 

between 2006 and 2009 and those who have best 
Contextual Value Added scores, Ministers will also 

congratulate National and City Challenge schools and 

academies that have shown the greatest increases in 

results, those that have moved above the benchmark, 
and those that have left the National Challenge as they 

are now on a sustainable trajectory of improvement. 

The Government is investing £400m in total on the 

National Challenge programme until 2011. Around 
£180 million of this has already been allocated to 

support school improvement - including middle and 

senior leadership improvements; and help for 
individual pupils. Much of the remaining funding will 

continue to support the formation of new academies 

and National Challenge Trusts.  

Local authorities throughout England continue to take 

decisive action to make sure that every secondary 
school improves. This has included the creation of 28 

National Challenge Trust schools since September 

2009.  

A further 28 schools have received approval for 

National Challenge Trust status and will open within  
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the next 12 months. National Challenge Trusts transform a 

school's performance by harnessing the expertise and energy 

of a strong education partner, and secure the long-term 

future of the school through the strengthening of leadership 

and governance. 

Vernon Coaker also announced funding for: 

A National Challenge Hard Federation at Newcastle 

Community School in Staffordshire, which will receive 

£475,625 of additional funding 

A National Challenge Trust at Bexleyheath School in 

Bexley, which will receive £823,000.  

Academies 

Today's statistics also show that academies are leading the 
way in reducing low attainment - and so are a key element 

of the National Challenge.  

For the 63 academies which have been open long enough to 

have results in both 2008 and 2009, there has been an 
increase of 5.0 percentage points in the number of pupils 

gaining five A* to C grades at GCSE including English and 

maths - double the national increase and an increase on last 

year's improvement rate of 4.3 percentage points.  

Comparing the 101 academies with results in 2009 to their  

 

predecessor schools in 2001, there has been a 16.4 

percentage point improvement in the percentage of pupils 

achieving five A*-C including English and Maths from 17.8 

per cent in 2001 to 34.2 per cent in 2009. This compares to 
an 11.9 percentage point improvement nationally from 

38.8% in 2001 to 50.7% in 2009. 

National Challenge Reviews 

Since the summer 2009, there have been local authority 

National Challenge Reviews - carried out by expert advisers, 

and in partnership with the local authority - to review 
performance and agree improvements where they are most 

needed. Reviews have already taken place in Leicester, 

Gloucestershire and Blackpool, and all three authorities are 

making progress with implementing the recommendations.  

Reports from the reviews in Kent and Dudley have been 

submitted and Ministers will be writing to the local 

authorities requesting implementation plans. The review is 
now also completed in Suffolk and Ministers will be writing 

to the local authority shortly. 

Leeds City Council has also produced a school 

improvement plan for their most vulnerable National 

Challenge schools, and progress has been made in ensuring 
that the best outcomes are achieved for these schools. Leeds 

has published its plan and the Schools Minister has today 

written to it granting approval. 


