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Abstract
This article examines whether the so-called ‘London effect’, in which London’s 
schools improved rapidly and outperformed the rest of England on key 
performance measures between 2003 and 2013, has persisted through the high 
levels of change that have continued to characterize the school system in England 
since 2013. Using detailed analysis of educational attainment data, its primary 
focus is on determining whether the introduction in 2014 of significant changes to 
the primary curriculum and the national assessment frameworks in both primary 
and secondary phases affected the performance of London’s schools in 2016, 
when the first examinations were taken under the new assessment systems. 
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Introduction: The ‘London effect’ to 2013
Although it was identified earlier, interest in a so-called ‘London effect’ in schools 
appears to have intensified from 2013 (Cook, 2013; Burgess, 2014; Mujtaba, 2016). The 
effect relates to the rapid improvements made by London’s schools over several years 
on standard attainment measures, with primary and secondary schools consistently 
outperforming the rest of the country in examinations taken by pupils aged 10 to 11 
(Key Stage 2) and 15 to 16 (Key Stage 4), respectively. Improvements in many London 
boroughs were remarkable, with London first outperforming national averages at Key 
Stage 2 in 2009 and at Key Stage 4 in 2004. This article explores whether the shift 
in educational outcomes in London observed between 2003 and 2013 in a series of 
research studies was sustained in 2016. We focused on 2016 because it was the first 
year in which examination outcomes reflected changes made to both primary and 
secondary assessment frameworks.

Although there is some consensus about the existence of the London effect, 
there is doubt about its exact nature and little agreement about its potential causes. 
National education policy in the decade from 2001 to 2010 had as much of an impact on 
London as anywhere, albeit perhaps more positively than in other regions of England. 
A number of structural changes and school improvement initiatives were associated 
with the improvements, not least the London Challenge and the City Challenge 
programme, which expanded the 2003–8 London Challenge to include Manchester 
and the Black Country and which ended in 2011. However, as Hayes and Cassen 
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(2014) argue, there are many potential explanations for the London effect, not least 
the role played by local authorities (LAs). Even as their power and funding have been 
significantly reduced since the publication of the coalition government’s White Paper, 
The Importance of Teaching (DfE, 2010): ‘many London schools themselves and local 
authorities played crucial roles in securing the rapid improvement in outcomes over the 
life of the London Challenge and beyond’ (Hayes and Cassen, 2014: 1). The attribution 
of the London effect to the London Challenge has been explored in a number of 
research studies. Hutchings et al. (2012) evaluated the City Challenge programme and 
associated it with gains in attainment, a reduction in the number of schools below the 
floor target and in London with a narrowing of the attainment gap between pupils 
eligible for free school meals (FSM) and those not eligible. They also found that school-
to-school collaboration played a key role, alongside school leadership and a data-rich 
approach to the Challenge’s interventions, which represented ‘a highly supportive 
and encouraging programme in which headteachers and teachers came to feel more 
valued, more confident and more effective’ (Hutchings et al., 2012: 58). 

A number of studies of London’s schools followed. Kidson and Norris (2014: 
2) reflected elements of Hutchings et al.’s (2012) findings, identifying ‘successfully 
combined experimentation on the ground, rapid feedback and learning by advisers 
and officials, with strong project management across different strands of the policy’ 
as key to the London Challenge’s success in improving schools’ Ofsted ratings and 
outcomes by 2010, particularly at Key Stage 4. In a study focused specifically on Tower 
Hamlets, Woods et al. (2013) found similar factors to be important in the transformation 
of education in the borough, alongside community development and a coherent, 
area-wide approach to improvement. Baars et al. (2014) found that in 2013 London’s 
secondary schools outperformed all other regions, with 64.4 per cent of students 
achieving the then floor target of five or more GCSEs at A*–C including English and 
mathematics, compared to the national average of 60.2 per cent. They stated that 
London schools had consistently achieved better results, and improved at a faster 
rate, than the rest of the country combined since 2003–4, and also suggested that the 
achievement gap between FSM and non-FSM students was narrower than in other 
regions. The qualitative research they undertook associated these improvements with 
a number of ‘enabling factors’ which included effective leadership, finance, teacher 
recruitment, school buildings and four school improvement interventions (London 
Challenge, Teach First, the academies programme and local authority support).

Focusing on disadvantaged students and data between 2002 and 2012, Greaves 
et al. (2014) found that the proportion of students in Inner London achieving the floor 
target was lower than any other region in 2002, but second only to Outer London 
by 2012. They also suggested that the achievement gap between rich and poor was 
narrower in London than in the rest of the country, primarily because children from 
deprived backgrounds performed better. Most importantly, and reflecting aspects of 
Wyness’s (2011) analysis, they found that the higher achievement levels at Key Stage 
4 in London and these other cities could mostly be explained by prior attainment at 
Key Stage 2: 

This suggests that the big improvement over the last decade in FSM 
results in London and other big cities is unlikely to have been driven by 
secondary schools, as was previously thought. Instead, the roots are likely 
to lie in primary schools. (Greaves et al., 2014: 7) 

Burgess (2014: 2) also analysed GCSE data between 2004 and 2013. His analysis 
suggested that the ethnic composition of its students – fewer White British pupils, 
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the lowest-performing group, and more high-performing pupils – played an important 
part and he concluded provocatively with the claim that ‘the basis for [London’s] 
success lies more with pupils and parents than it does with policy-makers’ (Burgess, 
2014: 16). Blanden et al. (2015) also focused on the improvements for disadvantaged 
pupils, looking at Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 4 performance. They found that the 
performance of disadvantaged pupils had improved substantially from as early as the 
mid-1990s, thus predating the London Challenge and initiatives often associated with 
London’s gains, such as the initial academies programme. Disadvantaged pupils were 
four percentage points less likely to achieve the standard benchmark at age 16 than in 
other parts of England in 1995. By 2003 they were five percentage points more likely to 
achieve this and by 2013, 19 percentage points more likely. They also echoed Burgess 
(2014) in suggesting that London’s higher performance levels might be explained in part 
by the fact that disadvantaged pupils in London were much less likely to have a White 
British background than in other parts of England. Finally, they reiterated Greaves et al. 
(2014) in emphasizing that improvements also occurred in primary schools, suggesting 
further that focusing predominantly on secondary interventions is misleading. Further 
discussion was prompted by Sir Michael Wilshaw’s identification of a ‘North–South 
divide’ between schools in England in his final two annual inspection reports (Ofsted, 
2015, 2016), in which London appeared to be largely responsible for the difference in 
performance between these loosely defined areas.

Given all this uncertainty about the nature and size of the London effect and 
the acknowledged difficulties of both improving educational outcomes through area-
based initiatives and identifying the contributing factors when they do improve (Batty, 
2013; Kerr et al., 2014), this article largely restricts itself to a descriptive analysis of 
attainment data in attempting to answer a relatively straightforward research question: 
did London’s state-funded schools continue to outperform the rest of England at Key 
Stages 2 and 4 in 2016, following significant changes to both assessment frameworks 
and performance measures?

Context: Increasing fragmentation and change overload
In a study of school and system leadership in England a decade ago, Huber et al. (2008: 
142) highlighted the ‘overload and extreme fragmentation characteristic of complex 
social systems including education’. If anything, this has intensified in the intervening 
period. This section outlines the fragmentation of the middle tier between schools 
and government and the initiative overload in terms of curriculum and assessment 
change which schools have faced since the coalition government was formed in 2010, 
as they represent the context in which London schools were attempting to sustain the 
improvements made in the preceding period.

Fragmentation

The fragmentation of the school system can in part be traced back to the creation 
of academies, initially launched by the Labour government in 2000. The first three 
academies opened in 2002 and by the general election of 2010 the number had 
risen to 203. The coalition government elected that year put the expansion of the 
academies programme at the centre of its ambition to create a ‘self-improving system’ 
(Hargreaves, 2010). By January 2018 there were 6,996 academies in England and 64.7 
per cent of secondary schools had become academies.

In England academies are publicly funded schools that operate independently 
of local authorities within a framework designed to promote innovation, raise school 
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standards and increase levels of achievement for all children. They have greater 
autonomy than traditional state schools in areas such as delivery of the curriculum, 
setting of staff pay and conditions and changing the length of school terms and 
school days. There are two types of academies: sponsored academies and converter 
academies. Until 2010, all academies were sponsored academies, created to replace 
schools regarded as underperforming with the aim of improving educational standards 
and raising the aspirations of pupils from all backgrounds, including the most 
disadvantaged. Converter academies are successful schools that chose to convert to 
academies in order to benefit from the increased autonomy academy status brings. 
They were introduced in 2010 as part of the coalition government’s plan to broaden the 
academy programme and enable all schools to become academies. Alongside this, a 
second major policy priority at the Department for Education (DfE) from May 2010 was 
the creation of free schools, a specific type of academy set up and run independently 
of local authorities, based on proposals by groups of educators, parents, charities and 
others. The creation of free schools, as well as university technical colleges (UTCs) and 
studio schools has further increased the fragmentation within the English schooling 
system. As Glatter emphasized, these developments have precedents:

There were attempts in the 1990s by the Conservative government to 
create independent state schools – the so-called grant-maintained schools 
and City Technology Colleges – which were free of local authority control. 
The new system is often seen as simply a reincarnation of those failed 
projects. (2014: online)

One of the defining features of the creation and growth of these new school types is 
that they were deliberately taken out of local authority control (O’Shaughnessy, 2012). 
More importantly, the increase in the proportion of schools, particularly secondaries, 
outside the control of local authorities since 2010 has been unprecedented. It has 
been accompanied by policy changes such as the discontinuation of local authority 
and school-level target setting and the large-scale downsizing of local authority 
school improvement teams, even though, as Hayes and Cassen (2014: 26) found, 
these teams played a key role ‘in raising standards and in holding schools to account 
for the performance of their pupils’ in London schools between 2003 and 2013. In 
2015, the House of Commons Education Committee’s report on academies and free 
schools concluded that there had been too much speed and too little transparency 
in developing the academies programme (HoCEC, 2015: 4): ‘We recommend that the 
DfE review the lessons of the wholesale conversion of the secondary sector to inform 
any future expansion.’ The Committee also made the crucial point that there was no 
evidence for the superiority of either free schools or academies over local authority 
schools. Some of the tension that persists in the English school system results from what 
Lubienski (2014) has termed the ‘disintermediation’ through which local authorities – 
the intermediate structures between national government and schools – have seen 
their power and role diminished since 2010. This has been heightened by the fact 
that ‘as LAs’ influence and authority has declined, other intermediary forms, such as 
academy chains and teaching school alliances, have only gradually emerged to take 
on some of their responsibilities’ (Jopling and Hadfield, 2015: 53).

In the course of the Education Committee’s inquiry, they made several 
recommendations in relation to the middle tier of which O’Shaughnessy (2012) was so 
critical, including expanding the numbers of regional school commissioners, redefining 
the role of local authorities and clarifying how these two middle tier functions interrelate. 
The Committee suggested local authorities’ responsibilities ‘should include the 
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championing of the interests of local children, families and employers in ensuring high 
quality, accessible local provision, rather than championing the schools themselves’ 
(HoCEC, 2015: 67). Hatcher (2014: 369) went further, criticizing the imprecision of the 
term ‘championing’, also assigned to local authorities in the coalition government’s 
White Paper, The Importance of Teaching (DfE, 2010), and suggesting that the new 
forms of middle tier partnerships in which local authorities have become increasingly 
involved since 2010 have rendered them ‘relatively powerless and the pressure on 
them to conform to government agendas is intense’. 

Initiative overload
References to initiative overload and the negative consequences of excessive change 
in education have become ubiquitous. Tomlinson (2005: 90) described the incoming 
Labour government of 1997 as continuing ‘the avalanche of education-related policy 
initiatives, legislation and advice [that] had characterized 18 years of Conservative 
rule’ and, if anything, the pace of change and intervention has increased since. 
Initiative overload was cited second only to workload as a factor in teacher retention 
in a General Teaching Council for England (GTCE) survey of teachers undertaken in 
2003 (Smithers and Robinson, 2003) and has been associated with the British political 
system’s tendency towards high levels of public sector intervention (Gibton, 2013; 
Glatter, 2017). For our purposes, it is sufficient to briefly outline the changes that were 
made to curriculum and assessment at Key Stages 2 and 4, as these are the assessment 
points on which our analysis focuses.

At GCSE, major changes were introduced from September 2015 in English and 
mathematics, with other subjects being revised subsequently. The key changes included 
the move to ‘new, more demanding content’, assessment mainly by examination at the 
end of two years of study and a new grading scale of 9 to 1. However, the changes that 
had the most impact were the decisions made by the DfE, following the Wolf Report’s 
(2011) review of vocational education, to reduce the range of qualifications that could 
be included in school performance tables and to introduce a ‘first-entry’ rule, which 
was phased in for the 2014 examinations (DfE, 2013). 

The first of these changes meant that the number of non-GCSEs that could be 
included in the 2013/14 performance tables was reduced to two and no qualification 
could be counted as equivalent to more than one GCSE. Prior to this change, some 
qualifications, such as Business and Technology Education Council diplomas (BTECs), 
equated to up to four GCSEs. The introduction of subject discounting meant that 
multiple entries in the same subject, but in different types of qualification, could no 
longer be included in performance tables, with only one qualification being counted. 

The first-entry rule was phased in for the 2014 Key Stage 4 performance tables 
and it only applied to examinations taken from September 2013. As a result, in the 
2014 performance tables, a student’s best result from qualifications entered prior 
to September 2013 was still counted if it was better than their first result from the 
2013/14 academic year. The aim of the first-entry rule was to reduce early and repeated 
examination entries in the same subject, which had been possible under previous 
best-entry rules. The impact of both rule changes resulted in a reduction in national 
performance in the percentage of pupils achieving 5+ GCSE grades at A*–C including 
English and mathematics in 2014. 

At primary level, the tests pupils took at the end of Key Stages 1 and 2 which 
gave them a National Curriculum level in reading, writing and mathematics were used 
to measure the school’s achievement and the pupils’ progress before September 2014. 
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Children were expected to achieve at least Level 4 in reading and writing at the end of 
Key Stage 2. From 2014, these levels were discontinued and schools were allowed ‘the 
freedom to decide how to teach their curriculum and how to track the progress that 
pupils make’ (DfE, 2014). In September 2015, a new primary curriculum was introduced, 
described as a ‘more challenging national curriculum’ which ‘set high expectations so 
that all children can reach their potential and are well prepared for secondary school’ 
(DfE, 2014: 4–5). Like the changes at Key Stage 4, it was criticized on a number of 
grounds, not least for being reductionist in its focus on core subjects, naive in its use 
of international comparisons and traditionalist in its retention of a two-tier curriculum 
(Alexander, 2012). In addition, from 2016, the tests to be taken by children at the end 
of Key Stages 1 and 2 were changed to make them more challenging. At Key Stage 
2 they were marked externally, with separate teacher assessments given to parents 
in the core subjects. All of these alterations mean that the pace of change, already 
considered to be drastic, increased further from 2014. This prompted our interest in 
examining whether the London effect survived these changes.

Methodology
The methodological approach adopted in this research has been a quantitative 
analysis of educational attainment data taken from statistical first releases (SFRs) from 
the Department for Education. The analysis includes data at the national level for 
England, regional data at the level of government regional office and local authority 
level data. The analysis focuses on educational outcomes at Key Stage 2 and Key 
Stage 4 and includes trend data to highlight when performance in London started to 
outstrip national data and single year data for 2016 to assess whether London was still 
outperforming national and other regions in 2016, as it had up to 2015.

An overview of educational performance in 
London to 2015
This section provides a brief overview of educational performance in London up to 
2015, focusing on Key Stages 2 and 4. It highlights when performance in London began 
to outstrip the national average and where it had reached by 2015. The performance 
graphs in this section extend the analysis in Hayes and Cassen (2014) and the studies 
discussed above in relation to the London effect.

Key Stage 2

Performance at Key Stage 2 improved steadily year on year from 2005 to 2015 both in 
London and nationally, with only a slight national drop in 2009. Figure 1 illustrates this 
in terms of the percentage of children achieving Level 4+ in English and mathematics 
combined from 2005 to 2012 and Level 4+ in reading, writing and mathematics 
combined from 2013 to 2015, comparing London with the national average. It should 
be noted that since 2013 it has not been possible to calculate an overall level in 
English as from this point onwards the outturn for English were reported separately 
as the Reading Test Level and the Writing Teacher Assessment Level. The measure 
used from 2013 therefore is the percentage achieving Level 4+ in reading, writing and 
mathematics combined. Figure 1 shows London first outperforming national at Key 
Stage 2 in 2009 and then moving further ahead of national year on year up to 2015. In 
2009 performance in London was one percentage point above the national level, rising 
to two points above in 2012 and four above in 2015.
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Figure 1: Key Stage 2, percentage Level 4+ in reading, writing and mathematics 
combined, 2005–15: London and national (DfE statistical first releases (SFRs), 
2005 to 2015)

Key Stage 4

Performance at Key Stage 4 improved steadily year on year from 1998 to 2013 both in 
London and nationally. Figure 2 shows the performance in terms of the percentage of 
students achieving 5+ GCSE grades at A*–C including English and mathematics from 
1998 to 2016. It shows London first outperforming national at Key Stage 4 in 2004 and 
then moving further ahead of the national average year on year up to 2013. There were 
decreases in performance in London and nationally between 2014 and 2016. However, 
performance in London remained higher than national, despite the changes, outlined 
above, made by the DfE to the calculation of the performance measure from 2013.

Although Parameshwaran and Thomson (2015) suggested that the changes 
made may have had a significant negative impact on pupils’ access to subjects and 
qualifications, Figure 2 indicates that results improved slightly nationally in 2015. 
However, in 2015 Key Stage 4 results in London dropped for the second year in a 
row, and London and the national level both dropped fractionally in 2016. The net 
impact of this led to a slight narrowing of the gap between London and national, which 
suggests that the negative impact of the rule changes was greater in London than it 
was nationally, although London still outperformed the rest of the country. In 2004 
performance in London was 0.7 percentage points above national, rising to 4.7 points 
above by 2014 and 3.6 points above in 2015. In 2016, the first year after this measure 
was effectively discontinued, London was 2.7 percentage points above national.

Figure 3 focuses on the performance of individual local authorities in London. It 
illustrates their performance in terms of the percentage of students achieving 5+ GCSE 
grades at A*–C including English and mathematics at four points in time: 1998, 2003, 
2008 and 2013, against the national performance at the same point in time. In 1998, 28 
out of 32 London local authorities were below national on this measure. The number 
dropped to 21 in 2003 and 16 in 2008. However, the most dramatic improvement 
occurred between 2008 and 2013, when the number of London local authorities 
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Figure 2: Key Stage 4, percentage 5+ A*–C including English and mathematics, 
1998–2016: London and national (DfE Key Stage 4 school performance tables, 
1998 to 2016)

below the national average dropped to only six. Between 1998 and 2013, national 
performance on this measure improved by 23.8 percentage points. Over the same 
period, 31 out of 32 London local authorities improved by more than 23.8 percentage 
points, with nine of them improving by more than 40 percentage points. 

The six local authorities with the lowest results in 1998 – Islington, Hackney, 
Tower Hamlets, Southwark, Lambeth and Haringey – which were therefore those with 
the greatest distance to travel to reach the national average, were among those who 
made the greatest improvements between 1998 and 2013. By 2013, all six of them were 
above the national average for the percentage of students achieving 5+ GCSE grades 
at A*–C including English and mathematics. Against a national performance of 60.8 
per cent in 2013, Hackney had reached 61.2 per cent, Islington had reached 63.5 per 
cent and Tower Hamlets had reached 64.7 per cent.

Extending the analysis: Educational performance in 
London in 2016
This section considers the impact of the significant changes made to assessment and 
the curriculum in 2016 at Key Stages 2 and 4, as well as the ongoing fragmentation 
associated with increased academization. As already emphasized, the analysis focuses 
on 2016 because its results were the first to reflect the changes to the assessment 
frameworks and performance measures at both Key Stages 2 and 4. This also means 
that the results are not directly comparable to previous years.

Key Stage 2

The first year in which ‘reaching the expected standard or above’ was the measure 
used at Key Stages 1 and 2 was 2016. Figure 4 shows the Key Stage 2 results in this 
year for the percentage of pupils reaching the expected standard or above in the
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Figure 3: London LAs GCSE performance versus England, percentage 5+ A*–C 
including English and mathematics in 1998, 2003, 2008 and 2013

combined measure of reading, writing and mathematics by English region. It indicates 
that pupils in Inner and Outer London outperformed all other English regions in all 
three subjects. Performance in London was also better than national performance in 
the three subjects combined. On the basis of these outturns being reported for the first 
time in 2016 under the new assessment framework, London continued to outperform 
the rest of England at Key Stage 2. Given Wilshaw’s comments in his annual report 
that year about the enduring ‘North–South divide’ (Ofsted, 2016), it is noteworthy that 
schools in the North East were closest in performance to those in London.

Figure 4: Percentage of pupils reaching the expected standard at Key Stage 2 in 
2016 in reading, writing and mathematics (combined) by English region

As well as threshold measures of attainment, it is also possible to analyse the outcomes 
of the new progress measures at Key Stage 2. Figure 5 shows the Key Stage 2 progress 
scores in the reading test by English region in 2016. The progress scores are reported 
in relation to a national score of zero. A score of zero means that an individual pupil 
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has made progress in line with what would be expected nationally for pupils with 
similar prior attainment from Key Stage 1. Positive scores indicate that more progress 
than expected was made, while negative scores mean less progress than expected 
was made.

Figure 5: Key Stage 2 progress scores in reading by English region in 2016

Figure 5 indicates that Inner and Outer London had the highest positive progress scores 
of all English regions, with the North East close behind and considerably ahead of the 
other regions. Although not illustrated here, the same pattern was shown in the writing 
and mathematics progress scores, with London pre-eminent in all three subjects and 
the North East again the next highest performing region in these subjects.

As the Key Stage 2 assessments in 2016 were the first to assess the new, more 
challenging national curriculum and the new ‘achieving the expected standard or 
above’ measure, the performance outturns for 2016 are not directly comparable to 
those for earlier years. However, the new Key Stage 2 assessments were deemed to be 
more difficult than their predecessors. BBC News (2016) reported that ‘almost half of 
primary pupils in England have failed to meet a new tough standard in reading, writing 
and mathematics’.

Key Stage 4

In 2016, the old Key Stage 4 headline measure (the percentage of students achieving 5+ 
GCSE grades at A*–C including English and mathematics) was effectively discontinued 
by the DfE and two new measures were introduced: Attainment 8 and Progress 8. 
Attainment 8 measures the achievement of a student across eight qualifications 
including mathematics (double-weighted) and English (double-weighted), three 
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further qualifications that count in the English Baccalaureate (EBacc) measure, and 
three further qualifications that can be GCSE qualifications (including EBacc subjects) 
or any other non-GCSE qualifications on the DfE-approved list. Each individual grade 
a student achieves is assigned a point score, which are then added together to give 
a student’s Attainment 8 score. English and mathematics point scores are double-
weighted to signify their importance. Progress 8 is a value-added measure that takes 
students’ Attainment 8 scores and adjusts them for their prior attainment from Key 
Stage 2. Like Key Stage 2 progress scores, the Progress 8 scores are reported around 
a national score of zero, with a score of zero meaning that an individual student has 
made progress in line with what would be expected for students nationally with similar 
prior attainment from Key Stage 2. Positive scores indicate that more progress than 
expected has been made, while negative scores mean less progress than expected 
has been made (DfE, 2017). While the introduction of Progress 8 and the inclusion of a 
progress measure in minimum floor standards for the first time has been welcomed by 
some, concerns have been raised about its fairness when used to assess schools with 
large numbers of disadvantaged students (Andrews, 2017). 

Figure 6 illustrates the average Attainment 8 scores by English region in 2016. 
The outturns show that Inner and Outer London had higher Attainment 8 scores than 
all other regions and that performance in London was better than it was nationally.

Figure 6: Average Attainment 8 score by region at Key Stage 4 in 2016

Figure 7 shows the average Progress 8 scores by English region in 2016. The outturns 
show that Inner and Outer London had higher Progress 8 scores than all other regions 
and therefore, on average, students in London made more progress than similar pupils 
nationally. The London Progress 8 score of +0.16 means that students in London 
achieved around a sixth of a grade higher in each GCSE subject compared to students 
with similar prior attainment nationally. It also suggests that London schools’ capacity 
to address disadvantage has survived recent changes. It is less clear why secondary 
schools in the North West and the North East in particular performed so much less well 
than primaries in these regions. This needs to be explored in future research.

In summary, the 2016 educational outcomes at Key Stages 1, 2 and 4 show that 
performance in London remains pre-eminent compared to national performance and 
to performance in all of the other English regions, even following the changes that were 
introduced to the assessment frameworks and educational accountability measures. 
Performance at Key Stages 2 and 4 was also better in London than the national level in 
terms of both attainment and progress.
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Figure 7: Average Progress 8 scores by English region at Key Stage 4 in 2016

Conclusions
This article has set out to take stock and answer a relatively straightforward question 
at a key historical point in school reform: did London’s state-funded schools continue 
to outperform the rest of England at Key Stages 2 and 4 in 2016, following significant 
changes to both assessment frameworks and performance measures? The 2016 
educational outcomes at Key Stages 2 and 4 show that performance in London 
remains pre-eminent compared to national performance and to performance in all 
other English regions, even following the changes to the assessment frameworks 
and to the measures of educational accountability that were first introduced in 2014. 
Performance at Key Stages 2 and 4 was also better in London than nationally in terms 
of both attainment and progress. The fact that  schools elsewhere recovered a little 
more quickly from the initial redefinition of the floor standard measure in 2015 than 
schools in London at Key Stage 4 (see Figure 2) may suggest that London’s schools 
were more effective at ‘gaming’ the system by including greater numbers of non-
GCSEs in performance tables than other regions. However, the 2016 Attainment 8 and 
Progress 8 data, which show London outperforming all other regions, indicate that the 
schools seem to have recovered their position subsequently. 

The educational performance data for 2017 at Key Stage 2 were published 
by the Department in December 2017 and the Key Stage 4 data were published in 
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January 2018. This shows that the high standards in London were sustained. At Key 
Stage 2, London outperformed all other English regions for the percentage of pupils 
achieving the expected standard in all subjects and likewise in terms of progress in 
reading, writing and mathematics. The pattern was the same at Key Stage 4, where 
London outperformed all other regions for Attainment 8, Progress 8 and the English 
Baccalaureate.

Given that London seems to have retained its pre-eminence through the 
recent upheavals in both the primary and secondary phases, more research needs 
to be undertaken in both to attempt to identify how these gains were made and 
whether they can be transferred to other parts of the country. This also applies to 
regions such as the North East, where primary schools have consistently outperformed 
other regions outside London in recent years. It is also important to examine whether 
patterns of disadvantage or ethnic composition continue to have differential effects 
in London, which we did not have space to examine in this article. However, London 
schools’ performance when compared internationally might not be as impressive as 
it is nationally. Further research is also needed to extend comparative work by Jerrim 
and colleagues (Jerrim and Wyness, 2016; Jerrim et al., 2017), which has attempted 
to benchmark London against other major cities using Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS) data, and Cajic-Seigneur and Hodgson’s (2016) identification of the persistently 
high levels of young people not in education, employment or training in some parts 
of London.

The article has also reflected on the impact on educational outcomes of the 
fragmentation occurring within the English education system, as evidenced over 
the last two decades by the creation of a multiplicity of new school types no longer 
accountable to their local authority. These have included sponsored academies, 
converter academies, free schools, university technical colleges and studio schools. 
Since the inception of academies in 2000, and much more intensely since 2010, the 
increasing fragmentation of the school system in England has resulted in a diminished 
role for local authorities in being able to hold schools in their area to account and 
work with them to drive up standards (Hatcher, 2014; Simkins et al., 2015). However, 
the consistently better average performance when compared to the rest of England 
of schools in London, where many local authorities still work in collaboration with their 
schools, suggests that local authorities have a positive effect, regardless of the type 
of schools in their area and how fragmented that mix of schools might be. This model 
of local authorities and schools working in partnership, while by no means unique to 
London, may be part of the reason why London’s schools remain pre-eminent in terms 
of educational outcomes compared to the rest of the country. 

The fragmentation of the system and the more rapid shift in the secondary phase 
to schools becoming academies has led to a mixed picture of educational outcomes 
by school type, with convertor academies performing better than local authority 
maintained schools, but with sponsored academies performing worse (Hayes and Gul, 
2017). The picture in the primary phase, where academization has been less popular, 
is different. National Key Stage 2 data for the percentage of pupils who achieved the 
expected standard or above in reading, writing and mathematics combined indicate 
that 80 per cent of the successful pupils were in local authority schools, 15 per cent in 
converter academies, 5 per cent in sponsored academies and fewer than 1 per cent in 
free schools. This appears to confirm the Education Select Committee’s finding that 
academy status has not had a significant impact on attainment in primary schools. This 
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may have been one of the factors which contributed to the gradual removal of the 
government’s push for all primary schools to convert to academy status after 2015.

The pre-eminence of London has been sustained, regardless of the changes 
to assessment frameworks and the new measures of educational success that have 
been introduced nationally since 2014. Even though local authority input to London’s 
educational success might vary between local authorities, support for school 
improvement has continued in many of them. Therefore, the conclusion is that the 
sustained success of London’s schools provides greater evidence of continuous 
improvement than mere fragile gains. Although the English education system is 
probably more fragmented than at any time in the past 30 years, London schools’ 
continuing success might be regarded as evidence that we should heed the National 
Association of Head Teachers’ (NAHT) warning in its submission to the Education Select 
Committee ‘against seeing structural reforms as a panacea for school improvement’ 
(HoCEC, 2015: 21). Furthermore, the apparent simplicity of managing schools from the 
centre is not an effective or sustainable replacement for a middle tier of local system 
leadership delivered through local authorities.
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