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4 December 2020 
 
The Rt Hon Gavin Williamson CBE MP 
Secretary of State for Education 
House of Commons 
London 
SW1A 0AA 
 
Dear Mr Williamson 
 
I am writing to you on behalf of the students and families within my school community, particularly those 
students who are due to sit GCSEs in the summer examination series in 2021.  It was with great interest 
that I read the details of the proposals for changes to the GCSE examinations in 2021, but was has struck 
me and stuck with me the most was your interview on the Today programme on Radio 4 this week.  You 
were repeatedly asked how ‘levelling up’ equated to ‘fairness’.  These seemed to be a questions you 
either did not want to answer or were unable to answer.  I wonder, therefore, if I could pose a similar, 
but more personal question in the same vein, in hoping that you may help me to answer the questions 
posed to me? 
 
I am a headteacher of a secondary modern school, Pensby High School, on the Wirral in the North West 
of England.  We are within a local authority that has maintained grammar schools and approximately a 
third of all students go to a selective school.  This is a rate so high that we are one of only 12 local 
authorities to be deemed to be ‘highly selective’ by your department.  On top of this we have a 
disproportionate number of students in single sex schools, an imbalance of looked after children, pupil 
premium children and pupil premium plus children in the non-selective schools compared with selective 
schools.  For these and many other reasons, selective and non-selective schools in the authority have 
historically seen very different rates of attendance to school, with all local selective schools seeing 
attendance to school at higher than national rates, whilst non-selective schools are generally below 
national attendance rates.   
 
We started this pandemic with significant structural differences across the secondary schools and a 
system that appears not to be ‘fair’ to all parts of our community.  The pandemic is merely further 
exposing these structural differences both here and throughout England. 
 
Added to this is the impact of the current pandemic on attendance to school.  All schools across England 
were requested to close in March 2020, except for small numbers of keyworker children or vulnerable 
students. For the most part all students returned to school in September of this year.  However, there is 
a mandated system of responses to cases of COVID-19.  This is in order that the actions of schools and 
students will help to stop the spread of the virus, and requires students who are deemed to be close 
contacts to self-isolate, consequently missing the full learning opportunities open to students in school.  
Equally it disrupts the flow of learning for all, makes gap analysis and gap filling virtually impossible, and 
plays on the anxieties and fears of students, and their families.  For the most part students and parents 



identify attendance to school as a key determinant in success in examinations, and it clearly is; your 
department’s guidance amply demonstrates this. 
 
I am in the fortunate position of having a lot of support to call upon at the local authority, a good and 
caring staff body, supportive parents and for the most part we have been able to limit the number of 
students sent home for each case; but despite this, our attendance has fallen dramatically: 
 

 Year 11 attendance Sept to Nov is 66.6%, this is the actual attendance disregarding ‘Xs’  
 This year’s 11s (when they were in year 10) for Sept to Nov 19 was 94.6%  
 Year 11 attendance (last year’s cohort) Sept to Nov 19 was 94.9%  
 Average number of days off school per student - 16 days since Sept (possible days they could have 

been in school for this period is 48 days, so 9 and a half weeks)  
 At one point in October we had three overlapping cases in Year 11 and the whole year group was 

absent.  40% of students in Year 11 have been affected more than once as a result of self-isolation, 
and everyone in the year group has been affected in some way due to the 3 cases overlapping. 

 Almost a third of students have missed 3 or more weeks of school purely due to isolating (X 
coded). 
 

I am at a loss as to how I explain that the measures taken on a national basis and impacting on all students 
are fair.  How is it that my students, and students in similar circumstances, are so disadvantaged and the 
national response is to ‘level up’ everyone? 
 
I cannot explain this to my parents, I wonder if you could help? 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Mr K Flanagan 
Headteacher 
 
 
 
 


