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Abstract: “Excellence in Cities” is an educational reform initiative pro-

posed by the British government at the turn of the century that focused 

on the needs for talent development in the 21st century. The entire pro-

gram, from pilot to promotion, achieved remarkable results in just three 

years and was widely watched. This paper reviews the background, im-

plementation process and initiatives of this program, and analyzes the 

achievements of the program in improving students' academic achieve-

ments and learning attitudes, and in improving school social relations. 

The paper then uses insights from the success of the UK program to rec-

ommend key components of such a reform for China. 
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OMPARED to private schools in the suburbs with well-equipped facilities, 

adequate funds, and high quality students, most public schools in urban areas 

of the United Kingdom (UK) are challenged by poor student achievement, 

quality of education, and school management efficiency. The presence of these weak 

schools in the city is the result of a long and complicated process. Class differentiation 

and class opposition have long persisted as ills of British society. To safeguard their 

own interests, the upper class regards education as an important means to consolidate its 

dominant position. Ideologically, this suggests that education for the lower classes can 

be stratified, and that schools should promote this idea in such a way that the people can 

accept and firmly believe that education should be unequal. Politically, the upper class 

uses privilege to tilt the policy toward the group in which the class is located, resulting 

in the polarization of education, and catalyzing the emergence of weak schools. 

The UK’s “1902 Education Act” established a dual-track education system in 

which the aristocratic education system (academic education system) and the civilian 

education system (vocational education system) coexist. This bill allows aristocrats and 

civilians to be educated along two different paths. The aristocratic education system 

serves the children of the middle class and above, with the aim of cultivating academic 

talents and senior management personnel; the civilian education system serves the chil-

dren of the lower classes of society, with the aim of cultivating the general social work-

ers. Although the “Education Act of 1944” abolished the dual-track system and pro-

claimed that everyone must have equal access to education, traces of the dual-track sys-

tem are still obvious (Den, 1987). As quality schools are typically private schools, those 

attending need to pay high tuition fees; only children from families with higher socio-

economic status are thus eligible to study, and children with poor socioeconomic status 

can only go to public schools that have poor conditions. 

After World War II, the pursuit of educational equity and the improvement of edu-

cation quality have become the focus of educational reform in various countries. In this 

context, the UK cancelled the sixth-level entrance exam, established the Comprehensive 

Middle School and implemented open enrollment (Zhu, 2013). Although this gives all 

students the opportunity to receive high school education, due to significant differences 

in performance among students, it is difficult for teachers to provide all children with 

appropriate daily education and teaching, and the supervision and support of the school 

is not in place, resulting in the so-called comprehensive middle school becoming a syn-

onym for “educational mediocrity.” When Mrs. Thatcher came to power in 1979, she 

continued to pursue elitist education and introduced “market theory” into the field of 

education to encourage competition among schools. Under the influence of school 

choice behavior, the two-level differentiation of education is becoming increasingly 

serious, and many weak schools face the risk of closure. 

Thus, how to improve weak schools in cities and solve a series of social problems 

caused by uneven education has become an issue of concern to all sectors of British 

society. To this end, the United Kingdom promoted the “Excellence in Cities” (EiC) in 

the late 20th century, trying to ease educational disparities among socioeconomic clas-
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ses and improve the level of education equity and quality through a series of compre-

hensive reform measures. 

“Excellence in Cities”: Planning and Implementation 

In March 1999, the British government proposed the EiC program and began imple-

menting it in September of the same year. The EiC program promotes educational equi-

ty and enhances education, providing students with a more diverse education by starting 

with the needs of students and the challenges they face, providing learning opportunities 

for all capable students, and encouraging cooperation between schools, among other 

initiatives. Its purpose is to improve expectations and achievements of students, to re-

solve issues of dissatisfaction, exclusion, truancy and non-cooperation, and increase 

parents' confidence in urban schools (Department for Education and Employment, 

2002). Since implementation of the plan, it has been continuously expanded to cover 

education in different regions and at various stages; to date, it has included two stages, 

focus four core values, and seven sub-plans. 

Two Stages 

Preliminary Experimental Stage  

The EiC program initially began as an experiment in the middle school phase of urban 

areas. This phase lasted for three years. The first year included 25 local education au-

thorities and 438 secondary schools. The second year added 23 new local education 

authorities and about 300 more secondary schools. In the third year, 58 local education 

authorities and about 900 secondary schools participated (Kendall, Golden & Machin, 

et al, 2005). Insights discussed in this article refer to this stage. 

Experience Expansion Stage  

EiC planned to gradually expand to urban primary schools after the city's middle school 

experiments had achieved significant results. It was then extended to the poverty-

stricken groups outside the city and to the post-secondary education through the “Excel-

lent Cluster” and the “Excellent Challenge” programs. 

Four Core Values 

High Expectation  

Encourage students, parents, and individual students to maintain high expectations for 

their students. The education of each student should not be restricted by the school they 

are attending, and conditions should be created to meet their needs and aspirations. 

Diversification 
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Provide a variety of educational methods, including colleges, educational action areas 

and urban learning centers, to fully tap the potential of students and fulfill the core func-

tions of the school. 

School Network 

Establish network connections between schools, promote collaboration among schools, 

and provide more convenient communications for students, parents, and communities. 

Through The school network promotes excellent practical experience, so that each 

school can share the reform experience. 

Expand Opportunities 

Extend opportunity for success to each school and investment to each area of the pro-

gram, to give all schools the opportunity to succeed and to promote equality. 

Seven Sub-Plans 

Learning Mentors 

A person who has a background in psychology, sociology, or a major national (English 

or science) degree with an understanding of student guidance is employed as a tutor. 

The study tutor works with relevant teachers, psychologists, school administrators, etc., 

and maintains contact with the family to provide one-on-one or one-to-many guidance. 

This program is designed to provide additional support to students who are plagued by 

learning difficulties, social problems, or cultural barriers and who may experience diffi-

culty actively participating in classroom activities. The main tasks of learning mentors 

are to: (1) contact the teacher to determine the need for help; (2) implement and support 

activities of helping that bolster self-esteem and self-confidence, and provide emotional 

counseling services; (3) understand the problems that create learning difficulties, and 

work with students to develop an action plan; (4) supervise the attendance of the men-

tored students; (5) maintain close contact with parents and regularly hold workshops or 

group meetings on behavioral strategies and parenting skills; (6) record the performance 

of mentored students and provide a written assessment report; and, (7) ensure adequate 

funding for study (Department for Education and Employment, 2002).  

Learning Support Units 

The unit differs from the regular education of the school. Support units can be estab-

lished in the school or within educational institutions and universities. This independent 

support unit is small in size and generally consists of only six to ten students (Hayward, 

2002). The aim is to reduce the number of regular school semesters and the exclusion of 

high-risk students from schools,
1
 and to provide a high-risk student with a separate 

short-term education opportunity in order to keep such students in school, and address 
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their behavioral problems. After students apply for the support of the learning unit, the 

management team of the learning unit formulates strategies for correcting and improv-

ing their behavior and generates learning plans related to the school curriculum accord-

ing to the actual needs of the students, so that these students can return to mainstream 

education as soon as possible. Once a student enters the learning support unit, they must 

be allowed to leave until they return to the level required for mainstream education. 

City Learning Centers 

The city learning center is an innovative experimental platform that provides students 

with the latest Information and Communication Technology (ICT) teaching. It not only 

serves the host school, but also provides services and development support for sur-

rounding schools and the community. It offers different levels of course packages to 

schools, including innovative and reproducible lesson plans, fun extracurricular activi-

ties, and new ways to use multimedia technology in the classroom to match students of 

any age and any level of learning (Department for Education and Employment, 2002). 

The city learning center aims to provide remedial courses for students who are lagging 

behind in school and to provide opportunities for gifted children to learn at accelerated 

rates. To maximize the efficiency of the ICT resources used, the city learning center 

uses a star network topology to cover multiple schools. This encourages cooperation 

between schools, and exchanges on the basis of resource sharing. 

EiC Action Zones 

The urban area of excellence is designed to meet the knowledge needs of rural and ur-

ban disadvantaged groups, aiming to improve school standards in poor areas and em-

powering weak schools through the sharing of successful case experiences and through 

incentives, innovation and change. In the education action area, schools are allowed to 

have a certain range of statutory discretion, especially in terms of teachers' salaries, 

work environment and curriculum. Schools can formulate implementation plans to im-

prove the standards of the school (Department for Education and Employment, 2002). 

To enable education to better access resources, dynamic partnerships among schools 

and between schools, parents, communities, businesses and local education authorities 

are formed in the urban area of excellence, encouraging partners to address issues and 

look for better, innovative solutions (Office for Standards in Education, 2003). 

Specialist Schools 

The College Program is designed to help schools choose their dominant disciplines as a 

specialty, and work with private sponsors to improve school standards. Weak schools 

can choose one or two fields from the eight fields of: technology, language, sports, art 

(visual, performance, or media), business and enterprise, engineering, science, and 

mathematics and computer application, according to the characteristics and advantages 
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of the school. A school that chooses to specialize can then apply to become a “col-

lege”.
2
 However, in addition to focusing on the development of its own distinctive areas, 

the college must also meet the requirements of the national curriculum and be commit-

ted to providing a diverse and balanced education to all students (Institute of Education, 

The University of Warwick, 2002). 

 

Beacon Schools 

 

The Beacon School Program aims to create a collaborative and shared atmosphere with 

the aim of establishing a nationwide network of schools. Quality schools play a guiding 

role in the network as a “Beacon.” Through online and offline communication, a Bea-

con School can share successful experiences with weaker schools to ensure that all 

schools receive practical advice and support to improve the schooling and student 

achievement of weak schools. The program encourages Beacon Schools to establish 

partnerships with weak schools through “pairing” and on this basis promotes two-way 

knowledge exchange between professionals. The Beacon Schools provide demonstra-

tions in a variety of areas including: specific subject topics, student monitoring, school 

management, services for gifted children, improved parental involvement, special edu-

cation needs and anti-bullying strategies. Diverse forms of promotion are undertaken, 

such as organizing teacher seminars; regularly organizing activities for weak schools to 

visit and study at the Beacon Schools; assisting and counseling the work of junior 

teachers in weak schools; and promoting the successful teaching experience of the Bea-

con Schools through the Internet (Bullock & Muschamp, 2004). 

 

Genius Program 

 

By developing a standard for identification procedures, each school recognizes 5%-10% 

of talented students joining the program's teaching and learning (Department for Educa-

tion and Employment, 2002) In terms of curriculum, the Genius Program requires all 

schools to develop and implement a specialized teaching and learning program based on 

the needs and expectations of gifted students that addresses the individual learning 

needs of gifted students. Schools are encouraged to provide a wider range of courses for 

these talented students through a local network within the scope of the statutory curricu-

lum, so that talented students can get extracurricular or advanced learning opportunities. 

Each school is required to provide a full-time coordinator for talented students to coor-

dinate partnerships with schools, local education authorities, and other parent organiza-

tions to provide external support for the development of gifted students (Cunningham, 

Lopes & Rudd, 2004) 

 

Effectiveness of the “Excellence in Cities” Program 
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The EiC program is one of the top policies in the UK government to improve the 

schooling level of weak schools in urban areas. From September 1999 to the expansion 

of thousands of high schools across the country, the EiC program has achieved remark-

able results. In February 2005, the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) published 

an evaluation report on the first phase of the EiC pilot school. The results showed that 

the EiC program improves students' academic achievement and improves their learning 

attitudes. The school’s social relations and other aspects have achieved remarkable re-

sults (Kendall, et al, 2005). 

Academic Achievement 

According to the EiC Program Data Report, published on the Ofsted website in Febru-

ary 2005, the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) score was 5 or above 

in schools participating in the EiC program.
3
 The number of students has increased by 

3.4% (Kendall, et al, 2005) In Key stage 3, 
4
EiC school English scores increased by 

5.9%, mathematic scores by 8.8% and science scores by 1.9%, compared to 5%, 6%, 

and a decrease by 1% in non-EiC schools for English, mathematics, and science scores, 

respectively. Since the program began in 2000, in Key stage 2, the English and mathe-

matics levels of EiC program schools have greatly improved compared to that of non-

EiC schools. In EiC schools, English increased by 3.7% and mathematics by 3.0%, 

which compared to 2.3% and 2% in non-EiC schools, respectively. In science, however, 

EiC program schools do not perform as well as schools not in the EiC programs (Office 

for Standards in Education, 2005) However, this one result does not deny that the EiC 

program has a significant impact on the academic achievement of students in the pilot 

area. Stephen Machin and Sandra McNally (2003) show that the EiC program has sig-

nificantly improved the academic achievement of middle school students in poor areas, 

with the effect on student grades proportional to the time spent in the EiC program 

(Machin, McNally & Meghir, 2003) Further study showed that students in the EiC pro-

gram have made greater progress in mathematics and English. For example, EiC student 

math scores increased by an average of 0.18 (from 4.75 to 4.93), while for students in 

the control group, grades rose by 0.14 (from 4.78 to 4.92), and secondary school stu-

dents outside the EiC program increased their grades by 0.16 (from 5.19 to 5.35) 

(Machin, McNally & Meghir, 2004). 

 

Learning Attitude 

 

The EiC program focuses on students' learning attitudes, such as dissatisfaction, exclu-

sion, violation of discipline, and, especially, truancy. Therefore, ensuring student at-

tendance is one of the priorities of the program. According to the Student Education 

Attendance Data Analysis (Interim Report) published by the Ofsted in 2004, the overall 

average attendance rate in 2002 was 91.98%, up from 91.54% in 2001. The highest 

overall attendance rate is in the 7th grade (92.8%). In other grade groups, the 8th grade 

attendance rate is significantly higher than the 9th and 10th grades, but within the 10th 
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grade, the 2002 attendance rate (91.8%) is 0.8% higher than the 2001 attendance rate 

(91%) (Morris & Rutt, 2004). 

In addition, in January 2000, the student’s authorized absenteeism rate was 8%, 

while the unauthorized absentee rate was 1.1%. In February 2002, student absenteeism 

rate decreased due to a decreased authorized absenteeism rate of 7.63%., and an unau-

thorized absentee rate was 1.09%. Key Stages 1 and Key Stages 2 authorized absent 

rates fell by 0.17% and 0.21%, respectively (Key Stages 1 fell from 8.76% to 8.59%; 

Key Stages 2 fell from 9.08% to 8.87%). More than one-third (33.9%) of the 343 stu-

dents who participated in the assessment had an authorized absence of one week or less, 

and only 1% of students were authorized to be absent for one semester or longer (Ken-

dall, et al, 2005). According to the University of London School of Education’s Behav-

ior Improvement Program (BIP), the student’s fixed-term exclusion rate fell by 11% in 

2003 compared to the previous year, while primary school attendance rose by 0.4%. 

Authorized and unauthorized absenteeism rates significantly decreased (0.3% and 0.1%, 

respectively) in primary schools (Office for Standards in Education, 2005). These data 

indicate that the EiC program is effective in improving student enrolment and attend-

ance.  

Impact on School Social Relations 

To better promote the quality improvement of weak schools, EiC encourages the estab-

lishment of dynamic partnerships between parents, communities, enterprises, and gov-

ernments. This partnership effectively provides external support for weak school re-

forms. With the advancement of the EiC program, the gap between schools in the EiC 

program area and other schools has gradually narrowed. Parents have begun to have 

greater confidence in urban school education, to be more concerned about their chil-

dren's performance in school and to actively participate in school-organized family edu-

cation seminars, parent evenings, school development seminars, and various home-

school interactions. Communities and businesses are also more widely involved in 

school activities; special activities related to hiring companies are increasing, such as 

work-related learning opportunities, creation of micro-enterprises, and factory open 

days. By partnering with businesses and communities, schools receive significant exter-

nal support, enabling schools in the EiC region to continually maintain and increase 

their connections with job providers and trainers (Kendall, 2004). The relationship be-

tween government and schools has also improved. In 2003-2004, the level of overall 

cooperation between EiC schools and local education authorities was almost four times 

that of non-EiC programs (2% in the EiC program area compared to 0.5% in the non-

EiC program area) (Office for Standards in Education, 2005).  

 

Insights for China 
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The EiC program has gone through a lengthy process from release to implementation to 

the formation of a complete weak school reform system. Although there are some 

shortcomings, it has had a significant impact on improving the quality of school educa-

tion, improving student behavior and school social relations. While differences between 

China and Britain are extensive, the EiC plan can still provide insight into the im-

provement of weak schools in China. In particular, we suggest that the following les-

sons be heeded. 

 

Provide Appropriate Education to All Schools and Students 

In the process of reforming weak schools, we must “complement short” and “improve.” 

Many factors contribute to poor academic performance in students. The “one-size-fits-

all” education reform program cannot give every school a practical reform opinion and 

advice. In the face of the predicament of education reform, providing suitable education 

for all schools and students should be the demand of current educators. Education re-

form must pay attention not only to regional differences, but also to differences between 

schools and students. Reforms should give the school more autonomy so that the 

schools and students can create development goals according to their own advantages, 

allowing the reform of weak schools to build from the inside. 

 

Participate in Multiple Subjects and Give Full Attention to All Aspects of 

Society 

The reform of weak schools takes time and is difficult to achieve by relying solely on 

the school or the education sector. Reform requires human, material, and financial re-

sources as well as support from the external environment. Due to the shortage of educa-

tional resources in China, including a current lack of education finance, schools need to 

actively seek external support in order to accelerate the process of weak school reform. 

Establishing partnerships between schools and local governments, social groups, and 

families can provide more resources for weak schools. Specifically, through coopera-

tion with local education, the education administration can better understand the needs 

of schools and strengthen the pertinence and effectiveness of policies (Que, 2004). By 

cooperating with social groups, such as enterprises, museums, and universities, it is 

possible to provide schools and institutions with opportunities and places for further 

study. Cooperation with families, including parent participation in school teaching and 

affairs management, can enhance parents’ understanding of reform and reduce re-

sistance to school reform. Efforts should be made to establish a four-way collaboration 

between the school, the local education bureau, social groups, and families to gain more 

external support for development and weak school reform. 
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Systematic, Complete School Improvement Strategy 

Weak school reform is a complex process. A systematic and complete school improve-

ment strategy can make reforms more efficient. Before the reform plan is formulated, 

the current status of schools and their needs can be assessed through questionnaires to 

establish the main purpose of the reform. A practical action plan should be formulated 

for the purpose of reform. The plan is divided into multiple sub-plans based on different 

aspects of the reform, and detailed provisions made for the funding, management, su-

pervision, and evaluation of each sub-plan. For example, regarding financial aspects, 

the reform plan should elaborate on the fund allocation of the reform and the applica-

tion conditions and use rights of the school. In terms of administrative aspects, the re-

sponsibilities of the main body at all levels, as well as the review requirements and tim-

ing for regular evaluations must set. In terms of school management, the school itself is 

in a weak school. What autonomy is in the reform and how the internal departments of 

the school are set up should be clarified in the plan. At present, plans for the reform of 

weak schools in China are relatively fragmented and lack a systematic approach. To a 

certain extent, this has led the government to repeat uneven distribution of educational 

financial resources. Therefore, although the government has introduced many plans for 

reform, significant results have yet to be realized. 

 

Advocate the Reform and Innovation of the Cooperation Network 

Establishing and utilizing a nationwide network of schools can provide an efficient way 

to communicate weak school reforms. Internet technology can enable online and en-

hance offline communication across national school networks. In online platforms, 

high-quality schools or weak schools with successful reforms can share their experienc-

es and provide repeatable reform models. Weak schools can learn from the successful 

experiences of schools with similar problems that have successfully reformed. In the 

online school network, high-quality schools in the region can establish helping partner-

ships with weak schools and conduct one-on-one or one-to-many mentorship among 

schools. This national cooperation network serves to create an atmosphere of coopera-

tion and sharing. 

 

Notes: 

1 The principal has the right to exclude students with high-risk characteristics, either tem-

porarily or permanently; that is temporary or permanent departure from the school. Stu-

dents who have one of the following characteristics can be called high-risk students: fail-

ing in pastoral support programs or other interventions; tending to be permanently ex-

cluded by the school; seriously disrupting classroom order and failing to improve through 

normal support strategies. 
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2 In addition to developing a 4-year development plan, a weak school must raise £50,000 in 

private sector sponsorship before applying for a “college” qualification. 

 

3 The UK GCSE exam converts test scores to grades represented by letters or numbers. The 

new 9 to 1 rating is consistent with the old A* to G rating, where G, F, E, D, or 1, 2, and 3 

are GCSE's primary qualifications; C, B, A, A*, or 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 are secondary qualifica-

tions for GCSE. Level 2 is more popular. 

 

4 The UK curriculum is set up in five key stages. Key Stage 1 are grades 1-3, students ages 

5-7 years; Key Stage 2 are grades 4-5, students ages 8-11; Key Stage 3 are grades 7-8, 

students ages 12-14; Key Stage 4 are grades 10-11, students 15-16 years-old; Key Stage 5 

are grades 12-13, and students are 17-18 years old. 
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