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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


In this book, I have used the term ‘disadvantage’ in relation to pupils who grow up in low-income families. I know not everyone is comfortable with this, and want to acknowledge that. I recognise that this is an important debate.

For consistency, I have used the term in line with the language used by the Department for Education (DfE) in England. I want this resource to be practical and useful for schools.

The term ‘pupil premium’ has been used throughout this book. For those unfamiliar with this term, this is funding allocated to schools to improve educational outcomes for those pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds in the state school system. More information can be found at www.gov.uk/government/publications/pupil-premium.

I hope this book provokes some thinking. The attainment of disadvantaged pupils will not improve on its own. It won’t improve by disappointment at the data. It will improve through reductions in child poverty. It will also improve by understanding the impact of low family income better, and how to respond to it in the classroom and wider school life. It will improve as we improve as an education system - from policy to the classroom and playground.

Marc Rowland










FOREWORD


It’s the stuff of popular magazines. Interview a famous person about their childhood influences, their treasured moments and possessions, their faith, their biggest extravagance, who and what they find most irritating.

In a recent such interview, a Formula 1 racing driver, when asked what his childhood ambition was, replied: ‘To be a farmer – I thought tractors were just brilliant. Then greenkeeper at a golf course, because of all the different lawnmowers. Then I realised you could go a lot faster.’

Another interviewee, a distinguished mathematician, answered: ‘To be a professional 10-pin bowler. Then an astronaut.’ And a third admitted: ‘To make friends with a wolf.’

There is a particular question often asked of interviewees that invariably elicits thoughtful responses: ‘Which matters more to success: ambition or talent?’ One person will observe that both are ingredients to success but that luck is even more important. Another will suggest that passion makes the chances of success greater. A number of key words are often used in answers to this question: opportunity, confidence, inner gift, discipline.

As a teacher, I used to display in my classroom this extract from Miroslav Holub’s poem A Boy’s Head (2006) at the start of every academic year.


In it there is a space-ship

and a project

for doing away with piano lessons.




There is a river

that flows upwards.




There is a multiplication table.




There is anti-matter. And it just cannot be trimmed.

I believe

that only what cannot be trimmed

is a head.




There is much promise

In the circumstance

That so many people have heads.



The poem served as a constant reminder of the endless possibilities that rest inside the minds of the pupils – and that it is every teacher’s challenge to unlock those possibilities.

The highly respected Education Policy Institute’s annual reports (2024) offer sober scrutiny of the gaps that exist between disadvantaged pupils and their peers. The analyses by geographical region, ethnicity and GCSE subject make for arresting reading and should be the focus of discussion in every staffroom across the country.

So, what can we do in our own classrooms to realise the ambitions and talents of those who look to us for guidance and inspiration? Let us take every opportunity to spot the inner gift of a pupil. Let us nurture confidence in the shy student. Let us help young people to believe in their abilities and develop a latent talent. How a young person feels about themselves – their personal dignity and self-esteem – lies at the heart of a good education.

The teacher’s optimistic, long-established trade is one of talent spotting and helping students to realise their ambitions; enabling all young people to attain well and achieve with pride. There is always much promise in our classrooms.

And it is that underpinning optimism that characterises The A–Z of Addressing Disadvantage. Section One is ordered around the 26 letters of the English alphabet. Section Two is a veritable mine of practical materials.

The author’s belief in every child realising their social and academic potential shines on every page. He has visited many thousands of classrooms – north, south, east, west – as an ambassador for underserved, vulnerable children and young people. His experiences in those classrooms are writ large in this book.

Marc Rowland takes us from Bias and Data through Homeroom and Kindness to Quibbles and Viola: a sequence of authoritative and highly readable chapters, packed full of examples, ideas and reflections. His relentless focus is upon how staff in primary, special and secondary schools can best address disadvantage – with clarity, sensitivity and impact.

Roy Blatchford, series editor










SECTION ONE











AMBITION


The attainment gap found in UK schools reflects the broader inequalities in society. Low family income and low attainment are still too closely linked. This book looks to support school leaders at all levels to plan, implement and evaluate an effective disadvantage strategy. It aims to support schools and system leaders to enable pupils to thrive, irrespective of background and starting point. Ambition matters.

The book does not look to replicate guidance on teaching and learning or school leadership. These are covered in other titles in the A–Z series and elsewhere. It will also not replicate or recreate other resources such as guidance from the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF). Rather, it will guide school leaders and system leaders based on nearly a decade and a half of work solely focused on trying to understand what is happening in schools and classrooms where pupils from low-income backgrounds are thriving, and in schools that are finding this stubborn issue a tougher nut to crack.

It draws on the inspirational work of teachers, leaders and support staff from across the UK. It aims to provoke thinking and reflection to support those ‘at the chalk face’ of school leadership and in the classroom.

Reports about the disadvantage gap are published annually. These may be followed by commentators making statements in the media and on social media declaring that ‘something should be done’, but it is often the case that little follows.

Efforts to address socioeconomic disadvantage in society and provide support for disadvantaged pupils in our education system have lacked political leadership for some time, since David Laws finished being Schools Minister in 2015.

Furthermore, the lack of focus on disadvantaged pupils in the current (2019) Ofsted framework has been a disaster. Schools have to be responsive to the framework. We need clarity and focus from policy to the classroom. The proposals for 2025 onwards have a far stronger focus on disadvantage, giving this far greater prominence. We can do better in schools, particularly if we have more clarity over what schools should be doing, and what schools should not be doing, to support disadvantaged pupils. We need to be more boundaried, and not lose sight of what is happening in our classrooms for disadvantaged pupils every day. Should it be the role of teachers, particularly those that are inexperienced, to be picking vulnerable pupils up and bringing them into school? This puts pressure on teachers and can impact on the classroom, staff wellbeing, etc.

Disadvantaged pupils thrive when teachers enjoy teaching. There is something about teaching and learning that cannot actually be codified; that connection between pupil(s) and teacher, rooted in a trusting relationship, where pupils feel that the teacher is sat alongside them and is their champion. There is no single way to model this, to explain it, to exemplify it. It is something individual to the teacher and the pupils in the classroom.

It is about the teacher’s ability to be responsive to the individuals in their classroom and in wider school life – in formal instruction and informal conversation. This relationship is important for all pupils, but is particularly important for those that experience the insecurity of low family income and the cold wind of poverty. Susie Fraser from Manchester Communication Academy (MCA) exemplifies it here.


I guess the way that we approach this at MCA … it’s a core value. We believe that all students can be anything that they can achieve. And despite them being disadvantaged, they are individual students with amazing talents and amazing possibilities.

It’s our job really to find the best way to empower our pupils. One thing I have learned from working at MCA is that we don’t need to lower expectations, or do things differently. We want students that are resilient and have grit. Our students have that in abundance. Their circumstances mean that even just to walk through the door at school in the morning shows strength of character and resilience.

There is so much joy and love and support and talent within our community. It is our job to find out how we can fit in to that community and contribute.

When we recruit, we recruit on values. I think – for the most part – you can train people to be a better teacher. You can refine their expertise, but you can’t really teach values. So that’s a big part of our recruitment process. It is really important to us. We want to create a culture of wellbeing, so staff give their all, give their best to our students. Happy teachers means happy students. Wellbeing is about investing in staff – in their professional development – so they know how they’re being asked to act and interact, rather than try lots of different things. Our work is based on research evidence. We make that a real priority.

Our approach is to build a team that has genuine and authentic relationships with families. Not just with the students, but you get to know siblings … and think about how we might be able to support it if there are any difficulties around health or finance or housing. We have a team that have been trained to know where to signpost, give advice and support families, and serve the community. We build that relationship with the family, so they know that they can trust the school. This means students are more likely to attend. It is an investment. It’s about values, beliefs and our aspirations. We do not allow a deficit narrative. We know that we can make a difference.



We need urgency in improving the consistency of understanding and levels of expertise in schools around addressing disadvantage, from strategy to the classroom. Building this expertise is still too ‘optional’ and variable’.

The attainment of disadvantaged pupils is still not improving sufficiently across all schools and settings. Having a clear, robust strategy around this is vital.

As I write, there is no clarity and consistency over national policy for addressing educational disadvantage. We need to create this locally, in our schools and communities. This should include a consistent message about what is and what is not the remit of schools.


WHAT IS HAPPENING IN SCHOOLS WHERE DISADVANTAGED PUPILS ARE THRIVING?

I have had the privilege of visiting and working with leaders, teachers and pupils in schools where pupils facing disadvantage are thriving. The following themes seem to stand out:


	Commit to the principle that working with disadvantaged pupils is a privilege, not a problem to resolve.


	Coalesce a culture and belief that all pupils, irrespective of background or starting point, can attain well and thrive in wider school life.


	Understand low family income and its impact on opportunity, child development and health. Understand the impact of low family income on children inside school and out.


	Agree, as a school, that low family income should never be a barrier to opportunity in the classroom and wider school life. Family income should never be an obstacle to accessing all that school has to offer. Curriculum trips should never be inaccessible for those whose families cannot (or do not want to) pay. The impact is not just lost academic learning, but social exclusion.


	Never lower expectations based on a family’s ability or capacity to support learning. Family capacity to support a child’s education should not impact on our ambitions for pupils. If a parent is struggling to support the literacy development of a child at home (for lots of complex reasons), that pupil needs time, expertise and support in school.


	Pupils cannot be held accountable for parental decisions, and low family income may well mean that some families are just trying to get through every day, rather than thinking long term. (It is important that there is colour and joy within difficult lives. Joyful moments should not be the preserve of the better off.)


	Labels should not determine activity. Adopt a more nuanced, learning-led approach. We should focus activity on the learning needs of pupils, rather than their Pupil Premium (PP) eligibility (or otherwise). This puts the ownership on the teacher. Furthermore, it avoids inadvertently isolating pupils, and there are lots of pupils in our education system growing up in low-income families that are not eligible for the PP. Nuance is key. Teacher agency is key.






FOCUS ON THE LEARNER, NOT THE LABEL

The models below set out how we can focus on the learner, rather than more performative, label-led approaches:
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The importance of focusing on the learner, rather than the label



Extended Descriptions
A diagram contrasting the effects of focusing on pupils as individuals versus overly focusing on labels like Pupil Premium (PP) and Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). The left box states that by focusing on pupils as individuals, educators can empower teachers, socially include pupils, promote teacher agency, be driven by needs first, and intervene to address underlying causes. The right box argues that overly focusing on labels such as PP can anonymise pupils, create social isolation, lead to interventions targeting labels or symptoms, remove teacher agency, and prioritise compliance. Below, a flowchart titled “Pupil Premium (PP) and Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND)” shows these labels branching out to various areas of focus when supporting these pupils, including social inclusion, checking for understanding, oral language, motivation and self-confidence, self-efficacy, background knowledge gaps, and vocabulary gaps.



	Labels should not be used as a reason for underachievement. Pupils are not at risk of underachievement because they are ‘Pupil Premium’ or ‘SEND’ (special educational needs and disabilities). Dig deeper. These labels say very little about pupils. We cannot intervene to a label or an umbrella term. Furthermore, the PP and SEND labels can lead to staff being overwhelmed and disempowered. Understand the need.


	Assessment, not assumption, should always be at the heart of every strategy. Providing meaningful, actionable data to teachers and curriculum/pastoral leaders is key.


	Recognise that pupils are largely consistent in their behaviours, actions and attitudes (even when their actions aren’t quite in line with our expectations!). All too often, we, the adults, are the variable. This might be in relation to strategic issues such as staff recruitment and staff wellbeing. It may be more day-to-day issues such as staff attendance, behaviour management, relationships and formative assessment. The most effective strategies give staff the capacity, expertise, knowledge and support to help pupils to thrive.


	If I don’t ensure that pupils take down a worked example in their books, but my co-teacher always checks and ensures that pupils have done so, I am the variable when I need to be the consistent. If I don’t ensure that all pupils are participating in echo reading, but my co-teacher does, I am the variable. If I am not checking pupils’ responses in my phonics session, or if I allow opt out but my colleagues do not, I am the variable. If I am not economic with my explanations, if I talk during the silent ‘do now’ task, or if I don’t use the agreed signal for silence, I am the variable. This disproportionately impacts on pupils that need consistency and clarity in their lives.


	Disadvantaged pupils are rarely confident enough to manage sarcasm. As Kay Turner from Sigma Trust says: ‘we need to be much more mindful in our interactions with students for whom school is hard enough and/or those whose confidence in the nuances of language is more fragile. For some children these throwaway comments take on a significance that most teachers cannot begin to imagine.’


	The purpose of childhood is to be a child: to push boundaries, to try things out, to take on risk and challenge. This can look different at different phases of childhood. Pupils want to feel like they are successful and that they belong. If they are not being successful academically, or in wider school life, they will find other ways to belong.


	Focus on high-leverage issues that benefit and support all learners: self-regulation, oral language, background knowledge and reading. If we are to improve pupils as learners and help them to thrive, most roads lead back to reading. See lesson planning and enactment through the lens of disadvantaged pupils.


	Use tutoring and intervention to supplement, not supplant, high-quality teaching. Successful interventions should see gains sustained back in the classroom.


	Don’t ignore personal development as a key strand of an effective strategy. High-quality careers opportunities are often not available to pupils from lower-income backgrounds. See this recent report from Speakers for Schools published in the TES: www.tes.com/magazine/news/secondary/half-state-school-students-disadvantaged-by-lack-of-work-experience-university-access.


	Ensure any focus on attendance is rooted in the drivers of poor attendance, not the symptoms. (Watch this video for more on this idea: https://vimeo.com/900841929/6e529b5e30.) Recognise that relationships are a key driver of social development.


	Recognise that any work with families should be targeted, clearly defined, achievable and rooted in a strength-based discourse. Recognise that the evidence about effective parental involvement changes depending on the ages of pupils.


	Dispassionate impact evaluation is key to better outcomes for pupils. We are not trying to prove we are successful – we are trying to understand whether what we are doing is working.





ASIDE

We don’t address educational disadvantage through interventions. These have their place, but are only as effective as the universal provision. The better the universal provision, the more effective the interventions become. It takes a thousand little interactions – rooted in knowledge, understanding, care and expertise – to help disadvantaged pupils thrive. Over-intervention means that such pupils are socially isolated, and get a narrower experience than their peers. If we are not careful, pupils who get the broadest, richest experiences outside of school get the broadest, richest experiences in school. Academically, and in terms of personal development, this is the ‘Matthew effect’ in action.

Teachers and support staff matter. It is a huge privilege to be involved in this work. We have a unique opportunity to significantly help to shape the trajectory of the lives of young people. Not so that they can escape their communities, but to improve them. The experiences of disadvantaged pupils are transformed when they are perceived to be (and they perceive themselves to be) positive contributors to the school community.
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