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Introduction 

Hampshire Children’s Services is committed to securing good educational outcomes 

for all its children and young people. To this end the School Improvement Team 

within the Hampshire Inspection and Advisory Service (HIAS) works with schools to 

secure strong, inclusive leadership and high quality teaching and learning for all 

children and young people.  

Under-pinning the work of HIAS in tackling educational disadvantage are the 
following core principles: 

 The entitlement of every child and young person to receive a good education 

that enables them to maximise opportunity and success in learning and life, 

irrespective of need, prior attainment, background or circumstance 

 Strong pathways for all children and young people in to further education, 

training, employment and independent living 

 Successful and fulfilling participation in society, economic prosperity, good 

physical and mental health   

 Access for every child and young person to suitable, high quality provision 

which meets diverse need and diminishes barriers to participation and 

engagement  

 Equity of access and onward life chances; those who need something more or 

something different in order to realise this ambition DO receive something 

more or something different 

 A rounded education for every child and young person; all should have 

access to and benefit from a breadth of experience and cultural capital   

 A strong commitment to prevention and early intervention  

 A happy and memorable childhood for all 
 

Educational disadvantage is a national issue that HIAS is determined to tackle 

locally. This guidance has been developed following a year-long project with a small 

group of Hampshire schools, working with HIAS and Marc Rowland from the 

Rosendale Research School in London (and initially from the National Education 

Trust). It is intended to support practitioners in tackling educational disadvantage by 

understanding and addressing the implications of that in the classroom, through high 

quality teaching and learning. Fundamentally the guidance explores strong 

pedagogy and the key factors which will help make a difference for those vulnerable 

to under-achievement in the classroom.  

The focus group when developing this guidance was those categorised as  

‘disadvantaged’ by virtue of being eligible for free school meals, being in local 

authority care or having been adopted from local authority care. It is important to 

note, however, that the materials are aimed at supporting any pupils vulnerable to 

under-achievement and therefore experiencing educational disadvantage.  
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The Building Blocks for Excellence in 

tackling educational disadvantage 

A year on from the start of the project with Hampshire schools, Marc Rowland 

formulated a set of ‘Building Blocks for Excellence’ derived from the experiences and 

learning of those schools alongside HIAS. These Building Blocks have been used to 

shape the TED guidance and summarise the key factors that contribute to a 

successful whole school strategy to improve outcomes for disadvantaged pupils.  

Schools may also find the Building Blocks useful to support discussions around 

strengths and areas for improvement, to inform self-evaluation. Crucially we believe 

that any evaluation should have within it robust evidence of impact and outcomes, 

including a strong voice from children and young people. Talking to them at an 

appropriate level about their perceptions in relation to the Building Blocks offers 

invaluable insight to the school self-evaluation process.   

The Building Blocks for Excellence are: 

 The school culture is one of high aspiration for all; focusing on attainment and 
equity of access to a range of provision  

 The curriculum offer is wide and varied for all and reflects the importance of 
cultural capital 

 There is a collective, shared vision and ambition for disadvantaged pupils 
which recognises that academic attainment is necessary and critical in terms 
of widening opportunity and life chances, but is not in itself sufficient for 
success 

 All staff understand the school’s strategy for tackling educational 
disadvantage and their role within it; all are accountable for the outcomes of 
disadvantaged pupils  

 There is a unified belief that all pupils, irrespective of background or barriers, 
can attain well; high expectations for all is a lived and evidenced mantra 

 Disadvantaged pupils and their families are valued equally to others; there is 
a clear commitment on the part of the school to work in genuine partnership 
with families, to achieve best outcomes for pupils  

 Equal access to high quality teaching and learning is at the forefront of  
decisions and organisation; it is recognised as a key to success for 
disadvantaged learners 

 Leaders and class teachers target resource at pupils at risk of under-
achievement; success is measured through the quality and extent of learning, 
rather than the amount of resource made available or the number of 
interventions provided 

 Professional learning for adults within the school is appropriately targeted to 
pupil need and promoting high quality learning for all; it is at the heart of the 
school’s strategy 

 There is a strong, universal understanding of the barriers that can be faced by 
disadvantaged pupils, how those barriers present in the classroom and how 
they can be tackled 
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 There is a good understanding of the experiences of growing up as a 
disadvantaged child or young person in the community 

 Pupil premium is targeted effectively to need; it is not focused solely on those 
with low prior attainment but instead supports pupils of all prior attainment 
groups to achieve well 

 Data is used effectively to inform planning at both a strategic level and at the 
point of delivery in the classroom 

 There is recognition that outcomes data offers a picture of the symptoms of 
educational disadvantage; strategies needed to tackle this must focus on the 
causes 

 Careful consideration is given to how groups of pupils and learning are 
organised and how resources such as learning assistants are deployed and 
equipped to maximise their impact 

 The importance of language and vocabulary development is given high status;  
this forms part of the strategy across all subject areas and curricular 
experiences 

 Dialogic talk or ‘ talk for learning’ and opportunities for collaborative learning 
are recognised as powerful tools to support learning and address gaps in 
understanding / vocabulary for disadvantaged pupils 

 Intervention strategies are carefully determined based on individual need, are 
regularly reviewed for impact and do not compromise exposure to high quality 
teaching and learning /other curricular areas; they are additional and extra 

 School leaders and teachers recognise and respond to the needs of different 
cohorts and pupils; they recognise that a strategy that is successful one year 
may not be successful another year and adjust accordingly 

 Points of transition in a pupil’s education or home life are recognised as 
potentially negative factors in the continuum of learning and are planned for 
accordingly, in order to minimise adverse impact 

 Robust quality assurance processes are in place, internally and externally, 
including a clear and dedicated focus on disadvantaged pupils, their provision 
and outcomes as well as the culture of inclusion more broadly 

 School self-evaluation is timely, routine and rigorous; it instigates change 
where needed and drives further improvement 

 School self-evaluation outcomes and research evidence are used in an 
honest and open way and not used selectively to support existing practices, 
activities or biases  

 The school engages in action research internally and also looks to best 
practice and research locally, nationally and internationally 

 The school recognises the part it can play in system-wide improvement and 
participates in opportunities to share and disseminate good practice beyond 
its own boundaries.  
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How the guidance works 

The TED guidance uses the Building Blocks for Excellence to identify four key areas 

as follows: 

 Whole school culture and engagement 

 Access and equity, strong foundations for learning 

 Pitch, progression and expectations 

 Thinking, reflection and motivation.  

 

Each of the four areas explores some key questions and considerations for leaders 

and practitioners, in the context of their own school or classroom. In this overview 

guidance, the questions are generic; in each of the guidance booklets for subjects, 

there are also questions specific to that subject. The intention is to prompt reflection, 

debate and thinking to inform leadership, provision, teaching and learning at all 

levels; senior leaders, middle leaders and class teachers. 

Much of the guidance is focused on strategies, approaches, questions and 

considerations at a classroom level; however, this will only have the desired 

maximum impact if the whole school culture and ethos is aligned to - and driving - 

the ‘strong outcomes for all’ agenda of inclusivity and equity. A defining factor for 

successful schools and strong outcomes for all is the quality of leadership, culture 

and ethos. In these schools there is a set of clearly defined, inclusive values, which 

are lived out by all and are explicit within the school community. In these schools all 

staff own and buy in to the vision and strategy for tackling educational disadvantage, 

taking their lead from the most senior staff.  

The whole school culture will determine the success of a school’s strategy. Leaders 

will need to support and promote the pedagogical approaches offered within this 

guidance in the context of an inclusive culture. It is therefore important that all senior 

leaders within a school are familiar with the contents of the TED materials and what 

they seek to achieve, in order to support their implementation in the classroom.  

A breadth of experience and therefore of curriculum offer is a critical part of the 

inclusion agenda and of raising overall attainment for disadvantaged learners. A 

narrow curriculum will not provide the richness and diversity needed to promote 

strong participation, enjoyment of learning, depth of vocabulary and the connections 

in understanding that support good outcomes for disadvantaged pupils. HIAS has 

therefore ensured that guidance is available for a range of subjects beyond the core, 

including art, computing and design technology in the first phase of producing the 

materials. Other subjects will be added in subsequent phases. Each guidance 

booklet follows the same structure, in order to support a whole school approach 

delivered at a subject specific level.  
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A word of caution 

As with all labels, using the term ‘disadvantaged’ carries with it the risk of 

stereotyping. It is of course important to flag those who are in groups that are 

typically more prone to under-achievement, in order that we can be proactive and 

alert to early signs. In so doing, however, there is the danger of not going beyond the 

label to determine cause or particular areas of vulnerability and specific needs. 

Furthermore, labels such as ‘disadvantaged’ can have a negative impact on 

perceptions of ability, expectations of those pupils and aspirations for their futures. 

We must guard against this if any strategy to tackle educational disadvantage is to 

be successful. 

‘Teachers referring to their ‘low ability pupils’ is commonly heard in schools. Other 

synonyms are no better, whether it’s circles, red group, snail group or other proxies 

for the ‘bottom set’. In my experience pupils in such groups are socio economically 

disadvantaged learners who haven’t accessed high quality early years education, 

have grown up with limited access to language and cultural capital. They may not be 

achieving optimally at the moment, but labelling them as low ability is doing them a 

great disservice’. ( ‘Learning Without Labels’ Edited by Marc Rowland 2017)    
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Whole school culture and engagement 

Vision is underpinned by a shared moral purpose to provide the best 
education and life chances for all, resulting in a culture without limitations on 
achievement. 

 

• Everyone in the school community takes responsibility for their own learning and 
invests in the learning of others, believing that ability can be developed and 
attainment is never fixed. This is reflected in vocabulary used by both pupils and 
staff. 

• Schools are honest and robust in their self-evaluation in order to shape priorities 
and drive improvement. 

• Action planning focuses on the identified areas of need and prioritises actions 
that will have the most impact. These are embedded, monitored and evaluated 
for impact and changed in response to findings. 

• Schools understand that quality of implementation is as important as the 
strategies chosen and invest time in the implementation process. 

• Schools are confident to change approaches if impact is not evident over time, 
learning from findings. 

• A wide variety of research and information is used to inform thinking, not to justify 
existing activities or biases. 

• The teaching and learning aims of the school are derived from a shared 
understanding of effective pedagogical approaches.  

• Schools design a bespoke curriculum for their pupils that provides the body of 
knowledge and skills for pupils to succeed, ensuring that it is relevant and 
responsive to their lives and context.  

• Views and ideas from all stakeholders are actively sought and valued, and used 
to inform actions. 

• All pupils and staff feel that they belong in their school; they value the community 

and their role within it. 

• Subject teams innovate subject-specific pedagogy in response to national and 
local changes. Teachers are experts in their subject. 

• The CPD offer is focused on improving outcomes for pupils, developing shared 
approaches to teaching and learning, subject-specific knowledge, pedagogy and 
understanding of progression. Teachers learn from one another. 

• Teachers and pupils share innovative approaches with honesty about successes 
and failures within the context of a safe learning culture. 

• All teachers are committed to addressing barriers to learning for disadvantaged 
pupils in their own classrooms, believing that improving teaching and learning 
can have a profound impact on pupils’ experiences, outcomes and life chances. 
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Potential Barriers 

 Teachers and staff do not believe high attainment for disadvantaged pupils is 
possible. 

 Negative judgements about pupils and their families are made and the belief 
prevails that barriers cannot be overcome. 

 If staff express these views, pupils and their families may feel they do not 
belong in the school and may come to believe that they cannot achieve. 

 The focus on disadvantage is driven by external obligations such as Ofsted 
rather than a moral purpose, meaning that surface level interventions are 
chosen in order to demonstrate that the school is meeting its obligations; 
systemic changes do not take place. 

 Insufficient importance is given to identifying priorities and exploring a range 
of possible approaches and actions prior to strategic decision making. 

 Approaches are adopted without considering the context of the school and the 
readiness of the school to deliver the implementation plan. 

 Action becomes the focus; quality of implementation is fundamental to 
success. 

 The curriculum is designed without listening to the full range of pupils, 
resulting in a curriculum that is not relevant or engaging for all. 

 Teachers are judged and categorised within the school, reinforcing the view 
that ability is fixed. 

 Teachers feel scared to take risks, so pupils feel the same. A culture of 
learning for all is not established. 

 Staff have little opportunity/time to learn about what makes the biggest 
difference to pupils and to develop their professional expertise. 

 Work to improve outcomes focuses on monitoring of data rather than effective 
pedagogy. 

 ‘Sustained, in-depth changes in practice, which target the needs of vulnerable children, 
require effective CPD, particularly if they are to be owned by practitioners and have the 
capacity to be taken to scale’. (Coghlan et al., 2009; Dyson et al., 2010; Higgins, 2013; 
Sharples et al., 2011; Cordingley & Bell, 2007) 

 ‘Professional development programmes must consider both subject knowledge and subject-
specific pedagogy in order to achieve their full potential.’ (Developing Great Teaching, 
Teacher Development Trust, 2015) 

 ‘Using five critical levels of evaluation, you can improve your school's professional 
development program. But be sure to start with the desired result—improved student 

outcomes.’ (Does it make a difference? Evaluating Professional Development, Guskey, 2002) 

 ‘Everything works somewhere, and nothing works everywhere.’ (Inside the Black Box: Raising 
Standards Through Classroom Assessment, Dylan Wiliam, 1998) 

 ‘Treat implementation as a process, not as an event.’ ( Putting Evidence to Work: A School’s 
Guide to Implementation, EEF, 2018) 

  ‘I am very hopeful that someone will read this and know what I need and the way I want to 
learn. I hope you don't throw my [response] paper away and say it's child's talk. Please take 
what I say seriously as I am hoping that education will improve. This is the first time that 

someone has listened to what I have to say - Mariam, Year 5’ (Children’s Experiences of the 
Classroom, Eleanore Hargreaves. 2017) 
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Key Questions for English Teachers and 
Leaders: 

 Has a shared vision for English within the school been clearly established and is 
this embodied in your curriculum design? 

 Is subject-specific action planning informed by: whole school priorities; robust 
self-evaluation; monitoring activities such as work scrutiny and learning walks; 
research findings; the views of stakeholders? 

 How is the English action plan taken off paper and into the classroom, with all 
teachers understanding and fulfilling their role? 

 Are there opportunities for teachers to develop their subject knowledge and 
elements of their practice, e.g. through research groups, Lesson Study, 
collaborative planning, department time used to discuss key texts at an adult 
level? 

 Are there opportunities for teachers to nurture their passion for English, 
understanding their own learning as readers and writers, e.g. through writing 
workshops, book clubs? 

 How are the strengths of different staff capitalised upon, e.g. through peer 
coaching, joint planning/marking, careful deployment of staff to meet identified 
pupil needs? 

 How are staffing decisions made to best meet the needs of pupils and ensure 
long-term progress for all pupil cohorts? 

 Are teachers enabled to observe each other’s teaching for reflective and 
developmental purposes, rather than performance management purposes? 

 Is there a culture of informal professional dialogue within (and across) subject 
areas? Do teachers feel comfortable to take risks and constantly reflect on 
teaching and learning, including mistakes and failures?  

 Are subject-specific pedagogical ideas and research findings explored at staff 
meetings? 

 Are texts chosen that both reflect and challenge values, attitudes and 
experiences linked to the local community? Do the texts selected offer positive 
role models and inspiration for all pupils? Can pupils recognise themselves in the 
heroes of the books they read? 

 Are pupils involved in making choices about the English curriculum, e.g. texts 
studied, themes explored, writing opportunities? 
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So what are teachers of English doing in order 
to develop culture and engagement? 

A key part of developing an effective culture for English is having a shared vision, 
developed collaboratively, that takes into account the context of the school and the 
views of all stakeholders. Below are some examples of vision statements specific to 
English: 
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Key questions to ask about your vision for English 

• How does your knowledge of disadvantaged pupils in your school inform the 
vision for English? 

• Which elements of English do you place most importance on in order to reflect 
the needs of all your pupils? 

• How do you ensure culture and practice in English mirror the aspirations of your 
vision statement? 

• How is the vision statement used as a live document that informs all actions, 
ensuring that principles are upheld? 

• How is the vision statement used to evaluate whether you are doing what you 
have set out to do – for all pupils and particularly the most disadvantaged? 

• Does any current practice go against your key principles and vision?  

• Are principles at risk of being eroded by assumptions or practice? Does this have 
a disproportionate impact on your disadvantaged pupils? 

If we want pupils to believe that attainment is not fixed, one particular practice 
that may go against principles is the practice of setting by perceived ‘ability’.  

•  ‘Low attaining learners fall behind by one or two months a year, on average, 
when compared with the progress of similar students in classes without ability 
grouping. It appears likely that routine setting or streaming arrangements 

undermine low attainers’ confidence and discourage the belief that attainment 

can be improved through effort.’ (Education Endowment Foundation) 1 

• ‘Overall, setting or streaming appears to benefit higher attaining pupils and be 
detrimental to the learning of mid-range and lower attaining learners. On average, 

it does not appear to be an effective strategy for raising the attainment of 

disadvantaged pupils, who are more likely to be assigned to lower groups.’ 
(Education Endowment Foundation) 2 

• ‘Mixed ability groups promote the use of elaboration, explanation and 
collaborative discussion between peers – all essential ingredients for developing 

high level understanding and high level thinking skills. Homogenous ability 
groups are less likely to facilitate these forms of talk possibly because all 

participants have similar understandings or assume that others already have 
these understandings.’ (E Baines) 3 

• ‘Research, including my own, has exposed the ways in which setting and 
streaming seriously undermines the confidence and well-being of those in the 

lower sets. Research on ability groups also shows high levels of misplacement, in 
which set allocation is often more closely related to social class background than 
to ‘ability level’. It is an inefficient educational strategy in terms of raising overall 

educational attainment and it damages the many working-class and the few 
middle-class children who end up in bottom sets. Moreover, the inequalities 
intrinsic to practices of setting and streaming are compounded by organisational 

factors. Higher-attainment sets are more likely to have experienced and highly 

qualified teachers, whereas lower sets experience more changes of teacher and 
are less likely to be taught by a specialist in the subject.’ (Diane Reay) 4 
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It is important to note that the quality of implementation is crucial; developing 
pedagogy and practice effective in mixed-attainment groupings is needed for 
effective teaching and learning through personalisation. A shift from 
setting/streaming to mixed attainment groupings, without appropriate pedagogy, is 
unlikely to prove successful. 

Self-Evaluation 

No improvement is possible without honest self-evaluation. While it is important to 
recognise strengths of current practice and to evaluate success, it is crucial to 
identify precise areas for development and to prioritise these. One danger is that 
experiences of the most disadvantaged pupils are not at the forefront of self-
evaluation, and that their experiences can be overlooked. One approach is to self-

evaluate through the lens of less successful learners. The term ‘less successful 
learners’ is not solely about attainment, nor is it about free school meals: which 
pupils are making slower progress and struggling to learn as well as other pupils? If 
we get it right for these pupils, we are likely to get it right for all.  

 

Consider the following questions and diagrams when self-evaluating:  

• How does the experience of less successful learners compare with your most 
successful learners? For example, are your learners who are currently less 
successful seated alone, reducing the opportunity for peer-to-peer learning? 

• How does their behaviour compare with that of your most successful learners? 
For example, which group of learners asks more questions? 

• What can be learned from pupils’ behaviours in the areas where they are most/ 
least successful as individuals? 

• How can you support less successful learners to become successful learners? 
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Self-evaluation should be supported by a broad range of activities, which are likely to 
include: 

- data analysis  
- learning walks 
- talking with pupils 
- talking with teachers and TAs 
- work scrutiny to explore barriers to learning and successes 
- exploration of impact of additional interventions 

 
Drilling down at a deeper level to explore the key barriers for an underperforming 
group, e.g. higher prior-attaining disadvantaged boys, can then lead to increasingly 
refined adaptations to teaching. It is particularly successful when teachers work 
together to explore and develop practice, developing a learning culture for teachers. 

A first step is likely to be exploratory, sitting down with the pupils to discuss their 
work and their experiences of learning; their views have to be listened to and valued 
as a fundamental source of information to inform future planning. Teachers, teaching 
assistants and parents offer invaluable insight – it is in the synthesis of these 
perspectives that we can begin to be more precise in defining barriers to learning. 

One strategy that has been used by a number of Hampshire schools to refine 
practice is Lesson Study.  
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‘Lesson Study is a Japanese model of teacher-led research in which a triad of 
teachers work together to target an identified area for development in their students’ 
learning. Using existing evidence, participants collaboratively research, plan, teach 
and observe a series of lessons, using ongoing discussion, reflection and expert 

input to track and refine their interventions.’5 

 

Approaches may vary; the diagram below provides one possible approach. The 
cycle follows a plan, teach, review process and is explicitly focused on observation of 
pupils’ learning, not on adults and their teaching. 

 

Case Study 

Peel Common Junior School used the Lesson Study approach to improve the 
questioning of inference in guided reading in Year 3 and 4 – using the teaching 
technique to identify barriers to learning for disadvantaged children.  

Quality time was spent as a group to plan the guided session a few days in advance. 
Particular focus was given to creating open ended inference questions that would 
reveal what the children understood and therefore identify areas for development. In 
preparation, teachers chose 6 children in 3 pairs from each class – one 
disadvantaged child and one non-disadvantaged pupil of similar prior attainment in 
each pair. 
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The English advisor taught the first 30 minute session, whilst the class teachers 
observed and made notes about their case study children. Between sessions, adults 
spent 30 minutes reflecting on their findings and identifying any key trends in 
behaviours and learning. This was repeated three times, with the adults rotating 
roles as teacher or observer.  

The Lesson Study was very revealing - enabling the adults to identify trends 
amongst the disadvantaged children and areas of focus for follow up. These 
included: 

• Poor eye contact and body language - during paired talk, the disadvantaged 
child generally allowed the non-disadvantaged child to dominate the 
conversation. Disadvantaged children tended to lack the communication skills 

and confidence to contribute equally. 

• Answers tended to be single words or stilted sentences – often the children 
knew the answer, but they struggled to articulate their thoughts into a 
coherent sentence or find the words they needed to explain themselves. 

• Limitations to experiences – when comparing events in the book to the world 
beyond, the disadvantaged children often gave comparisons from TV or 
computer games, whereas the non-disadvantaged children tended to recount 
events linked to their own family. 

• Seeing the children as individuals - some children displayed distinct and 
unusual avoidance tactics where they did not feel confident to join in the 
group. Other children thrived on the experience and offered lots to the group, 
despite rarely offering answers in whole class situations. 

As a result of the findings, the school has put many actions into place and has 
already seen an improvement in progress for disadvantaged children. These 
include: 

• Explicitly teaching effective talk partners e.g. body language, facing each 
other, eye contact, equal time sharing ideas, listening, respecting answers 

• Adults explicitly modelling high quality answers to questions in full sentences, 
including linking ideas 

• Resources to encourage children to answer questions in full sentences e.g. 
sentence starter cards appropriate to task 

• Teachers consciously asking children to repeat answers in a sentence, 
supporting with modelling where needed 

• Reflecting on the characteristics of effective learning e.g. self esteem, 
communication, problem solving, group work, resilience, turn taking etc. 

• A whole school approach to developing and extending pupils’ vocabulary 

The school is currently timetabling opportunities for all staff to experience and learn 
from the Lesson Study approach – widening the research into years 5 and 6. 
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Lesson Study is one of many approaches to developing professional dialogue as 
part of a learning culture for all. Consider the needs of all learners – both pupils and 
staff – and create the culture in which these needs are met. 
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Ultimately, if your disadvantaged pupils are less successful than other pupil 
groups, self-evaluation activities, further exploratory work, professional 
development and action planning should focus on and address the key needs 
of these pupils. 

The diagram below captures the different elements of successful improvement  
planning and application. 
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Action planning can take any format, but key principles underpin success. 

 

 Based on robust and honest evaluation of pupils’ learning 

 Pupil focused 

 Collaboratively developed to ensure ownership 

 Practical, giving details of specific actions that will lead to achievement of 
goals 

 Evaluative, ensuring that specific success criteria (detailing the intended 
impact on pupils) are clearly defined 

 Used as a working document that informs and is responsive to day-to-day 
practice 

 Forms the focus of conversations with staff and line managers 

 

Below is an example of a single strand of a departmental improvement plan that 
focuses on specific actions to address one identified need as part of the whole 
school drive to improve outcomes for disadvantaged pupils. 
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Although it focuses on implementation at a whole school level, the EEF’s Putting 
Evidence to Work: A School’s Guide to Implementation also provides useful 
principles for subject leaders. 
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/a-schools-
guide-to-implementation/  

 

The Literacy Guidance documents for Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 should be read 
by teachers of any key stage. A Key Stage 3 version is also due to be published 
autumn 2018. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/  

 

 

 

 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/a-schools-guide-to-implementation/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/a-schools-guide-to-implementation/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/
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Access, equity and strong foundations 

Every school, cohort and pupil is different. Schools have a deep 
understanding of the factors that influence the learning, progress and 
attainment of their pupils, addressing barriers and inequalities to create a 
culture of opportunity for all. 

• Schools engage positively with, and therefore understand, pupils, parents and the 
community, consciously rejecting assumptions and stereotypes. 

• The school’s vision and strategic plan are based on fundamental understanding 
of their context and high and equitable aspirations for all pupils; these values are 

fully evident in curriculum, day-to-day practice and behaviours. 

• Robust systems are in place to address gaps in fundamental life skills and 
experiences, empowering all pupils to access the curriculum and opportunities 
beyond school. 

• Schools build a culture that develops pupils’ literacy and numeracy skills. 
Teachers understand how they can ensure all pupils grasp the basic skills 
required to access the curriculum. 

• Pupils’ eyes are opened to the full range of future educational and employment 
pathways; all staff ensure that pupils believe that all pathways are open to them. 

• All teachers identify and address gaps in pupils’ understanding of the world, 
enabling their active participation in society. 

• The school actively reaches out to support parents’ and carers’ engagement in 
their children’s education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 One study found that by the age of three, children from the most prosperous 
households have heard 30 million more words than children from impoverished 

households.’ (Lost for Words: Poor Literacy, the Hidden Issue in Child Poverty: A 
Policy Paper, National Literacy Trust, July 2013) 

  ‘Purposeful speaking and listening activities support the development of pupils’ 
language capability and provides a foundation for thinking and communication’ 

(Improving Literacy in Key Stage 2:Guidance Report, Education Endowment 
Foundation, 2017) 

  ‘Fluency is the bridge between decoding and comprehension […]The National 
Reading Panel report cautions, “If text is read in a laborious and inefficient manner, it 
will be difficult for the child to remember what has been read and to relate the ideas 
expressed in the text to his or her background knowledge.’ (Teaching Literacy in the 
Visible Learning Classroom, Fisher, Frey, Hattie, 2017) 

 It is clear that a large and rich vocabulary is the hallmark of an educated individual. 
Indeed, a large vocabulary repertoire facilitates becoming an educated person to the 
extent that vocabulary knowledge is strongly related to reading proficiency in particular 

and school achievement in general.’ (Bringing Words to Life: Robust Vocabulary 
Instruction, Isabel L Beck, Margaret G McKeown & Linda Kucan, 2013) 
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Potential Barriers 
 

 Common barriers to learning for disadvantaged pupils and those learners who 
are currently less successful are not identified and actions not defined, 
leading to a culture where teachers are driven to raise attainment for 
disadvantaged pupils, without a shared understanding of how to do this. As a 
result, teachers feel that the expectation of high attainment for disadvantaged 
pupils is unachievable. 

 Parents are stereotyped and, as a result, teachers do not engage with all 
parents equally. 

 Planning does not effectively deal with key gaps in prior learning and pupils 
therefore have rocky foundations. 

 Gaps in pupils’ literacy and numeracy are not effectively identified or 
addressed, and pupils are unable to fully access the curriculum. 

 The role of developing literacy/numeracy is viewed as the responsibility of 
others (perhaps subject specialists in secondary, for example). 

 The basic skills required to enable access to the curriculum are not clearly 
defined. Not all staff have the subject knowledge or understanding of effective 
pedagogy to close these specific gaps in learning. 

 Pupils are not exposed to the full range of educational and employment 
pathways, and believe their pathway is fixed. 

 Teachers make assumptions about contextual understanding and 
experiences that pupils may not have and learning is therefore missed. 

 
 

Key Questions for English Teachers: 

 Are barriers to learning for disadvantaged pupils understood by teachers? 

 How are teachers adapting practice to meet the needs of their pupils? 

 Do parents feel welcome within the school/English department? Is there regular 
positive contact between the school and parents? 

 What steps are taken to engage parents with the English curriculum? Are parents 
encouraged to enjoy and participate in English activities (e.g. book quizzes, 
reading related events, theatrical performances, publications of pupils’ writing)? 
Are there opportunities for parents to explore how to support their children’s 
learning at home (e.g. phonics training, spelling support, reciprocal reading 
strategies, questioning skills, revision sessions)?  

 What strategies are used to help pupils to develop their vocabulary? Do teachers 
consciously create regular and cumulative opportunities to build vocabulary 
knowledge? 

 What extra-curricular activities and experiences are available to pupils? Are 
pupils offered opportunities to experience live theatre, visit landscapes and 
locations described in key texts, visit libraries, participate in writing workshops, 
visit universities to explore degrees in English, journalism, law, meet professional 
authors and journalists, write for real audiences, compete in public speaking 
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competitions? 

 When planning learning journeys, how do teachers plan to address gaps in 
pupils’ experiences and contextual knowledge in order to ensure that they are 
able to access the texts studied? 

 Are teachers aware of pupils’ language needs and ways to support pupils with 
speech, language and communication needs in the classroom? 

 How are pupils’ skills in discussion and presentation developed, including the use 
of Standard English in formal contexts? How is pupils’ confidence to speak and 
contribute to discussion developed? Are pupils’ contributions and questions 
structured, welcomed, valued and tested? Are pupils encouraged to speak 
publicly before real audiences?  

 How is reading fluency developed? Are pupils given opportunities and support to 
develop fluent reading so that they are able to focus on comprehension? 

 How is writing fluency developed? Are pupils supported to build stamina, speed 
and automaticity so that they are able to focus on composition and effect?  

 How is reading for pleasure encouraged? Does the school have a vibrant reading 
culture? Are pupils guided to choose books that they might enjoy? Do pupils 
recommend books to each other? Do teachers deliberately engage pupils in 
conversation about their reading and lend pupils books? 

 Are pupils supported to complete their homework for English without seeing 
homework as a punishment? 

 How is pedagogy shared across the whole school? Do all teachers have a clear 
understanding of ways to support pupils’ access to texts and high quality writing?  
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So what are teachers of English doing in order 
to ensure strong foundations for equitable 
access to the curriculum? 

Fundamental to ensuring all pupils can access the curriculum is an understanding of 
the barriers some pupils may face and the gaps in their knowledge.  

Speech, Language and Communication 

Early language acquisition is a key indicator of future attainment. Research tells us 
that 7.6% of children in early primary years have SLCN as their primary need – that 
is two children in every class of thirty. Speech, language and communication needs 
are far more prevalent among disadvantaged children: 50% of children starting 
school in the most socially disadvantaged areas will have speech, language and 
communication needs (SLCN), and these needs are less likely to be effectively 
addressed than among their non-disadvantaged peers. For example, a 
disadvantaged child with a speech delay aged 3 is much more likely to fall behind in 
reading and writing aged 5 than a non-disadvantaged child who is also a late talker 
aged three.  

A pupil with poor communication and language skills aged 5 is six times less likely to 
do well in English at KS2 aged 11 (and ten times less likely to do well in Maths). The 
ongoing impact of poor communication and language skills aged 5 is also significant: 
they are twice as likely to be unemployed in their thirties and one and a half times 
more likely to have mental health problems as an adult.6 

The connection between speech, language and communication needs and 
behaviour is clearly evident – children need language to comprehend rules and 
explanations, express themselves and participate in their learning, and where day to 
day language and communication issues arise, they can experience frustration. 
Younger children who cannot communicate well can begin to be rejected by their 
peers, leading to social isolation and further frustration and distress, all of which can 
present as disruptive and difficult behaviour. 

‘A speech and language problem in Key Stage 1 becomes a literacy 
problem in Key Stage 2, and a behaviour problem in Key Stage 3’ 
(Jean Gross, Communication Champion, Bristol SLCN Newsletter 
2011) 

Among pupils with identified SEND, 28% of primary age children have SLCN 
identified as their primary need; by the time pupils reach secondary age, only 8% of 
pupils with SEND have SLCN identified as their primary need, primarily because 
children identified initially as having SLCN are often ‘re-categorised’ as having other 
primary needs as they move further through the school system. However, there is 
evidence that high numbers of pupils with identified social, emotional and mental 
health needs at secondary school age have SLCN that have been missed earlier in 
their lives (Talking about a Generation, The Communication Trust, 2017). It is likely 
that there are large numbers of pupils in secondary schools with undiagnosed SLCN, 
and that disadvantaged pupils are more likely to be struggling with the language to 
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access their learning than their non-disadvantaged peers.  

Secondary pupils who struggle with communication may seem ‘rude’ or ‘immature’ to 
adults, who have high expectations of pupils’ skills in interacting with others and 
modulating their speech, language and communication to suit the situation by this 
age. Even mild difficulties can have a significant impact on pupils’ self-esteem and 
confidence. As the ultimate language-rich subject, English can be particularly 
challenging. 

Being mindful of strategies that support pupils with difficulties in speech, language 
and communication in the classroom can have benefits for all pupils. Teachers 
should adapt and scaffold the language they use. 

 support vocabulary building by regularly and deliberately using new words in 
context – bear in mind that most children will learn a new word in 5-6 uses, 
whereas a child with SLCN may need 50 exposures to learn a new word (see 
the section on vocabulary for other strategies) 

 consider the number of questions being asked and how much time is given for 
processing and thinking time – avoid using too many questions as overload 
can inhibit language and communication 

 try not to use too many yes/no questions, as these can make it difficult to 
gauge what the pupil has understood – it is too easy to guess correctly 
without understanding 

 if repeating a question or instruction, use the same words and phrasing so 
that the pupil does not have to re-process from the beginning; use set phrases 
for routine tasks and instructions 

 use visual support for understanding such as diagrams, flowcharts, symbols, 
pictures, drawings, gestures and concrete examples 

 where possible, try to comment on what the pupil is doing rather than 
question, as this offers a language model for pupils to use to comment on 
their own learning 

 expect answers to questions in full sentences - extend what the pupil says, 
repeating phrases they have used and building upon these to demonstrate 

how to extend an answer or comment 

 allow time for pupils to think through and rehearse their answers 

 provide language models and prompts for use in questions, discussion or in 
explanations; rephrase pupils’ comments using more academic language 

 provide straightforward structures for telling or understanding narratives (e.g. 
Who? What? When? Where? Why? What happens in the end?) 

 use semantic links to help pupils to gather and use new vocabulary – group 
words together by meanings or associations to support wider understanding; 
demonstrate how words can be used in phrases 

 offer plenty of opportunities to preview and review vocabulary and for 
overlearning 
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 support grammar learning with visual support such as shape coding7 word 
classes and grammatical functions in the sentence 

Pupils can become adept at hiding their speech, language and communication 
difficulties, masking them with other behaviours; bear in mind that pupils may have 
SLCN if they are struggling with another aspect of school life. Become familiar with 
the skills pupils should have at their age and stage – not being able to do what is 
expected can be a strong indication of SLCN. The Communication Trust’s 
publication ‘Universally Speaking’8 sets out age-related expectations and their 
checklist can be helpful in identifying key areas of difficulty. ‘Communicating the 
Curriculum’ breaks down National Curriculum statements to advise on progression 
across KS1 and KS2, setting out age-related expectations. 

https://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/resources/resources/resources-for-
practitioners/communicating-the-curriculum/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another fundamental requirement for accessing the curriculum as pupils move 
through the key stages is the ability to read and comprehend with increasing fluency. 
It is important that every teacher understands the vital components of reading. 
Scarborough’s Reading Rope identifies the many strands that are woven into skilled 
reading. A useful diagram is available from the EEF document ‘Improving Literacy in 
Key Stage Two’. https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-
reports/literacy-ks-two/ 

 The strands are as follows. 

Word Recognition 

- Sight recognition of familiar words 

- Decoding (alphabetic principles, spelling-sound correspondences) 

https://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/resources/resources/resources-for-practitioners/communicating-the-curriculum/
https://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/resources/resources/resources-for-practitioners/communicating-the-curriculum/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/literacy-ks-two/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/literacy-ks-two/
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- Phonological awareness (syllables, phonemes etc.) 

 

Language Comprehension 

- Background knowledge 

- Vocabulary 

- Language structures (phrasing and grammar) 

- Verbal reasoning (inference and metaphor) 

- Literacy Knowledge (print concepts, genres etc.) 

 

Where pupils are falling behind their peers in decoding, timely intervention 1:1 or in 
small groups is required. If pupils continue to have gaps in these areas they will be at 
a considerable disadvantage that will increase with age. 

As Scarborough’s Reading Rope identifies, it is important for teachers to plan to 
address any gaps in pupils’ background knowledge, experience of the world and 
vocabulary that might make it difficult for them to access the texts or learning. The 
‘stimulate and generate’ phase of  learning journey planning (early lessons in a 
learning journey deliberately constructed to ensure sufficient cultural capital and 
vocabulary) is crucial to enable pupils to access and enjoy their learning.  
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Find out what the pupils need to know and ways to engage them with the ideas that 
are to be explored before moving on to more in-depth exploration and/or analysis of 
texts. 

A quality text is a key approach to hooking pupils into a learning journey, and some 
of these activities are likely to generate cultural capital as well as inspiring ideas.  
The important thing is how this experiences are used within learning. 

Approaches to Vocabulary in the ‘Stimulate and Generate’ Step of the Learning 
Journey 
 
Many tasks in the ‘Stimulate and Generate’ step of the learning journey allow 

children to generate and discuss vocabulary related to their text driver, and the 

purpose of their written outcome. Examples can include children generating and 

sorting vocabulary using ‘zones of relevance’, or creating character vocabulary 

sourced from a text on a ‘role on the wall’. For less successful learners, these tasks 

can be developed further to maximise learning opportunities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Zone of Relevance: pupils make 
decisions about the relevance of a 
range of vocabulary to describe a 
character, place or situation. 

Role on the Wall: pupils annotate around 
an image of a character with details of their 

personality, behaviour and/or appearance 
and add inferences about the character’s 
thoughts and feelings within the outline of 
the character. 
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Several Hampshire schools have made adaptations to their provision to improve 

these tasks for key groups. 

 When using vocabulary generation tasks, explicit pre-teaching of 

vocabulary can allow less successful learners to contribute more 

effectively to a task. For example, in a Year 4 class a ‘zones of relevance’ sort 

was being carried out to describe Charles’ mother in Anthony Browne’s ‘Voices in 

the Park’. Through the pre-teaching of several key words that described different 

aspects of the character (‘protective’, ‘judgemental’ etc.), less successful learners 

were able to contribute effectively in mixed attainment groupings, sometimes 

explaining these words to their peers.  

 When vocabulary is being generated to describe, viewpoint can be key. 

When asking children to generate vocabulary to describe, research has shown 

that we can develop thinking by being specific about the viewpoint pupils are 

adopting.9 For example, rather than simply asking children to choose words to 

describe Charles’ mother, we could ask children to do this ‘from the perspective 

of you, the reader’. We can then extend this to explore other viewpoints. How 

would the children re-sort the vocabulary if they were describing Charles’ mother 

from the viewpoint of Charles himself? Will they need to move vocabulary on their 

zones of relevance or generate new words to include? 

 Use mixed attainment groupings when children are engaged in discussions 

about vocabulary. John Hattie awards a significant effect size of 0.82 for 

classroom discussions described as follows: “The students would not be ability 

grouped, but rather grouped by the teacher intentionally to ensure that there is 

academic diversity in each group as well as language support and varying 

degrees of interest and motivation.”10  

 Use ‘vocabulary cards’ or ‘remember it’ grids to support pupils acquiring 

vocabulary and reinforce spelling. Fisher, Frey and Hattie11 suggest the 

following simple card to support vocabulary development: 

 

Vocabulary word Definition in pupil’s own words 

Graphic or picture Antonym or reminder of what the 

word does not mean 

 

 

Below are some pupil examples, including more elaborate approaches to capturing 

and understanding vocabulary. 
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Tier Three words are often the focus of vocabulary teaching, as these are subject 
specific and are integral to key learning.  However, vocabulary development should 
also focus, where possible, on Tier Two vocabulary, which is likely to be 
transferrable between topics and subjects - expansion of Tier Two vocabulary will 
support pupils to articulate their ideas more freely across the curriculum. 
 

 
 
From Bringing Words to Life: Robust Vocabulary Instruction Isabel L Beck, Margaret 
G McKeown & Linda Kucan12 
 
Of course, it is not possible to teach all the words there are: pupils therefore need to 
be taught strategies to work out the meaning of unfamiliar words, such as the three-
part heuristic method advocated by Frey and Fisher: 
 

• Look inside the word or phrase for structural clues 

• Look outside the word or phrase for contextual clues 

• Look further outside the word or phrase for resources13
 

It is also important to develop pupils’ confidence in working out which words they 
need to understand in order to understand the meaning of the text; if the gist is 
understood and an unknown word is not a barrier to overall comprehension, it may 
not be worth investing the time agonising over that word. Barbara Bleiman discusses 
this concept in her blog for the English and Media Centre.  
 

‘Scrooge knew he was dead? Of course he did. How could it be otherwise? Scrooge 

and he were partners for I don’t know how many years. Scrooge was his sole 

executor, his sole administrator, his sole assign, his sole residuary legatee, his sole 

friend, and sole mourner.’ 

 

‘I didn’t know – and still don’t really know – what ‘assign’ or ‘residuary legatee’ mean 

but I got the gist from everything else and read on, rather than looking them up in a 

dictionary’14 
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Fluency in reading is a fundamental skill for accessing and comprehending texts – 

where reading lacks fluency, there is less available brainpower to cope with 

comprehension, meaning that pupils are much less likely to understand or remember 

what they have read.  

 

The EEF literacy guidance notes that ‘the following approaches are well supported 

by evidence:15 

 

- Guided oral reading instruction – fluent reading of a text is modelled by an 

adult or peer and pupils then read the same text aloud with appropriate 

feedback 

- Pupils re-read a short and meaningful passage a set number of times or until 

they reach a suitable level of fluency’ 
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Preparing for Literacy: Improving 
communication, language and literacy in the 
early years focuses on the importance of 
early intervention, identifying what evidence 
suggests about best practice. 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-
reports/preparing-for-literacy/ 

 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/preparing-for-literacy/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/preparing-for-literacy/
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Potential, pitch and expectations 

We can never predict potential. Learning should be pitched to allow pupils to 
progress effectively; teachers pitch learning skilfully based on effective 
assessment for learning. 

• Prior attainment does not determine future attainment. Target setting expects that 
the majority of pupils meet or exceed age-related expectations. Flight paths never 
allow low prior attainment to determine/suggest that pupils’ next attainment level 
will be similarly low, and instead raise expectations of attainment.  

• High quality teaching is available for all. The curriculum is ambitious in challenge 

and equitable. Behaviour is not a limiting factor to the class/grouping a pupil is 
placed in. All pupils have access to a wide range of experiences, vocabulary and 
collaborative opportunities in different peer groups. 

• Teaching is responsive and adaptive to enable progression, with teachers 
utilising a wide repertoire of approaches based on pupils’ needs.  

• Schools use academic (in addition to pastoral) transition information to maintain 
momentum. 

• The teaching and learning of new groups informs starting points, providing richer 
information than baseline tests. 

• Teachers work with colleagues to understand prior curriculum/pedagogy and 
assessment in order to teach effectively, secure progression and to fill gaps in 
learning.  

• Schools use a wealth of information to understand each child.  

• Assessment is used primarily to inform practice and ensure progression. 

• Periodic assessment data also provides information so that leaders can track 
whole school progress in a meaningful way.  

• Whole school tracking systems are efficient and ensure that both these needs are 
met. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 ‘A data gap is a curriculum gap; if pupils are struggling to make progress, there are 
things they do not know or understand that need to be taught.’ (Eric Halton, HIAS) 

 ‘There is solid evidence that poor teaching disproportionately disadvantages 
deprived children. Equally, evidence tells us that excellent teaching 

disproportionately benefits them. So high quality teaching must be at the core of all 
pupil premium work.’ (Sir John Dunford, Ten Point Plan for Spending the Pupil 
Premium Successfully, 2014) 

 ‘The effects of high-quality teaching are especially significant for pupils from 
disadvantaged backgrounds: over a school year, these pupils gain 1.5 years’ worth 
of learning with very effective teachers, compared with 0.5 years with poorly 
performing teachers. In other words, for poor pupils the difference between a good 

teacher and a bad teacher is a whole year’s learning.’ (Sutton Trust, Improving the 
Impact of Teachers on Pupil Achievement, 2012) 
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 Potential Barriers 

• Stereotyping leads to a judgement of potential, resulting in predictions that 
cap the pupil’s learning. As a result, the pitch of learning is too low and the 
pace too slow. Expectations are then lower for these pupils, so they fail to 
catch up. 

• Pupils are identified as ‘low-ability’ rather than ‘low attaining’, providing the 
message to pupils, parents and staff that ability is fixed and low attainment 
acceptable. This leads to low aspirations and is likely to affect pupils’ self-
esteem and resulting behaviours. 

• This can result in work that lacks challenge, less access to the curriculum, 
less access to rich dialogue and vocabulary and work being overly supported. 
These judgements inform who the pupil works with most often. Pupils may be 
put into a ‘bottom set’, a ‘weak’ group within the class, or be regularly 
supported by a teaching assistant. Pupils may also spend more time with a 
teaching assistant than the class teacher, meaning that the teacher is less 
aware of their learning needs and therefore less able to meet the needs of 
disadvantaged pupils. 

• Transition information focuses on pastoral information and may limit the view 
of the new teacher.  

Key Questions for English Teachers 

• What approach/format is used to pass on English transition information between 
year groups/key stages? Is this designed to identify skills and knowledge gaps 
precisely so that teachers can effectively build on prior learning and teach to fill 
gaps in knowledge, skills and understanding?  

• Do teachers primarily use data to inform teaching and learning? Do teachers use 
a wide range of assessment information when making judgements about a pupil’s 
attainment (e.g. teaching pupils for a number of lessons rather than baseline 
testing, or using classwork in addition to more formal assessment/test-based 
outcomes)? 

• Are age-related expectations in English clearly identified, defined and exemplified 
in order to ensure that pupils and teachers alike know what success looks like in 
each year group? Are these expectations built on a clear understanding of 
previous key stages/year groups, and not just the next national assessment 
point? What are the non-negotiable skills for each year group that (nearly) all 
pupils will achieve? 

• How well do teachers understand the way the curriculum has been taught in 
previous years? Are they aware of the texts that have been read and written? 

• Do teachers have transition conversations about how key skills and concepts 
have been explained and the examples or mnemonics that have been used to 
support pupils’ working memory? Do teachers have a shared language to 
describe key concepts that will help pupils to see how their learning is 
progressing and to make connections to prior learning? 
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• How are pupils grouped, and how are these decisions made? Do all pupils, 
across the range of classes and/or groups, have access to the curriculum, pitch 
and expectation required to meet age-related expectations, or is pupil grouping a 
limiting factor?  

• Do all pupils, across the range of classes/groups, have access to effective 
pedagogy shown to have impact, or does pedagogy differ? For example, if 
setting, does the ‘bottom set’ have the same access to rich talk and discussion as 
the ‘top set’? If not, how might more equitable groupings be achieved? 

• Are disadvantaged pupils disproportionately represented in ‘bottom’ sets/groups? 

• Do teachers provide a range of modelled, shared, guided and independent 
reading and writing opportunities, driven by rich texts?  

• How do teachers both address specific curriculum gaps and develop further 
skills, knowledge and understanding so that pupils do not get left behind? (e.g. 
How might teachers support pupils with difficulties in decoding and 
comprehending texts, while ensuring that these pupils are encouraged to develop 
their skills in inference through discussion?) What approaches make this 
possible? Where is this most successful? 

• How precisely planned and targeted are interventions for skills and knowledge 
gaps from earlier years (e.g. handwriting, phonics, decoding, spelling)? Do 
teachers of older year groups know how to teach these skills effectively? If not, 
what training is available? How can expertise be developed within the 
department/year group? 

• How is teaching adapted to ensure that pupils are supported to meet learning 
objectives? Are flexible groupings used to address misconceptions and gaps in 
learning? 

• How do teachers plan for initial weeks of each year to understand the pupils’ prior 
learning and to secure and build on the learning from the previous year? What 
texts are best used to drive this learning journey?  
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So what are teachers of English doing in order 
to ensure appropriate pitch, clear progression 
and high expectations? 

Secure, shared understanding of progression and the curriculum is crucial to 
establishing the appropriate pitch for teaching at any age; teachers need to 
understand what has been learned previously and where pupils need to get to in 
order to ensure that their own teaching is appropriately challenging and builds on 
prior learning. This is particularly important for disadvantaged pupils, as evidence 
suggests that these pupils are often less able to cope with points of transition and as 
a result can fall behind. 

A reported two out of five pupils failed to make progress during their first year after 
transition from KS2-KS3.16 The report, What Makes a Successful Transition from 
Primary to Secondary School?, also found that when compared with children of high 
socio-economic status, those of low SES were less likely to find it very easy to get 
used to the new routines. Therefore, children of low socio-economic status will need 
more help than high SES children to prepare them for the organisation and 
expectations of secondary school.17 
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Teacher-to-teacher conversations about pupils’ learning strengths, interests and 
needs are vital at the point of transition, particularly for the most vulnerable pupils. 
Simple documentation can also be used to pass information from teacher to teacher: 
below is an example of one primary school’s documentation used to support 
transition between year groups. 

  

Similarly, diagnostic assessment and tracking data can be used to support transition 
conversations at subject level. For example, secondary schools have access to 
question level data analysis from KS2 national tests via Analysing School 
Performance. Schools can explore this data at cohort, group, pupil, skill and question 
level. https://sa.education.gov.uk/idp/Authn/UserPassword 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://sa.education.gov.uk/idp/Authn/UserPassword
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This is an example of diagnostic teacher assessment using the skill domains linked 
to the Hampshire Assessment and Curriculum Model, which can be accessed via 
HIAS Moodle Plus. 
http://english.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/index.php?categoryid=239 

 

Tracking pupils’ progress in skills allows departments to be diagnostic at cohort, 
group and pupil level and to adapt planning in order to meet identified needs. This 
approach to assessment allows teachers to be responsive to needs as they arise, 
supporting teachers to identify barriers to learning for individual pupils and pupil 
groups (e.g. disadvantaged pupils). It also enables leaders to identify areas for staff 
professional development. 

With the removal of National Curriculum levels, schools need to define expectations 
for pupils and be clear about how the curriculum and resulting assessment criteria 
build year on year, term on term. Curriculum and assessment models vary in 
approach; Hampshire models for EYFS, KS1, KS2 and KS3 are available. For further 
information on how to access these materials, contact the HIAS English Team. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://english.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/index.php?categoryid=239
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Pitch and expectation is ultimately established through the curriculum. Although 
much of this is set through the National Curriculum, schools have considerable 
scope to shape their own English curriculum to meet their context and the needs of 
their pupils.  
 
 
‘The quality of the curriculum was the strongest indicator of outstanding provision in 
English in the schools selected. Teaching that is held in check by an inappropriate or 
dull curriculum will not inspire pupils or generate high standards.’ (Excellence in 
English: 12 outstanding schools (Ofsted 2011)18

 

 
Recent Ofsted activity such as the review of curriculum has also highlighted the 
ongoing importance of high quality curriculum design. The following text is from 
Amanda Spielman’s speech at the Festival of Education in 2017. 

 

‘All too often, that objective, that real substance of education, is getting lost in our 
schools. I question how often leaders really ask, “What is the body of knowledge that 
we want to give to young people?” 

As one head, Stuart Lock, put it during a typically insightful thread of tweets: 

‘Most schools don’t think about curriculum enough, and when think they do, they 
actually mean qualifications or the timetable.’ 

And I have become ever more convinced of this, as a visitor to schools and as an 
observer of some of our inspections. In some of those, I have seen GCSE 

assessment objectives tracking back into Year 7, and SAT practice papers starting in 

Year 4. And I’ve seen lessons where everything is about the exam and where 
teaching the mark schemes has a bigger place than teaching history. 

That is not what will set our children up for great futures. Nor will the growing 
cannibalisation of key stage 3 into key stage 4. Preparing for GCSEs so early gives 
young people less time to study a range of subjects in depth and more time just 
practising the tests themselves.’19 
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Evaluating the school’s English curriculum through the eyes of disadvantaged pupils 
will support teachers and leaders in the constant development and refinement of 
curriculum to meet pupils’ needs. 

Key questions to ask about your English curriculum: 

- How do the principles of your vision for English shape your curriculum? 

- Have the views of pupils been sought and informed curriculum design? Have 
disadvantaged pupils’ views been at the forefront of curriculum choices? 

- How do the texts that drive your curriculum reflect your school’s context and 
the lives, interests, needs and aspirations of your pupils? 

- How does your curriculum build on the pedagogy and assessment 
approaches of previous year groups and key stages as well as curriculum 
content? 

- If texts are repeated from previous year groups and key stages, how is the 
teaching and learning more challenging? 

- How does your curriculum emphasise the importance of speaking and 
listening for all pupils?  

- Does your curriculum include a breadth of reading and writing opportunities?  

- Is the curriculum rich and balanced to include a wide range of texts to be 
read/viewed, written and spoken? Consider the balance of reading, writing, 
speaking and listening, different purposes/audiences/forms/genres, 
fiction/non-fiction, modern/older texts, male/female writers, British/world 
literature, written text/multi-modal.  

- How do you ensure that national assessments do not skew or narrow the 
curriculum so that pupils are not offered the breadth and depth of learning to 
which they are entitled? 

 

It is important to be able to explore the curriculum at long-term overview level in 
order to see the breadth and balance of the offer to pupils and the way that the 
curriculum embodies the school’s vision and ethos. The English curriculum should 
be constantly under review and regularly refreshed to meet the needs of different 
cohorts. 
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Having established clear standards for each year group, all medium-term planning 
should enable pupils to meet those expectations. It is at short-term planning level 
that teachers plan to meet individual needs. However, the expectations need to 
remain the same for all pupils – it is the way that pupils get there that may differ.  For 
pupils with SEND, expectations may differ where appropriate to specific needs, but 
expectations must remain high for these pupils.  

The following diagrams exemplify approaches to adaptive planning. It is important 
that decisions about pupils’ needs are based on informal assessment in the moment, 
not preconceived judgements based on prior attainment or behaviour. Where 
teachers make use of within-class grouping, these groups should be flexible 
according to pupils’ needs. 
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Thinking, reflection and motivation 

Staff and pupils are reflective and motivated and understand that these 
characteristics, alongside trust and challenge, are fundamental to effective 
learning. There is a shared appreciation of and commitment to collaborative 
thinking and lifelong learning. 

 

• There is a culture of openness that promotes improved outcomes for children by 
including robust challenge. 

• Staff and pupils are expected to be outward looking, engaging with a wide range 
of people and ideas; everyone’s ideas are valued. Ideas are explored and 
evaluated before deciding which should be pursued. 

• Leadership promotes and models collaborative thinking focused on improving 
learning and foster a safe environment for trial and error that are part of the 
learning process. People are quick to reflect accurately and swiftly respond to 
move forward.  

• Effective assessment for learning is consistently used to find out what pupils 
know, understand and can do, and to explore their learning processes. This 
assessment feeds forward into planning.  

• Feedback has many forms; modelling, grouping pupils based on next steps, re-
teaching, peer-teaching, self-evaluation and verbal feedback are valued by all. 
There is not an over reliance on written feedback. 

• Thinking aloud together is a vital part of the learning process when developing 
and reflecting on our knowledge, understanding and skills. Dialogic talk, 
metacognition and self-regulation is modelled and developed at all levels (SLT, 
MLs, teachers, pupils). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 ‘In order to help students be metacognitive, teachers must first become more 
aware of their own thinking’ (Israel and Massey, Metacognitive Think Alouds, 
2005) 

 Struggling readers often have poor comprehension and lack the awareness of 
fix-up strategies to repair their own comprehension. Poor comprehension, in 
turn, can decrease a students’ motivation to read.’ (Israel and Massey, 
Metacognitive Think Alouds, 2005) 

 ‘Modelling by the teacher is a cornerstone of effective teaching; revealing the 
thought processes of an expert learner helps to develop pupils’ metacognitive 
skills.’ (Education Endowment Foundation, Metacognition and Self-Regulated 
Learning Guidance Report, 2018) 

 ‘Engaged readers in the classroom or elsewhere coordinate their strategies 
and knowledge (cognition) within a community of literacy (social) in order to 
fulfil their personal goals, desires and intentions (motivation)’ (Gutherie and 

Wigfield, Engagement and Motivation in Reading, 2000) 
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Potential Barriers 
 

 Teachers are challenged on attainment and progress of disadvantaged pupils 
without the support and explorative discussion to understand how to buck the 
trend. Challenge feels unfair and results feel unattainable. 

 The wide range of research to support schools in meeting the needs of 
disadvantaged pupils is not filtered down throughout the school to engage 
staff in thinking and reflection.  

 Disadvantaged pupils are involved in interventions outside the classroom. 
Teachers are less able to support the pupil through effective assessment for 
learning. Interventions are not informed by the teacher so that learning feeds 

back effectively into lessons. 
 Pupils spend considerable time with the teacher or Teaching Assistant, 

accessing less peer-to-peer dialogue. As a result, pupils are less independent 
in their thinking and less aware of their own and others’ metacognition. 

 Teachers focus on initiatives like marking PP books first, rather than feeding 
back to pupils in the way that has most impact, and teaching to fill gaps in 
learning. 

 Modelling focuses on the modelling of outcomes rather than the process of 
thinking and learning. Models are prepared in advance of lessons, resulting in 
the struggle and process of learning being hidden from pupils. This offers a 
false impression of fluency that can be demotivating for pupils rather than 
modelling resilience and self-regulation.  

Key Questions for English Teachers: 

• Do teachers plan collaboratively in order to create a shared understanding of the 
learning journey and the process of planning? Do teachers discuss pupils’ 
learning along the way, reflecting on pedagogy and impact? 

• Do pupils and teachers recognise the wide range of approaches to feedback or is 
written marking the main form of feedback? Do teachers seek out disadvantaged 
pupils to ensure that they understand the feedback given and know how to act 
upon it? Is assessment of disadvantaged pupils’ work specifically used to inform 
planning and teaching? 

• Are there regular opportunities for collaborative book looks, marking, and 
moderation of outcomes in order to discuss pupil needs and next steps for 
teaching? 

• How is the effectiveness of planning and teaching in English evaluated? Is 
assessment used to refine planning for the future as well as to identify next steps 
for pupils? 

• How do teachers model the thinking process behind reading and writing in order 
to make the learning visible?  

• Do pupils write collaboratively so that they can think aloud with one another? 
What other opportunities are created for collaborative working?  
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• Is dialogic talk an integral element of the teaching and learning repertoire? How is 
pupils’ talk for learning scaffolded and developed? 

• What strategies are use to teach editing and improvement of writing? 

• How precise is diagnostic assessment? Is diagnostic marking used to identify 
patterns in errors (in spelling, for example) and plan to address these through 
responsive teaching? 

• How is excellence in pupils’ work celebrated? 

So what are teachers of English doing in order 
to develop thinking, reflection and 
motivation? 

Recent publications make us only too aware of the importance of developing 
pupils’ metacognition and the ability to self-regulate, but what does this really 
mean and how do we develop these skills? 

Metacognition is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘Awareness and 
understanding of one's own thought processes’. This awareness of process is clearly 
fundamental to our ability to learn, hence why metacognition is often referred to as 
‘learning to learn’ or ‘thinking about thinking’ and why the National Curriculum 
Programmes of Study make it clear that, ‘by the end of each key stage, pupils are 
expected to know, apply and understand the matters, skills and processes specified 

in the relevant programme of study.’ In English, these processes are often hidden 
and a key part of helping pupils to progress is to make these implicit skills explicit to 
pupils so that they can reflect on their own learning. 

In April 2018, the Education Endowment Foundation published Metacognition and 
Self-Regulated Learning, a guidance report, which highlights the challenges. ‘It can 

be hard to describe what metacognition means in the classroom. On a very basic 
level, it’s about pupils’ ability to monitor, direct, and review their learning. Effective 

metacognitive strategies get learners to think about their own learning more 

explicitly, usually by teaching them to set goals, and monitor and evaluate their own 
academic progress.’20 This publication is a must-read in terms of developing 

metacognition and self-regulation. The following diagrams exemplify the 
metacognitive process or a range of English-related learning in the same structure 
as the guidance report. 
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Thinking through these processes when planning teaching and learning can support 
teachers with the modelling of their thought process and in unpicking what to look 
out for in terms of pupils’ learning. 

Questions to support metacognitive thinking are also widely available. In 'Teaching 
Backwards', Andy Griffith and Mark Burn provide a number of examples including 
those listed below. 

‘Before starting a piece of learning 
• What parts of the topic do you feel most/least confident about?  
• How have you solved problems like this before?  

 

During a piece of learning 
• What parts of the learning do you find easiest/hardest to explain to 

someone else?  
• What are the steps or stages that best explain this concept/ problem?  

 

After a piece of learning 
• How will you remember this learning? 
• If you did this again, how would you do it differently?’21 

Think-Alouds 

Below are examples some of Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 3 pupils’ ‘think-alouds’. 
The pupils have annotated text extracts in order to show how they have 
comprehended the text – a skill that is often hidden. This approach of evidencing 
thinking can be applied to any learning, enabling the pupil to build metacognition and 
the teacher to effectively unpick where learning is strong or may be breaking down, 
in order to address gaps in understanding. 
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Annotations provide a useful visual record to support pupils and teachers in 
reflecting on their own and others’ thinking but, when modelling the processes of 
comprehension or composing writing, it is important that teachers annotate/write 
‘live’, as this ensures a true reflection of thinking in the moment and the struggle 
involved. When modelling writing, this may feel risky, but pre-prepared models result 
in the process and struggle being hidden from pupils. 

Note that these annotations are different in purpose from analytical annotation (for 
example, identifying and exploring language features and their effects) as frequently 
seen in KS3 and KS4. The purpose of these annotations is to explore the inner 
process of successful reading comprehension: 

- asking questions and looking for the answers 

- making predictions about what might happen next 
- looking back through the text to make links between new information and what 

has been read before 
- noting where our understanding of an event or character changes and we 

need to re-think our previous ideas 
- making sense of unfamiliar vocabulary by making links with known words and 

the context of the sentence/paragraph 
- drawing inferences about characters and situations based on the evidence in 

the text 
- recapping what has happened previously and summarising the text to keep 

track of events, characters and information 



 

52 Tackling Educational Disadvantage: English 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
www.hants.gov.uk 

Collaborative writing in pairs provides another opportunity for pupils to hear one 
another’s thinking. If modelled and taught effectively, pupils can work together with 
one pupil writing the text and the other noting their shared thinking. 

‘Put learners into small groups, give them flip chart paper […] and ask them to 
organise and record their thinking processes on these during the activity. This 
technique is useful for two reasons. First, it enables learners to compare how their 
own thinking differs from the thinking of others, and to examine why that might be. 

Second, it gives the teacher immediate feedback about how the class is really 
progressing and which learning gaps still remain to be closed.’ – Teaching 
Backwards.22 

Careful planning can support pupils as they move from teacher-directed modelling of 
the thinking process, through shared and guided writing, to independent, self-aware 
writing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further examples of the range of ways in which think-alouds can be used are listed 
in the ‘general think aloud scenarios’ below.  



 

54 Tackling Educational Disadvantage: English 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supporting pupils to capture and summarise the order of thinking processes for 
particular tasks can also be very powerful. For example, the diagram below models a 
possible structure for thinking in response to a GCSE exam question. These 
structures are arguably far more powerful than a structure that simply tells you what 
is required in terms of outcomes, as pupils may know what is required without being 
sure about how to get there. Pupils can develop these models and collaboratively 
agree the most successful approaches. 
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The Education Endowment Foundation has identified meta-cognition and self-
regulation approaches as having, ‘consistently high levels of impact with pupils 
making an average of seven months’ additional progress.’23 The evidence also 
indicates that, ‘teaching these strategies can be particularly effective for low 
achieving and older pupils’24 and that these strategies, ‘are usually more effective 
when taught in collaborative groups so learners can support each other and 
make their thinking explicit through discussion.’25 Providing all pupils with 
opportunities to engage in meaningful discussion with their peers is therefore vital to 
improving pupil outcomes.  

The diagram, adapted from ‘Teaching Literacy in the Visible Learning Classroom’26 
provides a model of the different elements of classroom practice. It is the middle 

section of guided groups and collaborative learning that needs close attention in 
terms of developing pupils’ metacognition.  

How well are all these opportunities utilised in lessons in your school?  

How often is the middle phased missed out, with pupils jumping to independent 
application? 
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The following example takes this format and considers how teachers might plan to 
teach reading fluency with a clear focus on opportunities for peer-to-peer learning, 
dialogic talk and guided learning. 

Groupings that deliberately include pupils across the range of attainment support 
purposeful discussion and the development of pupils’ vocabulary. ‘The students 

would not be ability grouped, but rather grouped by the teacher intentionally to 
ensure that there is academic diversity in each group as well as language support 

and varying degrees of interest and motivation.’27  

Research and our own experience tell us that collaborative learning is not always 
productive. It is easy for some pupils to lose focus, opt out or disrupt the learning of 
others. Neil Mercer comments that, ‘It is not enough to allow pupils the opportunity 

for discussion while they carry out educational activities. If simply left to their own 
devices, their talk is often not productive; some children will be excluded from 
discussions and the potential value of collaborative learning is squandered.’28We 
have therefore collated some approaches to structuring group work effectively based 
on key learning. This document is available on the open area of the English Moodle. 
(Follow http://english.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=482 Open Resources/ 
Secondary/Speaking and Listening/Why Do Group Work?)  

http://english.hias.hants.gov.uk/course/view.php?id=482
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The following task provides just one example of structured group worked designed to 
offer a focus for discussion and to deepen pupils’ understanding by supporting them 
to make links between ideas, rooted in evidence from the text. Pupils work together, 
making collaborative decisions about the most meaningful combination of hexagons, 
where the connection between every adjacent pair of sides needs to be explained. 
During discussion, pupils build their shared understanding and extend their critical 
vocabulary around themes of the text. 
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It is vital that disadvantaged pupils have as much access to collaborative work as 
their peers. A key consideration is the level of teachers’ expectations of disadvantaged 
pupils, as too much support (as well as too little) will be detrimental to the development of 
metacognition and self-regulation. The Sutton Trust Toolkit (2012) states that: ‘It is possible 
to support pupils’ work too much, so that they do not learn to monitor and manage their own 
learning but come to rely on the prompts and support from the teacher.’29 So what 
approaches can we use to scaffold learning effectively? 

 

Key Strategies 

 Ensure clarity of goals through clear and relevant learning objectives and success 
criteria developed with the pupils. 

 Scaffold learning effectively, reducing the scaffold over the course of the learning journey/year 
so that pupils have increasing opportunities to apply skills independently. When teaching 
reading, the scaffold should be reduced so that dialogic talk happens increasingly 
independently and pupils apply skills to their own texts. 

 Develop tasks that require pupils to plan, monitor and evaluate their learning. For example, 
pupils create their own evaluative success criteria for written outcomes, use it to support 
them when planning, drafting, editing, proof-reading, and self-assess against it before final 
teacher feedback.  

 Ask pupils to compare approaches and to reflect on the process and how they might 
approach similar tasks differently in future, which supports self-regulation. For this to be 
effective, curriculum time needs to be dedicated to learning to plan, to craft and to reflect, 
allowing pupils enough time and opportunity to edit/redraft/publish. 

 Model the processes of reading and writing at all stages (i.e. how to plan or edit, infer or 
predict) through modelled and shared writing, externalising the internal thinking processes. 
‘Think alouds’ are a great way of making the process explicit to each other. Teachers use this 
information to inform planning in order to improve process. 

 Collaborate through group/peer discussion so that thinking becomes explicit and pupils 
support one another. 

 

The following examples show success criteria developed for the independent application of skills for 
the end of unit outcome. Over the course of the year, pupils are increasingly expected to develop 
their own success criteria. Pupils self/peer-assess alongside a partner (so that the assessment is 
discussed) prior to the teacher’s final assessment, effectively allowing the teacher to see the pupils’ 
understanding of their own work.  
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Pupils’ responses to teachers’ 
marking show that they have 
understood what is expected 
of them and are able to 
deepen their thinking further 
when prompted. 
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Inviting pupils to reflect on the effectiveness of their work and on the process of their 
learning encourages metacognition. These examples from Rosendale Research School in 
Dulwich show how pupils can be encouraged over time to build their thoughtfulness and 
resilience as well as their understanding of quality in their work. The pupils’ responses also 
provide useful information for the teacher’s own reflection on how best to support pupils in 
their learning. 
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Using sample responses and 
evaluating these based on shared 

and agreed success criteria 
(including published exam mark 
schemes at GCSE) can work well, 
but it is also worth discussing the 
quality of understanding shown, 
the readability of answers, the 
way explanations are phrased 
and ordered and so on – quality 
goes beyond mark schemes. This 
kind of activity can allow teachers 
to assess how well pupils 
understand what quality looks like 
and identify their misconceptions 
through listening to their 
discussions. 

Similarly, using example outcomes enables pupils to develop their own sense 
of quality (before, during and after the process).  

For example: 

 Collaboratively ranking responses in order of quality and discussing reasons will help 
pupils identify and develop appropriate success criteria, as well as exposing the 
thinking process of others. 

 Ranking responses in quality order for different components of success (i.e. order 
based on most effective structure/vocabulary/opening/ending) will also build pupils’ 
understanding of quality and make thinking processes explicit. 

 Comparing work of similar quality (rather than always comparing strong with weak 
responses) and discussing choices and approaches will support pupils in 
understanding a range of approaches and how to make effective choices. 
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Feedback to pupils can take many forms in addition to written marking. Teachers can  
assess at whole-class level to identify common needs and misconceptions across 
the class, which can then inform the planning for the next lesson or series of lessons. 
Flexible groupings enable pupils to work on the area that they particularly need to 
secure in their learning and to become expert enough to support others. Some 
response tasks in adaptive teaching can enable pupils to work independently to build 
understanding, knowledge or skills in their key area so that teachers can work 
closely with a guided group to secure their learning in a particularly challenging or 
intractable skill where the teacher judges that pupils will not secure the learning 
without precise teaching. 

Below are some examples of ways teachers can use assessment to feed forward 
into planning and teaching. 
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Error sampling focusing on skills taught in earlier years can be useful to identify 
areas where re-teaching or specific reminders to focus on improvement can be 
useful diagnostically. 
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The Education Endowment Foundation’s Guidance Report ‘Improving Literacy in Key 
Stage 2’30 provides a useful diagnostic tool for the teaching of spelling. 

A Marked Improvement: A review of the evidence on written marking provides 
a range of useful evidence and questions that should be used to inform 
decision making about the most effective approaches to marking and 
feedback. 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/EEF_M
arking_Review_April_2016.pdf 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/EEF_Marking_Review_April_2016.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/EEF_Marking_Review_April_2016.pdf
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Final Thoughts 

The last few years have represented a real journey for us in terms of how best to 
support disadvantaged pupils; we have been lucky enough to work with a range of 
dedicated professionals from Hampshire and beyond who have influenced our 
thinking and shared their experiences. Without this collaboration, we would not have 
been able to develop this guidance and we therefore recognise the challenges for 
teachers in schools in meeting the diverse needs of all pupils. This guidance aims to 
offer practical suggestions as an approach to overcoming the national challenge of 
closing the attainment gap between disadvantaged pupils and their non-
disadvantaged peers. Even the most difficult challenges require first steps, and we 
hope that this guidance will enable teachers to see ways to marry a strategic vision 

with day-to-day detail in the English classroom.  

 

We’d like to thank colleagues from the following schools who have shared the 
images of their pupils’ work that we have used to illustrate this guidance: Cams Hill 
School; Calmore Junior School; Cherrywood Primary School; Droxford Junior 
School; Federation of Liphook Infants and Junior Schools; Fryern Junior School; 
New Milton Junior School; Park Community School; Ranvilles Junior School; 
Rosendale Research School, East Dulwich. 
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