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The Pupil Premium: £20.8 billion over 10 years to 
tackle educational inequality

• Additional funds for schools in 
England.

• Launched in 2011.

• Pre-pandemic, approx. 30% of 
students qualified.

• On average, a secondary school 
receives £220,000 each year.

• Schools are required to justify 
their pupil premium spending.
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Against the Odds: Project 
Background

In 2016, ‘Progress 8’ was introduced in 
England to measure the progress made by a 
student from the end of primary to Year 11.

The Social Mobility Commission noticed that 
there is a zero or positive Progress 8 gap in 6% 
of secondary schools.  

They asked…

• What kind of schools have small Progress 8 
gaps?

• What strategies reduce the Progress 8 gap?



Online school survey
285 mainstream secondary 
schools.

Against the Odds: Methods

Statistical analysis 
National data regarding school 
characteristics

Fieldwork
32 secondary schools, including 
interviews with 150+ staff and focus 
groups with 100+ young people.



Three themes of our findings to share today

1. School context

2. Student voice

3. Quality First Teaching



Survey findings
The Progress 8 gap was not correlated with many 
pupil premium strategies:

• Continuing professional development;

• Extra staffing or smaller class sizes;

• Pastoral interventions;

• Y6 transition arrangements;

• Approaches to attendance.

We did find correlations with school 
organisation:

• 12% of non-selective schools use vertical tutoring; 
they have a smaller P8 gap (by 0.1).

• 9% of non-selective schools use mixed attainment 
classes in KS3; they have a smaller P8 gap (by 0.15).



The P8 gap is not a robust 
indicator of school success

• Large gaps occur when schools 
are serving highly affluent 
communities.

• School data fluctuates – only 11 
schools have maintained a 
(nearly) zero progress 8 gap over 
3 years.

• Many correlations with school 
characteristic data and the 
progress gap. -0.1
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1. Pupil premium leads lost in their 
role and wanting more guidance.

2. Headteachers’ frustrations.

3. Schools returning to what they’ve 
done before.

4. Teachers not believing the 
strategies their schools are using 
work.

5. Things that are believed to be 
working in one school have been 
given up elsewhere.

The progress gap is stubborn



Hidden Resources

Previously selective or partially selective: used to (in 
the last 40 years) select students on the basis of 
religion or academic, sporting or music attainment.

Parental participation: parents do not just engage 
with their own child’s education, but contribute to 
the educational experiences of other students.

Historically oversubscribed: has a high reputation in 
the local community and has at least 50% more 
applicants for entry than places available.

Strong alumni network: former students play a role 
in the education of current students

Valued, long-term staff members: long-term staff 
feel valued, and have developed successful curricula, 
support systems, or initiatives over many years.

Stability of identity: school has been using the same 
building and a similar name for at least 25 years

Contextual Challenges

Students with no English: High numbers of students 
join the school each year with little or no English (at 
least 10).

High mobility of students: less than 60% of current 
Year 11 started in Year 7, or more than 10% of each 
year group are new each year.

Involvement with crime: high proportions of 
students are directly involved in crime, as either 
victim or perpetrator e.g. students are missing school 
due to court actions or vulnerability to crime.

High volume of safeguarding concerns: more than 
10% of students have open safeguarding files.

Strong competition: the school is either non-
selective in a grammar school area, or within 15 mins 
drive of a school with a better reputation 
(demonstrated by higher admission requests and 
lower availability of places )

School context is a predictor of pupil premium 
strategy and progress gap



School context is a predictor of pupil premium 
strategy and progress gap
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Three themes of our findings to share today

1. School context
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3. Quality First Teaching



• PP status is confidential

• PP is free from stigma

• Students are treated the same

• We don’t know whether 
students know their status

• “It’s only if you’re poor you get 
that”

• “It can be quite embarrassing 
and humiliating […] the ‘special 
one’ is what people say.” 

• “If a teacher likes you more, 
they're more likely to award you 
or do give you privileges” 

Teachers Students

Polarised views of pupil premium



What does pupil premium mean?

• Cost of uniform and shoes

• Canteen costs

• Equipment costs

• Lack of subject choice

• Lack of cultural capital/ 
experiences

• Need high quality teaching

• Limited vocabulary

• Lack of home support

10% of school staff we surveyed believed the pupil premium is unfair.



Students and teachers often have very different lives. 
Students understand this better than teachers.

Some students feel teachers do not understand their financial 

situation.

“I don't think they realise that we're living in an area 

where people can't afford [things]. It might be a quid 

to get equipment, but I can't go up to my mom and 

say, ‘Mom can I have a pound so I can get some 

equipment?’ You can't afford it and you get a 

comment for having no equipment and then you'll 

put in seclusion when you get comments, which 

means you miss out on your education because you 

can't afford to buy pens.” (Y10)

“It's finding that point of relevancy that's 
quite difficult for us at the chalk face 
because some of our teachers may have 
been PP when they were at school, but 
they've soon forgotten.” (School leader)

Teachers quickly forget what socio-economic 
disadvantage feels like.



Students believe pupil premium is fair. 
Not all teachers do.
Students focus on the effects of poverty on individuals 

and families.

“It sort of depends on like, what sort of family 
issues you might have. Because, like, if you say 
didn't have very much money and you can afford a 
certain part of your school uniform, maybe like if 
the school was to pay for it, of course that would be 
really nice, but maybe the school could like let you 
off for wearing like maybe a different coloured pair 
of shoes, or like a slightly faded colour trousers.” 
(Y8)

Teachers are concerned with the fairness of 
pupil premium policy and strategy.

“I don’t want to say it’s discriminatory, it’s the 
wrong word, but […] it gets you when you see 
the PP kid get dropped off in their dad’s 
BMW.” (Pupil premium leader)

“Whenever I hear, ‘We take them on trips and 
we buy them books’ […] you think, you know, 
where's the imagination? Two hours, once a 
year is not cultural capital.” (Teacher)



Students want to be heard

“I was head of my student parliament group. It was really, really great. Didn’t do 
anything! Absolutely nothing. We were part of things like you know, but we don’t do 
anything for them. And it’s so annoying because they can sit down and say, ‘Oh, you’ve 
got voice, you’ve got an input into this school’. Do we really though?“



What kind of voice is this? (Fielding, 2011)



Unintended consequences

Appropriation (Humphries, 1994):
School councils are often seen as tokenistic and do not encourage genuine 
participation

Inclusion as marginalisation (McLeod 2011):
The way disadvantage is identified in schools leads all too easily to stigmatisation 
and exclusion



Student leadership

Student leaders can function as positive role models for 
peers and be integrated into larger strategies for 
expanding their horizons. 

However, this needs to link with students’ interests.

Students do not always recognise when teachers come 
from similar backgrounds to them and it can be
effective to be explicit about these commonalities:



Drawing parallels

“On every door every member of staff has their own CV. It lists what their first job 
was, what GCSEs they did if they went to university and that’s helped break down 
barriers. Our students actually say ‘Well, you’re posh miss. You’ve gone to 
university’ and I’m literally ‘My life was like yours.’”
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Three increasingly popular strategies to support 
pupil premium students

1. The ‘classic classroom’ 
approach

2. Interventions specifically for 
pupil premium students

3. Quality First Teaching (QFT)



What is the 
most effective 

approach to 
supporting 

pupil premium 
students?

Responses from 260 school leaders.
Survey conducted online July 2019.





“Good teaching is the most important 

lever schools have to improve 

outcomes for disadvantaged pupils.”

EEF (2019)

The EEF proposal amounts to a 

£1.2bn spend p.a. on QFT.

Most schools are using 
the EEF’s guide at least 
“a little bit”



QFT

CPD on 
metacognition or 
subject knowledge

Literacy programmes 

Performance management target 
based on PP

Recruitment bonus 
to hire staff

Placing PP students in the 
same class with the best 
teachers

Interventions with 
the best teachers



What’s the evidence?
• The EEF guidance is based on 5 studies 

regarding the variability of teachers.

• They use data from 1970s to 1990s, to 
estimate the impact of a good teacher.

• None compare the impact of good 
teaching on students from different 
socio-economic backgrounds.

• None follow interventions to improve 
teaching. “Good teaching is the most important 

lever schools have to improve outcomes 

for disadvantaged pupils.”



Is QFT 
working?

We asked schools what PP practices they have in place:

- 211 schools did not describe QFT practices (progress gap -0.46)

- 46 schools described QFT practices (progress gap of -0.61)

Schools applying QFT practices had a larger progress gap by 0.15
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Where QFT is not working
“Well, as I say, when you look at all of the stuff that says 
teaching and learning, CPD, all of those things, then we do 
all of that. You know, you name it, I bet we do it. I'd be 
really surprised if there was something that you named 
that we don't do. And yet, this year, we got our worst 
outcomes for pupil premium students in the last four 
years. But our best results overall.”
Assistant principal

A school that, by all 
standard measures, is 
doing very well:

• Top 10% in national 
league tables

• Progress 8 scores 
average 0.6 in last 4 
years

• OFSTED recognise 
‘good’ and ‘strong’ 
teaching

• Good reputation locally

• Teaching training school 

• Lack of recruitment 
issues

• Staff have positive view 
on teaching and 
learning

• Staff are proud of its 
culture of innovation

• Focus on high quality of 
teaching
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Is QFT benefitting students from the most 
affluent homes most of all?
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Priority recommendations: change the measurement  
structures that schools are working in

The Department for Education should recognise that there is no single, 
well-evidenced strategy that can be implemented to reduce the 
progress gap and should develop a longer-term strategy to address 
socio-economic disadvantage in schools.

The Department for Education and Ofsted should review how progress 
data are presented and used and put measures in place to try to 
prevent data from being interpreted crudely without acknowledging 
schools’ contexts.



www.educationobservatory.co.uk/pupilpremiumprimer/



Context matters but in much more complex ways than we allow. 

Students are both more insightful about and more interested in what goes on in schools and their 
communities than we think. Although students are desperate to be heard, schools are not very good at 
listening to them.

Quality first teaching is not well defined or understood, nor is it founded on convincing evidence. Schools 
describe a range of practices or interventions as QfT, but there is little evidence that they work. 

Arguably (hopefully) we now have a once in a lifetime opportunity to reconsider issues like these.
In particular, what should we do about….?

• Evidence and research commissioning (no more magic bullets)

• The disadvantage gap

• Accountability.

For discussion
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