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Educational Disadvantage 
 

1.0 Purpose of Report 

1.1 To provide an overview of tackling disadvantage and closing the attainment gap. 

2.0 Issues for Scrutiny 

2.1 To note the report. 

2.2 To identify relevant scrutiny opportunities for consideration for the Board.  

3.0 Background 

3.1 ‘Disadvantage’ is a broad term and used in many ways in education to highlight a 
range of barriers to learning. The Department for Education has recently, through 
their updated Pupil Premium Guidance (December 2021), recognised the wide 
range of barriers, beyond those of financial circumstances, which can impact 
negatively upon children’s engagement with high quality educational experiences. 
Pupils identified as disadvantaged can be up to two years behind their peers with 
regard to academic attainment at the end of secondary school. The most recent 
data relating to the effects of the pandemic have suggested that, on average, pupils 
nationally are several months behind their expected learning levels and that 
disadvantaged pupils are further behind their peers in this respect. This pattern 
would also apply to Cumbrian pupils. 
 

3.2 The DfE provides early years settings and schools with Pupil Premium funding each 
year to support disadvantaged pupils. This funding is directly linked to the number 
of pupils they have on roll who qualify for the Pupil Premium. In 2021, this funding 
was allocated for pupils who 

 

 are eligible for free school meals, or have been eligible in the past 6 years (early 
years £302 / primary £1345 / secondary £995) 

 have been adopted from care or have left care (£2345) 

 are looked after by the local authority (£2345) 
 



 

 

3.3  In their most recent Pupil Premium guidance the DfE state that, ‘Schools do not 
have to spend pupil premium so it solely benefits eligible pupils. They can use it 
wherever they identify the greatest need. For example, they might spend it on pupils 
who do not get free school meals but: have or have had a social worker [and/or] act 
as a carer.’ This wider, more encompassing definition of disadvantage allows for a 
full and more considered exploration of barriers to learning. This definition also 
recognises the wider impact of the pandemic upon many families. Areas within 
Cumbria, especially those dependent upon the tourist trade, were some of the most 
affected in the UK with regard to the increase in benefit claims. It must also be 
recognised that many families may not be in receipt of benefits (and therefore not 
attract Pupil Premium funding) but may still be facing financial hardship. This is 
often associated with hard to identify ‘hidden poverty’ due the stigma and shame 
some associate with such circumstances. The pandemic forced many families into 
financial difficulty, including those who may never had considered this would ever 
be a situation in which they would find themselves. 
 

3.4 To address disadvantage nationally, the government has recently announced plans 
for ‘Levelling Up’ to – 

 

 develop 55 new ‘Education Investment Areas’ 

 support strong multi-academy trusts to expand into these areas 

 offer retention payments to help schools with supply challenges in these areas 
to retain the best teachers in high-priority subjects 

 ensure that talented children from disadvantaged backgrounds have access to 
a post-16 provider with a track record of progress on to leading universities 

 
It must be noted that all of these Education Investment Areas are outside Cumbria. 

 
Prior to, and during, the pandemic, a range of measures were being promoted and 
funded by Cumbria County Council’s Learning Improvement Service to address the 
disadvantage attainment gap. Examples of these measures are 
 

 Poverty Proofing – Home - Poverty Proofing  

 Specific pandemic related support and advice – remote learning, wellbeing, 
attendance and free school meals 

 Training to highlight the most important factors in raising attainment that schools 
have control over – this relates to the quality of teaching in classrooms 

 Exploring opportunities with Public Health professionals to identify genuinely 
proactive approaches to earliest intervention – opportunities within statutory 
relationships and sex education 

 Developing the number of disadvantage school cluster groups to share effective 
practice 

 Training to raise the profile of disadvantage pupils in schools 

 Direct support and advice for schools with regard to wider measures to address 
the attainment gap 

 Engagement with evidence-informed approaches such as the Summer Reading 
Challenge – See Appendix 1 – Disadvantage Newsletter 2020 

 A clearer focus upon the use of data to raise expectations for all pupils 

 Brokering training around new data management tools to track attendance 

http://www.povertyproofing.co.uk/


 

 

 A range of actions within the Early Year’s Strategy to support nurseries and 
families 

 
Case studies to illustrate points above can also be found in the Disadvantage 
Newsletter sent out just prior to the pandemic (attached as appendix 1). 
 

 
4.0  Addressing the Attainment Gap in Cumbria 

  
4.1 The Education Policy Institute’s Education in England: Annual Report 2020 stated 

that, ‘In last year’s Annual Report, we modelled that if the trend over the last five 
years were to continue, it would take over 500 years for the disadvantage gap to be 
eliminated at secondary level in English and maths. This year the data suggests an 
even more extreme conclusion: the gap is not closing. Over the last five years, our 
headline measure of the gap at secondary level has not changed. If this were to 
continue, the gap would never close.’ p. 11 
Education in England: Annual Report 2020 - Education Policy Institute (epi.org.uk) 
It is sobering to think that this was written without any of the impacts of the 
pandemic being taken into account. The current situation for disadvantaged pupils 
is now much bleaker than that laid out by The EPI in 2020. 

 
4.2 If we look for opportunities to genuinely address the attainment gap, the new 

approach by the DfE upon a wider definition of disadvantage is an important and 
helpful distinction for those in positions of power who may be able to influence 
future actions at operational and strategic levels. The definition ensures that all 
those with a desire to improve outcomes for disadvantaged pupils are able to focus 
upon the actual, significant barriers to learning for children. Cumbria’s forthcoming 
Local Government Organisation will no doubt provide opportunities and new ways 
of working to allow for a strategic approach to be embedded from the outset within, 
and possibly across, the new authorities. Such opportunities would need to be 
considered in the very earliest stages of LGR planning to ensure that new 
frameworks take these into account. 
 

4.3 Ofsted stated, several years ago, that, ‘The quality of a child’s early experience is 
vital for their future success. It is shaped by many interrelated factors, notably the 
effects of socio-economic status, the impact of high-quality early education and 
care, and the influence of ‘good parenting’. What parents and carers do on a daily 
basis with their children is important. Providers who forge strong partnerships with 
parents and carers, and work in partnership to develop the home learning 
environment, help them to improve their child’s progress and make a better start at 
school.’ (Ofsted 2014, p4 Are you ready? Good practice in school readiness) 
Are_you_ready_Good_practice_in_school_readiness.pdf 
(publishing.service.gov.uk) 

 
4.4 Discussion with those working in Cumbrian agencies, schools and nurseries often 

highlight concerns around the preparedness of many children entering nursery or 
Reception settings and their ability to make the very most of the new learning 
opportunities they are presented with. The ability of a child to succeed in school 
cognitively, socially and emotionally is often described as their ‘school readiness’. 
The term ‘school readiness’ does not however draw attention to the concerns of 

https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/education-in-england-annual-report-2020/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/418819/Are_you_ready_Good_practice_in_school_readiness.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/418819/Are_you_ready_Good_practice_in_school_readiness.pdf


 

 

those working with the very youngest children who may already be far behind their 
peers from a developmental perspective. The data on the attached PowerPoint 
Slide (Appendix 2 - Foundation Stage Profile - Attainment 2019 – Good Level of 
Development / Phonics Attainment 2019) offers an insight into the challenges facing 
those professionals who may have provided high quality learning experiences over 
time to pupils who have progressed well from their starting points but are still below 
the expectations hoped for. Without the fundamental foundations in place, well 
before a child engages with learning in nursery or Reception settings, it is unlikely 
that they will realise their full potential, even if they continue to make good progress. 

 
4.5 The focus upon early intervention, prior to nursery and Reception education, in 

addressing the attainment gap in Cumbria is highlighted by the table in the attached 
Excel document (Appendix 3 ‘Cumbrian Primary Education ‘Value Added’). The 
table shows ‘value added’ from Early Years to Key Stage 2 for all pupils, regardless 
of socioeconomic status, who attended a primary school in Cumbria throughout the 
2013-19 period. Caution must be exercised with this data as the criteria measured 
are not like for like but it does provide an indication of development over time. The 
Early Years data for 2013 cannot be compared to current Early Years data as the 
impact of actions within the Early Year’s Strategy has supported significant gains in 
attainment in recent years. Within the table, column K shows the percentages of 
pupils who reached the expected standard in reading, writing and maths (RWM) for 
each district, Cumbria overall and the national figure. Column L shows each district 
and Cumbria’s overall difference compared to the national figure. Column N shows 
the ‘value added’ by Cumbrian primary schools to pupils’ education from their initial 
starting points in the Early Years through to Key Stage 2 as a figure compared to 
the national equivalent. Apart from the anomaly in Eden in 2019 (due to specific 
mathematics results), the data shows that there is potential for much further gains 
to be made by Cumbrian pupils, as a whole, if their initial starting points in 
education were stronger. 

 
4.6  The revised definition of disadvantage, encompassing a recognition of barriers 

beyond access to benefits, could offer further potential to challenge the stereotyping 
of families in financial difficulty and perceptions relating to the quality of parenting. It 
must be recognised that effective parenting, and high aspirations for children, are a 
feature of many parents across all socioeconomic groups, as is, in some cases, the 
absence of effective parenting. The definition could allow for specific barriers to be 
further identified and addressed with regard to a readiness for learning, wherever 
these are found. This could also raise aspirations for the many disadvantaged 
pupils who come from families facing financial hardship yet also come to nurseries 
and schools ready and eager to learn. 

4.7  This key issue of barriers to learning, and the ability of nurseries and schools to 
impact directly upon these, was highlighted more recently by Amanda Spielman 
(Chief Ofsted Inspector) in her 2018 annual report. She stated that, ‘Even when it 
comes to very young children, we find that schools are being expected to pick up 
roles that should fall to the family… We cannot expect nurseries and childminders 
to do parents’ jobs for them, and neither can we expect schools. Parents have the 
most important role.’ Ofsted Annual Report P19 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach
ment_data/file/761606/29523_Ofsted_Annual_Report_2017-18_041218.pdf 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/761606/29523_Ofsted_Annual_Report_2017-18_041218.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/761606/29523_Ofsted_Annual_Report_2017-18_041218.pdf


 

 

Whilst focusing upon ‘school readiness’ rather than a more holistic and much earlier 
conception of readiness for learning, Public Health England’s report Improving 
School Readiness: Creating a Better Start for London offers a range of perspectives 
for consideration. 
Improving school readiness: creating a better start for London - GOV.UK 
(www.gov.uk) 
 
The relevance of the DfE’s wider definition of disadvantage, the concerns held by 
many of those working with children and young people, alongside the emerging 
opportunities that LGR could offer are key aspects to consider with regard to 
Cumbria’s future actions to truly address and eliminate the disadvantage gap. 

 
5.0      Summary 

 

There are a number of questions and actions which the system wide group is 
working on in response to the concerns highlighted above. Many of these questions 
will be answered in the form of implementation plans which will be developed in 
response to the work of the Learning Improvement Service and other groups within 
the Cumbrian school system as part of the system plan for education. 
 

These plans will seek to ensure that: 

 We are being truly ambitious for Cumbrian children, especially those 
identified as disadvantaged 

 We make arrangements for collecting the full range of data we need to allow 
a thorough analysis of the barriers to learning for our youngest children 

 Early intervention’ for the youngest pupils is early enough 

 Support for parents, and prospective parents, is available 

 Energy and resource is invested in the right place(s),   
 Cumbrian educational settings do not have their energy diverted from a focus 

on educational rigour and excellence 

As we progress through the LGR process, there is clearly an opportunity for us to consider 
how to organise and deliver services, and to consider the strategic enablers across the 
children’s partnership surrounding education, so that we have the best chance of closing 
the disadvantage gap. 
 
 
 
 

Dan Barton 
Assistant Director – Education & Skills  
February 2022 
 
 
  
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/improving-school-readiness-creating-a-better-start-for-london
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/improving-school-readiness-creating-a-better-start-for-london


 

 

Links to further reading if desired -  
https://schoolsweek.co.uk/epi-attainment-gap-has-stopped-closing-for-the-first-time-in-a-
decade/ 
 
Health matters: giving every child the best start in life - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
 
 
Previous Relevant Council or Executive Decisions 
[including Local Committees] 
 
No previous relevant decisions. 
 
 
Background Papers 
 
No background papers. 
 
 
Contact: Calum Campbell, General Adviser – Learning Improvement Service 
calum.campbell@cumbria.gov.uk  

https://schoolsweek.co.uk/epi-attainment-gap-has-stopped-closing-for-the-first-time-in-a-decade/
https://schoolsweek.co.uk/epi-attainment-gap-has-stopped-closing-for-the-first-time-in-a-decade/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-giving-every-child-the-best-start-in-life/health-matters-giving-every-child-the-best-start-in-life
mailto:calum.campbell@cumbria.gov.uk

