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Summary 
Ofsted recently published a suite of three documents (under the heading Schools should ensure 
that all pupils achieve their best) aimed at helping schools to be at least ‘good’ and ensure that all 
pupils achieve to the best of their ability. One, The Pupil Premium, (summarised in this briefing) is 

a survey of how schools were using the Pupil Premium since its introduction in April 2011; 
another, Getting to good, examines the key steps taken by headteachers in schools that have 
improved from satisfactory to good or better, drawing on evidence from good practice case study 
visits, headteacher focus group meetings and previous Ofsted survey reports; the third, Improving 

schools, highlights recent Ofsted publications featuring examples of how some of the best schools 
have achieved excellent teaching and improved outcomes for children and young people. All are 
quite brief (13, 24 and 31 pages), and will be of interest to those in local authorities concerned with 
school improvement – who will also wish to ensure that schools are aware of them and 
encouraged to make use of them as appropriate. 

Key findings of the Pupil Premium survey include: 

 only one in ten school leaders said that the Pupil Premium had significantly changed the 
way that they supported pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds 

 the funding was commonly used to maintain or enhance existing provision rather than to put 
in new initiatives 

 schools did not routinely disaggregate Pupil Premium funding from their main budget 

 in some schools the funding was not all focused on the needs of the groups for whom it is 
intended 

 there was a lack of transparency in the way that some special schools and pupil referral 
units received their allocation from their LA 

 there was little evidence of a strong focus on the Pupil Premium by governors or managing 
committees 

 approaching half the secondary schools, but few primary schools, were involved in the 
summer school programme 

 very few schools said the Pupil Premium had any impact on their approach to admissions 
or exclusions (the current School Admission Code permits academies and free schools to 
give priority to pupils in receipt of the Premium). 

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/news/schools-should-ensure-all-pupils-achieve-their-best-0
http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/news/schools-should-ensure-all-pupils-achieve-their-best-0


 

 

© Local Government Information Unit/Children’s Services Network www.lgiu.org.uk 22 Upper Woburn Place WC1H 0TB Reg 
Charity 1113495. This briefing available free of charge to LGiU/CSN subscribing members. Members welcome to circulate 
internally in full or in part; please credit LGiU/CSN as appropriate. 

 You can find us on Twitter at @LGiU 

Briefing in full  
The Pupil Premium was introduced in April 2011 at £488 per pupil for pupils eligible for free school 
meals (FSM) and pupils in care who had been looked after continuously for six months; it was 
increased to £600 per pupil in 2012-13, and extended to pupils who had ever been eligible for 
FSM in the past six years (so-called ‘ever 6’ model). Up to £50 million from the total allocation was 
available for a summer school programme to help disadvantaged children make the transition from 
primary to secondary school. A Service Premium of £200 (increased to £250 in 2012-13) was also 
introduced for children whose parents are serving in the armed forced, to address their emotional 
and social well-being. Schools are free to spend the Pupil Premium as they see fit; the LA decides 
how to allocate the Premium for pupils in non-mainstream settings, but must consult the settings 
on how it is spent (eg. allocated to the settings or held by the LA to spend specifically on additional 
support to raise attainment for this group). An average-sized secondary school with an average 
proportion of pupils eligible for FSM would have received around £77,000 in 2011-12; an average-
sized primary school with an average proportion of pupils eligible for FSM would have received 
around £23,000.  

The Pupil Premium 
The survey considered responses from 262 school leaders in mainstream and non-mainstream 
schools. Between 23 April and 31 May 2012 HMIs asked 143 leaders a small number of additional 
questions about the Pupil Premium during routine inspections (a ‘convenience sample’ of 
secondary, primary and a few non-mainstream schools); HMIs also conducted 119 telephone 
surveys, balanced in terms of type, phase, size and level of deprivation.  

How are schools using the Pupil Premium 
In general, the greater the funding the wider the range of uses, with most schools trying to use it in 
a number of complementary ways. The most common use was to fund existing or new staff, often 
involved in one-to-one or small group tuition, followed by provision of a wider range of curriculum 
opportunities and/or to ensure that (lack of) money was not a barrier to an enhanced curriculum. 
The single most common use was to employ teaching assistants (despite recent research from the 
Sutton Trust suggesting that this has low impact for high cost).  

Spending on additional curriculum opportunities was often on extra-curricular clubs and/or out of 
school activities in primary schools, and out of hours learning and/or alternative, often vocational, 
pathways in secondary schools. One third of leaders reported using it to subsidise or fully fund 
educational trips and/or residential visits for specific pupils; it was also commonly used to 
subsidise or pay for external tuition, often for music, dance or drama lessons. Around one in six 
schools used it to pay for uniform and equipment.  

The impact of the Pupil Premium 
At the time of the survey, data on pupils’ outcomes for the period were not available, but HMI 
asked questions about evaluating the impact of the initiative and the activities it was funding. 
Schools often said they were planning to evaluate the impact once they had a set of results from 
external tests and exams; some said it was difficult to disaggregate the impact of the Pupil 
Premium work from other things they did to support vulnerable and disadvantaged pupils. In the 
best instances schools were able show measurable evidence that gaps in achievement were 

http://www.suttontrust.com/research/toolkit-of-strategies-to-improve-learning/
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closing, and two thirds of these said they were using or planning to use pupil progress and 
attainment data to evaluate the impact of the Pupil Premium.  

To what extent has the Pupil Premium changed how schools support pupils 
from disadvantaged backgrounds? 
Most school leaders said the introduction of the Pupil Premium has had some impact, but only one 
in ten said it had significantly changed the way they work and one in six said it had no impact at 
all; there appeared to be a broad correspondence between the level of funding and the extent to 
which it influences the way schools work. It had raised awareness of the needs of the recipient 
group of pupils and their families, and schools appreciated the freedom they had to use it to best 
effect – but, while some of the provision was targeted directly at pupils eligible for FSM, much 
benefited wider groups. Removing the ‘cultural stigma’ of FSM and encouraging more 
parents/carers to claim was a major challenge for many. 

The impact on admissions and exclusions 
Almost all leaders said the Premium had no impact on their approach to admissions, including 
outside the normal schedule; around eight out of 10 said it had no impact on their approach to 
exclusions, though many of these said it had raised their awareness about the potential link 
between FSM and risk of exclusion, and some had adapted the way they monitor and support 
pupils at risk of exclusion.  

The Pupil Premium and non-mainstream schools 
Most special school leaders said that the LA had devolved the Pupil Premium funding to them but 
almost half the leaders of pupil referral units (PRUs) said that they had not received any direct 
funding. In some cases, their uncertainty was due to a lack of transparency in the way LAs had 
allocated money to these schools. There is a great deal of variation and uncertainty in the extent 
to which non-mainstream school leaders recall being consulted by the LA on how the Pupil 
Premium should be allocated, and most of the PRU leaders did not recall being consulted. There 
is also great variation in the extent to which non-mainstream school leaders understand the basis 
on which LAs devolve the Pupil Premium: 10 of 16 special school leaders said that they 
understood how funds were allocated, but no leader of a pupil referral unit said they did.  

The Pupil Premium summer school programme 
This programme funding for disadvantaged pupils is available to all secondary schools; it aims to 
help a smooth transition from primary to secondary school. Approaching half of mainstream 
secondary schools were involved, and nine of the 32 said they were planning involvement in 
future; very few primaries, and no non-mainstream schools, reported involvement (though around 
a quarter of primaries were uncertain whether summer schools run by partner secondaries were 
part of the scheme). Secondary schools often already run summer schools, or other transition 
activities, and some reported small numbers of pupils eligible for FSM, previous low take-up 
and/or potential stigma were inhibitors.  

What do schools think about the Pupil Premium? 
Half of the school leaders responding to the telephone survey agreed or strongly agreed that the 
method for allocating Pupil Premium in 2011-12 was an effective way to target those pupils for 
whom inequality is a concern; secondary schools were the most positive and non-mainstream 
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schools were less positive. Overall, nearly two fifths of the mainstream schools disagreed or 
strongly disagreed that the method used in 2011–12 was effective. The level of satisfaction 
expressed by primary school leaders broadly corresponded with the level of deprivation, and thus 
the level of Pupil Premium funding.  

Comments (from those who agreed and disagreed with the method) included the fact that it was 
the best measure we have, but it misses those just above the threshold, who are often the most 
disadvantaged group; it could include other vulnerable groups, such as young carers; other 
factors, such as family background and home environment are better indicators of need; funding 
for those who have EAL, no English, are new arrivals to England or move in and out of schools 
regularly would be helpful; families often don’t apply for FSM because of pride, stigma or changing 
circumstances.  

Three quarters of respondents (including almost all secondary leaders) agreed or agreed strongly 

that the new arrangements, especially the ‘ever 6’ model, are an improvement that would reduce 
the problem of families moving in and out of eligibility for FSM, and reduce stigma.  

Some schools expressed concern over whether the funding would continue in future years, which 
made them cautious about spending it in ways that would create future costs or expectations.  

Recommendations 
 School leaders, including governing bodies, should ensure that Pupil Premium funding is 

not simply absorbed into mainstream budgets, but instead is carefully targeted at the 
designated children. They should be able to identify clearly how the money is being spent 
and should evaluate their spending, avoid spending it on activities that have little impact, 
and spend it in ways known to be most effective 

 Schools should continue to seek ways to encourage parents and carers to apply for free 
school meals where pride, stigma or changing circumstances act as barriers to its take-up 

 LAs should ensure that there is greater consistency and transparency in the way in which 
the Pupil Premium is allocated to non-mainstream schools 

 Ofsted should continue to evaluate the use of Pupil Premium funding by schools to ensure 
that they are focusing it on disadvantaged pupils and using it effectively 

 If schools do not target Pupil Premium money effectively, then government should consider 
ring fencing, payment linked to outcomes, or other mechanisms to improve its use.  

 

Comment  
The Pupil Premium is a valuable source of funding to support disadvantaged pupils – and the ‘ever 
6’ eligibility model has increased its reach by an estimated extra 555,000 pupils. As the report 
points out, schools also receive deprivation funding within the Dedicated Schools Grant, and the 
Pupil Premium is not intended to meet all the costs of supporting disadvantaged pupils. It is, 
however, intended to be spent on their support, and not simply added to the general budget to 
help replace funding lost from elsewhere. 
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Ofsted’s interest in the use of the Pupil Premium, and the recommendations in this report, are 
welcome, and provide a  helpful steer to LAs as well as schools about how improvements should 
be made. The research published by the Sutton Trust (see ‘External links’) provides useful 
guidance on the relative impact and cost of a wide range of strategies/interventions. HMCI Sir 
Michael Wilshaw has shown a strong interest in improving outcomes for disadvantaged pupils, and 
has announced a major review of Access and Achievement, to be published next year – 20 years 
after the original Ofsted report of that title. Despite standards having been raised considerably 
over that time, and a significant focus on narrowing the attainment gap between disadvantaged 
children and their peers, the gap remains obstinately persistent.  

Sir Michael has also, of course, made a number of changes to the school inspection framework, in 
particular replacing the judgement ‘satisfactory’ with ‘requires improvement’, with significant 
implications for the demands likely to be made on LAs. The other two documents published 
alongside the Pupil Premium survey include and signpost a lot of guidance that schools – 
including governing bodies – will find helpful, based on what has been found effective in practice. 
They should certainly be required reading for those involved in schools whose current Ofsted 
judgement is ‘satisfactory’.  

External links  
Ofsted’s three documents: Schools should ensure that all pupils achieve their best   

Sutton Trust: Toolkit of Strategies to Improve Learning - summary for schools spending the pupil 
premium 

 

For further information, please email john.fowler@lgiu.org.uk  

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/news/ofsted-announces-major-review-of-access-and-achievement-education
http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/news/schools-should-ensure-all-pupils-achieve-their-best-0
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