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				“Books from Marc Rowland and NET are always grounded, relevant and uplifting. This is no different. The collection of essays address the real issues faced by many teachers and offers practical advice based on sound evidence. It brings this together with the inspiration and aspiration that underpins all excellent teaching and will make a valuable contribution to providing opportunities for those pupils who so often get left behind.”

				Baroness Morris of Yardley, former Secretary of State for Education

				 

				“Essential reading for all school leaders-rooted in evidence based, school practice it challenges, informs and inspires. Most importantly it dispels assumptions that there are young people who cannot aspire and achieve given high quality provision that unequivocally addresses barriers to their learning.”

				Katharine Bruce, Lead Adviser Vulnerable Learners, North Yorkshire Local Authority

				 

				“Developing an ethos, culture and climate which does its utmost to overcome the barriers facing our most vulnerable young people is one of the greatest challenges facing our education system. This collection of thought provoking essays explores a range of approaches that seek to lift the limits to giving young people the best possible start in life. I strongly recommend it as an excellent resource for discussion in every staffroom.”

				Brian Lightman, Former General Secretary, ASCL

				 

				“Marc’s latest work brings to life vividly the human story and legacy behind past and contemporary attempts to address inequality in our classrooms. He challenges current accepted notions and definitions that can obscure the real moral purpose of change in this vital area of public policy and urges “the system” to see the human face behind the targets and funding. Marc’s book emphasises the importance of skilled, broad and courageous leadership in schools if we are to fulfill the long sought vision of educational equality. It also challenges the whole system to be more supportive of those headteachers, teachers, and support staff who are expert, tireless, and passionate about achieving lifelong impact for children who face disadvantage and vulnerability in their different forms. Every policy maker involved in addressing issues around social mobility and education should read this book.”

				Antony Hughes, CEO, The Harmony Trust

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

			
				Introduction

				 

				Labelling pupils has its place. Labels can provide useful indicators for pupils who may be at risk of underachievement. Labels can mean additional funding for schools. But taken simply at face value labels can set limits on what pupils can achieve. 

				Having a label increases the awareness amongst education professionals that a child is vulnerable in some way. But the label alone actually tells us very little. What do we actually know about a child who is defined as ‘SEND’, ‘Pupil Premium’ or ‘LAC’? It is critically important to understand pupil need. And these are the pupils that need the highest quality education. A great education impacts on these pupils the most. Andreas Schleicher of the OECD says ‘What really distinguishes education systems is their capacity to deploy resources where they can make the most difference. Your effect size as a teacher is a lot bigger for a student who doesn’t have a privileged background.’1

				However, even if we know more than just the label and start to understand the needs of the individuals, we still need practical solutions. We need to ensure vulnerable pupils are being supported with high quality teaching and learning strategies. Sometimes we need practical strategies to remove barriers to accessing high quality teaching. For example, how should schools support disadvantaged pupils who have experienced language poverty in the early years of their lives? What makes great learning for a teenage girl with autism and high levels of anxiety? How can schools effectively support struggling readers at key stage 3? How can they effectively support better mental health and emotional wellbeing? This book aims to provide some principles to work by and some practical solutions for such challenges.

				In some cases, labels can be limiting and even damaging. 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. Mary Myatt’s opening essay tackles this issue in more depth, but we do these pupils a great disservice if we simply group them together and have them taught by the least qualified / experienced staff in an intervention group. These pupils need the highest quality teaching, the highest expectations and close monitoring. 

				It would be very difficult to cover every label given to pupils and try to offer solutions to all within this book. But I am increasingly convinced that there are six key features of schools that are most effective in securing excellent outcomes for their most vulnerable learners:

				
						Strong leadership, culture and values, underpinned by the understanding that a great education is far more than meeting accountability targets or employability for pupils. Sarah Wild’s essay sets out why we need to go beyond qualifications for girls with autism to be successful adults: ‘Eight GCSEs are not terribly useful… if you are unable to communicate with people you don’t know’. David Bartram argues the same for children with special educational needs, using an international example: ‘The school didn’t just know the destination data of its pupils, it maintained relationships with the families and the employers, visiting young people in the workplace well beyond the school leaving date’. 

						
High expectations of all pupils, regardless of background or barrier to learning. Reaching age related expectations or a grade C is not enough. Mary Myatt sets out how well intentioned actions resulting from ability labels can lead to lower expectations. These can have a negative long term impact on pupil outcomes: ‘We do not truly know what anyone is capable of until they are given interesting and difficult things to do’. 

						A clear understanding of the barriers to learning vulnerable learners face. A focus on the importance of good adult – pupil relationships. And a relentless drive to overcome barriers. Never blaming pupils or families. A recognition that many learners may be vulnerable even if they do not meet the criteria for a particular label. Kate Atkins highlights the language deficit as a key barrier, and offers some thoughts about how to overcome language poverty early: ‘I want adults to provide a running commentary for play activities.’ Rob Webster does the same for highly mobile learners: ‘Transient pupils are not guests to be hosted before moving on again’. 

						
Targeted strategies that prioritise access to the highest quality teaching and focus on pupil need. Interventions evidence based. Martina Lecky sets out a whole school, evidence based strategy that focuses on early intervention and class teachers being accountable for the outcomes of disadvantaged learners: ‘Disadvantaged pupils have the most effective teachers’. James Hollinsley provides a framework for how schools can help support better mental health for primary pupils: ‘Provide a place to talk and feel protected’.


						A reflective, evaluative culture, where data and evidence is used intelligently for improvement. As David Bartram points out, in 2014/15, there were 11,970 fixed term exclusions in year 6 nationally. In year 7 there were 33,100. Pupils with special educational needs are disproportionately represented in these figures. Sean O’Regan says the most vulnerable pupils are like the canary in the coal mine. If the system goes wrong it will hit them first. 

						A recognition that the highest level of accountability is to pupils and their families. Where that sense of accountability for all pupils is shared across the school, from governors to midday supervisors. Amanda Jennings sets out how to secure whole school accountability for every learner in her essay: ‘School culture does not happen by chance or mistake… It is tenderly nurtured, honed and developed so that no matter what or who is being scrutinised, the message ‘we can succeed’ remains unmistakable’. 


				

				Vulnerable learners: why we need to do better…

				
						
Just 14% of looked after children achieved five good GCSEs including English and Maths (2015)

						
Just 7% of care leavers go to university. Fewer than 1% of all children are in care, but they make up two fifths of children in secure training centres or young offender institutions


						
6% of 16-64 years olds with learning disabilities are in work. The figure is 5.2% for females


						
46% of people entering the prison system have literacy skills no higher than an 11-year-old

						
Fewer than 44% of disadvantaged pupils achieved five good GCSEs including English and Maths in 2016

						
Boys account for 97% of the 829 children in custody in England and Wales in September 2016

						
12% of children in secure training centres said they were Gypsy, Roma or Traveller, nearly 100 times greater than the estimated proportion in the general population


						
Approximately 200,000 children had a parent in prison in 2009. There is no official record keeping of whether prisoners have a child under the age of 18.12 


				

				John Bird, Founder of The Big Issue, said ‘When I learned to read at the age of 16 I suddenly got in touch with education, with the chance of becoming a different kind of boy. Not the one always in trouble with the police, but someone who in the end make the most of myself. Get behind literacy and you get behind social justice and social opportunity’

				A great education creates opportunity and choice. Our education system can be deemed successful if it creates achievement and opportunity for all, whatever the challenges pupils face, whatever labels they are given. This book aims to make a small contribution to helping that happen.

				Marc Rowland, March 2017

				 

				Endnotes

				1. Rowland, M (2015). An Updated Guide to the Pupil Premium, John Catt Education Ltd

				2. www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Publications/Factfile

	            www.bbc.co.uk/news/disability-35005362

	            www.gov.uk
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				Foreword

				Every child should thrive in school, not just survive. 

				 

				Education has to be about so much more than exam results. Schools should be flexible in their approach so that every child has access to a learning environment that meets their needs, promotes feelings of safety, that encourages them, and promotes the highest expectations and ambitions for all children.  With these elements in place children will finish their education as well-rounded, happy, confident individuals, able to achieve their ambitions and meet high aspirations because they believe in themselves. That is the purpose of education; to create the next generation of tolerant, thoughtful, resilient, determined and ambitious adults.

				As a mum of five, I’ve had lots of experience of the system. Two of my children have special needs, and even as an educated parent from a relatively privileged background, it was hard to know what questions to ask and what doors to push to get the right help. For parents who did not have the support or awareness that I had, I would wonder how they would get the right help for their children; the system sometimes feels designed to keep parents out and in the dark. I have always believed that my children, all of my children, have talent and potential that could be unlocked. Often it felt as though I was the only one who believed this. 

				Labels can be so limiting. We as a family have faced many occasions when professionals have taken more notice of the SEND label than the child; and have limited their aspirations, expectations and hopes without taking the time to consider the young person in front of them and dream big dreams. This is the same for any educational label; for children who are socio economically disadvantaged, children who have come to live amongst us from war zones, children who are in the care system, and children who have family members in prison. Labels are often social shorthand for preconceptions and ignorance; for lazy thinking and bigotry. Educators have to see beyond them.

				We were lucky in many ways. My daughter was fortunate enough to find supportive educators who truly believed every child has the potential to be amazing; people who thought outside the box, who took a chance on there being more to her anxiety-driven, challenging behaviours. These people pushed the boundaries of expectations and fought against the restrictions of a ‘system’ that had prevented her becoming the best she could be. They believed in her, nurtured her, persevered with her, praised and encouraged her. They re-captured her imagination, passion and interest in life, and helped her to believe in a positive future ahead. 

				Beth says:

				“When I started at the school, I begged to do easy work believing I was incapable of much else. Thankfully the teachers had more faith in me than I did, and refused. They never once gave up on me, no matter what I threw at them, and slowly but surely I started to let them in. I gradually began to trust their firm but loving boundaries and felt safe inside them. 

				The turning point came when I got almost full marks for a test. I was so excited and proud and I could see that school were just as proud, as was my mum when I rang to tell her.  They had believed in me and encouraged me and this result gave me the incentive to try extra hard.  At the end of my first full school year, I took two GCSEs a year early and achieved A* and B! I couldn’t quite believe it. The following year I gained 6 more A-C grades.  

				I achieved far more than I had ever believed possible. Yet, to the school and to my parents it was not such a surprise. They had always believed in me. If it wasn’t through their perseverance, through trying lots of different strategies and working together until they found out what worked best, along with constant encouragement, I don’t know where I would be. I think every child should have the chance to go to a school like that.”

				Every child is unique, and as such there can’t possibly be a ‘one size fits all’ education system that can truly work. Through the pages of this book, perhaps a few more people will be inspired and empowered to think outside the box and be brave enough to push against walls that restrict, walls that conform to a pattern designed to fit a majority.  Perhaps then, fewer children will end their school days feeling they have failed school.

				Emma and Beth Mitchell. Beth has Asperger’s. Emma, Beth’s mum, has three children.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Leadership

				 

				Effective leadership is critical in ensuring good outcomes for the most vulnerable learners. The best leaders understand that the highest level of accountability is to pupils and their families. They set the ‘tone’, the ‘climate’ and have the confidence to encourage professional conversations and debate as part of securing a collective vision for the most vulnerable. 

				This section is also about Culture and Values. Without getting these right at system, school or class level the outcomes of the most vulnerable pupils are at risk. Children from more fortunate families are likely to be better equipped to cope with high teacher turnover, poorly managed transition, a lack of work experience or limited cultural capital in the curriculum. 

				Mary Myatt, Education Adviser | On Labelling Children | Highlighting the risks associated with grouping pupils by simplistic ability labels. 

				Jarlath O’Brien, Head, Carwarden House Special School | What’s your Schema for SEN? | How cognitive frameworks affect our judgements and can set limits on children with Special Educational Needs and Disability. 

				David Bartram OBE, London Leadership Strategy | Schools that do things differently | A case study of a school that prioritises accountability to pupils and families first. 

				Sean O’Regan, Director, Standards and Achievement, Education Department Jersey | A Tale of Two Systems | The importance of data and intelligence, the possibilities they offer and the challenges they create. 

				Simon Knight, Director of Education, National Education Trust | We are all Vulnerable Sometimes | Why it is important that schools focus on great outcomes for all pupils, not just those that are the focus of government policy.

				Wasim Butt, Director of Learning, Tri Borough Alternative Provision | Learners without Labels | Reimagining what’s possible: How to overcome barriers faced by pupils in Alternative Provision. 

				Marc Rowland, Director of Policy and Research, National Education Trust | On Social Mobility Policy | Practical, evidence based solutions to improve social mobility for all.

				Sarah Wild, Headteacher, Limpsfield Grange Special School | Alone we can do so little, together so much | Beyond qualifications: creating great educational outcomes for girls with autism.

				Amanda Jennings, Headteacher, Ray Lodge Primary School | Striving for Excellence for All | Developing whole school accountability for vulnerable learners.

				James Biddulph, Headteacher, University of Cambridge Primary School | A Blank Canvas | Creating a school learning culture based on ambition, innovation and inclusion.

				Marva Rollins OBE, Headteacher, Raynham Primary School | Out of difficulty comes the seeds of possibility | Recognising the strengths within disadvantaged communities.

				Kate Masters, Lead Practitioner, Vulnerable Learners, Borough of Poole | Training fleas: Why we should stop making excuses for our disadvantaged pupils | The seven building blocks for tackling educational disadvantage. 

				Martina Lecky, Headteacher, Ruislip High School | Avoiding bolt ons: the importance of an evidence based strategy and whole school approach to overcoming educational disadvantage. 

				 

				“Vulnerable and disadvantaged pupils are capable of much more. It should not matter if they do not get read to at home. We need to teach them! During the school day, before school, after school, on Saturdays, during the holidays. When time, space and people are limited, push, beg, borrow or bang the drum to make it happen. There is no reasons why a child from a poorer background cannot add fractions with different denominators or discuss Shakespeare’s use of comedy. Disadvantaged pupils should have the opportunity to know ‘what all the others know. As teachers and leaders, it is our job to make it happen, because if we don’t, who will?”

				Marios Solomonides, Freshwaters Primary Academy

			

		

	
		
			
				

				On labelling children

				 

				‘It’s very easy not to see the intelligence which is there.’ Christopher Bryan

				This is a sensitive topic. In every classroom there are children with different levels of prior attainment and with differing capacities to engage with the learning. However, the labelling of children through setting might be putting limits on their achievement.

				What happens in many classrooms is that pupils are placed in groups which determine the level of work which they are expected to do. However these groups are labelled. However carefully the adults believe they have disguised the fact that they are given work of different challenge, children are remarkably astute at knowing what these mean. Whether they are on a table called leopards or lizards, they know what these names signify. Whether they are number ones or number fours they know that this involves different levels of challenge and expectation. 

				The problem comes when the labels remain stuck. Children self-identify with the level of work which is expected of them. This is not helpful for high prior attainers or low prior attainers. The high attainers see themselves a privileged, as being worthy of greater challenge and as ‘more able’ than others. All of which might be the case. But if they start to fail to achieve as well and they are allocated a different label to differentiate their work, they are likely to see themselves as failures. Similarly for the other labelled groups. Children who have the ‘bottom’ labels, and they do know they are labelled bottom, feel that they cannot tackle more demanding work. They are often supported by an adult which is often appropriate, but what sometimes happens is that they become dependent on the adult to help them, even when they don’t need it.

				Dame Alison Peacock in ‘Assessment for Learning without Limits’1 provides an insight into children’s views on setting: ‘The ‘more able’ loved it; they enjoyed being the ‘bright’ ones and having ‘special’ challenges set by the teacher. They also saw working with the teacher as a negative. The middle group were annoyed that they didn’t get the same work and challenges as the other group; they wanted to try harder work but they had worked out they would never be moved up as there were only six seats on the top table. The ‘less able’ were affected the most. They felt ‘dumb’, useless, they thought they would never be allowed challenges as they usually worked with the teaching assistant (some by year 5 were completely dependent on the teaching assistant to help them). This ‘less able’ group liked the sound of some of the challenges the top group had, but knew they would never get the chance.’

				Children placed in the ‘lower’ groups are often offered closed response tasks – matching parts of sentences, filling in gaps, completing easy worksheets, none of which really stretches them or expects them to do much. Others, by contrast are given more to do and more is expected of them. While they might have a few closed exercises in order to practice or consolidate their knowledge, they are also expected to do new things with this – constructing their own sentences, coming up with other alternative adjectives in a piece of writing, suggesting alternatives to maths problems. These children are being given more opportunities both to struggle and to gain new knowledge. The others, by contrast, have insufficient expected of them and as a result, don’t make the same gains as their peers. This extends the gap in their knowledge and attainment. The paradox is that by attempting to give them easier work, such exercises can often close down their capacity and opportunity to do more.
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