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a b s t r a c t 

Socio-economically disadvantaged students have poor academic outcomes compared to other peers globally. Al- 

though a relatively wealthier country, these issues of underachievement are of concern in England. This situation 

is particularly acute in high poverty regions, although there exists variability between schools within such re- 

gions, with some schools achieving learning success for disadvantaged students. The focus of this research study 

was to understand common features in these successful schools, in terms of leadership decisions and how these 

are operationalised by teachers to support socio-economically disadvantaged students to succeed. The study took 

place over 12 months, in a high poverty region in England across 5 district areas, and a sample of 30 primary 

schools participated. Semi-structured interviews were completed with both senior leaders and teachers within 

each participant school, and thematic analysis was undertaken in line with grounded theory. Results show that 

all schools in the sample used seven key drivers to nurture learning and achievement for disadvantaged students. 

Participating schools universally recognised the findings as a true reflection of their schools. The findings suggest 

that equity in respect of the Capabilities Approach is possible for socio-economically disadvantaged students in 

schools where leaders and teachers cooperatively identify and apply these seven key drivers. Discussion suggests 

the findings from this study with its cooperative nature, if translated into structured resources, could support 

other schools to succeed in ensuring high achievement for socio-economically disadvantaged students across a 

region. 
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. Introduction 

Education is one of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG4)

ncluded in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by

ll The United Nations Member States (2015) . The Incheon Declaration

 UNESCO, 2016 ) resulted from a global conference in 2015 in Korea

f the World Education Forum, which focused on education as the main

ey driver of development and in achieving the other 16 Sustainable De-

elopment Goals. The continued collaborative global commitment from

he Incheon Declaration is to an education agenda with inclusion and

quity at its heart, which is ‘holistic, ambitious and aspirational, leaving

o one behind’ ( UNESCO, 2016 ): 

“Inclusion and equity in and through education is the cornerstone of

a transformative education agenda, and we therefore commit to ad-

dressing all forms of exclusion and marginalization, disparities and

inequalities in access, participation and learning outcomes. No edu-

cation target should be considered met unless met by all. ” (UNESCO,
∗ Corresponding author at: School of Social Sciences, Education & Social Work, Co

E-mail address: maria.cockerill@qub.ac.uk (M. Cockerill). 

ttps://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2021.100043 

eceived 27 January 2021; Received in revised form 8 March 2021; Accepted 11 Ma

666-3740/Crown Copyright © 2021 Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open acce

 http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ ) 
Education 2030: The Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action,

P.7) 

Despite this global commitment, there are entrenched barriers faced

y children from socio-economic disadvantage which the system finds

ifficult to overcome. These issues are evident in the United King-

om, a comparatively wealthier OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-

peration and Development) country. Specifically, in England over

5% of young people from state-funded schools are classed as dis-

dvantaged. Although the system has improved in recent years, the

epartment for Education continues to report concerning attainment

aps between students from disadvantaged outcomes and other peers

 DfE, 2019a ; DfE 2019b ). This gap is more acute in poorer areas of Eng-

and ( Hutchinson et al., 2018 ). 

This paper reports on the first of a two-part study, which took place

cross five high poverty district areas in England, between 2015 and

016 over 12 months: (1) to identify successes within the schools lo-
llege Green, Queen’s University Belfast, Belfast BT7 1LN, United Kingdom. 
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ally, (2) to understand the ingredients present in local schools which

ogether nurture high achievement for disadvantaged students, and (3)

o recommend ways to share this knowledge gathered from authentic

ocal voices across the region, and to translate findings into a standard-

sed process for implementation as a lever for positive improvement in

chools. Part I (2015-16) and Part II (2016-17) included collaborative

ngagement with schools, local and national experts. With variability in

utcomes including for disadvantaged cohorts between schools in the

egion, research was undertaken to explore patterns active in a number

f schools in each area who were successful with disadvantaged cohorts

Part I). In this way, Part I would provide a trusted local evidence-base

rom which a collaborative system of peer support including standard-

sed reflective tools might be co-constructed between researchers and

ocal school leaders during Part II. 

This paper reports on Part I of the study and is organised as follows:

ection 2 outlines the Background. Here, firstly the context of a global

ommitment to education equity is explored, and current trends iden-

ified: in underachievement globally, and of disadvantaged students in

ngland including in one region where the study is focused. Second,

he Capabilities Approach is put forward as a framework within which

o consider equity in education. Section 3 presents the study research

lan and the methods used. Section 4 presents the findings. Sections 5

nd 6 provide a discussion of the findings and a conclusion which makes

rief recommendations about the translation of these findings into prac-

ice across a geographic region. 

. Background 

.1. The global context and commitment towards equity in education 

Inequity and deprivation perpetuate poverty across generations

 UNICEF, 2018 , p.11). Assessments from 2007-2015 data indicate that

nequity constitutes a major challenge as children and adolescents from

he richest 20% of households achieved greater proficiency in reading

han those from the poorest 20% ( United Nations SDG4, 2020 ). UNICEF

dentifies 617 million children and adolescents around the world as un-

ble to reach minimum proficiency levels in reading and mathematics,

ven though 60% of these are in school. It concludes that this learning

risis is the greatest global challenge to preparing young people for life,

ork and active citizenship ( UNICEF, 2019 ). 

To change this situation nations aligned in their commitment to The

nited Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4 - Ensure inclu-

ive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning op-

ortunities for all) to work towards quality education which is central

o ensuring a full and productive life. There is a continued global call

or equity in education to remove barriers for disadvantaged children,

s exemplified in the UNICEF Every Child Learns: Education Strategy

019-2030. For UNICEF, this means focusing on children excluded on

he basis of gender, children with disabilities, the poorest, ethnic and

inguistic minorities, migrant and displaced children, and children af-

ected by emergencies. ( UNICEF, 2019 , p.28). Equity for children is both

 stand-alone goal of the United Nations where ‘every child has an eq-

itable chance in life’ (Goal 5) and a cross cutting theme for the five

oals, for example to Goal 2, where ‘every child learns’. The purpose of

hese goals is to overcome key barriers that hold children back, deny

hem the agency to shape their destinies and prevent them from fulfill-

ng their potential ( UNICEF, Strategic Plan, 2018 -21. p.11). 

.2. Ongoing inequity for disadvantaged students in England 

In England, researchers suggest reducing the disadvantage gap be-

ween students in high poverty areas and their peers, by promot-

ng a strategy of poverty alleviation, including ensuring a quality

eaching workforce, early and sustained additional support for those

ho are behind with attainment, access to a broad curriculum in-

luding out-of-class experience, and promoting wellbeing to adulthood
2 
 Hutchinson et al., 2018 ). Since 2011, there has been focused additional

overnment funding for schools in the Pupil Premium (mostly defined

n the basis of a student’s eligibility to free school meals (FSM)), aimed

o enable schools to nurture disadvantaged students and improve out-

omes. In 2019 in England, 26.5% of students in state-funded schools at

ge 16 and 31% of students at age 11 were classified as disadvantaged

y the Department for Education ( DfE, 2019a ; 2019b ). As measured by

he disadvantaged attainment gap index, a positive shift resulted for the

isadvantaged cohorts in England, where in 2019, the gap at age 11

as 12.8% lower than in 2011 ( DfE, 2019b ) and at age 16 was 9.1%

ower than in 2011 ( DfE, 2019a ). Nevertheless, these young people liv-

ng in socio-economic disadvantage continue to have lower outcomes

han other peers, there being a 20% gap at age 11 and 25.2% gap at

ge 16 between disadvantage students and all other students. In 2019,

t age 11, only 51% of disadvantaged students reached the expected

tandard in all of reading, writing and maths compared to 71% of all

ther students ( DfE, 2019b ); whilst at age 16 only 24.7% of disadvan-

aged students achieved the required standard of grade 5-9 in English

nd mathematics, compared to 49.9% of all other students ( DfE, 2019a ).

The gap in education outcomes between disadvantaged students and

ther peers is of particular concern in poorer areas of the country such

s Northeast England, where the gap is more acute ( Hutchinson et al.,

018 ). 

.3. The context of a high poverty region in England 

The gap between disadvantaged students and their peers in general

idens between the age of 11 and 16 years, and there is concerning

ariability both across the system in England, and within the system at

he district area level. For example, the Northeast has had amongst the

iggest relative decreases in the attainment gap at age 11, where in some

reas the gap reduced by up to 5.6 months relative to other areas with

 similar starting point. However, the Northeast has also been an area

ith the fastest growth in gap between attainment at 11 and 16 years.

he gap here increased by up to 17.9 months relative to other districts,

or example London, in areas where there are similar numbers of persis-

ently disadvantaged pupils ( Hutchinson et al., 2018 ). As the evidence

ndicates, although the Northeast region now performs better at the pri-

ary stage, it still fails to translate this into performance in secondary

chool, with poor rates of progress across the region ( Andrews et al.,

017 ). 

Despite this continued difficult situation in Northeast England, dis-

ricts in the area sought to identify local success, and to articulate the

atterns found therein into a model of inclusive equitable education

ommon to these settings. 

.4. The capability approach: Towards equity in education for 

ocio-economically disadvantaged students 

The Capabilities Approach was first developed by Sen (1992 , 1993 )

nd Nussbaum (1993 , 2000 ) as a radical challenge to the conventional

pproach to welfare economics. It can be defined as an approach to com-

arative quality-of-life assessment and to theorising about basic social

ustice, where the key question is considered to be: What is each per-

on able to do and to be when given real opportunities? The approach

o defined takes each person as an end worthy of dignity and considers

hether individuals have the required opportunities to develop their

apabilities to do and to be in order to flourish. 

The literature considers and defends the significance of various ver-

ions of the Capabilities Approach in fields including economics, law,

ealth, and education ( Anand, 2005 ; Brighouse & Robeyns, 2010 ; Law &

iddows, 2007 ; Nussbaum, 1993 , 2011 ; Sen, 1993 , 2009 ; Terzi, 2010 ;

alker, 2006 ; Wolff & de-Shalit, 2007 ). Other examples of the Capa-

ilities Approach can be found in various disciplines including eco-

omics ( Sen, 2009 ) and health ( Anand, 2005 ; Anand et al., 2005 ),

n an attempt to improve the ability to flourish of vulnerable groups
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uch as the young, elderly, disabled, and dispossessed. Others specif-

cally focus on changing existing injustices in society in relation to

ender discrimination ( Nussbaum, 2000 ), or poverty through gender

isadvantage ( Wolff & de-Shalit, 2007 ). Although the Capabilities Ap-

roach has not received the same attention in education which it has in

ealth and economics, educationists have employed the Capabilities Ap-

roach in a variety of areas including educational policy analysis and

edagogy ( Cockerill, 2014 ) particularly in tertiary education ( Flores-

respo, 2004 , 2007 ; Walker, 2006 ), disability and special educational

eeds ( Broderick, 2018 ; Terzi, 2010 ). Others have applied the Capabil-

ties Approach to issues of social justice in education, in particular as

n attempt to achieve gender equality ( Unterhalter & Aikman, 2007 ). In

eneral, these writers engage with the Capabilities Approach as devel-

ped by Sen (1992 , 1993 ) and Nussbaum (2000) in respect of human

reedom for capability development and its relation with education. 

The Capabilities Approach recognises human diversity and that these

ifferences can be sources of inequality. Sen outlines diversity in three

ays: (a) in terms of personal characteristics such as physical and mental

bilities; (b) in terms of external circumstances such as political, social

nd cultural arrangements into which we are born; and (c) in terms of

ur ability to convert resources into valued functionings (what we can

o or be), for example being able to read and write (1992). These dif-

erences are sources of inequality and injustice conferring disadvantages

r advantages depending on areas such as socio-economic status. This

ind of diversity means that distributive patterns of resources and op-

ortunities can be unjust and unequal. For example this lack of equity is

vident in England today where socio-economically disadvantaged chil-

ren have fewer opportunities to access learning and achieve poorer

earning outcomes when compared to their other peers. 

Within the Capabilities Approach equality is measured in the realm

f capabilities, such that the central factor in the search for justice re-

ates to equalising opportunities for expanding an individual’s capa-

ilities, through improving individual functionings ‘doings and beings’

 Sen, 1992 , p. 40), which result in a particular outcome or achievement

eg. reading, writing, communication, Literacy etc.). According to Sen,

he question ‘equality of what?’ is pivotal in the search for justice. In

ttempting to theorise equity in education, the Capabilities Approach

rovides a useful metric for examining inequalities in education, and

or working towards equity which includes specific additional support

or particular students. In line with Broderick (2018) it is helpful to

rame the question of equity in education for a specific group in the

ontext of capabilities using four questions. These include the follow-

ng: What is equity in education in the context of capability develop-

ent about? Why should we think of equity in education in the con-

ext of capabilities? Who should be considered? How should we ensure

e make equity in the context of capabilities happen? Although this

ramework of questions for Broderick focuses on inclusion in education

ith respect to disability, it is helpful to use the framework when fo-

using on socio-economically disadvantaged students. Regarding ‘the

hat’, equity is about equalising opportunities for expanding an indi-

idual’s capabilities. In respect of ‘the why’, the capabilities approach

hich drives improving individual functionings (eg. reading) promotes

 framing of education systems which facilitate the goals of the United

ational ensuring that every child learns ( UNICEF, Strategic Plan, 2018 -

1). In respect of ‘the who’, since the capabilities approach is focused

n individuals, the goal in education is to nurture capability develop-

ent in each and every learner in the context of their social situation.

his means that individual difference and need must receive specific at-

ention, as well as maintaining an overarching focus on a curriculum

ffer for all learners. The ‘how’ focuses on the processes and practices

equired to meet the needs of all pupils to learn and flourish, whilst

iving focused support to individuals who require it ensuring the de-

elopment of socio-economically disadvantaged pupils. This framework

f questions about equity in education in the context of capabilities al-

ows school leaders and teachers to focus on disadvantaged students as

 priority, to have a shared vision and purpose with respect to ensur-
3 
ng equity in education for socio-economically disadvantaged students,

hat underpins all process and practices in schools, to ensure these stu-

ents have equal opportunity to develop their capabilities, to learn and

ourish. 

. The study 

This paper reports on research undertaken across five district areas

n northern England. 

The study sought to answer two research questions: 

1. Are there comparative key drivers present in schools across dis-

trict areas, which underpin high quality provision for all young

people, including for the most disadvantaged cohorts? 

2. Do these key drivers align with the existing literature about the

structures and practices which support high quality provision for

all young people within schools, including for disadvantaged stu-

dents? 

.1. Sample and recruitment 

A purposive sampling process was undertaken including 217 primary

chool settings across five district areas. From this sample across the 5

istricts, schools were selected for participation based on their proven

rack record of above national average pupil performance at age 11 in

erms of percentage attainment gap between disadvantaged pupils and

ther pupils (ie. In England, 70% of disadvantaged pupils achieved level

 or above in all of reading, writing and mathematics, compared to 85%

f all other pupils. DfE, 2015). The list of schools was then refined fur-

her using local information from district education officers from within

he five district areas. These provided information about schools with

egards to whether they were preparing or awaiting imminent school in-

pections, or faced staffing issues which may make it inappropriate for

he school to be approached to participate, owing to time constraints.

n total 60 schools were selected and invited to participate in the study,

nd 30 participated. 

.2. Methods 

During this study 30 primary schools were visited and participated

n semi-structured interviews, including a one-to-one interview with the

eadteacher, and two small group interviews with senior leaders and

eachers respectively. Participating schools were contacted via email by

he research team explaining the purpose of the study and informed

f the length of the visit (2 to 2.5 hours in school in total) and asked

o construct a timetable that suited the school to include the various

nterviews. Each school was visited by two members of the research

eam and a standardised question proforma was used for data collection.

A standardised proforma of questions for use with senior leaders and

eachers was designed to structure the one-to-one and small group inter-

iews in schools. Field notes were taken by a team of three researchers

uring the interviews (working in pairs per interview). Notes were

mailed to the headteacher, senior leaders and teachers interviewed for

alidation as a true representation of the conversation following each

nterview. 

The interview questions focused around two over-arching themes: 

• What strategic decisions are being taken by the school leadership to

drive high achievement for the disadvantaged group? 

• How are these decisions being operationalised in classrooms by staff

and with pupils and their families? 

At the end of the school visit schools were also invited to complete

 ‘best practice’ case study. Schools were not given a standardised tem-

late for the case study, and instead were given complete freedom to

hare what they identified as ‘best practice’. The case studies had a dual

urpose: (1) to be shared with schools during Part II of the study, and
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2) to be used by the team of three researchers to check the previous

ata collected from the visit for internal validity focusing on accuracy

f fit, and for external validity deepening understanding of the findings

hrough the combination of multiple readings. 

.2.1. Instruments: Standardised interview question proforma 

The interview question proforma was designed to collect qualitative

ata about the school’s approach to delivering high achievement for

ll students, with a focus on socio-economically disadvantaged cohorts

classified as eligible for Free School Meals). These were designed for a

ne-to-one interview with the headteacher, and two small group inter-

iews, one with senior leaders and another with teachers. The proforma

f questions was composed of three elements: contextual school data,

istinct interview sections for the leadership and teachers, and a section

bout programs used to promote the high achievement of pupils which

as mentioned with leadership and discussed in detail with teachers.

ee Appendix A for the Interview Question Proforma. 

.2.2. Data collection and analysis 

The interview process of the study comprised three distinct sets of

nterview data collection points. 

1. First, the standardised interview question proforma was piloted

in three primary schools during collection point one, The inter-

view question proforma was refined at this point, prior to use

with 27 schools. 

2. Twelve primary schools were then visited and interviews with

the headteacher, senior leaders and teachers were completed by

the researchers during data collection point two. Following col-

lection point two the data was coded into emergent themes in

respect of the two research questions by the team of three re-

searchers individually, and then revised by the researchers as a

group, enhancing internal validity. 

3. Fifteen primary schools were then visited and interviews with the

headteacher, senior leaders and teachers were completed by the

researchers during data collection point three. 

The findings from collection point two were further checked for plau-

ibility at the end of each school interview in the fifteen schools visited

t point three, using respondent validation checking for the viability of

he interpretation of emergent themes. 

Following collection point three the data was again analysed by the

esearchers individually and then discussed as one group using the key

hemes from collection point two. 

The findings arising from the analysis of interview data from col-

ection point two and three, were again tested for validity against the

n-depth case studies which schools leaders completed post school visit.

he draft report of the findings was further tested for validity with a

ore group of four headteachers from the pilot school visits, local aca-

emics, and with Sir John Dunford, former government Pupil Premium

hampion. 

Data collection was thus undertaken at three points with groups of

chools (n = 3; n = 12; n = 15). The interview question proforma was pi-

oted with three schools, following which it was used with 27 schools.

ata analysis was undertaken after data collection point two and three

n line with grounded theory ( Corbin & Strauss, 2015 ). Triangulation of

ata from the school visit interview question proforma and the free-style

chool case studies provided a rich narrative, and the various data col-

ection points checked for internal validation ( Glazer & Strauss, 1999 ).

enzin, 2009 Based on Denzin, external validity was sought through tri-

ngulation of the data (2009). Therefore, both methods triangulation of

ata, and triangulation of sources using various data collection points

ere used to secure the findings. 

.2.3. Ethics, participant privacy and confidentiality 

The study was approved through two ethics procedures, and was not

art of a university study. The research study was therefore approved by
4 
he school headteacher within each participant school by email prior to

he study, and by the five district area Local Authority education leads

ith statutory responsibility for the participant schools. 

The privacy of the participants interviewed was protected through

 series of confidentiality measures: school headteachers agreed to par-

icipate by email and were informed about the confidentiality of the

ata collected. Prior to the interviews all participants interviewed were

riefed about the purpose of the research verbally by the researchers,

he process of data collection, and the process by which data would be

andled, and anonymised prior to reporting. Participants were notified

f their ability to ask for the data to be removed from the dataset, up

o the point of analysis. Additionally the schools were sent an infor-

ation sheet about the study and the two key questions prior to the

nterviews. The interviews were not recorded to ensure an atmosphere

f trust was established from the outset during each interview. Instead,

o avoid bias during data collection, fieldnotes were made by the in-

erviewer using a standardised structured question proforma, and two

esearchers collected fieldnotes on each interview together. The inter-

iew notes (compiled of the two researcher’s notes) were then sent to

he schools and validated as a true representation of the conversation by

he headteacher, senior leaders and teachers interviewed, prior to anal-

sis. All identifying information was deleted for data analysis. Only the

hree researchers who undertook the interviews in schools had access to

he interview data transcripts for analysis purposes. The research was

pproved by the schools and district areas in which it took place, and

dhered to General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR). 

. Findings 

The findings from the data analysis indicated that was a common pat-

ern found in respect of the key features present in all the schools visited

n terms of the decision they make to ensure high achievement for all stu-

ents which included an unrelenting focus on socio-disadvantaged stu-

ents, and how these decisions are operationalised. There was a unified

ooperative approach from the headteacher, senior leaders, and teach-

rs interviewed within each school as to the key features required to en-

ure that disadvantaged students succeed. Seven Key Drivers (KD) with

istinct characteristics emerged consistently from the interviews with

chool leaders and teachers, as being particularly significant to ensure

he high outcomes achieved for disadvantaged students. 

The seven key drivers and their characteristics presented below were

he summary of the evidence from the interviews undertaken in the 27

chools. The school interviewees validated the content of the fieldnotes

aken by the researchers during the interviews as a true representation

f the conversation. In addition, these schools were also sent the findings

nce analysed in the form of the seven key drivers and their character-

stics stated below. The findings presented below were validated by all

he schools in the sample as a true representation of the key features in

heir schools to achieve high achievement for all students with particu-

ar focus on socio-economically disadvantaged students. 

.1. Seven key drivers (KD) and their characteristics 

KD1: Strategies are driven by an equity model of school provision. 

Equitable strategies drive decisions and practice uncompromisingly

n these schools, with ‘high expectations of every child’. Student pro-

ision is constantly reviewed to gain maximum effect from available

esources, and staff are encouraged to experiment and innovate, as they

eek new ways to meet student needs. Schools change tack when ac-

ions are not effective and resources are directly targeted to meet stu-

ent need, with focus on disadvantaged cohorts. A definitive collective

oral purpose pervades the work of all adults and ensures a secure focus

n the needs of all learners, resulting in an uncompromising drive to de-

iver high quality teaching and learning for all students (which includes

egular review of student needs). 
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In terms of school provision and pastoral support with families,

eachers reported intelligence led resourcing as highly effective in meet-

ng learner needs (eg. diagnostics are used to assessed elements of stu-

ent reading which require further support and research-based inter-

entions are put in place for these students). To achieve this approach,

eachers reported that the high investment in their staff training results

n the timely acquisition of specialist skills to match students’ individ-

al learning circumstances. They reported that assessment regimes pro-

ide up-to-date, deep knowledge of students which in turn underpins

he school’s capacity for swift and finely tuned interventions. Teach-

rs reported having developed a curriculum that is well-planned and

ell-matched to student age and stage of development and that offers

ignificant enrichment opportunities within and beyond the school day.

Leaders reported that systems have been developed that enable rapid

esponse to changing familial circumstances in order to maintain stabil-

ty for students, including enabling parents to support children’s learn-

ng. This was reiterated by teachers. Therefore a significant factor to

nable the most vulnerable students to succeed, seems to be the way in

hich schools can, as far as possible, insulate the worst effects of family

tress to ensure that any negative impact on children’s learning, progress

nd emotional security can be minimised. 

KD2: The school works to a set of non-negotiable benchmarks within

 well-honed culture of high expectations about the performance of all

roups (that includes behaviour and attitudes) and applies equally to

hildren and adults. 

We found non-negotiable expectations about the performance of all

roups of learners and adults in these schools, with no compromise as

xemplified by very high expectations set and maintained for the dis-

dvantaged group, including both academic performance and personal

ttributes. Significant emphasis is placed on developing strong student

earning behaviours and resilience, and there is substantial investment

y leaders and teachers in achieving high attendance including success-

ul work with hard-to-reach families. In all schools the physical environ-

ent provides an outstanding resource to support student learning and

rogress (for example in terms of classroom structures, displays, library

rovision, provision for encouraging play). 

Teachers reported having high expectations of student capabilities

or all groups of learners and of setting all students challenging and

pecific targets. They reported curriculum mapping regularly and in de-

ail to ensure the age and stage of development of specific groups and

ndividuals are met. Teacher place particular emphasis on developing

tudent’s key learning skills, including resilience, so students sustain

 commitment to their work. Interviews with teachers suggested chil-

ren demonstrate genuine enjoyment of learning and show a willingness

or sustained engagement in lesson activities, and there are established

xpectations about attendance and punctuality that are regularly rein-

orced and that successfully target the hardest-to-reach families. While

eachers were sympathetic and highly supportive of the most vulnerable

amilies, children’s attendance and welfare was the overriding factor in

 school’s decision making. 

KD3: Engrained in the work of schools is intelligent analysis and ac-

ountability protocols to ensure: Regular review of educational and pas-

oral provision quality, including monitoring so changes are made when

etter ways of meeting need are identified (undertaken termly, monthly

r weekly as required); Therefore data and observational evidence drive

wift but carefully focused interventions for students at risk of falling

ehind or experiencing difficulties; There is smart use of performance

nd pastoral information at whole school, group and individual student

evel. 

We found that these schools had a clear and coherent understanding

f student achievement and social/emotional needs. Changes in provi-

ion for students at risk of falling behind are swiftly made. These schools

ork from an evidence-based set of solutions (ie a library of strategies

rom research). Accountability is based upon clear lines-of-sight from

eacher/staff classroom performance to student learning and progress,
5 
nd their ability to track performance accurately over time is exemplary.

n addition, there is expertise to undertake routine comparison against

he performance of similar schools and national trends. 

Teachers reported that staff track student academic performance reg-

larly, and leaders supported the accuracy of staff tracking. Teachers

lso respond rapidly when students are at risk of falling behind. They

re encouraged to make effective use of their existing specialisms and

o acquire new ones, to target interventions and deliver specific cur-

iculum elements. They reported flexibility of timetabling to respond to

merging needs of students, and that they made use of multi-faceted

racking covering all aspects of student development, often linked to fa-

ilial stress or breakdown (eg. CPoMs, an online tool to record student

ssues daily, including emotional, environmental, etc), to quickly iden-

ify and respond to emerging student problems. Teachers use regular

eam meetings to examine student progress and outcomes and to agree

he next stage of provision. 

KD4: Schools have an embedded differentiated professional improvement

ulture that invests substantial resource in staff development at all levels,

ncluding research. 

In these schools we found that staff receive regular, relevant and high

uality professional training. Development of expertise at all staffing

evels is encouraged by leaders and includes an expectation that staff

ill demonstrate leadership in their area of expertise. These schools

how a commitment to active in-school research, and staff knowledge of

ffective practice is developed through relevant training (informed by

ational and international research programs). 

School leaders suggested teachers have an excellent pedagogical

nowledge with a high degree of specialism that reflects the range of

pecific student needs, which was reiterated by teachers when inter-

iewed. They also reported careful deployment of adult expertise re-

ulting from a deep understanding of students’ needs. Teachers have a

trong commitment to review their practice regularly, often resulting

rom school-led research programs and knowledge gained from wider

esearch. 

KD5: Each school has an established culture of shared staff accountability

or student achievement. 

We found that there is an un-compromising recognition that all staff

ust play a full part in raising achievement in the schools interviewed.

he workforce takes responsibility and every opportunity for developing

heir own capacity to make a full contribution to student learning and

rogress. There is also an established performance management culture

hich directly informs staff development programs. 

Leaders and teachers reported that performance management pro-

esses are integral to achieving school targets and priorities in all school

hases. Teachers suggested that all adult contributions to lesson plan-

ing, delivery and assessment are valued with tightly targeted deploy-

ent and a shared responsibility for tracking student progress, both aca-

emic and personal. Designated staff lead on specific aspects of the cur-

iculum, including teaching assistants and ancillary staff where appro-

riate. Teachers valued additional collaboration from parent support

orkers who provide some specialist support for the most vulnerable

amilies. 

KD6: Leaders adhere to the principle of ‘ licensed autonomy’ (for teach-

rs and leaders at all levels) that recognises staff capability and encourages

nnovation. 

We found that staff who demonstrate highly effective skills and

nowledge are offered licensed autonomy for innovation and experi-

entation by leaders, and these schools are genuine learning commu-

ities, seeking to improve provision. Importantly, teachers and adults

ave the autonomy to shape their teaching to the needs of the children

ccording to individual and cohort requirements. 

Leaders reported an effective performance management approach

ligned to well-developed professional development which resulted in

igh quality teaching and learning. This was reiterated by teachers who

lso reported that staff are encouraged to be innovative and to con-
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tantly search for new ways to meet the needs of students, and that a

exible curriculum delivery approach constantly maps provision against

ohort, group and individual needs. Teachers also reported that regular

taff dialogue leads to a collective reshaping, developing and review-

ng of the curriculum to ensure it is consistently fit for purpose, and

hat robust systems are in place for the development and support of less

xperienced and/or weaker members of staff. 

KD7: There is substantial, but intelligent investment in securing stu-

ent academic progress, their personal development and mental health.

ignificant resource is targeted in providing familial support with tar-

eted engagement for the most vulnerable families. 

All schools interviewed put great emphasis on building successful re-

ationships with parents often involving other agencies. Therefore high

riority is placed on supporting the building of home/school confidence

nd parental skills to engage in the child’s learning (both academic and

ehavioural). Work with families and external agencies is designed to

aintain stability around each child by minimizing negative influences

n their learning and progress. Experienced staff are used to engage di-

ectly with the most vulnerable families focusing primarily on student

ttendance and educational engagement. These schools have effective

ocal intelligence networks so they can be alerted to changing familial

ircumstances enabling a pro-active approach including bespoke rapid

eployment and specialist support to tackle emerging difficulties. 

Leaders reported having a definitive strategy to engage with fam-

lies sometimes involving a dedicated team who are the front line in

upporting the most vulnerable. 

Teachers stated their commitment to parental engagement and sug-

ested it was crucial to supporting student learning and progress. They

eported that specialist staff are deployed to work with the most vul-

erable families and that delivery of parent learning programs are in

lace to ensure that enrichment activities involve vulnerable parents as

ell as students. Teachers routinely organise informal events to remove

arriers and to encourage parents into school to share in the education

f their children. Some of these meetings take place off-site including in

ocal coffee shops where parents feel more comfortable. 

. Discussion 

In line with the goals set by the United Nations, the Capabilities Ap-

roach, a framework developed by Amartya Sen, views human devel-

pment as a process of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy,

xpressed as their capabilities in doing so ( Sen, 1999 ). Poverty is iden-

ified as deprivation of capability, where being educated is described

s a basic capability, i.e. part of centrally important beings and doings

hat are crucial to well-being ( Sen, 1992 ). Within this framework, ed-

cation is foundational to other capabilities as it promotes a concrete

et of basic learning outcomes, such as the abilities to read and write

 Unterhalter, 2002 ). Poor attainment poses a threat to children’s par-

icipation in economic and social life as adults. The seven key drivers

nd their operationalization in schools in this study, suggest an equi-

able model of education is present in these schools, which contributes

o student educational success and onward capability development, par-

icularly for socio-economically disadvantaged students. 

In answer to the first research question, the study found that compar-

tive key drivers were present in the schools interviewed, across the five

istrict areas. These key drivers (KD1-7) underpin high quality provision

or all young people, including the most disadvantaged cohorts. The in-

erviews found a positive pattern present in the participating schools

n terms of seven key drivers (KD1-7) and their operationalisation sum-

arised as follows: (1) equity driven model of school provision; (2) non-

egotiable expectations about performance of all learners and adults;

3) intelligent analysis and accountability to drive provision; (4) profes-

ional improvement culture that invests in staff development; (5) culture

f shared accountability for student achievement; (6) licensed autonomy

hat celebrates staff expertise and encourages innovation; and (7) high

nvestment in familial support and engagement. 
6 
In respect of the Capabitilies Approach and using Broderick’s frame-

ork (What, Why, Who, How) (2018) for answering questions about

quity in capability development in education: 

• What - Equity (KD1), was foundational to the formulation of policy

and strategy within these schools and set the direction embraced

by teachers. KD1 (Equity) indicates that these schools had a clear

view of ‘what’ they meant by equity. Equity in education for these

schools entailed that every student in their care was able to develop

their capabilities to thrive in life, and consequently staff had high

expectations for the success of every child in their care. 

• Why - Both leaders and teachers were clear about ‘why’ it was im-

perative to ensure that such students received the targeted support

required to enable the development of their capabilities in school

(eg. to feel included, to feel well, to be able to write, to read and

communicate effectively, etc). 

• Who - Leaders and teachers in these schools knew ‘who’ required par-

ticular support in their setting, to ensure equity within their school.

They identified socio-economically disadvantaged students as a spe-

cific cohort to be supported. Leaders and teachers demonstrated un-

relenting commitment to equity for this group of students such that

the national gap between achievement of disadvantaged students

and other peers was not perpetuated in their school. 

• How - These schools used agreed regular monitoring of student aca-

demic progress, attendance, and environmental contexts (eg. CPoMs,

an online tool to record student issues daily, including emotional,

environmental, family stresses etc.) and triangulated this data in

an intelligent way resulting in rapid targeted intervention for stu-

dents who required it. Leaders and teachers in these schools under-

stood ‘how’ equity in education for disadvantaged students could be

achieved, cooperatively sustaining a culture of high expectations for

these students, and implementing processes and allocating resources

focused to support this group of children, in line with key drivers

2-7. Student provision was constantly reviewed to gain maximum

effect from available resources, and staff were encouraged to experi-

ment and innovate, as they sought new ways to meet student needs.

Schools changed tack when actions were not effective and resources

were directly targeted to meet student need for disadvantaged co-

horts. 

It was noted that individual drivers were not in themselves delivering

igh outcomes; it was the skills set used by senior leaders in coordinating

hese different elements cooperatively with staff who operationalised

hem, to suit the school context, that made them collectively so powerful

 Grieveson et al., 2017 ). These school leaders had a deep understanding

f causation in their school’s performance and were able to use this

nowledge to blend strategy across all the key drivers, thereby making

ffective decisions at all levels. Importantly the cooperative nature of the

rocess which involved all staff, including the collective moral purpose

cross the team was integral to its success. 

In answer to the second research question, the study found that

he seven key drivers identified, align with national evidence about

he structures and practices which support high quality provision for

ll young people within schools, including for disadvantaged students

 Macleod et al., 2015 ). For example, the key drivers require within them

 level of leadership capacity and commitment to make them opera-

ional in the context of rapid curriculum and accountability change.

n line with reports about evidence-informed teaching, the schools in-

luded in the study align policy changes with the best research evidence

vailable, and support evidence informed teaching as the school finds

echanisms to embed research evidence into the professional discourse

nd practice of teaching ( Coldwell et al., 2017 ). National findings also

ighlight the importance of ‘setting a culture of high expectations for

ll pupils, understanding how schools can make a difference, selecting

 range of evidence-based strategies tailored to meet the needs of indi-

idual schools and pupils, and implementing them well’ ( Macleod et al.,
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015 , p13.). These elements are integral to the seven key drivers found

n this study and their operationalisation by schools. 

It is accepted that changing the culture within and across schools

n specific geographic areas would take trusted voices to be heard and

uccessful schools to work with others within the area. The seven key

rivers could provide the basis from which tools and a structure of

upport could be developed to effect improvement across the five dis-

rict areas from which the findings are drawn based on local ‘trusted

oices’. Creating large-scale improvement in schools including of in-

truction requires collective moral purpose and a shared theory of action

 Gifford, 2010 ), as it is difficult to change student instruction when im-

lementing school improvement reforms without systematic subscrip-

ion to the proposed reform ( Ravitz, 2010 ). Factors such as improve-

ent culture and improvement processes can influence reform outcomes

ositively ( Reezigt & Creemers, 2005 ). Assuring credibility when imple-

enting change entails both involvement from the leadership and buy-

n from teaching professionals within the school, accessing appropriate

xemplars of success and sharing pedagogies and training where nec-

ssary ( Muijs & Harris, 2006 ). This includes hearing authentic voices

f what is important from other leaders and teaching professionals and

ringing people together to share ideas and experiences ( Magolda &

bben, 2007 ). With this in mind, Ravitz (2010) argues in favour of ‘a

ystematic model that provides guidance and ensures adequate focus

n and capacity for instructional reform’ (p309) including a ‘top-level

ision for instructional changes’ (p310). The seven key drivers found

n this study, and the cooperative nature of their operationalisation en-

bles the improvement within a school setting. As this powerful model

ncluding the 7 key drivers is found in a number of schools within the

ve district areas, the model lends itself to being shared across the re-

ion with the capacity to be a catalyst for leader and teacher buy-in

equired to enable high outcomes for disadvantaged students moving

orward. 

The national evidence suggests that a number of measures are re-

uired for closing gaps between disadvantaged cohorts and their peers,

ailored to each school’s circumstances as there is no ‘one size fits all’

olution. Macleod et al. (2015) thus recommends that schools which

ave made the greatest progress in improving the attainment of dis-

dvantaged students are well placed to spread good practice working

ith neighbouring schools ( Macleod et al., 2015 ). The primary schools

n the Northeast region who participated in this study are particularly

uccessful in terms of student achievement, including supporting disad-

antaged cohorts to function well, when compared to other regions in

ngland ( Andrews et al., 2017 ). However, although performance of dis-

dvantaged students is higher in the Northeast compared to other parts

f England, 33% of disadvantaged students fail to meet the age related

equired education standard at 11 years ( Clifton et al., 2016 ). As this

tudy highlights, notwithstanding the variability in student outcomes

etween schools, there are a number of schools with successful meth-

ds to ensure high achievement for disadvantaged children. We suggest

hat the seven key drivers identified within this study brings these ex-

mplars to the fore in a coherent way, capable of providing the basis for

mprovement within and across local areas. 

. Conclusion 

This paper reported findings in respect of the key ingredients present

cross a region in a number of schools to support the attainment of dis-

dvantaged students and ensure their capability development. These in-

redients are articulated as seven key drivers, which are operationalised

ithin a culture of social interdependence including a cooperative com-

itment from schools, to overcome stubborn barriers to success present

n any young person in their care. We suggest that this inclusive eq-

itable education model found in the participant schools in this study,

ould provide an important basis from which a structured regional ap-
7 
roach using local trusted voices could bring about improvement to en-

ure high achievement for socio-economically disadvantaged students. 
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ppendix A. Interview question proforma 

School: 

Researcher: Date of visit: 

Headteacher: URN: 

LA/Academy 

chain/MAT/Diocese: 

Age range: 

A& B - Leadership questions: 

A - One-to-one interview with the Headteacher 

B - Small group interview with Teacher Leader 

1. How does the Headteacher and Teacher Leaders describe the school’s 

approach/vision for the achievement of all pupils and particularly FSM 

? (FSM – Free School Meal eligibility is used here as the indicator for 

socio-economic disadvantage) 

2. What are the key decisions that have been taken to ensure FSM 

pupils achieve highly? 

3. How does the leadership/governance monitor/track the performance 

of FSM pupils and what happens when pupils in this group are at risk 

of falling behind? 

4. What does the leadership do to ensure that pupils from the most 

vulnerable and hard to reach families achieve highly? 

5. Are there any unique contextual factors that the leadership has to 

deal with for FSM pupils? How are these managed? Which factors 

ensure these are successful? 

6. Does the school provide anything additional to support FSM 

achievement ? (activities that could be considered ‘extras’ – after 

school clubs; instrumental lessons etc. that involve additional 

expenditure) 

7. Is there any evidence that could be used as a short case study , about 

very successful practice, that would be helpful to other schools? 

8. What is being done to ensure that teachers have the skills and 

knowledge to ensure FSM pupils achieve highly? 

9. What is being done to ensure that teaching assistants have the skills 

and knowledge to ensure FSM pupils achieve highly? 

10. What other resource does the school use to support FSM pupils to 

attain highly? 

11. Does the school work in partnership with other agencies to support 

particular FSM pupils? How effective is this partnership in securing 

high achievement? 

12. How does the school actively involve parents of FSM pupils and on 

what issues? Can the school point to examples of verifiable impact on 

outcomes from this work? 

13. What does the school do to tackle FSM Absence/Persistent Absence ? 

14. Can the school point to any trend of improvement in absence rates 

from the work they do? 

15. Can the school point to any striking examples of how they have 

tackled pupil absence/persistent absences with hard to reach 

families? What has been the key to success with these families? 

16. Similar questions about exclusions – dependent upon whether there 

are any. 
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C. Questions for Teacher interviews 

Teacher interviews with a small group of teachers from Early Years, 

Year 2 and Year 6. 

1. From their perspective, what are senior and middle leaders doing to 

ensure there is high quality provision for the FSM cohort? 

2. How do they as teachers ensure that the provision made for FSM 

pupils successfully delivers high achievement? Can they point to key 

activities/actions/decisions that are proving to be highly effective and 

from which others could learn? 

3. What support do senior and middle leaders provide for teachers to 

equip them with the skills and knowledge needed to ensure FSM 

pupils achieve highly? 

4. Use of assessment/ tracking progress: Gain an overview of how the 

school’s systems for collecting, collating and using performance 

information and particularly as it pertains to the FSM cohort. 

How do teachers consider that it supports them in delivering high 

achievement for the FSM group? 

5. Does the school use specific intervention programs to ensure 

disadvantaged pupils achieve their potential? If yes: 

• Which intervention programs do you use? (eg. Read,Write,Inc. etc) 

• How are the programs used? 

• What is the intended length of the programs? 

• Who is the intended lead for each program (eg. Teacher, TA, other)? 

• Which is the target year group for each program? 

• Which is the target cohort for each program? 

6. If no specific intervention program is used in school what do you 

do instead? 

• Is there any whole staff training on a specific program (eg Talk for 

Writing) which is then used as a personalised/group teaching approach 

where needed? 

• Are any teachers/TAs trained in a specific program (eg. Numbers Count) 

which they then disseminate within school for general use? 

• If you use a highly personalised approach, what methods/programs do 

you use? (eg. Teaching Assistants in some schools are deployed weekly 

using a bidding system based on teacher knowledge of children and 

what targets they fail to meet. Here teachers and TAs may be trained 

together to use a variety of methods and we would like to hear about 

these.) 

7. Is there any intervention program you wish to develop in your 

school in the future? 

Question for Leaders and Teachers: 

• Is there a case study from this school that could be showcased to 

help other schools to improve their work with FSM pupils? 
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