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 The Pupil Premium was introduced in 2011 to help reduce socio-economic segregation between schools in England 
[https://tinyurl.com/y2eu2xaf], and reduce the attainment gap between poorer children and their peers [https://
tinyurl.com/yxnax3pc] 

 It is not immediately obvious whether this policy has been beneficial or not, and some commentators are already   
calling for it to change [https://tinyurl.com/yxflf38b] or cease [https://tinyurl.com/y8avca4x]  

 Current methods for computing segregation and the attainment gap do not account for annual changes in key        
contextual factors, and this distorts the picture 

 Current indicators used to assess eligibility for Pupil Premium do not account for issues of long standing versus more 
temporary disadvantage, and this is unfair to schools and areas of high disadvantage 

 Once corrected for, new research conducted by DECE indicates that Pupil Premium is linked to an otherwise            
unexplained decrease in between-school segregation and the poverty attainment gap 

 Therefore, Pupil Premium should be retained for the present 
 However, a system that allocated funding based on duration of poverty would make a bigger contribution to reducing 

the attainment gap in areas with high levels of disadvantage 

Worldwide, socio-economically disadvantaged students have lower average attainment         
outcomes at school, and poorer opportunities once they have left school [https://tinyurl.com/

y9tlnudu]. And these gaps are growing [https://tinyurl.com/y35q685k]. In England, poorer pupils are also heavily clustered 
in particular economic regions, areas of housing, and schools [https://tinyurl.com/y8snuzeq]. This socio-economic 
‘segregation’ causes damage by lowering aspiration and participation for individuals and reducing national and regional 
social cohesion [https://tinyurl.com/y3tqsfr9]. Twice as many non-eligible as FSM-eligible pupils then continue with       
academic study after the age of 16, and enter higher education at a traditional age.  

The problems 

Pupil Premium funding was introduced in 2011 to reduce socio-economic segregate on and the 
attainment gap. Some commentators are now saying that the Pupil Premium is ineffective and 

calling for the money to be used for school general funds. The all-party parliamentary group on social mobility suggest that 
it should be renamed the Social Mobility Premium, and used to develop and retain teachers. With this kind of uncertainty 
about its likely impact and future, we need to know urgently if Pupil Premium works as intended. The results are important 
nationally, regionally and for individual schools, as well as other home countries of the UK, and for the proposed Student 
Premium in HE. Where is the evidence that Pupil Premium funding for schools, based on FSM, has been successful?  

Pupil Premium 

Figure 1 - Segregation by FSM, and FSM prevalence, 
England 1989 to 2018 

No prior        
studies 

have looked           
specifically at the impact of the Pupil 
Premium on  segregation. In the 2008 
recession the number of FSM pupils 
increased, and since 2007 numbers 
have been affected by the move      
towards a net earnings threshold for 
Universal Credit.  
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Such examples mean that a pupil who would attract Pupil Premium in one year may not do so in another, in a way that 
has nothing to do with changing schools or improving attainment. We need analyses that account for changes in the law,    
economic conditions, and the prevalence of Pupil Premium pupils, in a way that makes them comparable for many years 
both before and after the policy. The biggest determinant of segregation is the prevalence of the disadvantaged group. 
Segregation between schools by FSM has a cyclic pattern over time, moving up and down several times over 26 years 
(from a high of around 0.35 in 1989 to a low of about 0.28 in 2018 in Figure 1). The proportion of pupils known to be     
eligible for FSM almost exactly mirrors the pattern for segregation by FSM. The exception to this historical trend is from 
2012 onwards, when FSM prevalence drops while segregation drops as well. This is an indication that the Pupil Premium 
changed how strongly poor pupils were clustered together in schools, and is therefore being successful in these terms.  
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Prior studies on the attainment gap suggest it has been falling since 2011 [https://tinyurl.com/
y4zxveeo], but no more so than from before 2011 [https://tinyurl.com/ybc3poe8]. However, 

none of these address the following problems. In order to judge the impact of introducing the Pupil Premium in 2011 it is 
essential to look at equivalent figures from before and after 2011. This means coping with changes in assessment, such as 
abolition of KS3 levels in 2015 and new GCSE grades in 2017. A tougher problem is deciding on a definition of the         
disadvantaged group that makes it comparable over the entire period. The proportion of pupils missing registration for 
FSM varies over time  [https://tinyurl.com/y6dfk9aw], partly caused by changes in the incentives for schools to pursue          
registrations [https://tinyurl.com/y4q46hrl]. Pupils missing data on FSM-eligibility pupils tend to be even more                
disadvantaged than the FSM-eligible pupils, and gain lower qualifications at every stage of education [https://
tinyurl.com/y8snuzeq]. Because they are missing data they are usually ignored in the attainment gap calculation,         
distorting the calculation. The pupils missing data are not evenly spread, making the results for poorer areas and schools 
especially misleading. 
 
The attainment gap for FSM-eligible 
pupils compared to pupils never eligible 
for FSM, is also substantially greater for 
every year that pupils are known to be 
eligible for FSM (Figure 2). Therefore, 
simply dividing pupils into FSM and not 
in order to calculate the gap ignores 
important variation in levels of          
disadvantage relating to attainment, 
and gives a misleading picture of the 
true attainment gap in any school or 
local area. Put another way, the     
attainment gap should be expected to 
be lower in areas or schools (or years) 
with more FSM pupils known to be only          
temporarily eligible, because this            
sub-group will have higher average    
attainment than other FSM-eligible pupils. This also influences the national attainment gap over time, as the  proportion 
of short-term FSM-eligible pupils changes with economic and other conditions. 
 
Areas of England with high attainment gaps have fewer FSM pupils who have only been eligible for one year (and         
proportionately more long-term FSM-eligible pupils). This is because these pupils, while labelled disadvantaged, have 
much higher average attainment than pupils with longer-term eligibility. When this factor is not taken into account, the 
official attainment gaps will merely represent the pre-existing duration of relative disadvantage in any area, rather than 
something directly attributable to the schools or teachers there. The official attainment gap is almost nothing to do with 
how well equivalent disadvantaged pupils are doing in any area or school, or the impact of any educational initiative. 

Attainment gap 

                Figure 2 – Comparison of attainment gap by years FSM-eligible, England, 

‘The difficulties of judging what difference the Pupil Premium has made to school intakes and outcomes in England’ by Prof. 
Stephen Gorard, Dr. Nadia Siddiqui and Dr. Beng Huat See is available from DECE website: www.dur.ac.uk/dece/publications 
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