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The academic achievement gap 
between rich and poor is detectable 
from an early age - as early, in fact, as 
22 months - and the gap continues to 
widen as children travel through the 
education system.   

Children from the lowest income homes 
are half as likely to get five good GCSEs 
and go on to higher education as the 
national average and white working 
class pupils (particularly boys) are 
amongst our lowest performers.   

What’s more, the link between poverty 
and attainment is multi-racial - 
whatever their ethnic background, 
pupils eligible for free school meals 
underperform compared to those who 
are not.   

In short, if you're a high ability pupil 
from a low income home (and, 
therefore, a low social class), you're not 
going to do as well in school and in 
later life as a low ability pupil from a 
higher income home and higher social 
class.  In other words, it is social class 
and wealth - not ability - that defines a 
pupil's educational outcomes and their 
future life chances.  (This might help 
explain why Boris Johnson is Foreign 
Secretary.)  

Why are some pupils disadvantaged?  

Educational disadvantage starts early - 
certainly before a child enters formal 
education.   

Children born into families who read 
books, newspapers and magazines, visit 
museums, art galleries, zoos, and 
stately homes and gardens, take regular 
holidays, watch the nightly news and 
documentaries, and talk - around the 
dinner table, on dog-walks, in the car - 
about current affairs and about what 
they’re reading or doing or watching - 
develop cultural capital.   

These children acquire, unknowingly 
perhaps, an awareness of the world 
around them, an understanding of how 
life works, and -  crucially - a language 
with which to explain it all.     

And this cultural capital provides a 
solid foundation on which they can 
build further knowledge, skills and 
understanding.   

The unlucky ones - those children not 
b o r n a n d b r o u g h t u p i n s u c h 
knowledge-rich environments, and who 
the re fo re do no t deve lop th i s 
foundation of cultural capital - don’t do 
as well in school because new 
knowledge and skills have nothing to 
‘stick’ to or build upon.   

These children may come from broken 
or transitory homes, be in care, have 
impoverished parents who work two or 
more jobs and so spend little time at 
home or are too exhausted when they 
get home from work to read to or 
converse with their children.   

These parents may not themselves be 
well educated and so possess very little 
cultural capital of their own to pass on 
to their children.   

Maybe these parents came from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and so 
books and current affairs never featured 
in their lives and remain alien to them.   

Maybe they did not do well at school or 
did not enjoy their schooling and so do 
not know how to - or do not wish to - 
help prepare their child for the world of 
education.   

L e t ’ s b e c l e a r - e d u c a t i o n a l 
disadvantage is an accident of birth.  It 
is not about ability, innate or otherwise.   
But, unfortunately, a child’s birth is 
often their destiny… 

The Matthew Effect  

The Matthew Effect is a term coined by 
Daniel Rigney in his book of the same 
name, using a title taken from a 
passage in the Bible (Matthew 13:12) 
that proclaims ‘The rich shall get richer 
and the poor shall get poorer”.   

I n t h e c o n t e x t o f a c a d e m i c 
disadvantage, the Matthew Effect posits 
that disadvantaged pupils shall get 
more disadvantaged because they do 
not possess the foundational knowledge 
they need in order to access and 
understand the school curriculum.   

It is not, as I said earlier, that these 
children are less able, but that they 
don't have the same amount of 
knowledge about the world as their 
more fortunate peers with which to 
make sense of new information and 
experiences.   

Put simply, the more you know, the 
easier it is to know more and so the 
culturally rich will always stay ahead of 
the impoverished, and the gap between 
rich and poor will continue to grow as 
children travel through our education 
system. 

The best use of Pupil Premium funding, 
therefore, is to help disadvantaged 
pupils to build their cultural capital.  
Once you’re clear about this solitary 
aim, all the hard work of action 
planning, implementing, monitoring 
and evaluating intervention strategies, 
and reporting the impact of your Pupil 
Premium activities becomes easier...

How to build cultural capital
Word power may hold the key to diminishing disadvantage

Matt Bromley @mj_bromley
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Building cultural capital   

Cultural capital takes one tangible 
form: a pupil’s vocabulary… 

The size of a pupil's vocabulary in their 
early years of schooling (the number 
and variety of words that the young 
person knows) is a significant predictor 
of academic attainment in later 
schooling and of success in life.  Most 
children are experienced speakers of 
the language when they begin school 
but reading the language requires more 
complex, abstract vocabulary than that 
used in everyday conversation.   

Young people who develop reading 
skills early in their lives by reading 
frequently add to their vocabularies 
exponentially over time.  In The 
Matthew Effect, Daniel Rigney explains: 
“While good readers gain new skills 
very rapidly, and quickly move from 
learning to read to reading to learn, 
poor readers become increasingly 
frustrated with the act of reading, and 
try to avoid reading where possible.   

“Pupils who begin with high verbal 
aptitudes find themselves in verbally 
enriched social environments and have 
a double advantage.  Good readers may 
choose friends who also read avidly 
while poor readers seek friends with 
whom they share other enjoyments.” 

Furthermore, E D Hirsch, in his book 
The Schools We Need, says that “The 
children who possess intellectual capital 
when they first arrive at school have the 
mental scaffolding and Velcro to catch 

hold of what is going on, and they can 
turn the new knowledge into still more 
Velcro to gain still more knowledge”. 

Department for Education research 
suggests that, by the age of seven, the 
gap in the vocabulary known by 
children in the top and bottom quartiles 
is something like 4,000 words (children 
in the top quartile know around 7,000 
words).   

For this reason, when planning to use 
Pupil Premium funding to build cultural 
capital we need to understand the 
importance of vocabulary and support 
its development so that children who 
do not develop this foundational 
knowledge before they start school are 
helped to catch up.   

So what can we do to help the word 
poor become richer and, with it, to 
diminish the difference between the 
attainment of disadvantaged pupils and 
their non-disadvantaged peers? 

Word power  

One answer is to plan group work 
activities which provide an opportunity 
for the word poor to mingle with the 
word rich, to hear language being used 
by pupils of their own age and in ways 
that they might not o therwise 
encounter.  This runs counter to the 
approach taken by many schools - 
s e t t i n g .  M o s t s c h o o l s p l a c e 
disadvantaged children together in a 
‘bottom set’ and ‘dumb down’ the 
curriculum to make it more easily 
accessible.  They assume that the best 

way to close the gap is to expect less of 
these pupils and to provide more 
scaffolding.  Sometimes this also means 
a narrowing of the curriculum because 
disadvantaged pupils are withdrawn 
from classes to attend more English and 
maths lessons.   

Unfortunately, this doesn't work very 
well and often widens the gap because 
the word poor get poorer and the word 
rich get richer, and - what’s more - the 
word poor become increasingly reliant 
on the scaffolds and less able to cope 
with the demands of the curriculum.   

A better approach is to ensure 
disadvantaged pupils have equal access 
to a knowledge-rich diet and provide 
cultural experiences in addition to, not 
in place of, the school curriculum.  This 
might involve spending Pupil Premium 
money on museum and gallery visits, or 
on mentors who talk with pupils about 
what’s happening in the world, perhaps 
reading a daily newspaper with them 
before school or at lunchtime.   

Another answer is to provide additional 
i n t e r v e n t i o n c l a s s e s f o r t h e 
disadvantaged (taking place outside the 
taught timetable to avoid withdrawing 
pupils from classes) in which we teach 
and model higher-order reading skills 
because, as the literate adults in the 
room, we teachers use these skills 
subconsciously all the time so we need 
to make the implicit explicit.  For 
e x a m p l e , w e c o u l d u s e t h e s e 
intervention sessions to model: 

• Moving quickly through and across 
texts 

• Locating key pieces of information. 

• Following the gist of articles 

• Questioning a writer’s facts or 
interpretation 

• Linking one text with another 

• Making judgments about whether one 
text is better than, more reliable than, 
or more interesting than another text
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We can also use Pupil Premium funding 
to promote the love of reading for the 
sake of reading; encouraging pupils to 
see reading as something other than a 
funct ional ac t iv i ty.  I t i s the 
responsibility of every adult working in 
a school (not just teachers, and 
certainly not just English teachers) to 
show that reading because we like 
reading is one of the hallmarks of 
civilised adult life.  

Community outreach  

Finally, it’s worth remembering that, 
although Pupil Premium funding is for 
the purposes of the school it is awarded 
to (in other words, it is for the 
educational benefit of pupils registered 
at the school which is in receipt of the 
money), it can also be used for the 
benefit of pupils registered at other 
maintained schools or academies and 
on community facilities such as services 
whose provision furthers any charitable 
purpose for the benefit of pupils at the 

school or their families, or people who 
live or work in the locality in which the 
school is situated.   

We know that the attainment gap 
emerges early in a child’s life and that, 
therefore, the child’s family is crucial in 
helping to close that gap.  We know, 
too, that reading books from an early 
age is a vital weapon in the battle for 
social mobility.  As such, Pupil Premium 
funding can legitimately - and wisely - 
be used to support community projects 
such as reading mentor schemes, 
helping improve parents’ literacy levels 
and encouraging parents and members 
of the community to engage with 
education.   

The Pupil Premium grant can be used, 
for example, to fund a community 
outreach officer who helps educate 
disadvantaged or hard-to-reach parents 
in the locality about the work of the 
school, how best to support young 
people with their education, and as an 

advocate for the use of community 
facilities such as libraries, museums and 
galleries.  They could lead cultural visits 
after school, at weekends and in the 
holidays for those children who would 
not otherwise enjoy such experiences.   

If the impact of such activity can be 
linked to an increase in literacy levels 
and cultural capital, then it is money 
well spent and will help to close the gap 
in a sustainable way.    

Admittedly, this will involve some 
bravery - secondary schools will not 
know with absolute certainty which 
pre-school or primary-age pupils are 
likely to attend their school aged 11 but 
they can make an educated guess and, 
even if some Pupil Premium money is 
spent on young people who do not go 
on to attend that school, it is still 
money well spent within the school 
community and schools have a duty to 
look beyond their gates and be a force 
for good in society.  
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Best practice  

Schools that use Pupil Premium funding 
effectively conduct a detailed analysis 
of where pupils are underachieving and 
why.  They make good use of research 
evidence when choosing support and 
in te rvent ion ac t i v i t i e s bu t a re 
discerning customers of research - they 
always contextualise the information, 
asking: How would this work in my 
school? And: What do I know already 
works in my context?  Research is 
extremely valuable as a starting point 
but you must not underestimate your 
own knowledge of your school and its 
pupils and staff.   

As well as applying research and 
personal knowledge, schools that use 
the Pupil Premium effectively tend to 
focus on high quality teaching rather 
than relying on interventions to 
compensate for poor teaching because 
they know that pedagogy trumps all - 
getting it right first time is the best 
approach and teaching matters more 
than curriculum.  They ensure that their 
best teachers lead English and maths 
intervention groups.  They make 
frequent use of achievement data in 
order to check the effectiveness of 
interventions and they do this early and 
continue to do it throughout the year 
r a t h e r t h a n w a i t i n g u n t i l t h e 
intervention has finished and it's too 
late to change it.   

These schools also tend to have a 
systematic focus on clear pupil feedback 
and pupils receive regular advice to 
help them improve their work.  These 
schools have a designated senior leader 
with a clear overview of the funding 
allocation and a solid understanding of 
how the funding works and how it 
needs reporting.   

All the teachers in these schools are 
aware of the pupils who are eligible for 
Pupil Premium funding and they take 
responsibility for those pupils' progress.  
These schools have strategies in place 
for improving attendance, behaviour 
a n d l i n k s w i t h f a m i l i e s a n d 
communities if these are an issue, as 
well as for improving academic 
performance.  And, finally, these 
schools ensure that the performance 
m a n a g e m e n t o f s t a f f i n c l u d e s 
discussions about the Pupil Premium 
and about individual pupils in receipt of 
the funding and how they are 
progressing. 

Common pitfalls  

Conversely, in schools where the Pupil 
Premium isn't used effectively, there 
tends to be a lack of clarity about the 
intended impact of interventions.  
T h e s e s c h o o l s r u n t h e s a m e 

intervention strategies year after year 
because that's just what they're used to 
doing or have the staff and resources 
for, irrespective of whether or not they 
work.   

There is no real monitoring of the 
quality and impact of the interventions 
and no real awareness of what works 
and what offers the best value for 
money.  These schools also tend to 
spend the money indiscriminately on 
teaching assistants but teaching 
assistants are not well utilised.   

The schools whose Pupil Premium 
practice is ineffective also tend to have 
an unclear audit trail.  They tend to 
spend the Pupil Premium in isolation, it 
does not feature as part of the whole 
school development plan and decisions 
about it are not therefore taken in the 
round.  These schools also compare 
their performance to local, not national, 
data.   

Pupil Premium funding is used for 
pastoral interventions but they are 
vague and not focused on desired 
outcomes for pupils.  And, finally, in 
these schools, governors are not 
involved in taking decisions about Pupil 
Premium spending and are not 
informed about its use and impact.  

Best practice... & common pitfalls
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1. Did I focus sufficiently on 
strategies to build cultural capital?

2. Did I develop strategies to 
improve cross-curricular literacy 
and numeracy?

3. Did I ensure disadvantaged pupils 
had equal access to a knowledge-
rich curriculum rather than being 
taught a ‘dumbed down’ 
curriculum in ‘bottom sets’?

4. Did I target my best teachers at 
my most disadvantaged pupils 
where possible?

5. Did I work with primary feeders 
to identify disadvantaged pupils so 
I could support them through 
transition, perhaps including with a 
summer school?

6. Do all my teachers know who was 
- and is - eligible for Pupil Premium 
funding? 

7. Do all my teachers and the 
governors know how the funding 
was used and what impact it has 
had?

8. Where do pupils do their 
homework and independent 
study? If they live in chaotic 
homes, do we provide a quiet 
space with support? Have I 
involved parents in making sure 
pupils use it?

9. Was a senior leader at my school 
responsible for Pupil Premium 

funding? Do we also have a 
governor responsible for it?

10. How did I evaluate pastoral 
interventions? Did I ensure that, 
ultimately, they led to academic 
improvements as well as 
improvements in, say, attendance 
and behaviour? 

11. When did I review my 
interventions? Did I track, review 
and improve our provision as I 
went along rather than wait until 
the end?

Useful questions 
to ask yourself
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How to report the impact of PP

All schools in receipt of Pupil Premium 
funding have a legal duty to report how 
much funding they receive in the 
current academic year and how they 
intend to spend the funding.  They also 
need to articulate their reasons and 
evidence for this.   

Schools also need to report on how they 
spent the funding they received for the 
previous academic year and what 
difference it made to the attainment of 
disadvantaged pupils.   

The funding is allocated for each 
financial year, but the information 
schools publish should refer to the 
academic year.  As they won’t know 
how much funding they’re getting for 
the latter part of the academic year 
(from April to July), they should report 
on the funding up to the end of the 
f inancial year then update the 
information when they have all the 
data. 

So what does this mean for you? 

There is no right way of reporting the 
impact of your Pupil Premium work and 
the government has recently removed 
the statutory requirement to include a 
Pupil Premium statement on your 
school website, but here is my advice 
on what to include in your report in 
order to ensure it is effective yet 
succinct… 

I advise you start your report with an 
overview of the data. This should plot a 
three-year trend for the following: 

• The number of pupils on roll 

• The number (and percentage) of 
pupils eligible for Pupil Premium 
funding  

• The amount of Pupil Premium 
funding received per pupil 

• The total amount of Pupil Premium 
funding received  

• The total amount of Pupil Premium 
funding allocated in-year 

Next, I’d suggest you provide a brief 
context statement which explains how 
you identify your disadvantaged pupils 
and groups of pupils , and any 
differences in their progress and 
attainment when compared to non-
disadvantaged pupils. 

I would then set out your objectives for 
the use of Pupil Premium funding - 
what differences do you intend to 
diminish, how and why? 

A table showing detailed expenditure 
should feature next including the 
following information: 

• The intervention strategy 

• Whether it is new or continued from 
previous years 

• The total amount of Pupil Premium 
funding allocated to it 

• The total number of pupils involved 

• The target group or cohort involved  

• The objective for the strategy  

• The intended outcomes of the 
strategy  

• How you monitor and evaluate the 
strategy  

• Actual outcomes (once complete) 

In order to be suitably evaluative rather 
than descriptive, you should utilise as 
many sources of data as are available 
and the information should be kept 
short and pointed.   

Next, I’d suggest you write an impact 
assessment stating what overall impact 
your work has had, followed by details 
of your next steps - what have you 
learned, what worked and will be 
continued, what did not work and will 
be tweaked or stopped, and what more/
differently do you intend to do?    

I would suggest you end your report 
with brief information setting out how 
you have reported to parents and 
governors, informing and involving 
them in your work so that they are 
supportive of your work.  

Matt Bromley offers his advice on what to include in your annual report

Download a FREE report 
template from 

bromleyeducation.co.uk 

http://bromleyeducation.co.uk
http://bromleyeducation.co.uk
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Pupil Premium funding is awarded to 
pupils who are categorised as “Ever 6 
FSM”. For the 2017/18 academic year, 
for example, the funding will be given 
to pupils who are recorded in the 
January 2017 school census who are 
known to have been eligible for free 
school meals (FSM) in any of the 
previous six years (in other words, since 
the summer of 2011), as well as those 
first known to be eligible in January 
2017. 

Pupil Premium funding is also awarded 
to pupils who are adopted from care or 
who have left care. For the 2017/18 
academic year, for example, the funding 
will be given to pupils who are 
recorded in the January 2017 school 
census and alternative provision census 
who were looked after by an English or 
Welsh local authority immediately 
before being adopted, or who left local 
authority care on a special guardianship 
order or child arrangements order 
(previously known as a residence 
order). 

Finally, Pupil Premium funding is 
awarded to pupils who are categorised 
as “Ever 5 service child”, which means a 
pupil recorded in the January 2017 
school census who was eligible for the 
service child premium in any of the 
previous four years (since the January 
2013 school census) as well as those 
recorded as a service child for the first 
time in January 2017. 

Ofsted and Pupil Premium 

Ofsted’s Common Inspection Handbook 
(2015) explains that when judging the 
ef fect iveness of leadership and 
management, inspectors will consider: 

“How effectively leaders use additional 
funding, including the Pupil Premium, 
and measure its impact on outcomes for 
pupils, and how effectively governors 
hold them to account for this.” 

The Pupil Premium is also mentioned in 
the grade descriptors for leadership and 
management. The “outstanding” grade 
descriptors, for example, include the 
following: “Governors systematically 
challenge senior leaders so that the 
effective deployment of staff and 
resources, including the Pupil Premium 
and SEN funding, secures excellent 
outcomes for pupils. 

“Governors do not shy away from 
challenging leaders about variations in 
outcomes for pupil groups, especially 
between disadvantaged and other 
pupils.” 

In the “good” grade descriptors, 
meanwhile, it says: “Governors hold 
senior leaders stringently to account for 
all aspects of the school’s performance, 
including the use of Pupil Premium and 
SEN funding, ensuring that the skilful 
deployment of staff and resources 
delivers good or improving outcomes 
for pupils.” 

When preparing for an inspection, the 
lead inspector will analyse information 
on the school’s website, including its 
statement on the use of the Pupil 
Premium. 

The lead inspector will also request that 
any reports following an external 
review of the school’s use of the Pupil 
Premium are made available at the start 
of the inspection. 

During the inspection, inspectors will 
gather evidence about the use of the 
Pupil Premium in relation to the 
following: the level of Pupil Premium 
funding received by the school that 
academic year and in previous years; 
how the school has spent the money 
and why it has decided to spend it in 
the way it has; any differences made to 
t h e l e a r n i n g a n d p r o g r e s s o f 

disadvantaged pupils as shown by 
outcomes data and inspection evidence. 

Inspectors will take particular account 
of the progress made by disadvantaged 
pupils by the end of the key stage 
compared with that made nationally by 
other pupils with similar starting points, 
and the extent to which any gaps in this 
p rogre s s , and consequent l y in 
attainment, are closing. 

Inspectors will compare the progress 
and attainment of the school ’s 
disadvantaged pupils with the national 
figures for the progress and attainment 
of non-disadvantaged pupils. They will 
then consider in-school gaps between 
disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged 
pupils, and how much these gaps are 
closing. 

It is worth noting that inspectors are 
likely to compare the progress of 
disadvantaged pupils with all non-
disadvantaged pupils, not just with 
those who have similar starting points, 
because if inspectors only compared the 
progress and attainment of pupils who 
started at a similar level, they would be 
unable to establish if gaps in attainment 
between disadvantaged and non-
disadvantaged pupils were closing. 

Inspectors will check that the reason 
the gap is narrowing is because the 
a t t a i n m e n t a n d p r o g r e s s o f 
disadvantaged pupils is rising, rather 
than that of non-disadvantaged pupils 
falling. If an attainment gap exists or 
widens, inspectors will also consider 
whether this is because disadvantaged 
pupils attain more highly than others 
do nationally, but non-disadvantaged 
pupils in the school attain even more 
highly. 

The Common Inspection Framework 
says “these circumstances would not 
reflect negatively on the school”.

FACT FILE: What is the Pupil Premium?

Download our 
magazines for free at: 
bit.ly/BeInspiredMag

http://bit.ly/BeInspiredMag
http://bit.ly/BeInspiredMag
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Overview
2016/17 2017/18 2018/19

Number of pupils on roll

Number (and %) of pupils 
eligible for PPG

Amount of PPG received per 
pupil

Total PPG received

Total amount of PPG 
allocated in-year 

Context statement (inc identification of disadvantaged pupils / groups and any differences in attainment)

Objectives (diminishing the difference) 

Detailed expenditure 2018/19

Intervention 
strategy

New or 
continued?

Total 
allocation of 
PPG

Total no. of 
pupils 
involved

Target 
group(s) 
and 
cohort(s)

Objective Intended 
outcomes

Monitoring 
& 
evaluation

Actual 
outcomes

Impact assessment  

Next steps  

Reporting to parents (how, what, when)

Reporting to governors (how, what, when) & details of governor involvement
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Pupil Premium annual report template
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How to close the vocabulary gap

When I spoke at the Pupil Premium 
Conference in Birmingham in October 
2017, I explained that 1 in 4 children in 
the UK grows up in poverty.  That figure 
has since risen to nearly 1 in 3.  In 
other words, nearly a third of young 
people now grow up in poverty in this 
country - this western, civilised, affluent 
nation. 

As I’ve already explained, the academic 
achievement gap between rich and poor 
is detectable from an early age and 
continues to widen as children travel 
through the education system.   

Speaking, reading and writing  

In my earlier article on closing the 
vocabulary gap, I said that cultural 
capital is, in large part, made up of 
vocabulary or word power.  So how else 
can we use Pupil Premium funding to 
help build disadvantaged pupils’ word 
power and, therefore, give them the 
language they need to access and 
understand the school curriculum? 

Firstly, it’s not just about reading more 
books, although that is undoubtedly 
important.   In order to develop pupils’ 
word power we need to begin with 

speaking and listening because spoken 
language precedes written language; 
speaking is also a great differentiator 
for disadvantaged pupils.   

We begin, then,  by developing pupils’ 
language capability in order to support 
their reading and writing.  What might 
this look like?   

We need to provide purposeful activities 
both in and out of class for pupils to 
discuss the books we’re reading and to 
engage in structured questioning in 
order to develop their reading 
comprehension.  We also need to model 
inference-making by thinking aloud as 
we read to the class. 

Next, we need to provide opportunities 
for pupils to engage in guided oral 
reading - as we model fluent reading, 
we need to get pupils to re-read a 
passage a number of times until they 
reach a suitable level of fluency.

Teaching ‘Tier 2’ words will help the word-poor access the curriculum 

Matt Bromley @mj_bromley
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Then we need to teach reading 
comprehension strategies through 
modelling and supported practice.  This 
inc ludes , amongst other sk i l l s , 
prediction, questioning, clarifying, 
summarising, inference and activating 
prior knowledge.   

Once pupils have reached the required 
level of proficiency, we can move on to 
writing composition.   

Sometimes, it’s helpful to adopt a 
whole-school approach to developing 
reading skills so that pupils learn 
through simple repetition and also 
begin to see the connectedness between 
reading in different subjects.  For 
example, it may help for teachers of 
every subject, whenever reading a text 
in their subject, to follow a hierarchy of 
reading comprehension such as what-
who-how...  

WHAT refers to what the text is about, 
and what type of text it is. 

WHO refers to who wrote the text and 
who the text was written for.  

HOW refers to how the text is 
structured, which is to say the order in 
which the events of the text appear - 
chronological or non-chronological, in 
short or long paragraphs, logically 
connected, etc., what kind of sentences 
are used, how long are those sentences, 
are they formal or informal, technical 
or colloquial, etc, and what kind of 
words a r e u sed - pe r sona l o r 
impersonal, serious or funny, easy or 
difficult, etc. 

Explicitly teach Tier 2 words  

Developing word power, as I said 
earlier, is an incremental process.  One 
way to develop pupils’ vocabulary is to 
select the words that regularly appear 
in texts and teach those words in depth. 

Beck and McKeown (2007) argue that 
the best way of teaching vocabulary is 
to select ‘quality’ words that regularly 
appear in texts appropriate to the 
pupil’s age but which can also be useful 
in different contexts, and then to teach 
those words in depth.   

Biemiller (2010), meanwhile, argues 
that the bes t way o f teach ing 
vocabulary is to teach as many new 
words as possible, albeit in less depth, 
in order to increase a pupil’s chances of 
growing their vocabulary.   

Pressley et al (2007) advocate teaching 
a range of long-term vocabulary.   

One way to identify the words to be 
explicitly taught is to divide vocabulary 
into three tiers as Beck suggested... 

Beck (2002) devised a three-tier system 
to help teachers decide which words to 
teach.  It went like this:  

Tier 1 words: basic and high frequency 
words which are used in everyday 
conversation, such as mother, said and 
house.  Most children will learn these 
words relatively quickly through 
frequent exposure.  There is no need to 
explicitly teach these words through 
direct instruction. 

Tier 2 words: words which appear more 
frequently in written language than in 
spoken language, and used by language 
users of different ages.  Tier 2 words 
can be used across contexts to add 
clarity and/or descriptive power.   

Tier 3 words: word which relate to 
specific fields of knowledge, such as the 
sciences.  For example, mesa, xylem 
and annulus.  These words should be 
explicitly taught as part of subject-
specific literacy as and when required.  

Beck recommends focusing on Tier 2 
words for direct instruction because 
these are the words that will be most 
useful across a range of contexts and 
yet are words that pupils are less likely 
to learn independently.    

Beck also shares a sequence for 
teaching word meanings.  The focus 
word is normally a word that pupils 
have encountered in a text being read 
in class.  Once the word has been 
brought to the class’s attention, the 
teacher should: 

• Read the sentence in which the word 
appears aloud to the class 

• Show pupils the word written down 
and ask them to say it aloud 

• Ask pupils to repeat the word several 
times 

• Brainstorm possible meanings with 
the class 

• Point out any parts of the word which 
might help with meaning, for 
example a prefix or Greek or Latin 
root 

• Reread the sentence to see if there 
are any contextual clues 

• Explicitly explain the meaning of the 
word through simple definition and 
the use of synonyms 

• Provide several examples of the word 
being used in context, emphasising 
the word 

• Ask questions to determine whether 
or not pupils have understood the 
word 

• Provide some sentences for pupils to 
judge whether or not the word is 
used correctly 

• Get pupils to write their own 
sentences using the word 

• Explicitly use the word during the 
course of the next few days in order 
to reinforce its meaning.
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The importance of high expectations

There is no such thing as a ‘Pupil 
Premium child’. Firstly, no one should 
be de f ined by d i sadvan tage . 
Secondly, each child is different. We 
must not fall into the trap of treating 
every child who is eligible for PP 
funding as part of a homogenous 
group and assume they are lower 
ability. Moreover, we should not 
lower our expectations for these 
children, presuming they will do less 
well at school than their peers. Not 
all children in receipt of funding will 
s t r u g g l e a c a d e m i c a l l y a n d , 
irrespective, no one benefits from 
‘dumbing down’.  In short, excellence 
should be your by-word; excellence 
s h o u l d c o m e t o d e f i n e y o u r 
classroom.   

So what are high expectations and why 
are they important..?  

The Pygmalion Effect  

Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson 
conducted research in the 1960s which 
showed that when teachers expected an 
enhanced performance from their 
pupils, their pupils’ performance was 
i ndeed enhanced . The i r s t udy 
supported the hypothesis – known as 
the Pygmalion Effect and named after a 
sculptor from Greek mythology who fell 
in love with one of his statues (Galatea) 
– that reality can be positively or 
negatively influenced by other people’s 
expectations. In other words, the higher 
the expectations you have of somebody, 
the better they perform. 

Rosenthal and Jacobson’s research 
involved pupils in a Californian 

elementary school. They started by 
giving every pupil a covert IQ test. 
Without disclosing the scores, they gave 
the teachers the names of about 20 per 
cent of pupils chosen at random and 
told them that these chosen few were 
expected to do better than their 
classmates. 

At the end of the study all the pupils 
were tested again using the same IQ 
test. Every pupil had increased their IQ 
scores. However, the chosen 20 per cent 
(chosen at random, remember) showed 
statistically significant gains. This led 
Rosenthal and Jacobson to conclude 
that teachers’ expectations actually 
influenced pupil achievement. Or, to 
put it another way, teachers’ biased 
expectancies affected reality and 
created self-fulfilling prophecies. 

But why should this be? Well, Rosenthal 
believed that a teacher’s attitude or 
mood positively affected his or her 
pupils because a teacher paid closer 
attention to so-called “gifted” pupils 
and treated them differently when they 
got stuck. For example, they were more 
willing to be patient and offer help 
when “gifted” pupils struggled because 
they believed that these pupils had the 
capacity to improve. 

This led Rosenthal to predict that 
teachers subconsciously behave in ways 
that facilitate and encourage their 
pupils’ success. In other words, teachers 
perpetrate the Pygmalion Effect: when 
they have high expectations of their 
pupils, their pupils perform well. 

It follows, therefore, that having high 
expectations of pupils is not only a nice 
thing to do, it actually leads to 
improved performance. But saying and 
doing are two very different things. 
After all, what do high expectations 
actually look like in practice? 

Well, as with most teaching strategies, 
having high expectations is simply 
about establishing a set of clear rules 
and routines. Doug Lemov shares a few 

such routines in his book, Teach Like a 
Champion. 

For example, Lemov says that teachers 
who have high expectations operate a 
“No opt out” policy. In other words, a 
teaching sequence that begins with a 
pupil unable to answer a question 
should end with the same pupil 
answering that question as often as 
possible. 

Lemov also says that teachers who have 
high expectations always insist that 
“Right is right”. In other words, they set 
and defend a high standard of 
correctness in their classroom. For 
example… 

They use simple positive language to 
express their appreciation of what a 
pupil has done and to express their 
expectation that he or she will now 
complete the task. For example: “You’re 
almost there. Can you find the last 
piece?” 

They insist that pupils answer the 
question they have asked not a different 
question entirely. These teachers are 
clear that the right answer to any 
question other than the one they have 
asked is, by definition, wrong. 

As well as insisting on the right answer, 
teachers with high expectations insist 
that pupils answer the right question at 
the right time. They protect the 
integrity of their lesson by not jumping 
ahead to engage an exciting right 
answer at the wrong time. 

These teachers insist their pupils use 
precise, technical vocabulary. 

Lemov says that teachers who have 
high expectations “Stretch it”. In other 
words, a sequence of learning does not 
end with a right answer; these teachers 
reward right answers with follow-up 
questions that extend knowledge and 
test for reliability.

Let excellence be your by-word, no matter a pupil’s background
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For example, they ask how or why, ask 
for another way to answer, ask for a 
better word, ask for evidence, ask 
pupils to integrate a related skill, and/
or ask pupils to apply the same skill in a 
new setting. 

Lemov says that, for the teachers who 
have high expectations of their pupils, 
“format matters”. In other words, it is 
not just what their pupils say that 
matters but how they say it. To succeed, 
pupils must take their knowledge and 
exp re s s i t i n the l anguage o f 
opportunity. 

Pupils’ attitudes 

As well as having high expectations of 
our pupils, we should insist that our 
pupils have high expectations of 
themselves, because only by believing 
in yourself and in your own ability to 
get better will you actually do so. So 
what does this look like in practice? 

First, pupils should have a growth 
mindset and believe that they can get 
better at anything if they work hard. 
This means having a thirst for 
knowledge, this means accepting that 
work needs to be drafted and redrafted, 
and this means following the maxim 
that if it isn’t excellent, it isn’t finished 
(never settling for work that is less than 
their best). This also means setting 
aspirational goals for themselves and 
expecting to achieve them. 

Second, pupi ls should embrace 
challenge and enjoy hard work because 
they know it will help them to learn. 
This means actively engaging in lessons 
and readi ly accepting any new 
challenges that are presented. It also 
means exerting a lot of effort and 
engaging in deliberate practice. It 
means pushing themselves in lessons, 
practising something over and over 
again, and regarding additional study 
opportunities such as homework as an 
important way of consolidating and 
deepening their learning rather than as 
an onerous chore. 

Third, pupils should seek out and 
welcome feedback. They should value 
other people’s opinions and advice and 

use it to help them improve their work. 
Feedback should be given and received 
with kindness in a manner that is 
helpful and not unduly critical, and yet 
it should be constructive and specific 
about what needs to be improved. 

Fourth, pupils should be resilient. By 
being resilient – not giving up easily 
when things get hard – they will 
overcome obstacles. Moreover, they will 
be happy to make mistakes because 
they know they will learn from them. In 
practice, this means that pupils ask 
good questions in order to further their 
learning, this means pupils always try 
and solve problems for themselves 
before asking others for help. 

Finally, pupils should be inspired by 
other people’s success. They should 
seek out examples of great work, 
discovering what makes it great then 
using this knowledge to inform their 
own work. They should take collective 
responsibility for the work of the class 
and have a vested interest in everyone’s 
success. 

This means that pupils support each 
other and encourage each other to 
succeed. This means that pupils work 
well in groups and are confident 
expressing their views and sharing their 
ideas. This means that pupils are good 
at giving each other feedback that is 
kind, specific and helpful. 

The Golem Effect  

To summarise, the Pygmalion Effect is 
important because it gives teachers a 
reason to believe that having high 
expectations of their pupils actually 
helps them to perform better.  But 
here’s a word of warning… 

The opposite of the Pygmalion Effect is 
the Golem Effect – if we expect our 
pupils to perform badly, chances are 
they will. Both the Pygmalion Effect 
and the Golem Effect have their 
downsides: they are self-fulfilling 
prophecies in part because they 
encourage us to find evidence that 
supports our expectations regardless of 
whether or not such evidence exists. 

In other words, we are in danger of 
interpreting pupils’ performances in line 
with what we think they will achieve 
rather than accurately and based on 
evidence. If we have high expectations 
of a pupil then we are more inclined to 
think they are performing well, 
irrespective of whether or not they 
actually are. Equally, if we have low 
expectations of a pupil we are eager to 
find evidence that they are performing 
badly and seize on the slightest sign of 
it. 

This is sometimes called the observer-
expectancy effect and is the situation by 
which a researcher’s cognitive bias 
causes them to unconsciously influence 
the participants of an experiment. 

Confirmation biases such as this can 
lead to the experimenter interpreting 
results incorrectly because of their 
tendency to look for information that 
conforms to their hypothesis, while 
overlooking information that argues 
against it. 

So as a new teacher you should have 
high expectations of all your pupils 
because this will encourage them to 
perform better. Moreover, it will help 
them to develop high expectations of 
themselves, and if they believe in 
themselves they are more likely to 
succeed. 

But beware of false prophets: use 
empirical evidence to help you 
determine a pupil’s actual performance; 
be attuned to your natural tendency to 
find evidence that supports your beliefs, 
regardless of whether such evidence is 
accurate or fair.
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