
Enquiry Based Research
‘Engaging Disadvantaged Students’



Context and background to the enquiry

One of the Art department ‘Quality of Education’ 

sections on this years DIP is to ‘Improve progress of all 

KS4 students not making progress’  including a focus 

on DP (disadvantaged pupils).

The objective of this project was to find practical ways to help improve the engagement for DP (which in turn will improve their

progress in Art).

If  these strategies are successful I will share this good practice with the department to use with future DP. 

Within my enquiry based research project I want to:

➢ Research what effects DP (outside school & inside the classroom)

➢ Trial and develop strategies within my GCSE Art class



Research Background into DP
The term ‘disadvantaged pupils’ is used to mean: pupils with special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND); 

pupils who meet the definition of children in need of help and protection; pupils receiving statutory local authority 

support from a social worker; and pupils who otherwise meet the criteria used for deciding the school’s pupil premium 

funding (this includes pupils claiming free school meals at any point in the last 6 years, looked after children (children in 

local authority care) and/or children who left care through adoption or another formal route).

Extract: OFSTED

Why is it so important to ensure disadvantaged 

pupils achieve their full potential? 

The educational performance of pupils from 

disadvantaged backgrounds (commonly defined in 

terms of family socio-economic status) is much 

lower than their peers.

Extract: Department of Education 

Disadvantage has a big influence on pupils’ life chances. Pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds are: twice as likely to be not in 

education, employment or training and at higher risk of ending up in poverty as adults. 

Schools can help break the link between disadvantage and performance by supporting disadvantaged pupils to achieve their full

potential. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-in-need-of-help-and-protection-data-and-analysis
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/pupil-premium


Each dot represents a school: the higher the dot is 

above the diagonal line, the better the progress of 

their disadvantaged pupils (and the further below 

the line, the worse the progress of their 

disadvantaged pupils). The red circles show the 

large difference in disadvantaged pupils’ average 

attainment in two schools where disadvantaged 

pupils had similar results at Key Stage 2. This 

demonstrates that some schools are doing much 

better than others with a similar intake. 

Research Background into DP

Extract: Department of Education 



Addressing behaviour and attendance 

Pupils have to be in school and able to pay attention before they 

can access learning. More successful schools make sure they have 

really effective behaviour strategies: communicating simple, clear 

rules and training all staff  in behaviour management. They also 

have strong social and emotional support strategies to help pupils 

in need of additional support, including through working with their 

families. Similarly, more successful schools set up rapid response 

systems to address poor attendance. This includes staff  

contacting home immediately a pupil fails to arrive on time. If  the 

problem persists, staff  work with families to address any barriers 

they face in getting their children to school. 

High quality teaching for all 

Leaders of more successful schools emphasise the 

importance of ‘quality teaching first’. They aim to provide a 

consistently high standard, through setting expectations, 

monitoring performance, tailoring teaching and support to 

suit their pupils and sharing best practice. This approach is 

supported by a body of research3 which has found that 

good teachers are especially important for pupils from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. 

For poor pupils the difference between a good teacher and a 
bad teacher is a whole year’s learning. 

Meeting individual learning needs 

More successful schools see pupils as individuals, 

each with their own challenges, talents and interests. 

Staff  work to identify what might help each pupil 

make the next steps in their learning, whether they 

are performing below, at, or above expectations. 

They focus on providing targeted support for under-

performing pupils during curriculum time (as well as 

providing learning support outside school hours). 

They seek out strategies best suited to addressing 

individual needs, rather than simply fitting pupils into 

their existing support strategies. These schools tend 

to provide both individual support for pupils that 

have very specific learning needs, and group support 

for pupils with similar needs. 

Data driven and responding to evidence 

More successful schools use data to identify pupils’ 

learning needs at every opportunity –when pupils 

join the school, during regular reviews of progress 

and during day-to-day teaching. They review 

progress every few weeks, spot any signs of 

underperformance and address them quickly. 

Teachers engage with the data themselves: they 

input, analyse and use it to underpin their teaching. 

More successful schools have a consistent marking 

scheme which recognises pupils’ achievements and 

sets out the next steps in their learning. Pupils are 

given time to review their feedback and discuss their 

progress with teachers. More successful schools also 

monitor the success of their support strategies and 

make evidence-based decisions about whether these 

are proving effective, need adjustment or should be 

replaced. 

Research



One of the common starting points is to focus on attendance and behaviour alongside high quality teaching, 

as part of a whole-school commitment to helping each pupil to succeed. Schools at an intermediate stage 

have taken several of the actions associated with more successful practice, but these have yet to become 

established as part of their systems and practice. They are focusing on addressing individual pupils’ needs, 

improving the quality of their support strategies and starting to get to grips with their data. The third stage 

requires schools to embed their strategies throughout the school. This enables them to focus more strongly 

on early intervention, lessening the need for intensive ‘drilling’ for pupils approaching their end of key stage 

assessments. 

Metacognition (i.e. teaching pupils to be aware of and understand their own thought processes), 

collaborative learning and peer tutoring strategies feature in the third stage, as these tend to be 

associated with schools at a later stage on the pathway to success. These strategies have good 

evidence of effectiveness and are inexpensive, yet they are used by a relatively low proportion of 

schools. At the final stage, schools are in a position to continually seek opportunities for 

improvement, contribute to local and national networks and share their learning with other schools. 

Even though their disadvantaged pupils are achieving good results, they continue to challenge 

themselves and are keen to develop their systems and approaches still further. 

Research

What more can schools do to support disadvantaged pupils? 

Schools can respond to the complexity of disadvantaged pupils’ needs by tackling the challenge at three levels: 

1. A whole-school approach promoting learning which sets high aspirations for all pupils 

2. Strategies to identify and support under-performing pupils (not just low attainers) 

3. Strategies specifically targeted at supporting pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds. 



Research – Support strategies in schools (Case Study) 



Quotes: Making kids Cleverer

David Didau

Children with higher fluid intelligence* & those from more advantages backgrounds will be further privileged

*Fluid intelligence is where a person is able to think abstractly 
and solve problems using their own judgment and logic. Fluid 
intelligence refers to being able to critically think without being 
influenced by prior education or experience. This type of 
intelligence is generally used when learning new things.

Research – Fluid Intelligence

Concept of intelligence can be broken into 2 subcomponents:

Fluid Intelligence - Raw 

reasoning power (this is 

fixed and not able to 

increase)

Crystallised Intelligence –

Ability to apply what we 

know to new problems 

(can increase by adding 

to our store of 

knowledge)

More knowledge = More intelligence

Didau talks about Growth mindset / Brain Training / Cognitive acceleration –

Could exposing the DP students to this specific training help get them on a 

more level playing field with the other students?



Reaching the unseen children

Jean Gross

Research – Specific teaching strategies
Narrowing the attainment gap in disadvantaged groups with specific reference to ‘Socio – economic disadvantage’ / ‘Social & 

Cultural Capital’.

Ways to overcome these barriers:

▪ Limited oral language skills.

▪ Regulating emotions.

▪ Early education failure.

a) reading / low attendance leading to low academic self concept, disengaging from learning.

b) Over supporting from schools can inadvertently reduce their sense of capability & independence.

c) Reducing their sense of control by using only external reward systems to manage behaviour 

rather than teaching them strategies to ‘self regulate’.

Socio – economic barriers: 

▪ High quality teaching & learning. 

▪ Mentoring / intervention.

▪ Enrichment – after school clubs / artist in residence / visiting galleries etc.

▪ Language intervention programmes.

▪ Scaffold opportunities for purposeful learning.

▪ Processing time to allow catch up.



STUDENT A

Student profile

Possible Autism / homelife not supportive / disadvantaged background / part time timetable due to behaviour 

& truancy issues / ticks. 

Evaluation of Strategies explored & implemented

Seating / Tasks ▪ Own table where I write a list of tasks for her on post it note (she can keep this in her sketchbook until it is 

done)– this helps with chunking the work, organisation and doesn’t highlight her needs to the rest of the class. 

Seating plan for the class is an active.

▪ Extra POSITIVE processing time / thinking time really helps her focus – If  she has the broken down chunked 

tasks, she then needs a little time think about it, giving her this makes her more productive for longer in the 

lesson.

▪ Own swivel chair (my spare one) – this gives her the freedom of movement with minimal disruption to her or 

the class. It allows her to swivel side to side and still do the work (this helps with her focus).

Organisation ▪ Own book box – this has given her a special place (giving her some ownership on her own belongings which 

she doesn’t get at home) where she gets her sketchbook and resources out each lesson – this helps her with 

routine and focuses her.

• Individual deadlines for pieces of class work and homework (homelife does not facilitate support with 

homework).

• Materials are put next to her table, this has really cut down the low level behaviour issues.



Evaluation of Strategies explored & implemented
Behaviour ▪ Lots of emotional investment with this student (all the strategies so far have helped her feel like I am making a 

big effort to help her), this has given me ‘Emotional currency’ with this student which does help with 

student/teacher relationship and feeds into behaviour management.

▪ Promoting the positive values you want in the lesson, encourages her to follow the rules without concentrating 

on the negative options. 

▪ Praise / Praise / Praise really helps her to continue on the task in hand.

▪ Flexible art pieces – running 2 pieces at the same time does allow for her to be flexible in the lesson (so she 

doesn’t get frustrated or bord with one piece).

Language/T&L ▪ Very clear on ‘what I want’ and ‘what it looks like in the lesson’ with her, this really helps as it communicates to 

her (and others in the class)clear boundaries and expectations.

▪ ‘I need you to…’ language is used a lot with her, this really helps her to make the right choices within the lesson.

▪ ‘Thinking out loud’ planning and monitoring she works well with, but I have had to adapt the process with her 

evaluation section, as she is very negative about most pieces she works on. She has been seated next to a 

couple of girls who are similar ability – this has helped with her manage her own expectations for her work (as 

they are getting similar marks and she thinks their work is good).

▪ Extrinsic motivation (rewards on class charts / post cards & emails home etc) don’t seem to motivate her at all.

▪ Intrinsic motivation (her new SOW where she chooses the starting point within ‘Collections’) she has shown 

some element of motivation for, but not as much as I thought she would.  

▪ Strategic scaffolding has to be used as a lot of the time her ‘struggle’ zone is her ‘panic’ zone, this can be quite 

difficult to manage. The best way so far that I have found, is to start her half  way up and build her up bit by bit, 

rather than starting at the top.

▪ Variation theory is used a lot in Art – this really helps the student to understand visually, how to improve, she 

reacts well to this.



Further strategies to explore: next steps

Engaging her as soon as she enters the room is my next step to work on as she 

is very much affected by her homelife and social life of school, so can be a time 

bomb when it comes to what she is like ‘focused-wise’ in lessons. Regulating her 

emotions from what has happened prior to her getting to the classroom is a 

barrier.

Overall:
ATL still remains a 3 ‘developing learner’ in line with the school policy, 

however, this is an improvement from her KS3 ATL and I can see her 

moving in the right direction especially with her behaviour and organisation.

HWK is ‘potential learner’ however, she has recently been allocated to a 

learning mentor who is now working 1:1 with her and does support her 

with the HWK.

Currently her classwork is consistently getting a level 4 (which is her target 

for the end of year 11). This is what we need to maintain and improve on. 

So far the strategies I have mentioned in this study have had a positive 

effect on this disadvantaged student.


