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	Summary

The call for evidence covers wide-ranging areas of inquiry, some of which fall outside the EEF’s core expertise. This response focuses on two areas where the EEF has significant evidence and experience to contribute: raising attainment and reducing disadvantage gaps. Our key messages include:
· The White Paper’s focus on disadvantage is welcome. A clear, system-wide focus on closing the disadvantage attainment gap should be maintained – including a concerted emphasis on targeting support and incentives towards schools serving higher proportions of disadvantaged pupils.
· Policy interventions should be underpinned by the best available evidence and support schools to use it well.
· The Pupil Premium remains an important lever through which to provide evidence-informed support for disadvantaged pupils. We support the proposed disadvantage funding eligibility review, but it is important that risks and unintended consequences are considered and appropriately mitigated.  




About the Education Endowment Foundation  
1. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) is an independent charity dedicated to breaking the link between family income and educational achievement. Our mission is to support the education sector to transform outcomes for socio-economically disadvantaged children and young people from age 2 to 19. We do so by enabling early years settings, schools, and colleges to focus on delivering high-quality education, based on evidence and what works best in practice. 

2. We hold a unique position in the English education system, with three key roles:
· We summarise evidence. We synthesise the global evidence base to find out what is already known about improving teaching and learning. 
· We build evidence. We develop, evaluate, and scale up programmes and approaches that aim to boost outcomes for children and young people from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds.
· We put evidence to use. We help policy makers, leaders and educators to use evidence to deliver improved outcomes for children and young people from lower-income families. 
Importance of a system-wide focus on reducing disadvantage gaps  
3. We welcome the Department for Education’s (DfE) White Paper’s focus on disadvantage, given the continued attainment gap between disadvantaged pupils and their peers (EPI, 2026). Whilst the gap was showing signs of closure before the Covid 19 pandemic, school-age gaps have since widened. Retaining a policy focus on raising the attainment of socio-economically disadvantaged pupils therefore remains crucial. 

4. Currently, the most disadvantaged schools are more likely to have less experienced teachers, experience a higher rate of teacher turnover (Cardim Dias et al, 2025), and be disproportionately affected by falling pupil rolls and the subsequent loss of funding (Scott et al, 2026). To address such challenges that these schools face, it is important that all system levers should be aligned towards closing attainment gaps. In particular, this includes ensuring that support and incentives are targeted towards schools serving higher proportions of disadvantaged pupils, and that accountability measures, including performance data and RISE activity, reflect the challenges these schools face.

5. Closing the disadvantage gap also requires sustained attention across all phases of education. Evidence highlights the importance of early intervention. Recent analysis found that the disadvantage gap is compounded over time, and that prior attainment is a major driver – attainment at age five accounts for 44% of the key stage 4 gap (Hunt et al, 2026). It is therefore crucial that the Early Years system has a strong focus on quality and, specifically, supporting disadvantaged children. The transition from primary to secondary school also presents a crucial juncture in pupils’ trajectories (Rutgers et al, 2026). We therefore welcome the White Paper’s focus on KS3, while noting that approaches to raising attainment at Key Stage 3 should be led by robust evidence and high-quality data.

6. Given the role of absence in driving the disadvantage gap (Hunt et al, 2026), it is also crucial to ensure that disadvantaged pupils are in school and able to benefit from effective support. We therefore welcome the White Paper’s commitment to increasing attendance and its focus on supporting schools to improve it. 

7. As the White Paper’s wider reforms are taken forward, a clear, system-wide focus on closing the disadvantage attainment gap should be maintained alongside these. The proposed SEND reforms are likely to be capacity intensive for schools to deliver. Whilst we welcome reform to the SEND system, which has the potential to improve outcomes for disadvantaged pupils with SEND, a significant proportion of disadvantaged pupils do not have identified SEND: in AY25/26, 68% of FSM-eligible pupils had no identified SEN (Gov.uk, 2026)[footnoteRef:2]. In this context, it is crucial that the system does not lose sight of closing disadvantage attainment gaps alongside improving outcomes for pupils with SEND. [2:  In AY25/26, 10.09% of FSM eligible pupils had an Education, health and care plan, and 21.97% of FSM-eligible pupils had SEN support. 68.03% of FSM-eligible pupils had no identified SEN.] 


The role of high-quality research evidence 
8. The consequences of the attainment gap are significant and long-lasting. Educational attainment is associated with a range of longer-term outcomes, including employment, and lifetime earnings (Hodge et al, 2021; OECD, 2025). It is therefore important that the policy interventions outlined in the White Paper are underpinned by high-quality research evidence in order to drive the most positive impacts.

9. Across all policies, high-quality research evidence should inform the design and development of the support that schools receive. For example, where RISE teams are signposting support to schools, this is most likely to be effective where is it is well supported by evidence and draws on the principles of high-quality professional development and implementation. Similarly, working with the EEF, DfE has developed strong processes for ensuring that teacher training and development is underpinned by robust research evidence – this should be maintained and developed. DfE should also consider where there is scope to actively support the scale-up of well-evidenced approaches, particularly in more challenging areas, as it has done previously with NELI and Maths Champions.

10. DfE should continue to encourage teachers and leaders to draw on evidence directly in their practice. We therefore welcome the White Paper’s ambition to ‘double down on evidence-based pedagogy on what works for all children and their learning’ and to support schools, teachers and leaders to understand and apply this evidence, including through the Teacher Training Entitlement. The Pupil Premium, given the expectation for schools to report the evidence supporting their approach to spend in their strategy statement, remains a central, powerful lever for driving evidence use. In AY24/25, 97% of sampled schools cited evidence in their Pupil Premium strategy statement (Bowen et al, 2025). It is important that this clear connection between the Pupil Premium and driving evidence-informed practice is maintained in any wider reforms to disadvantage funding, as discussed below.

Disadvantage funding

11. The Pupil Premium is a crucial lever to support schools in prioritising raising attainment for disadvantaged pupils. We therefore welcome DfE’s ambition to secure better value for money from the Pupil Premium by providing support to schools on how to spend it effectively, including the delivery of government-funded Pupil Premium strategy reviews. It will be important to consider opportunities for sustained support, alongside lighter-touch approaches, as evidence suggests that professional development that effectively shifts practice is sustained over time (EEF, 2021).

12. There are strong grounds for reviewing the eligibility criteria for disadvantage funding, including the Pupil Premium, so that pupils who need additional support can be identified more accurately. Under the current criteria, it is likely that some pupils who would benefit from additional support do not attract additional funding for it. For example, in 2024, the Child Poverty Action Group estimated that 900,000 pupils were living in relative poverty in England, but were ineligible for disadvantage funding (CPAG, 2024). We are therefore supportive of the DfE’s proposal to use an income-based measure of disadvantage and auto-enrolling eligible pupils.

13. Evidence is clear that attainment outcomes are worse for pupils who have experienced disadvantage for longer periods (Andrews & Cruikshanks, 2024). We therefore understand the rationale for providing greater resource to schools with cohorts that have higher rates of persistent disadvantage, reflecting the greater challenges these pupils are likely to face. However, DfE should carefully consider how to achieve this, as changes to funding allocations could pose risks and unintended consequences. For example, it will be important to ensure that:
a. Any changes to eligibility criteria do not introduce undue complexity around how schools understand and spend Pupil Premium funding. The simplicity of the Pupil Premium is one of its greatest strengths: it is a clearly defined funding stream with a clear scope and connection to evidence, intended to support improved outcomes for disadvantaged pupils. Given that Pupil Premium can currently be used to support high-quality teaching at a whole-school level, which is particularly impactful for disadvantaged learners, any changes to funding must also avoid implying that Pupil Premium should be treated solely as a budget for individual children.
b. At a school level, changes to funding allocations do not result in schools receiving less funding for their disadvantaged pupils, particularly in the context of schools already reporting funding constraints (Sutton Trust, 2026). DfE should consider how to avoid schools seeing a reduction in their disadvantage funding as a result of any policy changes. 
c. DfE also considers the other policy levers, including those beyond the education system, that are likely to be needed to meet the needs of the persistently disadvantaged cohort.
We welcome DfE’s commitment to consulting on this later this year. 
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