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We are submitting this evidence to inform the Committee's consideration of the Government's Mission Coastal and Mission North East initiatives, both of which seek to improve outcomes for children and young people in geographically disadvantaged communities.

This submission draws on our analysis of school census data and stakeholder interviews conducted as part of a wider evaluation of the Opportunity Areas (OA) programme, a major place-based education initiative introduced by the Department for Education in 2016. The programme targeted twelve areas across England that were characterised by relatively poor educational outcomes and weak indicators of social mobility (Siddiqui et al., 2025). 

Our evidence focuses particularly on school attendance, exclusions, and attainment among disadvantaged pupils. It examines whether targeted place-based interventions improved educational outcomes and identifies lessons that may help shape the design and implementation of future regional initiatives in coastal communities and the North East. 

The evidence from previous place-based educational initiatives suggests that additional funding alone is unlikely to generate sustained improvements in educational outcomes. Programmes such as Opportunity Areas largely channelled resources through existing educational infrastructures without fundamentally changing the structural conditions associated with educational disadvantage (Scandone et al., 2022). While some short-term improvements were observed in attendance, exclusions and attainment, there is little evidence that these gains were sustained beyond the funding period. 

Many interventions increased the capacity of schools temporarily by funding additional staff, specialist programmes, external partners and targeted support services (Young et al. 2025). However, these initiatives often operated alongside existing systems rather than transforming them. As a result, they frequently addressed the immediate symptoms of disadvantage without tackling the deeper and longer-term causes. 

“No matter how anybody wants to spin that around, if you systematically don't fund and support public services… if you take away funding for youth offending teams, or for the social care system, or for school, or for any education system, or for community support groups… then they're going to fold or not work, and then suddenly there isn't that community help, so communities fold in on themselves.” (Primary Headteacher A, Bradford)

The central lesson for Mission Coastal and Mission North East is that place-based policy should not be viewed simply as a mechanism for distributing additional funding. Sustainable improvement requires long-term investment in workforce capacity, local services, family support, community infrastructure and economic development, alongside realistic timescales for implementation and evaluation.

Our findings suggest five key lessons for Mission Coastal and Mission North East:
1) Educational disadvantage is geographically concentrated and closely linked to local economic and social conditions. Coastal and post-industrial areas continue to experience particularly high levels of disadvantage. 
2) Short-term funding can generate short-term improvements. Several Opportunity Areas showed reductions in exclusions and improvements in attendance and attainment during the funded period. 
3) Sustainability is the central challenge. Most successful interventions depended on additional specialist staff, multi-agency support, and external expertise that largely disappeared when funding ended. 
4) Many educational problems are symptoms of wider social disadvantage. Attendance, exclusions, behaviour, mental health difficulties, and attainment cannot be addressed through schools alone. 
5) Future place-based initiatives require longer-term commitments. Lasting improvements are unlikely to be achieved through relatively short funding cycles. Interventions need sufficient time to be embedded and needs pre-specified outcomes for impact evaluation.

What previous place-based initiatives teach us?
A key finding emerging from our analysis is that previous area-based educational interventions have generally struggled to demonstrate sustained long-term impacts on educational outcomes. Opportunity Areas provided significant opportunities for schools and local partnerships to experiment with new approaches, but the programme largely represented an additional layer of funding applied to existing systems rather than a fundamental restructuring of educational provision (Spear and Kirkman, 2024). 

“The opportunity area, what it gave them was a frame – it gave them a frame to hang everything together… it’s the capacity to act together that really matters in Bradford… we shouldn’t underestimate how much of a test bed it was in the places where it really worked for different ways of doing things.” (Partnership board member A, Bradford) 

“I don’t think it solved all the educational problems in Hastings at all…the challenges in Hastings educationally are so deep that a five-year, six-year program was not going to be able to change all of that” (Partnership board member A, Hastings) 

Schools serving disadvantaged communities often face longstanding challenges including high staff turnover, workforce shortages, special educational needs pressures, family poverty, behavioural difficulties and poor attendance. These challenges require substantial organisational capacity to address effectively. Yet many participating schools were already operating under considerable resource constraints. Consequently, new programmes often focused on managing immediate problems rather than resolving their underlying causes. 

“I think it [Opportunity Areas] was helpful because it brought additional resource into Hastings. I think it put a spotlight on Hastings at a national level… I think it did help further develop some of the partnership working that we needed in Hastings. And I think it did have… an impact on individual children and young people in terms of raising aspirations, which I think was good. But the underlying challenges are still there.” (Partnership board member A, Hastings) 

The evidence suggests that many interventions only scratched the surface of deeply embedded challenges. Delivery plans were ambitious, but implementation timescales were short and frequently dependent on temporary staffing arrangements (York Consulting Unit, 2022). While additional funding enabled schools to introduce targeted initiatives, there was often insufficient time or capacity to embed these changes into normal practice before funding ended.

“We were asked to submit for funding for one year three times, not three years’ worth of funding. It changes how you plan your outcome… It was that constant uncertainty that something of this scale should not have had. We shouldn’t be forever doing short‑term project plans.” (Primary Headteacher, Stoke-on-Trent) 

“In our sustainability plan… our challenge was what aspects of delivery could we keep going with no money. And there lies the challenge.” (Partnership board member B, Bradford) 
Disadvantage remains concentrated in Opportunity Areas
Analysis of school census data demonstrates that pupils in Opportunity Areas experienced substantially higher levels of socioeconomic disadvantage than pupils nationally. Free School Meal (FSM) eligibility rates were consistently above national averages across both primary and secondary schools throughout the period examined. 
Particularly high levels of disadvantage were observed in:
· Blackpool
· Hastings
· North Yorkshire Coast
· Stoke-on-Trent
· Bradford
These findings are especially relevant because several of these areas share characteristics with communities targeted by Mission Coastal and Mission North East, including economic restructuring, geographical isolation, lower educational attainment, and persistent poverty. 
The evidence demonstrates that educational disadvantage is often spatially concentrated rather than randomly distributed. Consequently, place-based responses remain an important policy mechanism.

Attendance and exclusions are closely linked to local disadvantage
One of the key findings from our research is the close relationship between educational outcomes and wider social conditions. School attendance and exclusion rates are frequently treated as school-level issues. However, interviews with school leaders, programme directors, and local stakeholders consistently suggested that these problems often originate beyond the school gates. 

“We talk about attendance as if it’s just a child not turning up to school. Actually, when you look underneath, what you see are families in real crisis — parental mental health, social care, debt, unstable housing. Those things are what are driving a lot of the persistent absence, not simply a lack of respect for school.” (National education lead, Stoke-on-Trent) 

Stakeholders highlighted:
· family poverty
· housing insecurity
· mental health difficulties
· unmet special educational needs
· limited access to services
· weak transport connections
· workforce instability

as major contributors to low attendance and exclusion risks. 

Many schools reported significant demand for family support, social work provision, mental health services, and specialist interventions. Teachers and school leaders regularly described operating as providers of wider social support rather than solely educational services. 

“Hastings is one of the most deprived areas of the country… high rates of children with special educational needs, very high levels of free school meals. Schools that are in quite significant challenges and having to do a lot to improve the outcomes that they’ve got don’t always have the capacity to be involved in projects… because it always involves senior leaders taking some time out to attend project meetings.” (Partnership board member A, Hastings) 

“We had social workers based in schools because so many of the issues that were presenting as ‘attendance problems’ were actually about family poverty, parental mental health and safeguarding. The school almost became the place where all of that had to be held.” (National education lead, Stoke-on-Trent) 

“Teachers are there to teach; there should be people there to support the teachers in getting these young people ready to learn.” (Charity worker A, Blackpool)

For Mission Coastal and Mission North East, this suggests that improvements in educational outcomes are unlikely to be achieved through school-focused reforms alone.
Some improvements were achieved during the Opportunity Areas programme
The evidence indicates that some positive changes occurred during the funded period.
Relative to national trends, several Opportunity Areas showed reductions in:

· permanent exclusions (Figure 1)
· secondary school absence (Figure 2)
· persistent absence (Figure 3)

Figure 1. Percentage Permanent Exclusions 




Figure 2. Percentage Secondary School Absence

Figure 3. Percentage Secondary School Persistent Absence 

Importantly, these improvements occurred at a time when some national indicators were deteriorating.

Areas such as Blackpool, Stoke-on-Trent, Doncaster, Norwich, and Hastings implemented targeted programmes focused on attendance, behaviour, inclusion, family engagement, and mental health support. These programmes frequently involved dedicated staff, intensive pupil support, and closer collaboration between agencies. 

“We got 80,000 pounds per school… and each school got 80,000 pounds to develop a programme whereby they would reduce permanent exclusions… and you see significant reductions in the permanent exclusions.” (Partnership board member B, Blackpool) 

“For the students who’ve used our alternative provision, we’ve seen a 73% reduction in suspensions and a 21% increase in attendance from one year to the next. These are some of the most challenging pupils – several would almost certainly have been permanently excluded without that provision.” (Secondary Headteacher, Stoke-on-Trent)

“During the 2020/2021 academic year, Port Vale Foundation supported 114 young people… 85% of pupils reported an increase in attendance at school and improved behaviour during the school day and at home” (Charity worker B, Blackpool) 

Stakeholders generally viewed these interventions positively and reported improvements in relationships between schools, families, and support services. 

“Relational working was at the heart of everything we did, which is why things have been able to continue afterwards. It hasn’t been formal memorandums of understanding that have sustained the opportunity area legacy in Bradford – it’s been relationships.” (Partnership board member C, Bradford) 

The evidence therefore suggests that place-based initiatives can help address emerging local problems when they provide schools with additional capacity and resources.

Attainment improved, but gains were small and uneven
Our aggregate analysis suggests a mixed picture regarding attainment.
At Key Stage 2, Opportunity Areas experienced a short-lived improvement shortly after programme implementation. As shown in figure 4, In 2016-17, attainment briefly exceeded national averages before returning to previous patterns. This suggests a short-term gain that was not sustained. 



Figure 4. Aggregate percentage of KS2 meeting expected learning levels 


At Key Stage 4, evidence appears somewhat stronger.
Figure 5:  Aggregate percentage of KS4 meeting expected learning levels. 

As shown in figure 5, the gap between Opportunity Areas and national attainment narrowed between 2016-17 and 2018-19. Similar improvements were observed among FSM pupils, with disadvantaged pupils making relative gains against national benchmarks. However, attainment gaps were not eliminated. Opportunity Area pupils continued to perform below national averages. 

“It did reduce [exclusions], yeah, dramatically… it really closed down the gap. But it still didn’t… close the gap in national exclusion rates.” (Secondary Headteacher, Blackpool) 

These findings suggest that place-based programmes can improve outcomes, but the scale of improvement may be limited when underlying structural inequalities remain unchanged.

Sustainability and Capacity Constraints
The most important lesson from the OA programme concerns sustainability. Interviews with school leaders, programme leads and partnership board members consistently highlighted that many interventions depended heavily on temporary resources. Once funding ended, schools frequently lacked the financial capacity to continue successful activities. 

“I think we made a pretty good stab at it. But the pity, as with so many of these grant type programs, is they stop, and you sort of reach a dead end, and people try to carry on some of the work. It’s pretty difficult without funding.” (Partnership board member, Hastings) 

For example, in areas where exclusions and suspensions had been identified as priority concerns, funding enabled schools to employ inclusion workers, family support staff, attendance officers and specialist behavioural support teams. In some cases, exclusion rates fell during the funding period. However, these reductions often reflected intensive short-term support and additional staffing capacity rather than permanent changes to underlying conditions. Stakeholders reported that many of these positions disappeared once funding ceased. 

“We put in attendance officers, family workers, behaviour mentors – the sort of people schools simply couldn’t afford before. Exclusions did fall while those roles were in place, but once the Opportunity Area funding stopped, most of those posts disappeared.” (MAT Lead, Blackpool) 

“Without the [OA] funding, because you’re only going to run something like that if the funding is there to release your staff… especially as budgets get tighter, as much as you might want to be altruistic and go out and spread love and joy, if there’s not the money to do so, then it’s not going to happen because we’re not a charity, and we’re not in a position to take our school funding, which is for our children, to then [use] somewhere else.” (Secondary Deputy Headteacher, Bradford)

Similarly, attainment-focused interventions enabled schools to recruit specialist teaching assistants, literacy support staff, research champions and intervention coordinators. These staff introduced evidence-informed programmes and targeted support for disadvantaged pupils. However, many appointments were made on fixed-term contracts linked directly to OA funding. When the programme ended, schools frequently lacked the resources to retain staff and maintain the interventions. Consequently, much of the expertise developed during the programme was lost. 

“It’s [KS3 Literacy Project] been really sustained in some pockets, but perhaps not as well sustained across the piece as we might have liked, and I think it needed more follow‑on funding… There just wasn’t that level of funding to sustain that project. It was the intensity that really made a difference and having that money to do the buy‑out that I think was really important.” (Academic Associate, Blackpool) 

“If I were to do all of this again, I would say, you know the opportunity needs to be for a generation, at the very least, because, you know what I felt towards the end of the programme was that those children who happened to be in school during the life of the opportunity area got a better deal. But, if you followed on from that, because you weren’t born at a certain time…then you missed out on the benefit that those that had previously gone ahead of you had, and that didn’t seem right either. It needs to be long-term and sustainable” (Secondary Headteacher, Blackpool)      
 
The challenge therefore was not simply identifying effective interventions. Rather, it was creating sufficient long-term capacity within schools and local systems to sustain them. Where programmes rely on temporary staff, short-term grants and project-based funding, improvements are unlikely to become embedded within everyday practice.

This finding has direct implications for Mission Coastal and Mission North East.

Lessons for Mission Coastal
The findings are particularly relevant for coastal communities.
Several Opportunity Areas, including Blackpool, Hastings, and the North Yorkshire Coast, share characteristics frequently associated with coastal educational disadvantage:
· economic isolation
· seasonal economies
· recruitment challenges
· higher deprivation
· lower social mobility
· weaker access to services

The evidence suggests that coastal disadvantage cannot be addressed through isolated educational interventions alone. Successful strategies require integration across education, health, social care, employment, transport, and community development. 

“Hastings is a coastal town, so it has lower employment rates, poor transport links, and long‑standing issues in terms of the schools and their performance… You can’t just tackle the issues in Hastings just by education. It has to be multi‑agency. The Hastings Opportunity Area did try to do this – it wasn’t just education around the table. It was also the District Council, the NHS, the voluntary and community sector, and employers.” (Partnership board member A, Hastings) 

“You’re not going to change social mobility in three years. You’re not going to change social mobility through education alone… if you’re going to do this properly… you need to be taking a 20‑year view. Too often national programmes distract, displace and then disappear, leaving communities further behind once short‑term funding ends and external agencies withdraw.” (Charity CEO, Blackpool)

Place-based investment should therefore be viewed as part of a broader regeneration strategy rather than solely an education programme.

Lessons for Mission North East

The North East faces many similar challenges.
Previous research demonstrates persistent educational inequalities associated with poverty, school segregation, and place-based disadvantage across parts of the region. Many communities continue to experience long-term economic restructuring, high child poverty, and lower educational outcomes. These conditions closely resemble those observed in several Opportunity Areas. 

“There are things around in Bradford around high levels of disadvantage layered up with other vulnerabilities… significant levels of child poverty, multi‑generational economic disengagement, bilingualism, and some of the familial structures within some of our communities… that provide really multi‑layered challenges.” (Partnership board member A, Bradford)

“Everybody’s firefighting, aren’t they, all the time at the moment, rather than actually doing any of the preventative work behind the scenes… They were just firefighting… you’re dragging people out of the river, but you’re not looking about why they’re falling in.” (National education lead, Stoke-on-Trent)

The OA experience suggests that Mission North East should prioritise:
· long-term investment rather than short funding rounds
· sustained partnerships between schools and community services
· family support and attendance interventions
· mental health provision
· teacher recruitment and retention
· evidence-informed practices
· rigorous evaluation from the outset
Most importantly, educational policy should be linked to wider social and economic development strategies.

Recommendations
Drawing on the Opportunity Areas evidence, we recommend that Mission Coastal and Mission North East:
1. Commit to long-term funding
Educational outcomes are unlikely to improve sustainably within short political or spending-cycle timescales. Funding horizons should extend beyond typical programme cycles. 
2. Build rigorous evaluation into programme design
Future initiatives should establish clear standardised baseline measures, comparison groups, and long-term outcome monitoring from the outset. 
3. Invest in capacity, not only projects
Short-term projects are unlikely to survive unless schools and local services develop enduring capacity and expertise. 
4. Address wider barriers to learning
Educational improvement strategies should include mental health, family support, attendance, SEND provision, transport, and community services. 
5. Support local partnerships
One of the most positively viewed aspects of the Opportunity Areas programme was the development of collaborative local networks and shared decision-making structures. 
6. Focus on structural change
Future programmes should move beyond remedial interventions and address wider structural contributors to educational inequality. 

Conclusion
The Opportunity Areas programme provides valuable evidence for the Government's emerging place-based agenda. The programme demonstrates the limitations of short-term funding and the difficulty of achieving lasting change when wider structural inequalities remain unaddressed. 

For Mission Coastal and Mission North East, the principal lesson is clear: The Government's ambition to raise attainment and reduce the disadvantage gap, our evidence suggests caution in making strong claims about the impact of previous place-based initiatives. The available evidence base is limited because many programmes were not evaluated using rigorous counterfactual methods. Nevertheless, practitioners and local stakeholders consistently reported that meaningful improvements require long-term rather than short-term interventions. Sustained funding, strong partnerships between schools and local agencies, ongoing evaluation, and action to address the broader drivers of disadvantage were viewed as critical conditions for success. This is particularly important in the North East, where educational outcomes are closely linked to persistent socioeconomic inequalities and concentrated disadvantage.
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