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Introduction
1. We are a team of researchers from the Universities of Birmingham and Warwick. We are currently conducting a large mixed-methods study on pupil school mobility, funded by the Nuffield Foundation (2024–2027). The project includes a systematic literature review, statistical analysis of the National Pupil Database (NPD), and qualitative interviews, focus groups and workshops with children and families, schools and local authority teams.
2. Our research focuses on 'non-structural' mobility, where children move school outside of standard structural transitions such as between the primary and secondary phases. Drawing on our most robust measure, based on five cohorts of pupils moving through Years 1 to 11 (over seven million pupils in total), we find that around a third of pupils make at least one non-structural move during their compulsory schooling. When structural and non-structural moves are considered together, around half of all pupils move school two or more times during their school career. Around 17% of all pupils move 3 or more times during their school career, and over 5% move 4 or more times.
3. Such figures lead us to believe that pupil school mobility is a common and significant aspect of the education system, which benefits from specific attention, in particular in relation to associated educational disadvantage. We are conducting mixed-methods analyses focused on highly mobile pupils, who have moved schools several times during their school careers, and how this relates to their educational outcomes and experiences. Our fieldwork has explored with children, families, schools and local authorities how school mobility affects provision, experiences and outcomes, and will result in a guidance and support toolkit for multiple stakeholders.
4. Pupil school mobility has an impact on many of the areas discussed in the Government's White Paper. We are therefore submitting this response to share preliminary results from our research and to raise awareness of the issue of pupil school mobility in relation to the proposed reforms. Below, we respond to specific questions on disadvantage, attainment, attendance, belonging, behaviour and admissions, where they relate to pupil school mobility, drawing on emerging findings from our research.
Reducing disadvantage gaps
The proposed reforms to disadvantage funding, including the introduction of a stepped funding model and the use of household income measures. The implications of breaking the link between free school meal eligibility and deprivation funding.
5. We welcome the ambition to make disadvantage funding more precisely targeted, including moving towards income-based, stepped funding that reflects the depth and duration of a family's disadvantage (p. 45). However, our research suggests that a nuanced, dynamic measure of disadvantage would need to account for mobility as well as income. In our data, the relationship between disadvantage and mobility is not straightforward: pupils who have been eligible for free school meals are more likely to have moved school non-structurally than those who have not (51% vs 28%); however, within this group, those whose families cycle in and out of free school meal eligibility during their school career are somewhat more likely to have moved school non-structurally than those who are eligible for free school meals throughout their entire time in education (57% vs 44% have moved at least once, on our most conservative estimate). In other words, disadvantaged children in general are more mobile, but the most disadvantaged are less so than the moderately disadvantaged. This suggests that the stability of a family's circumstances, not only their depth of disadvantage, is relevant to understanding when a child is at risk of disruption, and is worth consideration as any new stepped model is developed.
6. We would also urge the Government not to lose sight of pupil mobility as a distinct funding consideration in its own right, separate from deprivation funding. The current National Funding Formula already includes a compulsory mobility factor, but its definition is a blunt proxy: a pupil is counted as 'mobile' if their first attendance at a school simply falls outside the standard October census point, and funding is only triggered once a school's mobile population exceeds 6%[footnoteRef:2]. This captures in-year admissions broadly, rather than non-structural mobility specifically, and will miss, for example, pupils who move more than once, or schools with a persistent but moderate churn of new admissions that falls below the threshold. Our more granular NPD-based measures, which distinguish structural from non-structural moves and identify highly mobile pupils, could help inform a more accurate and better-targeted mobility factor. Our work with schools, families and local authorities is showing why this matters, and how different forms of mobility have different implications for disadvantage and disruption to education (see below). [2:  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/pre-16-schools-funding-local-authority-guidance-for-2026-to-2027/schools-operational-guide-2026-to-2027] 

7. We would also welcome recognition of highly mobile pupils as a distinct category within school-level data and accountability systems, alongside existing measures of deprivation. Some groups already recognised as vulnerable are dramatically more mobile than their peers, in ways current funding measures do not directly capture: only 26% of looked-after children make no non-structural moves during their compulsory schooling, compared with 65% of other pupils, and looked-after children are almost eight times as likely to have moved three or more times (23% vs 3%). Children from service families show a similar, if less pronounced, pattern (39% make no non-structural moves and are around three-and-a-half times as likely to have moved three or more times, compared with non-service children). We comment further on specific groups at elevated risk of mobility in the sections below.

Raising attainment
The Government’s ambition to raise attainment, including reducing the disadvantage gap.
8. Our research shows that pupil school mobility is a wide-spread phenomenon and can be a significant educational disadvantage. With some exceptions, most of the literature identified through our systematic literature review points to mobility having a predominantly negative effect on attainment. This is likely to reflect a combination of factors: disruption to curriculum continuity and progression, the loss of established relationships with teachers who understand a child's needs, and discontinuities in the transfer of assessment information and specialist support, for example for pupils with SEND, between schools. Our own data illustrate the scale of the association: pupils in the lowest Attainment 8 quintile at KS4 are almost eight times as likely to have made three or more non-structural moves during their school career as those in the highest quintile (8.9% vs 1.1%). This suggests that more work to manage and support mobility should form part of the Government's ambition to raise attainment. Our estimates at KS2 and KS5 also show stark differences between the attainment of mobile and non-mobile pupils.
9. It is also important to recognise that the reasons behind children moving school are multiple, complex and sometimes overlapping, and that for some, a school move may provide a positive opportunity to leave a setting in which they do not feel included or supported. However, our data show that non-structural mobility is not evenly spread: it is concentrated among pupils who are already more vulnerable. Pupils with special educational needs whose provision is in transition, moving between SEN Support and an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP), are more mobile than pupils at either a stable SEN Support or EHCP level of support. Within SEND groups, pupils with social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) needs, and those with Behaviour, Emotional and Social Difficulties (BESD) are more than twice as likely to have moved three or more times as pupils with most other types of need. Changing schools can be a positive move to secure more suitable provision; however, it can also make ascertaining and providing the right provision for children with additional needs more difficult. In order to raise attainment for children moving school, it is thus important that adequate systems and resources are in place at all schools for supporting school moves and limiting any disruptions to learning, which may have a negative effect on attainment.
Changing accountability measures
10. The way attainment is measured for children who have moved school is an issue which we believe requires close attention within any proposed changes to accountability measures. Admitting children and young people outside standard transitions can have resource implications for schools, and place challenges related to curriculum differences, especially for moves taking place close to exams. In order not to disadvantage pupils seeking to move school, it therefore seems important that mobility is accounted for in school performance data, despite the practical challenges involved, especially if this can be accompanied by an understanding of the type of move and how it relates to accountability measures around attainment. Given that schools follow different exam boards, children moving within KS4 may experience particular challenges in relation to their GCSEs, for example.
11. The White Paper states that the Government plans to introduce a new progress measure aimed at better reflecting outcomes for pupils who begin secondary school well behind their peers (p. 42). Based on our research, we would argue that it is equally important to develop a progress measure which better captures the progress and achievements of children who attend different schools as part of their school journey. Current accountability arrangements are based on whether a pupil is on roll at a single census point in Year 11, rather than any account of how long they have actually been at the school; this creates a perverse incentive to overlook pupils who move on, and no incentive to weigh their outcomes proportionately. FFT Education Datalab has set out options for addressing this, including reweighting performance indicators by the number of terms a pupil has actually spent at a school. We would encourage the Government to consider such an approach as part of its wider accountability reforms. This would enable a better understanding of the challenges experienced by children who move school, as well as address some of the above-mentioned concerns schools might have about admitting new children to their settings.
 Improving attendance
The Government’s target to reduce overall absence, increase total days attended and address persistent absence.
12. The White Paper argues that when children are not included in the system, their voices unheard and needs unmet, this drives disengagement, isolation and lasting educational inequality (p. 39). Our study similarly found that a lack of inclusion or insufficient support from schools can lead to children and young people having negative educational experiences and potentially moving school. This was sometimes combined with significant periods of absence, and we thus encourage the reforms to explicitly consider inclusion and mobility in any attempts to reduce absence, including partnerships between families and schools.
13. Our data also suggest that non-structural mobility is not something that happens mainly at the start of the school year. Across Years 1 to 11, non-structural moves occur at a fairly steady rate of around 1–2% of pupils per term throughout the year, rather than being concentrated in September. This has implications for how the causes of persistent absence are understood and addressed: attendance support linked to school moves needs to be available year-round, not only at the points where schools typically plan for new admissions.
14. The White Paper's mention of temporary accommodation as a factor in attendance (p. 69) also resonates with emerging findings from our research. Our literature review identified temporary or precarious housing as one of the factors leading to frequent school moves. Especially when moves are made with short notice, they might involve periods of absence until a new school is arranged. We therefore support the Government's commitment to work with the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government to ensure school attendance is prioritised when temporary accommodation is arranged (p. 69).
Enrichment, belonging and behaviour
How schools can promote belonging and positive relationships; the role of the proposed Pupil Engagement Framework
15. We very much welcome the White Paper's focus on belonging and engagement as a key aspect of education. School moves involve a disruption to friendships, relationships with school staff and school routines, and therefore children moving school may experience particular challenges with regards to belonging and engagement. Our research has found that an inclusive approach within schools, a clear process for welcoming new children into the school and investing time and resources in building relationships with children and their families has a real impact. We are currently developing guidance to support families, schools and local authority staff experiencing school moves, drawing on examples of practices that schools and families have found effective in supporting pupils through a school move. This will result in a wide-ranging set of resources aimed at promoting good practice across the system.
16. The proposed Pupil Engagement Framework may be a useful way of monitoring belonging and engagement within schools. However, if schools are to make effective use of this data by embedding evidence-based practice into their improvement plans, as proposed on p. 62, it is essential that they understand the specific experiences of different groups of pupils, including those who are mobile. We therefore encourage the Government to ensure any pupil engagement framework includes specific attention to mobility and its varied and multi-faceted impact on belonging and engagement. In our view, pupils' voice should be central in the development of the framework and any related resources.
17. As recognised in the White Paper, home-school partnerships are also an important element in belonging and engagement. The reforms propose to set down 'minimum expectations that supports the creation of meaningful home-to-school partnerships' (p. 63). One element of the minimum expectations focuses on supporting pupils and families through transitions, from early years through to post-16 (p. 63). Based on our research, we would argue that this element should also explicitly include support for in-year transitions, not only the standard points of transition the framework currently anticipates. Another element, 'Creating a strong school culture' (p. 64), points to 'regular opportunities for families to be part of school life' (p. 64) through parent-led groups and parent-teacher associations. However, in our conversations with parents, we also heard that more informal interactions were a key part of them feeling part of the school. These included, for example, friendly conversations with reception or admin staff, head teachers welcoming families at the gate, and positive day-to-day communication. Formal opportunities for parents to be part of school life thus need to sit alongside informal opportunities to interact with school staff, suggesting that this minimum expectation could helpfully be reworded to 'Creating a strong and welcoming school culture.'
Measures to improve pupil behaviour, including schools' approaches to suspension and exclusion
18. Our research is currently exploring the various and complex links between pupil school mobility, suspensions and exclusions. This includes examining the role of managed moves and ‘off-rolling’. Our preliminary longitudinal analysis suggests that there has been a reduction in off rolling in advance of the KS4 examinations compared to estimates from our earlier work[footnoteRef:3], something we hope to publish results on shortly once confirmed. The White Paper proposes to strengthen scrutiny of pupil movement, including addressing off-rolling, through a new internal dashboard showing school-level trends in how children move through the system, alongside an annual review explaining why children leave their school (p. 75). While we welcome this attention to pupil movement, suspensions and exclusions, we find it important to emphasise that the reasons why children move school may sometimes be quite complex, and that different actors may have different perspectives on these reasons. Our own analysis illustrates why this matters: local variation in school organisation, for example the presence of separate infant, junior and middle schools in some areas but not others, means that a transition affecting all pupils in one local authority can look identical, in raw movement data, to a non-structural move affecting only a minority of pupils elsewhere. We found that comparing a pupil's move against the behaviour of their peer group, rather than relying on the timing of the move alone, gives a materially more accurate picture of which moves are genuinely structural. We would encourage the Government to adopt a similar, peer-referenced approach in developing the proposed dashboard, and make distinctions between move types and surrounding circumstances to ensure the diversity of move types is properly recognised and that schools are not penalised, or off-rolling concealed, simply because of how local transition points happen to be organised. [3:  Jørgensen, C. R., & Perry, T. (2021). Understanding school mobility and mobile pupils in England. British Educational Research Journal, 47(5), 1139-1157.] 

School admissions
The handling of in-year admissions and whether families are adequately supported and informed.
19. Our research shows that in-year admissions affect a substantial number of families: around a quarter of pupils experience at least one within-year school move during their compulsory education. Despite this, the extent and detail of information provided to parents about in-year admissions varies substantially across different school and local authority websites. The current system, in which parents sometimes need to apply directly to schools and sometimes through the local authority, can be confusing and may potentially result in delays to a child being allocated a school place.
20. We welcome the White Paper's proposals to require schools to give parents more information about decisions on in-year admissions, to strengthen fair access protocols managed by local authorities, and to clarify how banding arrangements operate in practice (p. 47). Based on our research, we would argue that any new information requirements should set a consistent minimum standard across schools and local authorities, given the substantial variation we have found in current practice. As part of our project, we are currently developing a resource to provide improved support and information for families about in-year admissions, which could directly support schools and local authorities in meeting these proposed new expectations. If relevant, we would welcome the opportunity to share this resource with the select committee once it is ready.
Conclusion
21. This submission draws on emerging findings from our Nuffield Foundation-funded research (2024–2027) into pupil school mobility. Our estimates, subgroup analyses and qualitative findings are still being finalised and refined as the project continues, and we are developing practical guidance and resources for schools, local authorities and families to support children experiencing school moves. We hope this evidence is useful to the Committee's inquiry, and would be glad to share further findings, data and resources with the Committee as they become available, and to discuss any aspect of our research further on request.
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