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What is the issue? 

Outcomes for disadvantaged pupils at age five are consistently and significantly below those of their 

peers.  The ‘West’ area has the lowest outcomes for Good Level of Development (GLD) for Free 

School Meal (FSM) eligible children across the whole city (42%), the joint largest gap at GLD (31.5%), 

and the largest gap across three communication and language strands (22.53%). 

25% of pupils identified with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) are also 

disadvantaged. Outcomes for this group achieving GLD are 14.3%, 4.9% below the national average 

and a significantly wide gap of 60.5% to outcomes for all pupils. The Communication Trust (2017) 

Talking About a Generation, found that: 

 Speech, Language and Communication Needs (SLCN) is the most reported category of SEND 

in primary schools (28% of all SEND) 

 Prevalence estimates of SLCN range from 7.6% (least disadvantaged areas) to 50% 

(disadvantaged areas) 

 In 2016 2.6% of all children were identified as having SLCN (therefore huge numbers have 

not been identified). 

On average, 40% of the overall gap between disadvantaged 16-year-olds and their peers has already 

emerged by the age of five.  There is significant variation across the country: while 71% of 

disadvantaged five-year-olds in Lewisham achieve a good level of development, in York it is only 

46%. 

‘Word gap’ – These gaps are particularly pronounced in early language and literacy. By the age of 

three, more disadvantaged children are – on average – already almost a full year and a half behind 

their more affluent peers in their early language development. In addition, around two fifths of 

disadvantaged five-year-olds are not meeting the expected literacy standard for their age. 

We believe this is partly due to lack of awareness and training for the early years workforce and 

replicates the national picture. Source: The Communication Trust (2017) Professional development in 

speech, language and communication survey of the early years workforce found that: 

 49% of the workforce reported they have received little or no learning around typical SLCN 

development in initial training 

 56% reported they have received little or no learning around identifying and supporting 

SLCN in initial training  

 72% have received ‘some’ or ‘a lot’ of Continued Professional Development (CPD) around 

SLCN 

 70% felt lack of budget was the most significant barrier with 63% feeling a lack of time. 

 

 



What are we doing? 

In June 2018 we launched City of York’s Pledge – Social Mobility through Education.  This was in 

response to the DFE’s Unlocking Talent, Fulfilling Potential plan for improving social mobility through 

education. The city’s Social Mobility project is increasingly becoming a cross directorate initiative to 

tackle the disadvantaged issue that has been a persistent problem.  This has provided an opportunity 

to work collaboratively in starting to tackle underperformance of SEND and disadvantaged children.  

This work is being steered through the Social Mobility Steering Group, which has a broad 

membership from private voluntary and independents (PVIs), voluntary sector, schools, Local Area 

Teams (LATs), early years department, education, Family Learning, parents and charitable 

organisations across the city. This group ensures there is coherence and engagement across the city 

and includes the Early Years SEND Partnership and forthcoming Health Visitor Training that is 

focused on speech, language and communication needs.  

Good early years education is the cornerstone of our social mobility work so the project has a focus 

across early years setting and schools. We will work with them to tackle development gaps at the 

earliest opportunity, particularly focused on the key early language and literacy skills, so that all 

children can begin school ready to thrive.  

Increasingly in each setting or partnership and school there is a Champion for disadvantaged pupils 

focusing on: 

 transition/joint working 

 identifying pupils with disadvantaged and SLCN 

 optimism about what is possible, with collective effort 

 influencing the home learning environment. 

In York we are challenging the ‘status quo’ and asking questions at each opportunity, i.e. visits to 
schools and settings, at partnership and departmental meetings, and with elected members. 
 
What difference has this made? 

The evidence tells us that a focus on communication and language (or ‘the word gap’) is likely to 

have greatest impact on long term outcomes for pupils identified as disadvantaged and with SEND; 

as seen in the improvement in GLD and Communication at Tang Hall Primary.  

Disadvantaged and SEND (Statemented/Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP)/SEN Support) Local 

Authority 2014-2018 improvement trend; since 2014 GLD has improved by 15.8% and in 

Communication by 28.9%. 

Disadvantaged pupil outcomes at Tang Hall Primary in GLD and Communication, show an 

improvement trend 2014-2018. Since 2017 GLD has improved by 61.8% and in Communication by 

41.8%. This coincides with Tang Hall Primary taking two-year-olds on roll at the start of 2017 

academic year, and a focus on closing the ‘word gap’ and quality first teaching in the early years.  

We know that early intervention in communication, language and literacy skills has a positive impact 

on future academic success and the child’s ‘whole life’ chances. Quality intervention particularly 

supports  pupils who are disadvantaged, and/or identified with SEND, including SLCN and Social, 

Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH). 



Areas for further action and next steps 

We are employing evidenced based approaches to improving communication and language 

outcomes – there is a small scale project in the West of York where there is the largest gap at GLD. 

This involves: 

 

Strategy and commissioning 

Develop a clear strategy to early years provision in the area that takes account of the messages from 

the available evidence about what works to reduce the ‘word gap’ and improve communication 

skills. This will have greater success if there is collaboration and joined up thinking by the different 

stakeholders.  

Workforce development  

We need to up skill the workforce to identify and respond to communication and language needs. 

We can achieve this by implementing high quality CPD for staff across all services and settings, which 

focuses on: 

 sustainable service delivery to ensure good identification of SLCN (using WellComm  speech 

and language toolkit and Public Health England) 

 development of early years speech and language pathways 

 quality first teaching to improve children’s communications skills (including Level 3 Elklan 

Qualification and five fully funded Level 3 Qualification where practitioners are supported to 

become a Communication Leader in their locality). 

 

Communication and community 

We are committed to identifying and disseminating evidence based approaches around 

communication of key messages to the community, which supports improvements in the home 

learning environment. This will include Public Health style messages to the community.   

How we will measure the impact of the project work? 

 

 Standardised assessment tool for on entry assessment and at end of Early Years Foundation 

Stage Profile (EYFSP). 

 Communication and language strands of EYFSP improve over the next 3 – 5 years. 

 2-year-old up take in the area increases. 

 The proportion of children in 2-year-old and 3-year-old funded places in provision with Level 

3 Elklan qualification. 

 ASQ3 data demonstrates an increase in outcomes in communication and language strands. 

 Attendance in Reception year improves. 

 Reach of CPD across services and of community/communication. 
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