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Pupil Premium Review:  

Manchester Communication Academy 
 

Background and context: 

 

OFSTED inspected Manchester Communication Academy (hereafter ‘the Academy’) in 

September 2016. In relation to Pupil Premium the inspection report stated that: 

 

 The strategies to improve the progress of disadvantaged pupils are not robustly 

checked by leaders and governors. 

 Teaching does not consistently meet the needs of pupils, given their starting points, 

especially for the most able pupils. 

 The standards reached by pupils in mathematics, especially for disadvantaged 

pupils, are not yet good. 

 

As a result OFSTED stated that: 

 

‘An external review of the school’s use of pupil premium should be undertaken in order to 

assess how this aspect of leadership and management may be improved’. 

 

The overall Progress 8 score of -0.08 ranked the Academy as ‘average’. However, the 

validated 2016 Key Stage 4 results highlighted a number of potential areas for investigation 

especially when comparisons were made between ‘all’ and ‘disadvantaged’ students. 

 

The Academy is in within the top percentile for: 

 

 % of pupils from minority ethnic groups 

 % of pupils known to be eligible for free school meals 

 % of pupils first language not / believed not to be English 

 

The Academy has one the highest rankings on the ‘school deprivation indicator’. On entry 

students are significantly behinds their peers when compared to National KS2 figures. In 

2016 76.3% of all Year 11 students were ‘middle’ or high’ ability which is below the National 

average. The Academy has a transient cohort; this can be seen in various places. For 

example the percentage classed as ‘any other Black background’ has increased from 6.0% 

in 2014 to 12.9% in 2016 which compares with a National average of 0.7%. 

 

The Academy plays a major part in the wider community and was recently recognised by 

way of a TES National Community Engagement Award.    
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Evidence used to construct this report: 

 

 Interview with lead for KS3 assessment (2016-17). 

 Interview with leadership team from the Social Investment Department. 

 Lesson drop in and general school tour. 

 Interview with the incoming Headteacher. 

 Interview with the tracking and data team. 

 Interview with Senior Leader with responsibility for Maths, CPD and Curriculum. 

 Interview with Head and 2nd IC of English. 

 Interview with SENCO. 

 Review of previous Pupil Premium strategic plans and reviews (2015, 2016 and 2017) 

 OFSTED Report: September 2016. 
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Summary of strengths relating to Pupil Premium: 

 

It is clear that the Academy and the new Leadership Team are well placed to tackle the 

challenges that they face. Whilst the Academy has clearly served (and continues to serve) its 

community well there is now a renewed focus on the progress and attainment of those 

students eligible for the Pupil Premium. * The summer 2016 results and following OFSTED 

inspection have focussed the minds of leaders, and teaching staff, who identify with the 

diverse Pupil Premium cohort that they have. Although the Academy has a larger than 

average percentage of Pupil Premium students staff acknowledged that a universal offer is 

not the only answer. The new leadership structure should ensure that the attainment and 

progress of Pupil Premium students is one of, if not the top, priority. Even more impressive is 

how quickly leaders have grasped the need to break down this group further in order to spot 

opportunities to improve. Improving data systems are acknowledging the need to more 

forensic with analysing and intervening.  

 

The newly appointed Headteacher talks of a growing number of ‘second schoolers’ joining 

that staff. These new colleagues (along with their existing counterparts) are already 

beginning to bring efficiencies and new initiatives forward. Furthermore, leaders recognise 

that in some of their work (particularly around the spending of Pupil Premium) they may need 

to ‘stop doing some stuff in order to do some stuff even better’. This is clearly a place where 

everyone matters.   

 

(*) Throughout the rest of this report reference will be made to ‘PP students’. Unless stated this term 

applies to all students eligible for the Pupil Premium. Unless stated no distinction is made, in the use of 

the term ‘PP students’, to those students who are currently in receipt of free school meals and those who 

have been in receipt of free school meals at some point in the last six years.  

 

More specific and detailed areas of strength: 

 

 The Social Investment Department (SID) is an impressive operation that plays a full 

and active part in the entire life of the school. SID has a challenging job given the 

diverse and numerous issues that the Academy population brings with it. Whilst SID 

has previously concentrated on the wider universal offer the leaders within this 

department clearly demonstrated their understanding of a need to track specific 

impact on PP students. During the review it became clear that leaders in this area 

have clarity of the task ahead of them concerning PP students. The department have 

already identified their core interventions and are currently devising ways to track 

and review impact.  

 

 The 2016 OFSTED report stated that: ‘Strategies to improve the progress of 

disadvantaged pupils are not robustly checked by leaders and governors’. The 

Academy now takes research seriously. Throughout the day staff made reference to 

both national and international research and attempted to apply it to their current 

practice. This was particularly evident in a pilot scheme to track the impact of certain 
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interventions across the school.  

 

 For the 2017 – 2018 academic year a member of the governing body will assume 

responsibility for providing challenge around the spend of the Pupil Premium. The 

Leadership Team will be well placed to address the weakness identified by OFSTED: 

‘Leaders and managers, including governors, have not evaluated the impact of the 

pupil premium funding effectively. Consequently, it is unclear as to which strategies 

are having the greatest impact on pupils’ outcomes an providing value for money.’ 

 

 The CPD model for 2017 – 2018 will have three ‘trends’. This will mean that all 

teaching staff have targets relating to (1) whole school (2) own department and (3) 

personal enquiry. The third strand will allow some staff to work on PP principals and 

spread good practice across the school. The Academy timetables considerable staff 

time towards collaborative planning. Leaders have recognised that the induction 

programme provides an opportunity to include further staff training on PP principals. 

The Academy has closely reviewed its CPD model in light of the recent OFSTED. The 

plans for 2017 – 2018 give the best possible chance of ensure all staff are aware of the 

difference that they can make to those students eligible for the Pupil Premium.  

 

 The Academy has a very full and active extra-curricular offer. The majority of 

opportunities address the needs of the community served. For example the Academy 

are rightly proud of the work carried out by the Health and Wellbeing Faculty in 

providing basic food preparation skills and ensuring that students take home a family 

meal. Furthermore, students are expected to engage with at least two extra-curricular 

sessions a week.  SIMS records allow the Academy to track attendance and the recent 

OFSTED has seen a focus on the analysis of specific groups attendance and 

engagement.  

 

 Throughout the review countless examples of staff ‘going the extra mile’ were noted. 

It can be hard to measure the impact of these but they must not pass without mention 

in this report. For example, where a PP student decides to take part in extra-

curricular sport (rather than a basic food skills session) staff will ensure that a meal is 

packaged for the student to take home. The 2016 OFSTED report stated that ‘…it is 

unclear as to which strategies are having the greatest impact on pupils’ outcomes 

and providing value for money.’ Leaders and managers realise that all of the 

interventions, funded by the Pupil Premium, need to be measured for their impact on 

outcomes and progress. Therefore, they now regularly review the balance between 

interventions based inside and outside of the classroom.   

 

 Staff throughout the Academy can give countless examples of successful interventions 

such as the ‘Move Climb Accelerate’ scheme. Particularly in Maths leaders were able 

to give quantitative data when reviewing the impact of such interventions. The 2016 

OFSTED report stated that ‘the standards reached by pupils in mathematics, 

especially for disadvantaged pupils, are not yet good.’ It is clear that this point is 
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beginning to be addressed with the appointment of new middle leaders and clear 

direction from the Senior Leadership Team.  

 

 Since the resent OFSTED and in preparation for the 2017 – 2018 academic year 

considerable revision of data processes have taken place. Data collection points have 

been set so that they can be acted upon in a timely manner. The number of data 

collections points has been reduced. The review processes has been tightened and  

now has a number of set enquiry lines – these tackle previous area of weakness 

around Higher Ability PP students. The summer 2016 results have obviously focussed 

the minds of leaders throughout the academy.  

 

 It was very clear that Pupil Premium and Low Ability are not confused. Targets 

appeared to be challenging and staff are not generally allowed to lower target levels. 

The data systems are now used to give leaders both ‘Trend Documents’ and ‘Subject 

Specific Documents’ which provides a consistent approach to the review of current 

performance.  The Academy data systems are well placed to highlight PP students 

before they fall. The 2016 OFSTED report highlighted a weakness in the tracking of 

more able PP students. It is clear that urgent steps have been taken to address this 

weakness by an impressive data team.   

 

 There is a strong and robust data team in place. They have the resources, ideas and 

vision to provide staff with the data needed to track performance and make informed 

decisions. This team has clarity on making the performance of PP students visible. 

They increasingly providing leaders with the tools and space to review performance 

and alter interventions. ‘Flight-paths’ provide a common sense approach to tracking 

that still ensures high aspiration for all.  

 

 Within the English Department changes have been made to ensure that PP students 

have the best possible chances. Four members of the department are now 

undertaking exam marking. The leadership team in now stable and the Head of 

Department has placed staff where they can have the biggest impact. Specific example 

was made to the staffing of higher ability PP students. 

 

 The KS4 options process allows PP students to access a range of subjects. Staff have 

considered the routes that PP students embark and have taken time to ensure that 

aspirations remain high throughout this process.   
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Summary of main areas for improvement relating to Pupil Premium: 

 

The 2016 OFSTED report stated that ‘strategies to improve the progress of disadvantaged 

pupils are not robustly checked by leaders and governors.’ Within their Pupil Premium 

strategy leaders recognise that they have, at times, become lost in the detail. With such a 

massive range of interventions the focus has fallen on quantity rather than quality. Therefore, 

those with responsibility for Pupil Premium have struggled to clearly measure the impact of a 

core number of interventions. The 2016 OFSTED report stated that ‘…it is unclear as to 

which strategies are having the greatest impact on pupils’ outcomes and providing value for 

money’. At the same time too many staff have considered a universal offer to be sufficient 

given the large percentage of PP students. Unfortunately, this tactic makes too many 

assumptions and does not allow for the quality tracking and reviewing that ensures values for 

money. This tactic has also meant that groups within the Pupil Premium cohort have begun 

to perform below average. Therefore, a cycle of attempting to apply a fix at the end of Key 

Stage 4 has become common place.    

 

More detailed and specific recommendations: 

 

(Please note that what follows is not offered in any order of importance) 

 

Strategic Leadership: 

 

 It was clear that Leaders understood the local community. It was also (very) clear that 

everyone genuinely cared for the students that they serve. However, when agreeing on 

the local barriers to learning, for PP students (at a strategic level), leaders should 

ensure that they are seeking as much evidence as possible and do not fall into the trap 

of assuming they know what is needed. What has worked one year may not work the 

next. This is particularly important given the transient nature of the cohort. Given the 

points raised about standards, particularly in Maths (OFSTED 2016), it is important 

that appointed Maths staff are given a full induction (starting in September 2017) and 

that Pupil Premium is a major theme of that induction.  

 

 Continue to check that early entry GCSE options provide the best possible results for 

PP students. Current data suggests that this tactic is working as it gives students 

much more time to focus on their English and Maths qualifications. Given the data on 

entry of all students it is clear that as much time as possible needs to be given to 

English and Maths. Leaders should continue to monitor and challenge the quality of 

teaching and learning at Key Stage 4 and not allow teachers to think that simply 

allowing more curriculum time will easily equate to improved attainment of PP 

students.  

 

 A number of new Senior Leadership posts have been appointed for September 2017. 

Within this structure consideration must be given to putting both the strategic vision 
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and the day to day tracking of PP spending and progress under one Senior Leader. 

This member of staff should then take responsibility for championing the cause of PP 

students across the Academy.  

 

 Ensure that staff use the extended KS4 to deliver the very best results for PP students. 

At the same time continue to critically review the curriculum at KS3. With a 

shortened KS3 no time can be wasted. In terms of tracking, time needs to be spent 

reviewing the effectiveness of existing and developmental KS3 assessment 

procedures. This is important given that PP students are, on average, already behind 

their peers long before KS3. In light of the changes to exam systems staff should 

review how close teaching staff predictions are to eventual outcomes. This is going to 

be a vital intervention over the next 18 months.  

 

 Ensure that the CEIAG programme pushes the aspirations of the most able PP 

students. Time needs to be taken to ensure that this does not become a universal 

offer. Track engagement and destinations to ensure that PP students are realising 

high aspirations.  

 

 It is a testament to the Academy that attendance does not appear to be an area of 

concern. A large number of the identified interventions concentrate on attendance. 

This is an area where it makes complete sense to focus on a universal offer. However, 

timely reviews should ensure that, within the larger attendance figures, that of PP 

students does not drop. The Academy should be proud of the work carried out around 

attendance of PP students.  

 

CPD and induction: 

 

 Many key areas of recruitment have been completed for September 2017. It is 

important that new colleagues are quickly brought up to speed on the unique 

challenges faced within the Academy. New colleagues must be schooled on the lessons 

learned this year surrounding the progress and attainment of PP students. One way to 

tackle this is to consider adding a Pupil Premium target into the Performance 

Management model.   

 

 The CPD model has been reviewed for the 2017 – 2018 academic year. Within this 

and the collaborative planning model leaders must ensure that staff are planning to 

push the most able PP students. In order to increase the focus on both quality first 

teaching & learning and effective strategies for improving the attainment of PP 

students, the Academy should consider professional learning aimed at clarifying what 

the ‘best’ teachers do. It is important that staff are clear on the different challenges 

that PP students may present. Although it is difficult to make universal statements 

about this group of students it is useful for all staff to recognise that early intervention 

is the key – catching them before they fall. ‘Low attaining disadvantaged pupils 
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typically find it slightly harder to catch up if they fall behind; and high attaining 

ones typically find it much harder to excel.’ (‘Breaking the link between disadvantage 

and low attainment’; 2009)  

 

 Ensure a consistent use of terminology. Staff often talked in terms of ‘gaps’ rather 

than ‘differences’. At times is wasn’t clear if all staff recognised the difference between 

students that are eligible for Free School Meals and those that are Pupil Premium 

without Free School Meals. The evidence presented suggested that SIMS and other 

tracking systems have this information but the Academy leadership should check that 

this data is understood, and used, at an individual classroom level. Initial work should 

concentrate on the core subjects.  

 

 Ensure that staff across the entire academy are aware of the main barriers to PP 

students. Publicise the agreed interventions. Don’t assume that all staff are aware. 

When the new Leadership team is in place, and fully operational, make the role of the 

senior leader with PP responsibility explicit.  

 

 In line with national research the academy makes good use of Teaching Assistant and 

i-Teach (?check terminology) staff. There was clear evidence of these staff being well 

deployed throughout all teaching spaces. To improve further ensure that these staff 

receive specific CPD about PP. There was an assumption from some leaders that 

training would come via the central induction offer but this hadn’t been checked.  

 

Pupil Premium strategic planning document: 

 

 The most recent Pupil Premium plans and reviews were analysed as part of this 

review. There is scope to reflect a percentage of relevant senior leaders within this 

plan. This would fit with the September 2017 leadership roles and responsibilities. 

Furthermore, consider putting numerical targets where ever possible. This would be 

preferable to saying ‘a narrowing of the gap’. For example, improve the statement ‘% 

attaining 4-9 Basics for cohort increases towards national attainment’ by stating by 

how much.  

 

 The Academy has carried out a pilot scheme to track individual spend of Pupil 

Premium and attempt to map to impact. The impact is measured by teacher ratings. 

Whilst this pilot is honourable it is very time consuming and may allow a 

concentration on the detail to detract from the bigger picture. For example, whilst it is 

important to track and review the individual interventions these could be grouped 

under larger themes and  larger budget headings. 

 

 Given the levels of deployment throughout the academy Teaching Assistants could 

form a useful source of further student voice. They should be considered as an 

important stakeholder when the annual Pupil Premium plan is constructed and 
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reviewed.  

 

 During the visit it was not possible to talk to a range of students. No questions were 

asked about the student voice process. The Academy must ensure that there is a full 

and thorough Student Voice process. Once again leaders must ensure that they canvas 

the opinions of those students eligible for the Pupil Premium and not assume that 

universal coverage will cater for their needs. It is worth considering, including within 

the staff typicality measure, a results evaluation and more focussed feedback from 

students. PP students will have some clear opinions and points to make regarding 

teaching and learning and this should be utilised. The research from the MET project 

suggests that this may be a more accurate method than observations for assessing 

teacher effectiveness. (‘Ensuring Fair and Reliable Measures of Effective Teaching’; 

2013)  
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