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Many  pupils  in  Norfolk  and  Suffolk  leave  Year  6  unable  to  read  fluently.  Progress 
post-KS1 slows and often collapses for disadvantaged pupils, as shown in Figure  1  be-
low. 1

 
 The  Inspiration  Trust  SSIF  Project  aimed  to  improve  reading  outcomes  for  

disadvantaged  pupils by working with a cohort of 324 Key Stage 2 pupils  from  Year  4  
into  Year  5, over four academic terms (January 2018- April 2019). The  pupil cohort was 
drawn from 11 primary schools: 10 based in Norfolk; 1 in north Suffolk. 

Disadvantaged pupils often lack a 
broad knowledge base, which includes 
cultural reference  points,  which  en-
ables  the  instantaneous  recognition  
of words, abstract  concepts  and  idi-
oms. 2  As  such,  this  project  focused  
on  teaching  the  knowledge required 
to recognise vocabulary. Pupils were 
taught ~1400 tier 2 and 3 words in 
subject-specific contexts over 4 terms 
and tested at intervals for improve-
ments in their reading ability and their 
retention of vocabulary. 
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Context: Disadvantage, Reading & Knowledge
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Figure 1.  

The average reading progress (2018)
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This  project  was  led by the Inspiration Trust in part-
nership  with  11  primary   schools  across  four  

Multi-Academy  Trusts  (DNEAT,  EasternMAT,  
Inspiration Trust and Right4Success). The 
project team conducting the intervention in-

cluded the Project Director, Dr Richard Kueh, 
the Research Associates, Dr Aimie Hope and Dr 

Carmen Fisher, the School Liaison Officers, Lucy 
Tyler and Eliza Willetts,and a team of curricu-

lum subject specialists leaders (SSLs) from 
the Inspiration Trust’s central educational 

standards and school improvement team. 
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The Inspiration Trust SSIF project 
focused on the inter-relation of 
curriculum and teacher develop-
ment. While primary teachers are 
well-versed in teaching reading 
improvement strategies, they can 
sometimes lack an understanding 
of the links between knowledge, 
vocabulary, cultural literacy and 
reading performance, and, further, 
how these links can be strength-
ened in the classroom. 
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 The intervention: Curriculum & Teacher Development

The Inspiration Trust SSIF project intervention comprised:

A deliberately 
sequenced, 

fully-resourced 
project curriculum, 

structurally 
embedding specific 

vocabulary.

This was a con-
tent-rich, sequenced 
journey undertaken  
by  pupils  in  seven  
subjects  (history,  ge-
ography,  religious 
education, biolo-
gy, chemistry, phys-
ics and computing) 
across four academic 
terms from January 

2018 to April 2019.

A set of teaching
 techniques which, 
when implemented 
optimally, secured 
pupil  engagement  
with  content  and  its  
long-term  retention.

 Nine research-in-
formed, high-lev-
erage classroom 
practices enabled 
practitioners to fo-
cus intentionally and 
specifically on the vo-
cabulary necessary to 
make sense on the 
seven subjects includ-

ed in the project
 curriculum.

A  sustained  and  responsive  
teacher   development   programme   

for  the project  participants.  

 The  teacher  development  pro-
gramme  consisted  of eight CPD 
events, spread across the duration of 

the project, focused on 

(i) teacher  subject  knowledge, 
(ii)  a  body  of  professional  knowl-
edge underpinning  knowledge-rich  
curriculum  design  and  its  atten-
dant pedagogies;  and  (iii)  practi-
cal  training  in  the  use  of  the  re-
sources  and teaching  approaches.  

The  training  focused  on  how  a  
well-sequenced curriculum  can  
build  a  web  of  subject  knowl-
edge,  promoting  an understanding 
of a wide range of vocabulary in pupils.
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The Project & Partnership

Figure 3.  SSIF Research Partner Schools across the East of England

KINGS LYNN
Middleton CofE Primary 
Academy (DNEAT)

THETFORD
Diamond Academy (Eastern MAT)
Admirals Academy (Eastern MAT)
Norwich Road Academy (Eastern MAT)

NORWICH
Edith Cavell Academy (Right for Success)
Norwich Primary Academy (Inspiration Trust)
Tuckswood Academy (Right for Success)

CARBROOKE
St. Peter and St. Paul CofE  
Primary Academy (DNEAT)

LOWESTOFT AREA/   
NORTH SUFFOLK
Kessingland CofE Primary 
Academy (DNEAT)

GREAT YARMOUTH
Cobholm Primary Academy 
(Inspiration Trust)
Great Yarmouth Primary 
Academy (Inspiration Trust)
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 Figure 2.  Visualisation of the SSIF Project



The project has been effective in decreasing the gap be-
tween the general population (mean SAS of 100) and 

that of the project’s cohort, which had a far higher 
proportion of economically disadvantaged (+27.1%), 
EAL (+11%) and SEND pupils (+16.5%) 6 than the gen-
eral population. At the start of the project, there was 
a difference of around 7 SAS between the nation-
al average and the project cohort average. At the 

endpoint of the project (March 2019), there was a 
considerably reduced gap of around 4 SAS.  

 Reading: Key Findings

3.  The SSIF cohort was brought closer to the national average showing a 
     reduction in the ‘disadvantage gap’

Group Start End Difference
Sample 

Size
% of 

overall

EAL 91.73 96.13 +4.40 104 32%

PP 90.67 93.87 +3.20 132 41%

SEND 86.18 88.60 +2.42 93 29%

Not disadvantaged 98.28 100.83 +2.54 81 25%

Overall 92.66 96.12 +3.46 324 100%

  Table 1.  Reading scores from the start to the end of the project by sub-group

Note.  ‘Not  disadvantaged’  is  understood  to  mean  pupils  who  do  not  possess  any  of   
the  following  categorisation  markers:  
English  as  an  Additional  Language  (EAL),  Pupil  Premium  (PP),  or  Special Educational 
Needs and/or Disabilities (SEND). The sub-group data was provided by schools. 
All group reading gains are statistically significant ( t-tests all p < 0.00 1) 

Standardised Age Scores (SAS) obtained from the GL New Group Reading Test were used 
to measure reading performance at the start, midpoint and end of the project. 4 As the 
score is scaled with respect to age, a continuation of the same score over time is under-
stood as progress, with a positive net gain understood as good progress.  

Average reading scores across the cohort (N = 324) increased 
from 93.66 to  96.12 (mean sample gain: +3.46,  p  < 0.001) 

1.  Pupil reading ability was statistically significantly improved by the project  5

2.  Disadvantaged pupils’ reading scores were statistically significantly  
 improved by the project ( p  < 0.001)
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Knowledge: Key Findings

Primary teachers are equipped to deliver a knowledge-centred curriculum with 
high-leverage teaching techniques methods beyond the lifetime of the project.

The project curriculum was a content-rich, sequenced journey undertaken by pupils in seven 
subjects including history, geography, religious education, biology, chemistry,   physics   and   
computing.  Vocabulary  and  associated  subject-specific  knowledge were embedded in nar-
ratives in lessons to make the content accessible and engaging. For example, in the historical 
narrative of Anglo-Saxon England, pupils were familiarised with concepts such as ‘legend’, 
‘evidence’ and ‘shire’. 

Pupil  knowledge  was  measured  using  bespoke  assessments  designed  by  the  Inspiration  
Trust’s  subject  specialist  leaders.  Pupils  needed  to  recognise  and deploy vocabulary ac-
curately (e.g. by selecting the correct answer to a multiple choice question). Pupils’ ability to 
retain knowledge over time was also assessed at intervals by including test questions on earli-
er curriculum content, as a way of assessing an expanding domain of knowledge. 

By the end of the project, pupils were able to 
recognise and to deploy accurately the equiv-
alent of ~750 words (56%) from a domain of 
~1400 tier 2 and 3 words.

Pupils   had  higher   knowledge-recall   accuracy   from  subject   matter 
taught in previous terms (57%) than in the most recent term (54%). This 
indicates the effectiveness of the SSIF teaching techniques (outlined in 
figure 2) in promoting knowledge retention.

1. Pupils can remember the subject content taught: Pupils are secure in the knowledge that they were taught:

The research underlying the SSIF curriculum suggested that pupils security in a wide domain of tier 2 and 3 vocabulary 
would increase their reading ability beyond that which would otherwise be expected. This assumption is supported by 
a multiple regression analysis, where knowledge scores were a positive and statistically significant predictor of reading 
scores (while taking into account the influence of other factors including age and sex): ( F (7, 315)= 9.59,  p  < .001).

2. Pupils who accurately recalled more of the curriculum content made greater improvement in their 
reading performance.

49 teachers and 13 senior leaders were trained in subject-specif-
ic knowledge and a body of professional knowledge.
Teachers’   subject-specific  and  pedagogical   knowledge  
was significantly higher following training events.
100% of schools demonstrated the use of the SSIF pro-
ject research-informed teaching  techniques,  as  record-
ed  in  a  project  toolkit  lesson  observation proforma 
by subject specialists  (see figure 4) .
Project  sustainability:   Over  70%  of the project’s part-
nership  schools  are represented in the SSIF Project’s 
Lead Practitioner programme, with 13 Lead Practitioners  

being  approved to the accreditation process to dissemi-
nate project methods beyond the lifetime of the project.
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Teacher development: Key Findings



Figure 5.  Comments from project interviews.

It’s not just...
teach[ing] a list of 

facts...it’s trying to deep-
en their knowledge and 

understanding...it’s about 
mak[ing] links across the 

curriculum 

(Year 4 Teacher)

They abso-
lutely adore show-

ing off what they know 
with the ‘choral response’ 

and the ‘ask-5’; they want to be 
picked and you know that’s the vast 
majority of the pupils, and they also 

all know that with my technique 
they will get picked, so actually 

they are all really on the ball and 
really good with it.

(Year 5 Teacher)

Now that 
they’ve said the 

words out loud, when it 
comes to actually writing it 

in their book it just seems to 
be so much more fluent.

(Year 4 Teacher)

I like how previous 
knowledge is now being 

incoporated into the newer 
stuff and they are now making 
links between year 4 and year 

5 and between cross-curricular 
stuff.

(Year 5 Teacher)

It also really focuses your mind 
as a teacher as to what it is you’re 

actually teaching the children, what do 
you want them to learn in the time that 

you’ve got, linking it to the concept of high 
leverage activities. And you’ve got to... be quite 

sort of strict really and make sure that in that time 
that you’ve got...that it’s pretty much focused on...
improving their language, improving their knowl-
edge, and the understanding of what it is you’re 

trying to get across.”

(Year 4 Teacher 
& Senior Leader)

Particu-
larly in History and 

Religion they make the 
links between Christianity, the 

Romans [and] which Emperor was 
in charge when. For them [the pupils] 

it’s like a lightbulb: ‘Ah! we know about 
that, we did that in RE.” “Oh, it’s in history 
now”. And it’s kind of showing them that 

the sibkects aren’t [just] kind of sep-
arate entities, that they do overlap 

and link.

(Year 4 Teacher)

[impacts on pupils include:] 
attention and being ready and 

keen to answer questions, increased 
confidence, expectation of answering 

in full sentences and orally. What they’ve 
now learnt is showing in their writing and I 
have put here that the recall of knowledge 

has suprised me and that many are be-
ginning to consciously or unconsciously 

make links between the subjects.

(Year 4 Senior Leader)

1. Pre-teaching of vocabulary to make texts accessible
2. Choral response: the opportunity to hear and vocal-

ise
3. Quizzing of multiple pupils: all pupils practising 

knowledge retrieval
4. Rapid responses: building fluency, speed and accu-

racy
5. Recapping: embedding knowledge in long-term 

memory
6. Knowledge-focused lessons: not simply a reading 

exercise
7. Pace and momentum: maintaining pupil interest
8. Avoidance of guessing games: avoding misconcep-

tions
9. Explicit content links: pupils understand that the 

same vocabulary and concepts are used in different 
subjects

10. Classroom activities should be high-leverage, using 
time effectively

11. Content coherence and curriculum sequencing 
matter

The teaching techniques were 
based on the following 
research-informed principles

Knowledge 
has a pscyhological 
structure (i.e. proto-
types and schemata)

Reading speed 
is dependent on

 knowledge

Working memory
is limited and can 
be overloaded Repeatedly 

 recalling
 information assists 

long-term knowledge 
retention

Figure 4.  List of teaching techniques and principles. 7
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