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Introduction 
 

School leaders have worked tirelessly this term to lead and manage their schools in incredibly 

challenging times. At the same time as managing sanitisers, bubbles, zones, lunches, hybrid models of 

learning and staff and pupil absence, headteachers have also been expected to make up for months of 

lost learning.  

This short report aims to support our headteachers by sharing the approaches other Tower Hamlets 

schools are taking in order to help pupils overcome gaps in learning resulting from their extended and 

ongoing absences from school.  

We are grateful to the 21 primary headteachers and six secondary school headteachers who completed 

the ‘overcoming the gaps’ survey. 

To accompany these findings, we have produced a series of reports on learning and teaching in primary 

English, mathematics and science in the autumn term, 2020. At a time when schools were trying to pick 

up the pieces from the extended period of lockdown as well as managing the ongoing challenges of 

blended learning, we wanted to help teachers find and share ways of helping pupils overcome gaps in 

their knowledge and understanding. These reports share our findings and approaches to addressing the 

gaps in English, Mathematics and Science in Years 1, 2 and 6, including the outcomes from discussions, 

commentaries, and examples of work from the schools that participated in our year-group training days. 

As part of this series, we have also disseminated the findings from our peer review project on remote 

learning. This captured the key findings from reviews of remote learning provided by seven primary 

schools and seven secondary schools across four clusters. 

 

Tracy Smith 

Executive Director 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 ©Tower Hamlets Education Partnership                                                                                                              5 | P a g e  
 

Primary School Findings 
 

 Headteachers most commonly identified Year 1 as the year group with the most significant 

gaps in pupils’ learning. (13 out of 21 headteachers / 62%). The next highest year groups 

identified were Reception, Year 2 and Year 6; each identified by 5 headteachers (24% of those 

surveyed.  

 

 The year group least likely to be identified as having the most significant gaps was Year 3. 

(Identified by only one headteacher as a year group with the most significant gaps). 

 

 Headteachers most commonly identified writing as the subject area (from reading, writing 

and maths) where the largest gaps had emerged. 12 headteachers (57%) identified writing as a 

concern compared to 4 (19%) maths and 3 (14% reading) 

 

 Other areas of concern identified by individual headteachers included pupils’ physical well-

being, stamina for learning, oracy, behaviour for learning, and gaps for the lower attaining 

pupils who were least supported at home.  

 

Headteachers’ comments included:  

o ‘Every area of attainment, progress and well-being was affected in some way by Covid…’ 

o ‘The lowest 50% of the classes have generally regressed. It seems that skills were not secure 

and have been lost and that these children are finding it more difficult to get back into 

learning. This is especially significant in writing. The biggest concern in writing is with 

children's stamina, although grammar and motor skills have also been hit…’ 

o ‘Reception & Nursery children - Speech & Language, Communication, fine & gross motor 

skills - and the knock-on impact to reading, writing, etc Year 1 lack of phonics teaching has 

also had a negative impact on reading and writing. Writing across the school lacks in several 

areas - vocabulary, writing stamina, handwriting, etc…’ 

o ‘Children with SEN who have found it difficult to access remote learning. Then in school, 

interventions have been impacted by staff absence and class bubbles closing…’ 

o ‘Speech and vocabulary, ability to hold conversations or engage normally with peers when 

playing, concentration and stamina poor. Fitness levels poor. Mainly the youngest 

children…’ 

 

 Schools are deploying catch-up funding in a variety of ways. Most commonly, they are using 

the funding to provide: 

o small group tuition (10 schools / 48%); additional interventions (9 schools / 43%) 

o improving pupils’ access to technology (9 schools / 43%).  

o Some schools have also increased staffing, including teaching staff and teaching 

assistants. More detailed comments and information provided by primary 

headteachers is set out in Annex A at the foot of this document.  

 

 Under half of the primary schools (8 schools / 38%) that responded intend to use the national 

tutoring programme. This contrasts sharply with the secondary schools where all respondents 

indicated they will be using the programme. The primary schools that will be using it indicated 

they have applied to use thirdspacelearning.com for English and/or maths. 
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 A range of reasons has dissuaded other primary schools from using the national tutoring 

programme. These included the 25% cost, concerns about quality and schools’ judgement that 

they are better placed to help pupils catch-up using their own staff who know the children and 

who have proven ability. 

 

 Around half of the schools have enrolled onto the DfE Reception Year Early Language 

Programme  

 

Strategies taken by individual schools to help overcome Covid-related gaps in pupils’ learning 

1. Additional teachers/TAs supporting weaker cohorts; boosters for Y6; CPD for teachers; revisiting 

non-negotiables led by Co-ordinators; phonics catch up; ELS, signed up to Nuffield Early Literacy 

Intervention Programme (NELI), National Tutoring Programme for English and Maths; Myon 

reading and google classrooms; homework blogs and paper copies of work kept at home in 

anticipation of bubble bursting; SALT programmes shared with parents and SALT available via 

zoom for additional support.  

2. Small lunchtime interventions; whole-school focus on learning behaviours and stamina; phonics 

tracked closely and small group teaching throughout the day. 

3. Additional short sessions on arithmetic and grammar to cover missed ground; clear 

differentiation; a focus on practice and encouraging children ability to articulate understanding; 

making time for Philosophy for Children (P4C) and debating.  

4. Daily whole-class maths interventions focussing on key skills; additional training for staff to 

enable smaller groups for Read, Write, Inc. programme; additional teacher in Year 6 to enable 

small group and individual support; development of reading and writing through the wider 

curriculum.  

5. Soft start 8:45-9:00, arrive and go straight to ‘catch-up’ Early Bird learning; 15 mins of basics 

before regular school starts; most children arriving 10 mins earlier to school; blended learning 

so that pupils can revisit lessons via google classroom resources at home; 1:1 maths tuition; 

third Space (eleven Year 6 children) and small group support for reminder of class; 1:1 continues 

if isolating. EBP writing partners Year 5 instead of reading partners; sports coach for health and 

fitness to recover daily run fitness levels.  

6. 1:1 reading across the school; an additional HLTA to do focused interventions in maths and 

inference training in reading.  

7. Use of adults - experienced teachers used for direct group interventions; catch-up before start 

of school; increased focus on home school learning. 

8. Targeted interventions delivered by senior staff to Year 1, Year 2 and Year 6 pupils.  

9. "Catch-up" is difficult because of ongoing Covid-related issues with attendance. Year 1 and Year 

2 focussed phonics programme; writing across the curriculum; revision of core concepts and 

basic skills across the school in English and Maths; some small group interventions; focus on PE 

and PSHE across the year groups.  

10. An experienced Early Years / KS1 teacher out of class for the first half term to provide small 

group tuition in Year 1; additional planned opportunities for reading across the curriculum; use 

of Maths hub resources. We have also introduced an extra play time in KS2 because many 

children didn't have the chance to play or socialise or build relationships outside their family 

during lockdown - these are essential, complex skills- and so we have decided to help all our 

pupils catch up through the extra play session.  

11. Recovery curriculum; targeted intervention; pastoral support; whole school ‘kind hands, kind 

feet, kind words’ mantra;  1-1 phonics tutoring; outdoor learning where possible.  

12. Strong focus on vocabulary; access to a full curriculum. We used after school clubs for boosters 

and additional tuition. This stopped for the majority of pupils during November lockdown. Also, 
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access to the library books on a rotation to reduce virus transmission; 1:1 support to review 

maths and reading test papers with the 10 pupils with the lowest progress score from each year 

group. In Y6 this support is always with the headteacher and deputy; purchase of computers for 

pupils with no computer or poor access at home; use of online programmes that support 

individual progression e.g. Maths Whizz  

13. Altered the writing curriculum to have more pieces of writing which are shorter, rather than 

working on a long piece; many more children having pre-teaching and splitting groups during 

quality-first teaching so that focussed work is being led by support staff; additional phonics 

lessons for all of year 2.  

14. Additional afternoon sessions in Literacy and Numeracy; a focus on oracy throughout the 

curriculum including the use of language structures and vocabulary work; a focus on reading 

throughout the curriculum; a focus on children's well-being through the PSHE curriculum and 

pastoral support offered in the school; re-establishing the school's behaviour systems and 

supporting the children's readiness to learn when they returned to school; revisiting the school's 

AFL approaches; working on growth mindset and The Learning Pit, etc; continuing to put 'Home 

Learning' on the website/Google Classroom for children who are still isolating and not attending 

school; providing additional catch-up homework for children who are in school; staff training to 

support all of the above; discussions with parents throughout lockdown or when children have 

been isolating; work scrutiny to compare children’s work to work they completed just below 

lockdown to see if the gaps are closing  

15. Targeted intervention, with experienced, qualified teachers leading out of class interventions; 

speech & Language intervention groups led by external professionals and trained school staff’ 

we are exploring writing intervention strategies for future improvement.  

16. Additional maths learning gaps sessions, each day with 15 minutes of focus on weaker areas 

from weekly assessment data; delaying teaching of some subjects until January onwards to give 

more time for English and maths; setting in maths introduced to allow the less able more time 

to gain concepts and enable those that can to move on; increased one to one phonics tutoring 

in Reception and key stage 1; additional TA time.  

17. Having our leaders out of class to deliver targeted interventions with specific groups of children. 

This ensures the children, who are falling behind the most, are being educated by our most 

experienced staff. This is a costly model. We are also going to use the NTP. We have invested 

significantly in Chromebooks (150+ new Chromebooks) and are investing in outdoor learning 

facilities.  

18. We have taken our strongest teacher out of class and split Years 5 and 6 in half for small-group 

catch-up teaching in English and maths and 1:1 learning conferences.  

19. 1:1 tuition (funded by school); class team IEP's revised and interventions planned with the Risk 

Assessment in mind.  

20. Our focus is on quality-first teaching so we have put an additional teacher in Reception and Year 

6 this year. We have also taken another leader out of class to build capacity, develop teaching 

and learning and provide support to targeted groups.  
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Secondary School Findings 
 

 All six secondary schools which responded indicated that they will use the National Tutoring 

Programme. Plans to use the programme varied and ranged from academic coaches in English 

and maths for Year 7 and Year 11, support for Year 9 and Year 10 students in English, maths and 

science, one-to-one or small group tuition and Year 8 and 9 literacy support. 

 

 Two of the six schools have applied for the 16-19 small group tuition funding. 

 

 Schools used different approaches to identifying students’ gaps in learning. These included:  

o closer liaison with primary schools about gaps in learning 

o using the ‘no more marking’ programme to assess students’ writing against a national 

data set 

o strengthening teachers’ practice in formative assessment 

o replanning the curriculum to focus on ‘hinge concepts’ 

o carrying out GCSE baseline assessments in English and maths in key stage 4 and literacy 

and numeracy assessments in key stage 3 

o moving PPEs for Year 11 and Year 13 students to earlier in the term. 

 

 Similarly varied was each school’s identification of the student groups and subjects they had 

the most concerns about though unsurprisingly, Year 11 and especially Year 13 were 

mentioned by most. Other groups mentioned were boys, pupils with SEND, children in need 

and those with child protection plans but in one school, high prior attaining pupils  

 

 The schools that responded are implementing a variety of approaches to help prepare Year 11 

and Year 13 students for exams. These included: 

o changing the timing of PPEs’ (though approaches varied from bringing the PPE’s to 

earlier in the term to delaying them until the Spring term) 

o streamlining the Year 11 curriculum 

o resequencing the curriculum in Year 11 and Year 13  

o investing in extra revision resources, including a subscription to GCSE pod 

o increasing the quality and frequency of communication with parents, particularly to 

maximise the impact of remote learning  

o increased numbers of interventions and for more students 

o more detailed written reports for students with precise subject-specific areas for 

improvement identified (to compensate for the absence of parents’ evenings). 

o implementing a 3-week planning cycle to sharpen planning and to give sufficient focus 

to key concepts.   

 

 All bar one school reported changes in their approaches to assessment in Years 11 and 13 this 

year. These included: 

o increased low-stakes assessments, with no reporting on progress at the first assessment 

point in one school 

o 50% of PPE based on this term’s content, with other content signposted to students to 

avoid wasting time simply concluding that students had missed six months work (which 

was already known) 

o Informing Year 12 students in June that they would have PPEs on their return to school 

in September so they would have the summer to revise (the data that resulted informed 

UCAS predicted grades) 
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o implementing regular assessment points to ensure collation of students’ work, should 

centre-based assessment be required in 2021  

o amending teachers’ appraisal targets to focus on teachers’ knowledge of external 

assessment criteria in their subject area so that the school is well placed to provide 

accurate centre-based assessment if required 

 

 All schools which responded have made some changes to key stage 3 provision in response to 

lost learning time. These included: 

o strengthening transition arrangements for incoming Year 7s by linking explicitly pre-

summer socially-distanced induction events to activities in the first week of term, which 

included work on cognitive science around learning. In this school, vulnerable pupils 

engaged in an extra-curricular drama programme in partnership with a theatre.  

o amending the curriculum to ensure that key, missed concepts are revisited during key 

stage 3 

o focusing on literacy (reading) and numeracy catch-up  

o retrieval practice and starters and plenaries that focus on knowledge recall 

o strengthening the use of google classroom and increasing the emphasis on home 

learning. 
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