Beyond the Book -

Understanding Deprivation and the Difference You Make

Session Overview
A 1- hour interactive session exploring:

· what deprivation really looks like
· how it impacts reading and learning
· how volunteers can make a difference

Story-led discussion-based, and practical throughout.


Session Structure
1 Opening
· Introduce title
· Outline aims
Aims (Flip Chart)
· Understand deprivation beyond poverty
· Understand impact on reading (especially comprehension and inference)
· Build volunteer confidence
· Reinforce the importance of the role of a volunteer


My background - 18 years as a head teacher and privileged to have spent 12 of these in Great Yarmouth, serving a deprived community - 50% free school meals   . Saw everyday that children’s ability to learn is shaped by far more than what happens in the classroom.

Many of the children you will listen to read are bright, capable and curious. But some come carrying burdens that make learning much harder. Poverty and multiple disadvantage is not always visible.

Ask: “What does deprivation mean to you?” (2-3 mins)
· Pair discussion - notes on sugar paper
· Take responses feed back from tables


2. What deprivation looks like
Share examples:

· Low household income
· Poor housing/overcrowding
· Limited access to books and language-rich environments
· Parental stress or mental health difficulties - children affected by trauma or neglect often struggle with emotional regulation.
· Food insecurity
· Lacking time, knowledge or the ability to support learning at home
Tell story of child’s note left on my desk - no food - setting up food bank, cooking lessons and a clothing and toy bank.
Introduction of a soft start to the day - toast and a drink, talk time, greeted by name from their teacher at the class door. 
Impact of this  - talk about. 

· Lack of enrichment experiences
Story of sick child being taken home - never been on the beach or had a holiday and never goes in a car

· Domestic abuse / instability/homelessness and temporary accommodation                                   fear and unpredictability - child sitting SAT’s reading test with both parents in court that day
   No space, parents with no time or capacity to support learning
Children can often be absent from school.

· Emotional Deprivation.                                 birthdays not always known to child           Christmas conflict                                             anxiety before school holidays                            school = safe and predictable 





Key line:

‘In schools, it’s often much broader than money.”
It’s not just a lack of money - its often a lack of the conditions needed to learn.”

One of the biggest misconceptions about disadvantaged families is that parents don’t care about education. This is rarely true. Most want the best for their children and love them dearly, but life circumstances sometimes make it difficult to provide the support they wish they could.

3 Early Starting Points

In the UK, a child from a disadvantaged background is already months behind their peers by the time they start school.  They may hear millions fewer words by the age of 4. By the age of 11, the attainment gap can be around 11-12 months. Children do not arrive at school equally prepared to learn.

· Delayed speech
· Emotional regulation difficulties ( tantrums, can’t share, can’t take ‘no’)
· Starting school in nappies
· Looked-after children ( lack of security, exposure to trauma)
· Homelessness
· Some come to school reading, while others have never had a book

Story
Child who started nursery and didn’t know his name ‘Big Boy”

The child who tried to swipe a book and enlarge a picture

Reflection
“How might a child arriving at school whose family was moving into temporary accommodation while they were at school feel? Or that child sitting an exam whose parents are in court?”

“What might their morning look like?” (Group discussion 2 mins)
Feedback

· tired
· worried 
· anxious
· hungry
· distracted by things
· Disregulated
·  Can be late arriving at school


Key Link:

“This is often the starting point for learning.” 
.

 5. It has an impact on Reading

Explain:

Language
· Fewer words spoken - weaker comprehension

Concentration
· Stress/ tiredness/lack of sleep - reduced focus

Confidence
· Repeated difficulty - low self-belief

Give a few school examples
· Beach (Yarmouth) - no experience
· Spa story misunderstanding vocabulary 
· Castles /SATs - assumed knowledge

Key Messages

“Reading is not just decoding - it’s making meaning.”
“Children can only infer from what they know.”

6 Interactive activity 1 Beach Activity
 Read aloud: (provide text as a handout?)
“The children ran across the warm sand, their feet sinking slightly as they moved. The waves rolled gently onto the shore, and seagulls called overhead. One child picked up a shell and held it to their ear.”

Ask:
What is this describing?

“What if a child has never been to a beach?”
Discuss on table - 1 minute :
· Which words lose meaning?
 Link:
“Understanding depends on experience.”

Key stage 1 example

 Tom went to the beach. The sun was warm. He took off his shoes and felt the sand on his feet. The waves came in and out.

What skills is the child using here, in addition to decoding and phonics? (Quick pairs talk)

· Vocabulary knowledge
· Understanding simple sentences
· Sequencing
· Visualising
· Early inference

Questions for volunteers to ask
Vocabulary
·  What is sand like?
· How does it feel?

Inference
· How do you think Tom feels?
· Why has he taken his shoes off?


Prediction
· What might Tom do next?

Teaching point  - Even very simple texts require children to use experience and language to make meaning. 

For some this is very familiar, for others- who may never have been to the beach at all- words like sand and waves are not anchored in experience.

For KS1 you help children to:
· Understand words - don’t assume
· Talk about meaning
· Build confidence
· Make sense of what they read

7 Interactive Activity 2
Castle and inference

Read aloud:

‘The thick stone walls rose high above them, keeping the people safe inside. A guard stood by the heavy wooden gate, watching carefully as it slowly opened. Inside, the rooms were cold and dim, and footsteps echoed along the narrow corridors. High above, a flag fluttered in the wind.’

1 What is this describing?
2 What can we infer?

(Pairs discussion)
Draw out:
· Long time ago
· Protection
· Important people
· Not comfortable  
· Etc

“So - now imagine a child who has never visited a castle or learned about them.”

Key Points:

Inference depends on background knowledge. Children can only infer from what they know. 

Children from a deprived background  have fewer  enrichment experience so often know less. 

Comprehension depends on experience and language - not just decoding words.

Reading tests don’t just assess reading - they also reflect experience.



Link to Volunteers:

When you explain, question and talk - you build that knowledge and missing experience.

8 Practical Activity: What Would You Say to ..? ( talk to person next to you for a minute and share)

· To a struggling reader - they are often working very hard they aren’t necessarily lazy or uninterested.
· To a child who is fluent but no understanding ( we called it ‘barking at text”.)
· A child who says ‘I’m rubbish”

Ask:
“What would you say?”

Summarise:
· Praise effort not just accuracy (Struggling with decoding can mean there is no room to create understanding.)
· Explain gently - no pressure or judgement
· Ask simple questions about the story 
· Chat about new words
· Be patient with mistakes
· Show interest in what the child thinks
All this builds language and comprehension - not just decoding.

9 Final Reflection and Closing
“What do children need most from you?”

Introduce my Framework (Flip chart)

READ

R - Relationships - a calm trusted adult who listens.
E - Encouragement - helping children develop confidence and resilience.
A - Attention -giving focused one-to-one time.
D - Development of language talking about words, ideas and meaning.

Practical strategies for you to use

Pause - Prompt - Praise - the 3 p’s

Pause - give children time to think.
Prompt - use gentle questions to support understanding.
Praise - Recognise effort and perseverance.


Questions that help children to think


Vocabulary
· What does that word mean?
· Can you think of another word like that?
· What do you think that might look like?

Understanding
· What is happening here?
· Why did that happen?

Inference
· How do you think the character feels?
· What makes you think that?

Prediction
· What might happen next?
· Why do you think that?

Remember - you do not need to be a teacher or to know all the answers.
Your role is to: (Flip Chart)
· Listen
· Encourage
· Talk
· Explain
· Build Confidence

Final Thought
Some children come to school with fewer words, fewer experiences and fewer opportunities.

 Some have had very negative experiences and high levels of stress.

However, when you sit beside them with a book, you bring something powerful.

Through relationships, encouragement, attention and developing language - you help them to read and to believe that they can.

 Reading opens up new learning and new worlds.

Social deprivation creates barriers to learning, but it does not define children’s potential. In my school, my mantra was always ‘these children must’ not ‘these children can’t’.

The work that you do may seem small, but the impact can be enormous.

Every child has a story to tell and a future that is not yet written.


