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I am delighted that Ipswich has 
been granted five years of funding 
by Government to implement the 
Opportunity Area programme. Originally 
planned for three years, an additional 2 
years of funding up to 31st August 2022  
has enabled us to build sustainability 
into our excellent and wide-ranging 
programme. Ipswich is one of 12 areas in 
England designated by the Department 
for Education as an Opportunity Area 
(OA), designed to unlock the potential 
of England’s young people through 
education. The aim of the programme 
is for all children and young people in 
Ipswich to fulfil their potential and access 
the opportunities available to them, 
regardless of their background. This 
report captures our progress.

When the town was given this opportunity in 2017, 
no one could have predicted that as we saw out the 
last furlong of this programme, we would see such 
unprecedented changes to how we provide education 
to pupils and how we support families. I have been 
heartened and impressed by the tireless professionalism, 
dedication and efficiency provided by colleagues across 
schools, colleges and settings, and the organisations 
that support them, to benefit children, families and 
community, particularly in the recent months of challenge 
presented by the Coronavirus pandemic. We are so 
grateful for the difference they make to the young people 
of Ipswich. 

Our ambition for Ipswich continues. In the last 18 
months of the programme the focus is on sustaining the 
impact of our collective work across the town, creating 
a stronger ecosystem of collaboration and driving 
improvements through dynamic project work. We are not 
satisfied to simply leave a footprint and will continue our 
work beyond Government funding to create stronger ties 
between the network of organisations that support the 
children of Ipswich to reach their potential. I hope you 
will join us.
 
Richard Lister, 
Independent Chair of the Ipswich Opportunity Area



Why Ipswich?  
Aims of the Opportunity Area programme



Ipswich was identified as an Opportunity 
Area as young people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds in Ipswich achieved, on 
average, poorer outcomes in education 
than disadvantaged pupils across the 
country. The town has a number of wards 
with relatively high levels of deprivation. 
In the 2016 ‘Achieving Excellence in all 
Areas’1 analysis, used for understanding 
educational performance and capacity 
to improve, Ipswich ranked in the bottom 
ten of all local authority districts.  When 
comparing the chances that a child 
eligible for free school meals will do well 
at school and get a good job, the 2016 
Social Mobility Index ranked Ipswich 292 
out of 324 districts.

Ipswich is a relatively young and increasingly diverse 
town, rapidly expanding and with a strong cultural offer.  
Recent investment has strengthened the potential of 
the local economy, but employers have identified low 
levels of skills as a potential barrier to growth, with 
fewer adults educated to level 3 and 4 in Ipswich than 
nationally.

The Ipswich Opportunity Area (IOA) is overseen by an 
independent Partnership Board, bringing together senior 
leaders from schools, communities, business, and 
central and local government.  The Partnership Board 
set a vision for education in Ipswich and analysed the 
available data and intelligence from local partners to 
establish four priorities to achieve a vision for education 
in Ipswich through £6m of investment: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/defining-achieving-excellence-areas-methodology 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/496103/Social_Mobility_Index.pdf

Ipswich Opportunity Area - What’s Changed? Page 4

1
3

2
4

Priority 1
Ensure all children in Ipswich 
are prepared to learn for life by 
developing key behaviours such 
as resilience and self regulation

Priority 3
Improve attainment for 
disadvantaged pupils by embedding 
evidence based practice in the 
teaching of English and maths.

Priority 2
Strengthen the teaching 
profession in Ipswich by 
providing world-class 
support and development.

Priority 4
Inspire and equip young people 
with the skills and guidance 
they need to pursue an 
ambitious career pathway.

“
”

Our vision is for all young people in Ipswich 
to be happy, confident, ambitious and flexible 
lifelong learners. We want to ensure that every 
young person in Ipswich can fulfil their potential 
and access the opportunities available to them, 
regardless of their background.

Aims of the Opportunity Area programme



Creating Opportunities 
- The First 3 Years
Priority 1 - Skills for Life



Skills for Life   
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“
”

Ensure all children in 
Ipswich are prepared 
to learn for life by 
developing key 
behaviours such as 
resilience and self 
regulation.

Problem in 2016/17
Fewer disadvantaged pupils meet a good level 
of development at the end of the Early Years 
Foundation Stage than non-disadvantaged 
children – particularly in speaking and 
understanding – evidence shows that this can 
hold children back throughout their school journey
Persistent absence is higher in IOA than nationally

THEORY OF CHANGE 

Planned investment
Programmes for parents, carers and families to 
support their children to develop early language 
and other positive learning behaviours 
Evidence based approaches to strengthen 
practitioner work in supporting children to develop 
social and emotional behaviours  
A comprehensive programme of youth social 
action, designed and led by young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds

Planned outcomes
Parents and education settings are able to work 
together to support children to develop early 
language and the positive learning behaviours 
needed in early years and primary settings
Young people develop social skills, confidence, 
resilience and self-regulation Targets for 2021

The gap between disadvantaged pupils who achieve 
a good level of development at the end of Early Years 
Foundation Stage and their peers will be half that in 2017
The gap between pupil absence rates for disadvantaged 
pupils and their peers will be half that in 2017
50% of 14-19 year olds and 25% of 11-16 year olds in 
Ipswich will be engaging regularly in youth social action



Key projects to support priority 1 in 
Years 1-3 focused on supporting whole 
school CPD in wellbeing and resilience, 
supporting parents, and professional 
development for staff in the Early Years 
Foundation Stage to support early speech 
and language development and emotional 
resilience. Young people have also been 
supported to participate in youth social 
action projects.
30 schools in Ipswich received CPD and and support to 
audit their school needs using the SWERL framework - 
Supporting Wellbeing and Emotional Resilience through 
Learning – through UCL. Additional funding enabled them 
to put interventions in place to address these needs. The 
SWERL framework enables school leaders to examine 
where to target investment most effectively against 7 key 
domains.
By December 2021 95% of Headteachers reported that 
SWERL had contributed to improvements in staff and 
pupil wellbeing. 52% of school leaders noted SWERL had 
an impact on improved pupil attendance. 

Early Years practitioners have been supported through a 
programme of CPD and training grants to target specific 
needs in developing language, social and emotional 
skills.  As well as grants for bespoke approaches 
following supported audits, practitioners also took part 
on the National Literacy Trust Champion programme, 
Developmental Movement Play training, a SEND 
conference and investment in mental health Coaching and 
Mentoring for leaders. 34 practitioners have also benefited 
from level 3 training in Elklan across settings in Ipswich, 
while a further 11 achieved level 4, enabling their setting 
to achieve “Communication Friendly” status.
Most settings now use the WellComm assessment tool to 
assess and monitor children’s early speech and language 
development, and many have adopted the Highfield 
Resilience Tracker to monitor and support children’s early 
resilience and emotional development.
By December 2021 92% of early years practitioners in 
schools and settings felt that all or most children made 
strong progress in speech and language, and social and 
emotional development.
Volunteering Matters have supported young people 
across Ipswich to develop projects in four of the most 
disadvantaged wards in Ipswich:
• ‘Drop the Knife, Pick up the Bike’ created by 

young people at Ipswich Academy who live in the 
Gainsborough area

• Westgate Ward Boys Club  
• Whitton Youth Project in partnership with Ormiston 

Endeavour Academy
• Priory Heath Girls Group
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Key Projects – Years 1-3

“
”

The Developmental Movement 
Play training has transformed 
children’s behaviour and 
speech and language within 
the setting.

Kylie Ryley, Sunflowers Pre-school

100 practitioners 

from 66 settings 

trained by NLT as 

Child Development 

Champions

Practitioners trained in “Developmental Movement Play”

60 young people engaged in youth social action

42 settings received £150,000 in Early Years training grants



Creating Opportunities 
- The First 3 Years
Priority 2 - Leadership and teaching



Problem in 2016/17
Teacher vacancy rates are particularly high in 
Ipswich high schools, and primary schools and 
colleges also report difficulties in recruiting and 
retaining high quality staff
Numbers of accredited local leaders are low in 
Ipswich and the surrounding area

Leadership and teaching 
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“
”

Strengthen the 
teaching profession 
in Ipswich by 
providing world-
class support and 
development

THEORY OF CHANGE 

Planned investment
Bespoke ‘workforce development’ packages for schools. 
High quality leadership and management development
Create education networks to share evidence based best 
practice and have access to the latest research 
Support newly qualified teachers (NQTs) during the early 
careers, and attract new education professionals to 
Ipswich by broadening routes into teaching

Planned outcomes
World-class support and development 
opportunities for education professionals in 
Ipswich attract new professionals to work 
in the town and support existing education 
professionals to develop their careers 
Education professionals have access to the 
latest evidence and best practice, and can 
learn from each other. 
A clear map of the routes into the education 
profession 

Targets for 2021
The full-time teacher vacancy rate in primary and 
secondary schools will have reduced and will be below 
the national average
Childcare and education professionals will report a 
higher level of job satisfaction



50 schools in Ipswich created action 
plans for a Workforce Development 
Strategy in partnership with the Teacher 
Development Trust.  Schools received 
between £10,000 and £50,000 each to 
invest in additional staff development 
above their planned CPD programmes.  
School leaders tell us this is one of the 
most vital IOA programmes. 
In addition to school grants 50 school leaders across 
Ipswich schools participated in leadership development 
delivered by the University of Bath, with a 95% 
satisfaction rate in increased strategic leadership 
confidence levels. This was supplemented by CUREE 
coaching and mentoring training, with early career 
support for newly qualified teachers also provided through 
a network of NQT mentors, with 40 new mentors trained 
in 2019-20.
A teaching experience programme in 2019/20 was cut 
short by Covid but achieved some early outcomes. 
14 student tutors were offered placements, and 51 
applicants for teaching work experience were matched to 
offers from 37 schools in Ipswich.
Full time teacher vacancy rates across Ipswich are 
starting to fall.

In the 2019-20 academic year a “IOA School 
Lead” leadership post was funded in the 
secondary and primary schools most in 
need of additional leadership capacity to 
ensure the successful implementation and 
integration of key IOA programmes designed 
to improve academic, destination and well-
being outcomes for disadvantaged pupils.
IOA School Leads were given extensive training and 
support in effective implementation through the EEF 
Research Schools network, and formed a strong 
collaborative network themselves, sharing good practice 
and effective approaches.  The role has been key to driving 
and securing impact.
As well as working to ensure strong implementation of 
IOA programmes, School Leads developed projects in key 
areas of their schools’ development plans – for example: 
developing curriculum continuity and associated vocabulary 
development from ages 3-18, improving KS2 outcomes 
through targeted intervention and parental engagement, 
addressing underachievement in phonics at KS1 and 
developing an innovative model for education staff clinical 
supervision that will be rolled out to other schools.
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Key projects - Years 1-3 The IOA Senior School 
Lead Programme  

“

“”

The IOA programme has had a 
huge impact here. It has allowed 
many staff and students to access 
training and resources that would 
otherwise have been out of reach 
within the normal school budget. 
It has also been the catalyst for a 
large amount of very collaborative 
work with colleagues from other 
academies.

Andy Smith, Westbourne Academy

We genuinely believe that the extra 
capacity that has been provided by the 
IOA school lead role and the work with 
other local schools and within our MAT 
was a significant part of our gaining a 
Good status by Ofsted following a number 
of years as Requires Improvement.”

50 school leaders 
participated 
in leadership 
development 

and professional 
coaching

£1.15m invested in workforce development grants to schools

”
5040

40 new NQT 
mentors 
trained

1
12 Senior School 

Lead roles created 
in Ipswich schools

2



Creating Opportunities 
- The First 3 Years
Priority 3 Improving Attainment



Improving attainment 
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“
”

Improve attainment 
for disadvantaged 
pupils by embedding 
evidence based 
practice in the 
teaching of English 
and maths.

Problem in 2016/17
In 2016 only 1/3 of disadvantaged pupils met the 
expected standard in reading, writing and maths 
at age 11.  At GCSE Attainment 8 scores are 
lower than those achieved nationally, and the gap 
between the progress made by disadvantaged 
pupils is much bigger than the gap nationally.
Too few pupils in Ipswich are qualified to GCSE 
level English and Maths by age 19, particularly 
those that are disadvantaged.

THEORY OF CHANGE 

Planned investment
An Ipswich Evidence Based Practice Fund for 
schools to carry out evidence-based programmes 
to improve teaching and learning of Maths and 
English, with support from EEF Research Schools 
and The Maths Hub.
Work with schools and post 16 providers to 
support pupils’ transitions between education 
phases.

Planned outcomes
Pupils are supported to develop their analytical, 
writing and comprehension skills.
Improving attainment in English and Maths 
leads to improved progress across a range of 
subjects.
Pupils are able to confidently move onto the 
next phase of education with the skills and 
qualifications they need.

Targets for 2021
Attainment at key stage 2 and key stage 4 will be in the 
top half of all local authority districts in England, and the 
gap between the attainment of disadvantaged pupils 
and all pupils will be halved.
The average Progress 8 score of disadvantaged pupils 
will be in the top half of all local authority districts in 
England
The proportion of pupils achieving level 2 in English and 
maths by age 16 will exceed the national average



EKO Trust was commissioned to 
deliver bespoke support packages 
to 11 schools showing significant 
underachievement at KS2.  Participating 
schools were supported to implement 
a range of approaches from curriculum 
to pedagogical development and 
assessment, and across schools KS2 
outcomes demonstrated a shift in the 
proportion of students meeting the 
expected standard in Reading, Writing 
or Maths against their baselines, with 
increases typically in the range of 27% 
- 37%. By July 2021, in a benchmarking 
report by Juniper Education comparing 
IOA primary schools to 6000 schools 
nationally, Year 6 children in Ipswich 
out-performed their peers at teacher-
assessed combined Reading, Writing 
and Maths - with 70% of Ipswich children 
in a representative sample of schools 
reaching age-related expectations 
compared to 63% nationally.
£580,000 of IOA funding was invested in projects to drive 
sustainable improvements in KS3 attainment in English 
and/or mathematics – all secondary schools in the IOA 
have been awarded up to £70,000 for individual projects.   
The schools have also collaborated on a further three 
projects, one in mathematics, led by Northgate, one in 
phonics, led by Ipswich Academy and one in English as 
an Additional Language (EAL), led by Westbourne.  

Over £400,000 has been invested in 28 grants of up 
to £25,000 per project to implement evidence-based 
projects in schools, many of which had a focus on English 
and STEM subjects.  Individual project outcomes have 
created some strong foundations for a local network 
of practitioners with good examples of evidence based 
change: 
• Suffolk One demonstrated a clear and significant 
positive impact on progress in Year 12 Biology students
• Suffolk New College used individualised IT and tailored 
support packages to tackle the achievement gaps in 
Maths and English for disadvantaged students, enabling 
learners to successfully achieve early entry at Level 1 and 
quickly progress to level 2. 
• Springfield Nursery and Infant school examined a range 
of approaches to tackle the vocabulary gap
• Dale Hall Primary looked at the impact of teaching 
metacognitive skills to learners
• Northgate High School examined the impact of the 
Thrive approach on resilience and academic outcomes
In a July 2021 survey 71% of Headteachers in Ipswich 
schools and colleges agreed that research evidence-
based practice for addressing the disadvantage gap was 
now better embedded within their schools compared to 
previous years.  
The “What A Difference A Day Makes” programme is a 
Saturday morning intervention bringing local teachers 
and Year 11 pupils together at the University of Suffolk 
to spend 24 hours of extra study to boost their Maths 
skills ahead of GCSEs.  Students have seen average 
improvements of 1.3 grades in maths assessments, and 
feed back the positive impact studying in the university 
environment has had on their ability to see themselves in 
higher education.
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Key projects - years 1-3

“
”

What A Difference a Day Makes 
has had the biggest impact 
on my achievement this year 
because my maths improved, 
the learning environment was 
much more relaxed, and I got to 
make new friends.

Year 11 student, Stoke High School

28 school projects to develop their evidence-based 
practice

22 projects to 
improve English 

and Maths at Key 
Stages 2&3

22

2 8



Creating Opportunities 
- The First 3 Years
Inspiring Ambitious Careers



Inspiring Ambitious Careers
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“
”

Inspire and equip 
young people with the 
skills and guidance 
they need to pursue 
an ambitious career 
pathway

Problem in 2016/17
Disadvantaged young people in Ipswich are less 
likely to be in a sustained destination after school 
and college than other young people locally, and 
nationally.
Young people in Ipswich are less likely to progress 
to a UK higher education institution after key 
stage 5 than nationally, particularly if they are 
disadvantaged.
Businesses report that they find it difficult to 
engage with schools

THEORY OF CHANGE 

Planned investment
Support young people’s careers information and 
planning in collaboration with the national Careers 
and Enterprise Company and National Citizenship 
Service programmes, and with NEACO.
Support schools to improve the quality of careers 
advice, upskilling careers leaders.
Deliver a programme of work inspiration activities 
for primary school children
Support young people who are not in education, 
employment or training after school or college to 
transition effectively into work or study

Planned outcomes
Young people in Ipswich have at least 4 high 
quality encounters with the world of work
All high schools and colleges have an effective 
careers strategy that meets the 8 Gatsby 
benchmarks
Young people are inspired to consider a range 
of careers that encourage them to increase 
their skills in further and higher education and 
apprenticeships
Fewer young people are out of education, 
employment or training between 16-18

Targets for 2021
95% of disadvantaged young people will be in 
education, employment or training after key stage 4, 
and 90% after key stage 5. 
44% of disadvantaged young people will go on to higher 
education. 
The percentage of 16-18 year olds who are NEET will 
be half what it was in September 2017. 
All schools in Ipswich will have achieved at least six of 
the eight Gatsby benchmarks.



Across Ipswich the proportion of young 
people sustaining a positive destination 
after key stage 4 and 5 is improving, 
and schools and colleges are making 
good progress in meeting the Gatsby 
benchmarks for a strong careers strategy.
The Careers and Enterprise Company has supported 
schools to develop their careers strategies and increase 
employer engagement through the Enterprise Adviser 
Network. In the first 3 years 68,685 encounters between 
Ipswich young people and local employers have taken 
place, exceeding the three-year target by 59%. All 16 
schools and colleges in Ipswich are matched to at least 
one Enterprise Adviser and Ipswich outperforms against 
Opportunity Area and National averages in seven out of 
the eight Gatsby benchmarks.   
ICanBeA has been funded to offer an enhanced digital 
platform to Ipswich students to bring them closer to local 
labour market information, offering virtual tours of local 
Cornerstone Employers, and a range of locally focused 
careers resources for students and teachers.
Additionally the IOA Primary World of Work programme 
has introduced employers to 20 Ipswich primary schools, 
enabling younger children to take part in activities to 
discover more about the world of work.  A primary 
equivalent to the Gatsby Benchmark toolkit has been 
developed to enable primary schools to evaluate their 
early careers related learning.
The Opportunity Area funded Inspire Suffolk and 
Volunteering Matters to work with 120 pupils in Years 9 
and 10 who were identified as being at risk of NEET (not 
in education, employment or training) on the Achieve 
programme. Attendance and punctuality improved for the 
students taking part, who were less likely to have poor 
behaviour and go into school isolation as a result of the 
programme.

CPD has been funded for careers practitioners in schools, 
with 8 new careers advisers achieving the level 6 Diploma 
in Career Guidance and Development.
To address low participation levels in higher education in 
Ipswich the University of Suffolk partnered with NEACO 
to create Parent Champions to support parents in 
encouraging their children to consider university or high 
level apprenticeships as an option. 57 parent champion 
activities were achieved, creating 1262 encounters 
between parents at events prior to the Covid lockdown. 
82% of parents said activities had made them more likely 
to encourage their child to consider higher education.
Over £500,000 was invested in the trial of a new blueprint 
to support pupils in alternative provision to reintegrate 
successfully back into mainstream education through a 
partnership between settings. Approaches focused on 
pupils’ social, emotional, and mental health and their 
attainment in English and maths; as well as the skills 
and experience of AP staff and the inclusive practice 
of staff working in mainstream settings. The transition 
re-integration project has supported over 200 pupils, 
increasing the proportion of pupils sustaining post-16 
education by 28% and ensuring a 48% decrease in 
young people becoming NEET between Jan 2019 and 
Jan 2020. The project has facilitated the collaboration 
between mainstream and alternative provision in 
supporting young people.
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Key Projects – Years 1-3

“

”

I would just like to say how 
pleased we are with the 
Achieve programme... All 
of the students involved 
always look forward to 
their sessions… and get 
so many benefits from 
them; particularly with their 
confidence and self-esteem.

Stoke High School Ormiston Academy  

120 Year 9-10 pupils 
reached through 

the Achieve NEET 
prevention programme

1262 parent encounters at higher education events

1262

68,685 encounters between young people and employers between 2017-2020



Sustaining 
Opportunities
Building on the first three years



Building on the first three Years
Further funding for Opportunity Areas (OAs) 
was announced in Spring 2020 and 2021,  
benefiting Ipswich with an additional two years 
of investment to scale up successful projects. 
This has also enabled us to build further 
sustainability into the programme and start 
sharing learning between educational settings 
and with other areas,  such as Felixstowe and 
Tendring in Essex.
An immediate priority, as we devised a new programme for 
September 2020, was to mitigate the impact of Covid on the 
wellbeing and learning of children and young people in Ipswich. 
We responded to the immediate challenges of the pandemic 
swiftly, providing the support that schools, colleges and settings 
told us would have the most impact. Examples of this work can 
be found on page 21.
It is a testament to the commitment of local leaders in 
education, and other key stakeholders, that we have been able 
to consolidate and share learning and expertise through the 
creation of sustainable networks, alongside the challenges faced 
since March 2020. These communities of practice will support 
continual improvement and secure a lasting legacy for the OA.
Sustaining the opportunities that OA investment has created will 
allow us to continue our work in Ipswich, but also to share our 
learning and impact beyond the town, working with the local 
authority to share the best of our programmes across Suffolk.
As one of a family of 12 OAs across England that are all 
planning for sustainability and willing to share good practice, 
new initiatives that are shown to work anywhere in the country 
can be quickly incorporated into Ipswich activity.

“

”

Without the Ipswich Opportunity Area we would 
never have been able to fund or implement 
our school development to the degree that we 
have. IOA investment has totally reformed and 
enabled my staff. CPD and collaborative projects 
have fostered a depth of understanding and 
ownership as well as time to reflect and build on 
knowledge. We have appointed 8 members of 
staff as a result of the IOA which have supported 
children’s attendance, well-being, families, whole 
school behaviour policy, leadership, progress and 
attainment. We have gained so much knowledge 
and experience of successful implementation 
which will enable us to continue to innovate and 
explore.  the IOA has grown into something we 
need to ensure continues. My school would not 
have made the rapid progress it has without it.

Jo Dedicoat
Headteacher, Dale Hall Primary School
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Being an Opportunity Area
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Investing Early 
Investing early and working with families is key to 
sustainable improvements for social mobility.  Early Years 
settings in Ipswich have been supported with a wide 
range of programmes for Early Years staff, families, and 
children – particularly in developing early speech and 
language and self-regulation.  Bows and Arrows Nursery 
has taken up many of the opportunities presented by IOA 
funding to ensure that children get the best possible start 
in life.  In Autumn 2019 the nursery and IOA programme 
featured in Nursery World magazine, highlighting the 
different experiences that can make the difference in these 
crucial early years.
Bows and Arrows used some of their IOA funding to take 
a group of two-year-olds and their parents to the beautiful 
coastal village of Walberswick in Suffolk.  Although it is 
only 33 miles from their homes in Ipswich, most have 
never been there before, or experienced the common 
East Anglian pastime of crabbing. Some have never left 
the town. Children from more disadvantaged backgrounds 
can have limited experiences outside of their communities. 
The Bows and Arrows coach trip was one of several 
activities the group has carried out with a focus on 
improving communication, language and literacy among 
two-year olds.

‘If you have a crab on the end of your line, you are going 
to want to talk about it,’ explains joint chief executive Anne 
Denny. ‘Trips are nice informal ways to spend time with 
families and talk about issues to do with education. We 
are seeing listening and attention improving dramatically in 
our setting,’
Read more about investment in Early Years in Ipswich 
in Nursery World: https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/
features/article/opportunity-areas-ipswich-in-evidence

Being an Opportunity Area (OA) enables 
local stakeholders to act collaboratively 
to address local needs - strengthening 
the connections between family, 
education and community by delivering 
projects and providing capacity to build 
a stronger local ecosystem.  
Bringing together the perspectives of a very broad 
range of stakeholders, as well as young people 
themselves, enables us to share insights and be 
more responsive to the challenges that are unique to 
– or uniquely felt by – our town.
The collaboration that is possible around a common 
goal to help children and young people meet their 
potential, enables us to work together to create a 
single, more coherent journey through learning from 
birth to adulthood and beyond.
We know sustainable place-based change is a 
long-term endeavour. Being an OA enables us 
to use investment and our partnerships to get 
upstream of challenges, heading off future issues 
before they affect our young people, rather than 
working separately to intervene when it is far more 
challenging to put things right. 
The value added of collaboration - working in the 
gaps between organisations, between educational 
stages and sharing insights and learning - adds up 
to more than the sum of its parts.

https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/opportunity-areas-ipswich-in-evidence
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/opportunity-areas-ipswich-in-evidence


Youth Voice has been an important 
central theme of the Opportunity Area 
programme.  In early March 2020, 
young people were invited to pitch 
their own ideas to improve social 
mobility in Ipswich.  “The Ipswich Pitch” 
competition was set up in partnership 
with 4YP, attracting a wide range of 
excellent applications from young people 
aged 11-25, ten of which were shortlisted 
and invited to pitch their ideas to a panel 
of judges at the University of Suffolk’s 
Waterfront Building.
Four projects led by young people were approved, 
including:
• Westbourne Academy’s Mental Emotional Stable 

Societies (MESS) group were funded to present mental 
health workshops to year-four and year-five pupils in 
the secondary school’s feeder primaries.

• Women Against Sexual Exploitation and Violence 
Speak Up (WASSUP) Mommas won investment to 
widen the group’s activities and create new groups 
of young mums who help each other to raise their 
children free from fear.
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The voice of young people – the Ipswich Pitch 

“

”

Very inspiring to see young 
people speak so eloquently 
and passionately about their 
projects which are to benefit 
the community, reaffirming for 
me that young people are the 
future!

Isaac Codjoe, Former Member of the UK 
Youth Parliament for Ipswich

Youth Voice has been an important 
central theme of the Opportunity Area 
programme.  In early March 2020, 
young people were invited to pitch 
their own ideas to improve social 
mobility in Ipswich.  “The Ipswich Pitch” 
competition was set up in partnership 
with 4YP, attracting a wide range of 
excellent applications from young people 
aged 11-25, ten of which were shortlisted 
and invited to pitch their ideas to a panel 
of judges at the University of Suffolk’s 
Waterfront Building.
Four projects led by young people were approved, 
including:
• Westbourne Academy’s Mental Emotional Stable 

Societies (MESS) group were funded to present mental 
health workshops to year-four and year-five pupils in 
the secondary school’s feeder primaries.

• Women Against Sexual Exploitation and Violence 
Speak Up (WASSUP) Mommas won investment to 
widen the group’s activities and create new groups 
of young mums who help each other to raise their 
children free from fear.

The voice of young people – the Ipswich Pitch 
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Numerous national reports 
have highlighted concerns that 
the Covid-19 pandemic has 
disproportionately affected 
the wellbeing and learning of 
children and young people who 
were already disadvantaged 
prior to the pandemic.
Education Leadership Boards representing 
school leaders across Ipswich moved 
quickly to consider the needs of their 
children and families facing the most 
challenging circumstances, enabling a 
local response that was swifter and more  
targeted than a national approach can be.
In Autumn 2020 the IOA recruited and 
appointed 17 Remote Learning Support 
Assistants (RLSAs) across schools and 
colleges in Ipswich to support children 
that might otherwise fall through the gaps, 
as schools utilised every resource to 
maintain an education offer in challenging 
circumstances. This team was trained 
and in place in time for the partial school 
closures in January 2021 supporting 
children and their families to engage 
with online learning. 845 children were 
supported in the first 6 weeks alone. As 
restrictions eased, RLSAs continued to 
support those children self-isolating, and 
helped pupils to reengage with school 
on their return. In these schools 100% 
of headteachers told us that their RLSA 
improved their school’s capacity to support 
pupils’ remote education, with 82% citing 
this improvement as significant.

Alongside RLSAs early years settings were 
funded to increase their family support 
capacity during the pandemic, enabling 
them to provide outreach to parents  
unable to physically enter settings. Family 
Support Assistants also supported children 
in settings to develop communication skills 
and resilience and helped parents and 
children to prepare for transition to primary 
school in September 2021. 100% of 
setting managers told us that this support 
contributed towards improving outcomes 
in their setting, with 80% citing this 
contribution as significant.
Existing programmes such as Supporting 
Wellbeing & Emotional Resilience in 
Learning (SWERL) were scaled up across 
30 schools and colleges in response to 
leaders’ concerns about staff and pupil 
wellbeing during the pandemic.  By 
December 2021 95% of Headteachers 
reported that SWERL had contributed to 
improvements in staff and pupil wellbeing 
and 86% agreed that their involvement 
in SWERL had enabled them to mitigate 
some of the effects of Covid-19 on the 
wellbeing of their school community.

Mitigating the impact of Covid 

”

As an opportunity area 
setting Rainbow Bright is 
grateful to have had access 
to fully funded training, and 
an excellent staff support 
package.  The pinnacle has 
been our funded Family 
Support Assistant – I can 
only describe it as like 
having a big pair of arms 
around us supporting the 
children, their families, 
and our staff.  During 
these challenging times it 
has enabled us to focus 
on building the children’s 
resilience and making sure 
our leavers are ready for 
transition to primary school.

Tracy Mason
Manager, Rainbow Bright Nursery

“
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One of the key benefits of the 
collaboration we see between education 
settings across the Opportunity Area 
is an improved transition process for 
children and young people from Early 
Years through to university.
In 2021 primary and secondary schools in the Ipswich 
area co-produced a common transfer document to 
share information about pupils between schools in a 
more consistent and streamlined way. Universally, those 
headteachers that used it told us it was a helpful tool. 
In 2022 the document and process will be refined and 
adapted to be used across a broader geographic area, 
and to facilitate transition between early years settings 
and reception classes.
School leaders in Ipswich also worked together to agree 
a common window for transition activities in the Summer 
term across all schools in the town, and this simple but 
effective planning opportunity has been shared by the 
local authority across Suffolk. In 2022 a collaborative 
“Transition Charter” will further secure this commitment 
between settings to take collective responsibility for a 
single journey in learning.

Effective Transitions 

”
I feel that the IOA has broken down 
barriers between schools, enabling 
us to work more as a team to support 
the children of Ipswich.

Gemma Andrews
Headteacher, Castle Hill Infant and Junior Schools

“

A Strong School Start
Family Support Assistants (FSAs) in early 
years settings developed a “passport” 
and ran family focused school readiness 
activities in Summer 2021 to support 
children’s transition to school. In 2022 FSAs 
are working with transition leads in primary 
schools on a significant project to invest 
heavily in collaborative work. The Strong 
School Start project will give children the 
very best start to their education – with 
a particular focus on early speech and 
language and emotional resilience.

Supporting Year 11s with next steps
2020 and 2021 were both challenging years 
for Year 11s to transition to sixth form or 
college after significant disruption at the 
end of their education. Transition Coaches 
worked with those Year 11s who were 
considered least likely to go on to further 
study without significant support, ensuring 
they didn’t fall through a gap far wider than in 
previous years.
For those pupils that schools identified as 
needing additional support with independent 
learning, maths and English in order to make 
a sustainable start to college, the Summer 
Step Up programme provided mentoring, 

wellbeing and study support for Year 11s. 
Those pupils tracked through college after the 
Summer 2020 course made good progress 
compared to peers with a similar profile.

A collaboration 
with Let’s 
Talk Reading 
provided settings 
with a library of 
books – many in 
dual languages

https://ipswichopportunityarea.co.uk/2021/12/13/early-years-transitions-passport/
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Investment in the Ipswich Opportunity Area has created some key 
assets that will help to sustain the impact of the programme.

Creating a legacy – IOA assets 

The Ipswich Associate Research School 
The Ipswich Associate 
Research School (IARS) 
provides a direct link 
for IOA schools to 
the Research School 
Network and EEF. IARS 
has supported the 
Ipswich Opportunity Area 
programme, providing in 
depth training and support 
in the EEF guidance on 
what works, in particular 
to our Learning Behaviour 

Leads, Implementation 
Leads and Strong School 
Start Network. A strong 
network of Evidence 
Leaders in Education 
have been accredited to 
support schools, many 
of whom themselves 
developed their skills 
through IOA funded 
projects and professional 
development.

The Suffolk TA Network 
The Suffolk TA Network 
is an IOA funded network 
for teaching assistants 
across Suffolk, run from 
Westbourne Academy in 
Ipswich, and offering wide 
ranging CPD and support 
opportunities for TAs. The 
TA Network has been key 
to developing a network 
of Remote Learning 
Support Assistants and 
Learning Behaviour Leads 

in Ipswich, providing 
bespoke training and 
targeted support as 
needed. Since its 
inception in Ipswich 
in December 2020, 
new TA Networks have 
been created with IOA 
support in Yorkshire, 
East Cambridgeshire and 
Norfolk.

The Eastern Opportunity Areas Sharing Learning Hub
The Sharing Learning Hub will 
showcase the wide range of projects 
delivered through Opportunity Area 
funding, not just within Ipswich but 
also in Norwich and Fenland and East 
Cambs. With an aim to become the 
“go-to” resource for local education 
professionals, allowing them to 
gain a clear understanding of the 
practical and sustainable application 
of evidence-based research locally, 
the Hub will feature a range of 

OA themes, projects and case 
studies. The Hub will support school 
improvement after its launch in Spring 
2022, allowing the user community 
to have an up-to-date understanding 
of the dynamic relationship between 
education research and evidence-
based practice.

The IOA Wellbeing & Resilience Network
Significant investment in 
professional development 
and whole school 
wellbeing interventions 
has ensured that Ipswich 
now benefits from a 
wealth of expertise in local 
schools, colleges and 
early years settings. Local 
leaders with the expertise 
and ambition to lead on 
a range of approaches 
have been funded to 

provide a support offer for 
other settings, working 
collaboratively as the IOA 
Wellbeing & Resilience 
Network, focused on a 
range of approaches from 
adult wellbeing to targeted 
intervention for children. 
Focusing on Ipswich 
and Felixstowe in 2022, 
the network aspires to 
broaden their support offer 
across Suffolk.

https://researchschool.org.uk/unity/news/ipswich-associate-research-school-into-21-22
https://researchschool.org.uk/unity/news/ipswich-associate-research-school-into-21-22
https://researchschool.org.uk/unity/news/growing-expertise-supporting-professional-development-and-growing-capacity-within-ipswich-opportunity-area-ioa-activity
https://researchschool.org.uk/unity/news/growing-expertise-supporting-professional-development-and-growing-capacity-within-ipswich-opportunity-area-ioa-activity
https://researchschool.org.uk/unity/news/growing-expertise-supporting-professional-development-and-growing-capacity-within-ipswich-opportunity-area-ioa-activity
http://suffolktanetwork.co.uk/
https://ipswichopportunityarea.co.uk/the-eastern-opportunity-area-sharing-learning-hub/
https://ipswichopportunityarea.co.uk/ioa-wellbeing-and-resilience-network/
https://ipswichopportunityarea.co.uk/ioa-wellbeing-and-resilience-network/
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A key outcome of the Ipswich 
Opportunity Area programme has 
been closer collaboration between 
schools, and significantly, the 
distributed leadership across schools 
through the creation of IOA networks. 
Practitioners and middle leaders are 
given the agency to work together 
on common aims by Education 
Leadership Boards made up of 
Headteachers and Trust CEOs.
The Strong School Start Network is an example 
of cross phase collaboration between family 
support assistants (FSAs) in early years settings 
and transition leads in primary schools. This 
network of early years professionals not only 
share their expertise and good practice, but work 
collaboratively to decide on the best approach 
to use funding to drive improved outcomes 
for children in the early years. Ownership and 
leadership from acting as a network has resulted 
in this group reaching beyond their own settings, 
bringing new schools and settings on board, to 
ensure wider engagement benefits considerably 
more children and families.

Distributed Leadership 

”

I think that IOA funding has considerably 
reduced the social mobility gap in 
Ipswich. It has made professionals 
think about how best to offer every 
opportunity to every child, to make sure 
there is equality for all regardless of the 
barriers they face. I think both job roles 
I have had within the IOA have improved 
my confidence in areas I felt were a 
weakness to me. It has enabled me as a 
professional to come up with innovative 
ways of enabling all children to engage 
and to have a platform to share ideas 
with other professionals from other 
schools. It has been a supportive working 
environment and this helps us to improve 
the facilities and activities for children and 
families. I think more opportunities of little 
or no cost are widely shared so that all 
children/families are able to participate.

Rebecca Wright
Remote Learning Support Assistant and Learning 
Behaviour Lead, St Margarets Primary

“

A network of 25 Learning Behaviour Leads 
– pastoral leads in Ipswich schools and 
colleges – have had their capacity funded 
one day per week allowing them the time 
to work together and with the voluntary 
sector to identify ways to use funding more 
effectively to support children’s engagement 
in learning. 36 practitioners across early 
years, schools and post 16 have been trained 
as Implementation Leads – again funded 
to create capacity in their week to deeply 
embed evidence-based approaches to 
improving outcomes and share their expertise 
across a vibrant and connected network.
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In education, “What works?” is rarely 
the right question, because everything 
works somewhere, and nothing works 
everywhere, which is why the right 
question is “Under what conditions 
does this work?   

Dylan William 

With a lack of national data in 2020 and 2021, 
measuring the impact of the IOA programme presents 
a challenge, and forces us to look at what has changed 
in Ipswich, and to consider what impact these changes 
will have for children and young people. Our greatest 
insight has been that it is not always the programmes 
themselves that determine success, but most often, the 
conditions and means of delivery that matter.
Key insights from Ipswich Opportunity Area are:

Collaboration drives change
• Bringing leaders together around a shared 

challenge facilitates rapid responses to issues, 
which can be implemented quickly. A decision by 
headteachers to recruit Remote Learning Support 
Assistants in October 2020 resulted in staff in post 
across 17 schools by the start of January 2021, able 
to act collectively to support children’s learning during 
lockdown

• Having an infrastructure of local education 
networks at senior and practitioner level 
facilitates successful engagement and 
delivery of funded projects. The Strong School 
Start Network across Early Years has empowered 
practitioners to devise and land funded projects 
effectively, and to draw in and deliver matched 
funding and offers from other providers

• Education settings are effective vehicles for 
delivery and messaging. A number of projects for 
families involving “apps” or support from external 
providers had very poor take-up, particularly during 
lockdown. We learned that families valued trusted 
relationships with their schools and settings for advice 
and support, and investment is needed in building 
partnerships between support providers and schools 
as community hubs.

Key Insights from the IOA 

“Over the last three years projects 
have been really effective. It is 
a real bonus for the people of 
Ipswich. Projects like ‘What A 
Difference A Day Makes’, which 
helps increase Pupils’ chances 
post-16 and tells them ‘You can 
do it’ - what makes it great is 
it doesn’t have a competitive 
element, it’s all about schools 
coming together to take collective 
responsibility for children  
in Ipswich.

Craig D’Cunha, Principal Chantry Academy, 
Member of the Ipswich Opportunity Area 
Partnership Board ”

Effective implementation is key
• A project to improve Key Stage 2 outcomes delivered 

by EKO Trust saw significant improvements achieved 
in 2019. The subsequent evaluation highlighted that 
laying good foundations for implementation is 
key to a project’s success.

• An independent evaluation by Cambridge University 
found that good implementation practice is key to 
successful outcomes in Evidence Based Practice 
Fund projects in Ipswich and Norwich, a finding already 
noted by the Education Endowment Foundation.

• Training in effective implementation in the latter 
years of the IOA programme by the Ipswich Associate 
Research School has resulted in much stronger 
outcomes where this is linked to projects.

• Providing capacity: giving professionals the time 
to implement projects rather than CPD alone is an 
effective long-term investment to drive and sustain 
improvement.

https://www.ipswichstar.co.uk/news/education/ipswich-opportunity-area-reports-remote-ta-success-8036474
https://www.ipswichstar.co.uk/news/education/ipswich-opportunity-area-reports-remote-ta-success-8036474


A process evaluation for the national OA 
programme will be published in Spring 
2022, and a synthesis evaluation for the 
Ipswich Opportunity Area will follow in 
Autumn 2022.
Insight guides capturing the best learning across all 12 
OAs can be found on the DfE website and the Eastern 
Opportunity Areas Sharing Learning Hub will launch in 
Spring 2022. 
Improving social mobility takes time, and while education 
and community leaders tell us that the system has been 
strengthened and outcomes are improving, the IOA 
Partnership Board is committed to continuing their work 
to remove the barriers to social mobility faced by young 
people in education in Ipswich.
After the current government funded period up to August 
2022, the IOA Partnership will continue to provide 
strategic leadership across the system, facilitating 
collaboration between the agencies & education 
providers that contribute to a young person’s journey 
from 0-19, and connecting with the aspirations of 
parents and children & young people. Please do get in 
touch to become a partner in our vision.

Ipswich Opportunity Area - What’s Changed? Page 27

“By working as a whole 
community, we can transform 
opportunities for everyone, 
ensuring our children have 
the skills and achievements 
to face the future with 
ambition and self-confidence.

Richard Lister, Pro Chancellor of the 
University of Suffolk and Chair of the 
Ipswich Opportunity Area Partnership 
Board ”

What Next
Working “upstream” offers better 
value for money than intervention 
“downstream”
• Investment in whole school wellbeing 

approaches support staff and pupils’ wellbeing 
in the long term according to 95% of schools that 
took up the SWERL programme. 50% of schools 
also said that it contributed to improved attendance 
despite the pandemic, and 82% said that it helped to 
mitigate the impact of Covid-19 on the wellbeing of 
the school community.

• Changing the environment for learning to 
nurture children’s aspirations can improve 
outcomes. The “What A Difference A Day Makes” 
programme in Ipswich saw key stage 4 pupils study 
Maths with their teachers at the University of Suffolk 
on a Saturday morning and achieve improved 
grades. The programme was repeated in Norwich 
Opportunity Area, working with the UEA, where a 
significantly improved profile of GCSE outcomes 
was also demonstrated for the cohort compared to 
predicted grades and their peers.

• Working in the gaps has provided effective 
outcomes. The Year 11 Step Up programme in 
Summer 2020 ensured that Year 11s at risk of not 
sustaining a destination and out of school for six 
months were supported through an online Summer 
programme of study and mentoring. This group made 
good progress in their post-16 courses and almost all 
sustained their destinations throughout a challenging 
year in 2020/21.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/opportunity-areas-insight-guides


To find out more about the Ipswich Opportunity Area, 
or to get involved you can find us at:

TWITTER @ipswichoa
envelope ipswichopportunityarea@gmail.com
GLOBE Ipswichopportunityarea.co.uk


