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Leading social mobility organisations call for urgent 
reform of funding “cliff edge” to tackle NEET crisis 
 
EMBARGOED UNTIL 29 APRIL AT 00:01 
 
 

• 180,000 disadvantaged students will lose their Pupil Premium support the moment they 
finish their GCSEs this summer. This funding "cliff edge" hits at the start of the final window 
of opportunity to prevent vulnerable young people from becoming NEET.i 
 

• A coalition of leading social mobility organisations is demanding a "Student Premium" to 
close this policy blind spot,ii a call supported by Children's Commissioner, Dame Rachel de 
Souza and Professor of Social Mobility, Lee Elliot Major, who called the lack of a Student 
Premium a "national scandal". 

 
• More than one in ten young people are out of education and work, while having no or low-

level qualifications is the biggest risk factor in becoming NEET.iii 
 
 
Next week, over 645,000 year 11s across England will sit down to begin their GCSEs - the culmination 
of eleven years of schooling and a pivotal moment in shaping their futures. 
  
For 180,000 pupils eligible for free school meals, the exam season also marks the abrupt end of 
benefitting from the Pupil Premium – ringfenced funding for improving their educational outcomes and 
closing the attainment gap. Their financial circumstances and the barriers they face remain the same, 
and yet they hit a funding ‘cliff edge’ as they leave secondary school. 
 
This withdrawal comes at precisely the moment they are most vulnerable to falling through the cracks. 
Without targeted intervention, thousands of young people risk becoming NEET, with long-term 
consequences for their prospects and wellbeing. 
 
A group of fourteen leading social mobility organisations have coalesced around the urgent need to 
extend targeted funding to 16- to 19-year-olds from disadvantaged backgrounds through the creation 
of a “Student Premium”.  
 

Lee Elliot Major OBE, Professor of Social Mobility at the University of Exeter and expert in 
equitable education policies, said “The lack of a Student Premium from age 16 is one of the 
great injustices of our education system. It is a national scandal that support for young people 
from under-resourced backgrounds falls away during the very years that so profoundly shape 
their life chances.” 
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The coalition argue that the sudden drop in funding at age 16 undermines the progress made 
throughout secondary school and leaves disadvantaged students without the help they need during the 
final, high-stakes years of compulsory education.  
 
To address this gap,iv the group recommend the introduction of a “Student Premium” to allow 
additional funding to follow young people from low-income families as they move from secondary 
school into 16-19 education, mirroring the Pupil Premium policy.v 
 
The proposed policy would enable sixth forms and colleges to deliver targeted, evidence-based 
interventions to young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, including those with SEND, to 
improve outcomes and reduce the likelihood that they become NEET. Effective interventions could 
include tutoring and mentoring, enriched learning experiences, strengthened transition support, 
attendance and retention programmes, and tailored academic support to help students achieve 
essential gateway qualifications, including English and maths. 
 

Dame Rachel de Souza DBE, Children’s Commissioner for England, who called for the 
extension of the Pupil Premium in her recent College Census report, said “Colleges play a vital 
role in young people’s lives, often going beyond their core educational responsibilities. But if we 
are serious about closing the disadvantage gap and making sure every child succeeds in their 
learning and in the transition to adulthood and employment, we must work harder to make sure 
colleges have the resources they need to support them”.  
 
“Young people consistently tell me how much they value education, yet many 16 and 
17-year-olds face real challenges continuing their studies, including caring responsibilities and 
the need to work alongside learning. That is why my recent College Census urged the 
government to expand Pupil Premium funding to 16 and 17-year-olds”. 

 
The attainment of students facing disadvantage remains significantly behind their peers by the end of 
16–19 education, and those without GCSE English and maths at age 16 face among the highest risks of 
becoming NEET.  
 

Sarah Waite, CEO and Founder of Get Further – a charity that exists to support students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to secure gateway English and maths qualifications in further 
education – said “At Get Further, we see firsthand how tailored one-to-one and small group 
tutoring helps those over the age of 16 to build confidence, develop skills and gain the 
qualifications they need to progress - including those who have previously struggled in school.” 
 
“Yet colleges and sixth forms lack the funding to provide this vital support to young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds at scale. A Student Premium is long overdue and would play a 
crucial role in reducing NEET rates and helping more young people achieve lifelong success.” 
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With more than one in ten young people out of education and work, and with NEET rates rising, the 
coalition warns that failing to address this funding gap will jeopardise the Government’s ambitions to 
reduce NEET numbers, halve the attainment gap, and widen opportunity.  
This policy has strong support from across the sector. 
 

Quotes from sector leaders: 
 

Bill Watkin, Chief Executive of the Sixth Form Colleges Association, said: "There is a pressing 
need to address both the overall funding gap between secondary and sixth form education, and 
the specific funding gap for disadvantaged young people. The current policy of withdrawing 
Pupil Premium funding from the age of 16 means that vital support for disadvantaged young 
people is withdrawn once they have completed their GCSEs.  
 
“Introducing a post-16 Student Premium would ensure that disadvantaged students continue to 
receive the help and support they need when they enter sixth form education. This targeted, 
additional investment would make a real difference and help to reduce the number of 
disadvantaged young people that disengage from education after the age of 16.” 
 
David Hughes CBE, Chief Executive of the Association of Colleges, said “AoC supports the 
call for a post-16 Student Premium for the most disadvantaged students. The absence of such a 
Premium and the fall in disadvantage funding at the age of 16 makes no sense in the midst of 
the NEET crisis - and compounds the wider funding inequities between schools and colleges.” 
 
“We are calling for government to act on at least three of these: the need for demand-led 
funding for 16 to 24-year-old to bring colleges to fully fund growth in numbers and reduce 
NEET levels, the need to correct the VAT anomaly that sees colleges losing around £200m 
while schools are fully reimbursed, and the need for a five-year pay plan to close the unjust pay 
gap with schools and industry.” 

 
Pepe Di’Iasio, General Secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders, said 
“Disadvantaged students don’t stop needing support the moment they finish their GCSEs, yet 
that’s exactly when funding falls away. A 16-19 Student Premium would help schools, colleges 
and sixth forms keep young people engaged, support achievement in English and maths, and 
reduce the risk of students becoming NEET. ASCL strongly supports this proposal and urges the 
government to act to ensure disadvantage does not determine outcomes in post-16 education.” 

 
Quotes from coalition leaders: 
 

Susie Whigham, CEO of The Brilliant Club, said: 
 
“At The Brilliant Club, we see at first-hand how enriching learning experiences can transform 
young people’s academic attainment, confidence, and self-belief. A post-16 Student Premium 
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would introduce vital investment to ensure that those from less advantaged backgrounds are 
not locked out of these opportunities at a crucial stage of their education, helping to give them a 
fair chance to progress to leading universities and enter rewarding employment”. 
 
Anna Searle, CEO of The Access Project, said: 
 
“The introduction of a Student Premium for 16–19-year-olds would provide schools, colleges, 
and sixth forms with the resources required to tackle educational inequalities for under-
resourced young people. Currently, young people eligible for free school meals are three times 
less likely to attend university than their advantaged peers. Funding for targeted interventions 
would support progression to higher level study and ensure that the most talented students are 
able to access universities, not just those with the most wealth and resources.”  

 
Susannah Hardyman, CEO of Impetus said: 
 
"With nearly a million young people not in education, employment, or training (NEET), the post-
16 phase is a crucial juncture for preventing youth unemployment. 
  
Young people are required to stay in education or training until 18, and policymakers should 
give these formative young adult years the same focus as the rest of compulsory education. This 
means extending the Pupil Premium into sixth forms and colleges, rather than stopping at the 
end of GCSEs, so that more young people get the qualifications they need for a successful life." 
 

 

Notes for editors 
 
We would be happy to connect you to any leaders, teachers or students involved in the coalition you 
may wish to speak to. For more information or to be connected to key stakeholders for comment, please 
reach out Connie Lawfull on connie.lawfull@getfurther.org.uk. 
 

 
i According to data released by the DfE, in 24/25, 177,574 young people in year 10 were known to be 
eligible for free school meals and therefore allocated Pupil Premium funding – out of a total year group 
size of 645,091. This year group will now be in year 11. 
 
ii The full list of coalition members happy to be publicly named as part of this campaign are: 

1. Association of Colleges 
2. Association of School and College Leaders 
3. Fair Education Alliance 
4. Get Further 
5. Impetus 
6. Learning and Work Institute 

 

mailto:connie.lawfull@getfurther.org.uk
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/1170505b-42cc-43a8-25a1-08de980bc1e1
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7. Runway Training 
8. Sutton Trust 
9. The Access Project 
10. The Brilliant Club 
11. The Sixth Form Colleges Association 
12. The Tutor Trust 
13. Think Forward 
14. Villiers Park 

 
iii As part of their Youth Jobs Gap research, Impetus found young people with low levels of 
qualifications are 75%  more likely to be NEET than the average, and that the correlation between low 
levels of qualification and being NEET is twice as strong as the correlation between SEND and NEET 
rates. 
 
iv Even though our education system no longer ends at 16, funding for young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds drops substantially as they move from secondary school (£3,455 per pupil) 
to 16-19 education (£2,476 per pupil). This is a legacy from the days when compulsory education 
finished at age 16. 
 
One reason for this is that there is no Pupil Premium equivalent in 16-19 education. This lack of funding 
makes it difficult for colleges and sixth forms to provide high-impact interventions to improve outcomes 
and reduce the likelihood of young people becoming NEET. 
  

  
 

https://www.impetus.org.uk/policy/youth-jobs-gap
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Graph source: EPI (2024), Closing the Forgotten Gap: Implementing a 16-19 Student Premium  
 
The Pupil Premium funding rate will be £1,100 per secondary-age pupil in 2026-27. Analysis in 2010 
has shown that for every young person who becomes NEET, the average cost to the economy is around 
£160,600 (comprising in £104,300 in lost economic productivity and £56,300 in direct costs to the 
taxpayer). With a Student Premium of £1,100, the policy pays for itself 146 times over for every young 
person it prevents from becoming long-term NEET. 
 
v Matching the level of Pupil Premium allocated to secondary-age pupils, this policy is estimated to cost 
around £430m per year in  2027/28. This cost is calculated based on the 381,715 pupils in years 9 and 
10 who met the 'FSM ever 6' definition in 2024/25. These young people would be in years 12 and 13 
and eligible for the Student Premium, if it existed, in 2027/28. We estimate that the secondary-age 
Pupil Premium allocation in 2027/28 will be £1,122 per pupil (the 2026/27 increased by 2%). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/pupil-premium-allocations-and-conditions-of-grant-2026-to-2027/pupil-premium-2026-to-2027-technical-note
https://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/pdf/NEET.pdf
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