
Closing the Socio-Economic Attainment Gap: English Departmental Report to the ‘The School’ Board of Governors


1.  INTRODUCTION
The main indicator of socio-economic deprivation in schools is eligibility for free school meals (eFSM) (mylocalschool, 2018). This report concerns the academic attainment gap between children eligible for free school meals and those not entitled to free school meals (nFSM) at the school. It examines recent educational research into possible causes of the eFSM attainment gap and suggests ways identified in the research that the gap could be reduced.
The UK has a greater wealth disparity than most other leading industrialised nations (Reay, 2006), and because of the strong correlation between wealth and educational attainment, successive governments have tried to eliminate or reduce the attainment gap as a means of engineering social mobility (Reay, 2006). However, despite over 50 years of policy initiatives, no meaningful progress has been made (Reay, 2006). The socio-economic level of the school’s catchment area means the school is provided with an above average intake of children with eFSM, and a greater initial attainment-deficit than most other secondary schools in Wales (mylocalschool, 2018; Estyn, 2015). The school has made some progress in raising overall attainment levels but, in common with schools throughout the UK, this has not led to a reduction in the eFSM attainment gap (mylocalschool, 2018; Estyn, 2015). 
Targeted intervention programmes to try to raise eFSM attainment levels are in place in the school. A ‘Team around the family’ feeder programme to raise attainment levels prior to joining the school has been in operation since 2012. Feeder programmes of this kind have had some success in raising attainment of eFSM children (Estyn, 2013). An Accelerated Reader programme to raise eFSM reading levels is thought to have increased the amount of time pupils spent reading in the school but many researchers feel the method does not affect the eFSM attainment gap (Biggers, 2001; Boone, 2017). Other measures examined are the factors affecting eFSM pupil’s motivation and engagement, and the detrimental effect of streaming and class sets (Hodgen, 2007; Taylor et al., 2017).
After looking at evidence from the school and recent per-reviewed research, seven recommendations are made. All are supported by recent educational research, and all require an additional ongoing investment in teacher time. Research shows that at present teachers are too over-scheduled and do not have the resources and opportunities to implement the necessary innovations required to realistically tackle the eFSM attainment gap (Taylor, 2017). Crucially, however, teacher effectiveness has been shown to be a major factor for raising eFSM attainment levels, and a major factor for raising teacher effectiveness, is high-quality continuing professional development (Day, 2015; Greaves et al., 2019).    

2.  OVERVIEW OF THE DEPARTMENTAL APPROACH TO CLOSING THE ATTAINMENT GAP 
The English Departmental Improvement Plan for 2018 (Appendix 1) has an overarching priority to ‘Raise standards and improve performance across key stage 3 and key stage 4, particularly that of eFSM pupils’ (Appendix 1 p. 2 – emphasis added).
Two main performance targets were set. The first is to increase overall percentages of pupils achieving set goals, to raise the school outcomes to levels comparable to other similar schools. At KS4, this means at least 40 percent of eFSM should achieve a ‘C’ grade at GCSE, with 62 percent overall. 
The second is to reduce the attainment gap between eFSM and nFSM pupils. Success in the second target is expected to contribute significantly to the first. 
To achieve these targets, four strategic objectives have been implemented, each with its own action plan, allocated resources, and performance monitoring in place.  
The first two objectives relate to performance data and intervention strategies. All staff are expected to understand how key data about pupils’ performance can be used to identify weakness and to plan, develop and implement, targeted, short-term, interventions.
The third and fourth objectives relate to encouraging learning and improving outcomes by ensuring lessons are challenging and stimulating. Many of the actions related to these objectives involve providing professional development opportunities for staff, especially in the area of differentiation.

3.  OVERVIEW OF THE SCHOOL’S APPROACH TO CLOSING THE ATTAINMENT GAP 
The School Three-Year Headline Priorities for 2015–2018 (Appendix 2) contains ten high-level priorities, two of which contain action items applicable to attainment standards of eFSM learners (for details see Appendix 2 pp. 4–5).
Section 1.1 ‘Standards’, is to raise outcomes of eFSM learners to school targets, and to ensure national reading and numeracy test outcomes are brought into line with other schools.
Section 1.2 ‘Well-being’, ensures safety in the context of emotional feelings, and refers to attendance, persistent absenteeism, and fixed-term exclusions all of which are more prevalent in eFSM learners than nFSM learners, and contribute to attainment outcomes.
Tackling the causes of low attainment in eFSM pupils and its associated feelings of low motivation and self-esteem is crucial if the department and school objectives are to be met.

4.  STRATEGIC PLANNING RELATED TO THE ATTAINMENT GAP
Importance of strategic planning to schools
Rutherford (2009) reminds us, in an analysis of the importance of strategic planning in today’s educational landscape, of the contextual adage that ‘those who plan to learn, must learn to plan’. Strategic planning is vital in successfully integrating continual policy and curriculum reforms, and meeting ever-changing political and societal expectations of teachers and schools. Ellis and Sosu (2015) identified strategic planning as the single most effective system for focussing everyone’s attention on the attainment and poverty gap in schools. 
Phases of strategic planning in schools
Most strategic planning methodologies have three distinct phases: initiation, implementation and institutionalization Rutherford (2009). Initiation encompasses all the planning right up to the final decision to proceed (Fullan, 1997, in Rutherford, 2009); implementation includes the pilot schemes and special projects where the utility is established and wrinkles ironed out; in the final phase, institutionalization, the change has become incorporated into the day-to-day routine of the school (Berman & McLaughlin, 1976, in Rutherford, 2009).
Rutherford (2009) emphasised the importance of strategic planning methodologies that prioritise the initial planning stage, as it plays a disproportionate role in implementing change and poor planning at this stage will detrimentally ripple through all subsequent activities. Equally important for transforming policies into actual skills and practices that foster meaningful and lasting change (Fullan, 1997, in Rutherford, 2009), is to adopt planning methodologies that are sympathetic to the cultural setting of the school (OBrien, 1991, in Rutherford, 2009) and not ones more suited to profit-driven corporate cultures (D’Amico, 1989, in Rutherford, 2009) or that lack substantial stakeholder participation (Bryson, 1995, in Rutherford, 2009).

5.  UNDERSTANDING THE ATTAINMENT GAP 
Historical pervasiveness
Compared to other leading industrial nations, the UK exhibits greater socio-economic inequalities in education attainment and employment prospects: the wealth-correlated attainment gap at age 15 is greater, fewer children aged 17 are in education, and a quarter of children still lack basic qualifications by the time they are 19 years old (Hirsch, 2006, in Dunne, M. and Gazeley, L., 2008). The wealth-based attainment gap has remained resistant to change despite over 50 years of continual policy changes and new initiatives (Reay, 2006).
Correlation between wealth, attainment and free school meals
The correlation between wealth and attainment has been well documented. Not only is eligibility for free school meals regarded as the main indicator of social deprivation in schools (mylocalschool, 2018), it is also the main predictor of children continuing to higher or further education, obtaining qualifications leading to a job, and avoiding poverty as adults (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2018, p26-p27). On average, children from higher income families achieve much higher educational outcomes than those from lower income families, and as educational outcomes invariably predicate occupation, society becomes, and remains, stratified by social class (Jerrim & Macmillan, 2014, in Francis et al., 2017).
In addition to inter-school socio-economic attainment gaps, intra-school gaps, especially those evidenced by eFSM status, are equally pervasive and are arguably even more detrimental to lower-attaining learners. Socio-economic stratification occurs within all schools regardless of whether they are private or state, affluent or deprived, or have high or low Ofsted ratings (Francis et al., 2017). 
Although overall attainment levels in Wales have increased every year over the last decade, and there has been some progress in closing the educational attainment gap between rich and poor households (defined in terms of eligibility or otherwise for free school meals), attainment by children from more affluent households is still significantly better than that of children from less affluent households (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2018). The most recent information available from the Welsh Government’s Research and Statistics arm confirms Reay’s (2016) observation that ‘the more things change the more they stay the same’, as they report that there is still ‘a strong link between achievement and the level of entitlement to free school meals in schools: as the level of free school meals entitlement increases, the level of achievement decreases’ (Cymru, 2019).
Correlation between teacher competence and attainment
In an analysis of the root causes of the attainment gap, Hattie (2003) quantified the major contributors to variance in student achievement. Student ability accounted for half the variance, with home, school and peer pressure accounting in equal measure for another 20 percent. Hattie attributed home variance to levels of ‘expectation and encouragement’ but not to levels of parental involvement; school variance encompassed differences in funding, facilities, size and management; and although peer pressure can be positive or negative, its contribution to attainment variance was far less than might be reputationally expected. Taken together, these factors account for 70 percent of the variance in attainment, but realistically, they are not easily influenced. The remaining 30 percent relates entirely to teacher effectiveness, and as this can be directly addressed, Hattie concluded it should the priority target for reducing the attainment gap (Hattie, 2003). 
This immediately raises questions about the use of trainee teachers in the classroom and the wide-spread belief that they have a detrimental effect on attainment, but recent empirical research suggests otherwise (Greaves et al., 2019). What is clear, however, is that the most successful schools from lower socio-economic areas lay great emphasis on staff professional development and school-wide ‘teamwork’ based ethe to training and literacy intervention (Harrison, 2002).
Correlation between school quality and attainment
Crucially however, the most important consideration is that the overall quality of school has no bearing on the size of attachment gap. Attainment gaps are present in all schools regardless of their socio-economic intake, and crucially, low socio-economic students from highly effective schools perform significantly better than high socio-economic students from less effective schools (Strand, 2014), or as the Rt. Hon. Michael Gove put it, ‘Rich, thick kids do better than clever, poor kids’. 
Identifying underachievement
Although underachievement is highly correlated with socio-economic attainment gap as evidenced by eligibility for free school meals, great care must be taken when identifying underachievers. Despite claims to the contrary, there is a danger that subjective rather than objective criteria are often used with the eFSM status of new pupils colouring teachers’ initial evaluations (Dunne and Gazeley, 2008; Francis et al., 2017).

6.  EVIDENCE OF THE ATTAINMENT GAP IN THE SCHOOL 
According to each reported measure of social inequality and deprivation, the most recent Estyn Inspection Report (Estyn, 2015) shows the school to be well above the national average for Wales. 25 percent of pupils are eFSM compared to the national average of 17 percent; 44 percent live in the 20 percent most deprived areas of Wales; 60 percent, compared to 22 percent, are on the additional needs register; and four percent, compared to two percent, have statements of special educational needs.
The attainment of these pupils is of great concern to the school. The two attainment metrics of particular concern are achieving a Level 4 at KS2 and achieving five or more grade C passes at GCSE in the core subjects (English or Welsh as a first language, mathematics and science) as these broadly correspond to attainment targets of children entering and leaving secondary school (Estyn, 2015). 
Significantly, the attainment gap at KS2 Level 4 decreased from 24 percent to 15 percent, with eFSM children achieving comparable results in 2016 (77 percent pass) to those the nFSM children were achieving a decade ago (a 78 percent pass rate in 2007, but rising to 92 percent in 2016) (mylocalschool, 2018). 
In some respects, the situation at GCSE has improved and in others it has not. Actual attainment in the more affluent nFSM group rose from 48 percent in 2007 to 68 percent in 2016, a 42 percent increase, and actual attainment in the less affluent eFSM group doubled from 18 percent to 36 percent in the same period; both groups, therefore, demonstrated significant increases in attainment. However, although both groups made commendable gains, when comparisons between rich and poor household results are made, the attainment gap actually rose slightly from 30 percent to 32 percent (mylocalschool, 2018). 
The 2016 data are obviously not the most up-to-date data available, but although data for 2017 and 2018 are available from mylocalschool and elsewhere, they cannot be compared to earlier data due to curriculum changes and changes in assessment methodologies and indicator definitions (mylocalschool, 2018). However, the latest eFSM–nFSM achievement figures at the Level-2–threshold (including English/Welsh and Maths) show that the attainment gap is still very much in evident (18.8 percent vs 60.6 percent) (mylocalschool, 2018). 
A comparative measure of how well schools are performing is provided by mylocalschool benchmarks. These compare schools with similar intakes of pupils from deprived areas against each other (mylocalschool, 2018). These data show that overall, the school falls just below the upper-quartile borderline for Level 2 including English/Welsh and Maths, but when English is considered in isolation from other subjects, the school falls just below the median for schools in Wales. These data paint a fairly positive picture of the school in the framework of overall school achievement, but significantly however, when eFSM data is considered in isolation, the school’s performance cannot be viewed in such a positive light. The 2018 Level 2 inclusive result for the school is 18.8 percent. This is just under half that of the Local Authority average of 35.1 percent and less than two-thirds that of the Welsh average of 29.5 percent (mylocalschool, 2018; Estyn, 2015). 

7. HOW THE SCHOOL IS RESPONDING TO THE ATTAINMENT GAP
Intervention packages
A comprehensive range of bespoke literacy packages and accelerated reading groups have been put in place to address individual needs and maximise achievements. Pupils expected to benefit from these intervention measures are identified and their progress is tracked using diagnostic testing programmes (Estyn, 2016). Two dedicated, government-funded staff divide their time between literacy intervention and teaching English as an additional language to children with little or no knowledge of English. Children requiring literacy intervention are identified from exams and class tests. They are taken out registration and lessons for sessions lasting fifteen minutes with a maximum of one hour per child per week.
Feeder school programmes
The school implemented an initiative in September 2012 called the ‘Team around the family’. This is a programme of links with feeder primary schools, the families of learners, and concerned agencies. It is acknowledged to be an effective strategic planning initiative and has been credited with some success in addressing the socio-economic attainment gap (Estyn, 2013). 
The ‘Team around the family’ panel meets on a weekly basis and draws upon a diverse range of professionals from within the school and elsewhere. The panel includes the team co-ordinator, assistant head, pupil support manager, school link social worker, school nurse, pupil support assistants, pupil support leaders, and the school youth worker. Pupils are identified ‘holistically’ and intervention offered according to individual needs (Estyn, 2013). 
A particular focus of the English Language Department within the ‘Team around the family’ programme has been to establish a common literacy approach with its feeder primary schools so that a common literacy intervention measure can be established prior to transition from primary to secondary school. In addition, they evaluated the effectiveness of their existing inclusion and support services and ensure all staff understood how social and economic conditions affect school attendance, participation, and performance. (Estyn, 2016)
Literary intervention
The school established a literacy intervention measure based on the well-known Accelerated Reader programme. Accelerated Reader is a commercial programme used by almost 6,000 schools across the UK and Ireland, operated and marketed by Renaissance. It provides a curated selection of books, fiction and non-fiction, supposedly graded according to Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development. Each learners’ Zone of Proximal Development is approximated through an initial test prior to starting the programme. Students can only select books on the Accelerated Reader list and are only supposed to choose books from with their assigned Zone. After reading each book they answer some standardised computer-based multiple-choice comprehension questions. As students’ test scores pass certain thresholds they are promoted to successively higher Proximal Development Zones and are given access to more demanding books (Renaissance Learning, 2013a).
Some research studies claim that Accelerated Reader improves academic achievement and increases reading motivation; for example, statistically significant evidence has been reported by Paul et al. (1996) demonstrating that schools using Accelerated Reader had better test scores than control schools in the same socio-economic bracket that were not. They also reported that academic gains increased with time as did attendance rates, with the greatest benefit to academic performance being achieved in deprived urban areas. From this, Paul et al. (1996) concluded that there is ‘compelling evidence that Accelerated Reader is an effective tool in stimulating increased reading, and that increased reading will lead to higher attendance rates and greater academic success.’
Engagement and motivation
Motivation and engagement is maintained by respecting the delicate balance between praising achievements and moderated criticism where expected standards may have fallen (Estyn, 2016). Motivation is considered the most important factor in reading performance, surpassing ability, (Guthrie et. al., 1999 in Castillo and Bonilla, 2014, p69), as well as curricula design and even good quality teaching (Guilloteaux and Dörnyei, 2008, in Castillo and Bonilla, 2014, p55-56). Two ways of increasing the motivation that are have proved effective are allowing pupils a choice of topics, and introducing reading strategies such as scanning, skimming and predicting. These strategies have been shown to help learners read faster and with less effort, while increasing their enjoyment of the subject matter (Castillo and Bonilla, 2014). 

8.  A BRIEF COMMENT ON PROGRESS TO DATE
Feeder school programmes
The strength of the ‘Team around the family’ programme is that while previously learner problems were often dealt with in isolation; this programme has enabled all interested services and agencies to work together and to focus on learners’ needs. Progress and further intervention are monitored and initiated by the panel and the learner provided with ongoing support through the transition period and into secondary school (Estyn, 2013). 
This has enabled learners eligible for free school meals with language and reading skills below their chronological age to be identified early. The ‘Team around the family’ intervention programme has helped to narrow the attainment gap prior to transitioning to the school and the staff are already familiar with the personal circumstances and attainment level of each individual learner. This has ensured continuity of intervention and has resulted in raised attainment and performance of each new intake transitioning from the feeder schools and a reduction in multi-agency involvement (Estyn, 2013).
One distinct drawback of the Team around the family programme is disrupted continuity due to a high turnover of agency staff and poor communications with agencies resulting in frequently cancelled meetings and meetings scheduled without regard to school timetabling restrictions. The direct correlation between the number of agencies involved and the level of intervention offered means that learners with the most problems to address are also those that suffer the most disruption and delays in the programme (Estyn, 2013). 
Literary intervention
Literary intervention (including the use of Accelerated Reader) is one part of the tailored strategies to support children in the intervention programmes, with additional class support and individual mentoring sessions being available if required; however, there is no centralised co-ordination linking the various aspects together (Estyn, 2016). 

9.  DISCUSSION
Strategic planning and reform fatigue
It is axiomatic that for change to succeed, it has to progress beyond the strategic planning initiation phase, and for this a ‘culture of enquiry, innovation and exploration’ is essential (OECD, 2018). Unfortunately, however, a ‘significant proportion’ of schools in Wales, especially secondary schools, lack such a culture and staff are showing signs of resistance to change and innovation, a result, apparently, of ‘reform fatigue’ and the ‘high-stakes assessment, evaluation and accountability arrangements’ that have ‘tempered’ their ‘willingness and confidence’ (OECD, 2018, pp 8). 
The negative energy implied by this reform fatigue, with its attendant loss of confidence and willingness to cooperate, is clearly the direct opposite of the requisite positive energy implied in Priority 2 of the Welsh Government’s ‘Qualified for Life’ report (Welsh Government, 2014) that associates motivation and commitment with lifelong excellence in teaching, practice and expertise. The situation at present, according to Nicholas (2017) is that teachers teach to the test and unconsciously, value test performance rather than genuine learning (Harlen, 2003, in Nicholas, 2017).
Feeder school programmes
It appears that socio-economic attainment gaps are pandemic. OECD data show a persistent and growing attainment gap between state and privately funded schools and between schools serving affluent areas and those located in economically and socially disadvantaged areas (OECD, 2010). Governments throughout the world have implemented a plethora of imaginative ‘social justice and equity agendas’, but to no avail (Day, 2015). Day (2015) identified a number of measures, or ‘key messages’, that have shown promising results. In the context of ‘Team around the family’ type programmes, the key message is that systemic programmes of this kind have proven utility if they are provided over a sustained period. Such programmes are ‘likely’ to have positive outcomes on behaviour and attendance, and these outcomes are then ‘likely’ to have a knock-on effect on the attainment gap (Day, 2015, p39). However, apart from a chronic shortage of such programmes, there are two major caveats. The first is that these programmes work best if parents and the community are proactively involved at the strategic planning stage, and the second, which Day (2015) repeatedly emphasises from multiple perspectives, is that high-quality, continuing professional development is essential for all staff. 
Ability grouping
Nationally, streaming in English is practised in at least six out ten schools in Key Stage 3 and many more at Key Stage 4 in the lead up to the GCSE exams. English classes in the school are streamed according to level with higher level classes having around 32 pupils and lower streams having 20 pupils, reducing to ten or fewer by key stage 4. The reasons that policies and schools favour streams and sets are understandable in the context of increasing the efficiency and effectiveness of time- and resource-stressed teachers and classes as it enables lessons to be closely tailored to learners’ needs and whole-class teaching to be optimised (Hodgen, 2007). Further arguments for streaming include the ‘widespread belief’ that mixed-ability classes cause underachievement (Sukhnandan and Lee 1998, in Hodgen, 2007) by holding back more able learners, while setting and streaming provides more opportunity to ‘stretch’ them academically (Hodgen, 2007). 
While some studies have reported that a few more-able learners do benefit from a ‘small, statistically insignificant’ increase in attainment (Hodgen, 2007), setting and streaming is widely credited in the research literature as demotivating and a ‘principal causes of underachievement’ (Gillborn and Youdell 2000, in Hodgen, 2007). Boaler et al. (2000, in Francis et al. 2017) reported that the difference in teaching styles between effective differentiated teaching in mixed ability groups and the much more limited style adopted for setted groups caused disaffection and demotivation among lower ability students. Overall, ability grouping results in demonstrable ‘large, statistically significant’ decreases in attainment for lower achievers (Hodgen, 2007; Taylor et al., 2017) as they make ‘slower cognitive progress’ than their peers in faster-paced sets (Henry 2015). 
Some researchers found that sets are often initially created based around preconceptions of eFSM students’ abiilties (Dunne and Gazeley, 2008; Francis et al., 2017), after which differences in pedagogy, teacher expectations and pupil perceptions combine to produce a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ as the establishment of sets ‘labels’ learners, and the ‘lack of fluidity’ between sets causes a ‘polarization of students into pro- and anti-school factions’ with predictable consequences to educational attainment and the reinforcement of eFSM preconceptions (Francis et al., 2017). This ‘vicious circle’ (Taylor et al., 2017) is exacerbated when resources are scarce, teachers are over-scheduled and performance accountability is strongly attainment based (Taylor et al., 2017). Taken together, these two effects mean that predominately eFSM stream- and set-based structures establish permanent attainment correlated socio-economic segregation within schools (Cassen & Kingdon, 2007, in Francis et al., 2017), while having no proven benefit on academic attainment (Francis et al., 2017, Taylor et al., 2017).
Literary intervention
Although Paul et al. (1996) found ‘compelling evidence’ about the benefits of Accelerated Reader as an ‘effective tool in stimulating increased reading’, and the Renaissance website claims ‘180+ peer reviewed articles’ (Renaissance Learning, undated) other researchers have questioned the rigour of some of the papers (Biggers, 2001), and have reported quite different findings and arrived at quite different conclusions.
Boone (2017), for example, concluded that although Accelerated Reader increased the amount of time students spent reading, there was no statistically significant benefit to using it. Krashen (2002, in Thompson et al. 2008) suggested that observed benefits of Accelerated Reader are due to students having directed access to a wider range of books and time in which to read them. Thompson et al. (2008) reported that Accelerated Reader had ‘actually turned some former book lovers into discouraged readers’; worrying about what they might have to remember for the test and disliking ‘being forced to read’ were among the reasons given for reading no longer being fun.
Biggers (2001) rejected the validity or the Accelerated Reader tests as they are multiple-choice tests with no oral reading comprehension component or observations about a student’s reading. As such, they cannot, as claimed, accurately assess a student’s strengths and weaknesses, nor can they be used to prescribe necessary remedial actions. The tests give a grade equivalent that is claimed to generate an approximate Zone of Proximal Development; however, Lev Vygotsky, who originated the Zone of Proximal Development concept (Vygotsky, 1978, in Biggers, 2001), refuted the use of standardised tests to assess reading or to determine what a child is capable of doing (Biggers, 2001). Furthermore, Vygotsky defined the Zone of Proximal Development as a ‘dynamic continuum of independent and assisted abilities’ (Biggers, 2001, p. 72) not as a banded measure of reading skills. Groce and Groce (2005) conclude that ‘The consequence of such invalid assessment instruments is the misinformation to parents and teachers regarding the reading abilities or even reading potential for their children.’
Biggers (2001) also noted that Terrance Paul, the lead author in Paul et al. (1996) and other papers, together with his wife Judith, are the creators of Accelerated Reader and owners of Renaissance.

10. RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 1
In addition to continuing assessed reading where appropriate, the enjoyment of reading should be fostered by allowing eFSM readers in particular, time to read without the ubiquitous pressure of tests.
Stefl-Mabry (2005) feels that Accelerated Reader is basically a form of sustained silent reading with a high-quality record-keeping component tacked on to make life easier for teachers (see for example, Renaissance Learning, 2013b). However, Stefl-Mabry (2005) feels an over-emphasis on the administrative side of Accelerated Reader has corrupted its utility. She asserts that the ‘reading crisis’ cannot be solved by funding a ‘technological book-keeping solution’ but by allowing teachers and students ample time to read without the pressures of record keeping and testing, but teachers ‘feel uncomfortable when students are allowed to just read’ (Stefl-Mabry, 2005). 
Recommendation 2
Additional time for teachers to interact and raise the motivation of eFSM readers is required.
In addition to access to books and time in which to read, the single most important ingredient is the active participation of teachers (Stefl-Mabry, 2005). Neither additional reading time nor the use of reading technologies compensated for concentrating on motivation and engagement (Baye et al., 2018). Teachers need to employ use a range of motivational strategies to excite students and keep them engaged; educational software programmes simply cannot compete with experienced teachers and librarians (Lance, 2002, in Stefl-Mabry, 2005). 

Recommendation 3
Additional time is required for teachers to plan quality lessons encompassing the differentiated needs of eFSM pupils.
The challenge once learners have begun to be motivated is to maintain the motivation. One of the surest ways to lose motivation is to cause them to lose interest. Despite large class sizes, teachers have to be aware of each learner’s progress and plan their lessons so that none lose interest. This requires a fine balance between too easy and too hard, what Duckworth (1987) terms ‘just manageable’, and which Donovan et al. (1999, p20) interpret as ‘challenging enough to maintain engagement, but not so difficult as to lead to discouragement’. 
Recommendation 4
Matching pupils’ needs to staff skill sets more deliberately rather than the fall-back solution of generalised intervention staff.
Apart from high-quality teaching of an inclusive curriculum, all the other most effective methods of closing the socio-economic attainment gap involve raising the achievement of low-achievers by preferentially redeploying resources and teachers away from high-ability students to one-on-one and group intervention classes of their lower-ability peers (Demie and Mclean, 2015). 
Recommendation 5
The school should allocate additional time to forge closer links with feeder schools in the ‘Team around the family’ programme.
The socio-economic attainment gap is already established at the intake to secondary school and if reading intervention begins at primary school, it will substantially raise overall attainment levels and mitigate many of the detrimental effects of low socio-economic backgrounds prior to entry to secondary school (Ivkin et al., 2005). 
Recommendation 6
The school should continue to offer all staff opportunities and time for high-quality continuing professional development.
Teacher effectiveness is the main determiner of school quality and the greatest booster of attainment (Ivkin et al., 2005), but a characteristic of schools serving disadvantaged communities is high teacher turnover and slow recruitment; even well-funded schools in disadvantaged areas appear to have difficulty recruiting and retaining experienced teachers (Allen et al., 2016). In addition, the emotional challenges of dealing with demotivated eFSM children combined with attainment-based accountability standards, means teaching in such schools may be somewhat disagreeable, hence the desire to move to a less challenging school (Allen et al., 2016). The correlation between continuing professional development and teacher effectiveness, well-being, commitment and retention appears undisputed, as does the converse link between low attainment and limited opportunities for continuing professional development (Day, 2015). 
Recommendation 7
Phase out streams and sets and reintroduce mixed-ability classes.
Since eFSM children are disproportionately represented in lower sets and streams (Francis et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2017; Henry, 2015), and that far from reducing the socio-economic attainment gap, setting and steaming increase the gap simply by virtue of being placed in a lower ability stream or set (Hodgen, 2007). High-quality, mixed-ability classes inevitably take more time to prepare (Taylor, 2017) but they have been shown to reduce the attainment gap of eFSM (Hodgen, 2007; Taylor et al., 2017). 
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