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Poverty, Disadvantage and Learner Progress: A Critical Reflection and Proposed Approach to Holistic Identification in a Primary School Setting


Part 1

Introduction and context
This report examines the possible effects of poverty and socioeconomic disadvantage on the educational progress and development of pupils who are at primary school level in a primary school environment. The school, to be known as School X, is located in South Wales and is in a small area that is among the 20% most deprived areas in Wales as shown by the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD) 2025 (Welsh Government, 2025b). The WIMD assesses relative deprivation in small areas by considering a number of factors including income, employment, health, and education (Welsh Government, 2025b). It must however be noted that the fact that an area is deprived does not imply that all the pupils or families in that area will be living in poverty and it is therefore inappropriate to use area-level deprivation alone as a measure of individual disadvantage (Welsh Government, 2025b).
This report is written for the attention of the school’s Senior Leadership Team (SLT). This report aims to critically consider how poverty and disadvantage may affect pupils’ educational progress and development, with particular attention to attendance, engagement and academic progress. It will draw on relevant literature, theory, and Welsh policy to examine different understandings of poverty and disadvantage, then critically evaluate the measures used in educational contexts to identify and monitor learners. Particular consideration will be given to whether these measures provide a sufficiently complete understanding of learners experiencing disadvantage and whether gaps in identification may prevent pupils from receiving appropriate support.

What is meant by poverty and disadvantage?
The way in which poverty and disadvantage are defined is significant when looking at their effects on learners, since different definitions can affect how children and families who are living in poverty are seen and supported. Poverty can first be understood in terms of financial and material deprivation, such as the household's income, food insecurity, housing, access to suitable clothing and resources, and access to digital facilities. Relative income poverty is described as that of a household earning below 60% of the UK median income after housing costs have been taken into account (Welsh Government, 2026). It remains a major concern in Wales, with 32% of children living in relative income poverty between 2023 and 2025 (Welsh Government, 2026).
However, poverty cannot be attributed solely to household income. The deep material poverty measure helps us to consider what families can actually afford and access. In 2024–25, 10% of children in Wales were living in deep material poverty, meaning their families lacked at least four of 13 essential material items (Welsh Government, 2026). This highlights that income-based measures may not completely capture the experiences of living in poverty, or the resources available to individual children.
Socioeconomic disadvantage can therefore be understood more broadly as barriers affecting access to educational opportunities, experiences, social and cultural resources, parental employment and community resources. Importantly, poverty should not be equated with poor parenting, low aspirations or poor educational outcomes.  Assuming this risks placing responsibility on families while overlooking wider external influences. Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological systems theory offers an alternative perspective by recognising that interconnected family, school, community, and wider societal systems all influence children's development. Therefore, for learners experiencing poverty, consideration should be given to the wider barriers and opportunities that shape their overall development.

How can poverty and disadvantage affect learners?
The impact of poverty is not necessarily experienced in the same way for every pupil. However, literature explores how disadvantage can influence academic progress and development.
Poverty can lead to difficulties in attending school. It has been found that children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds have higher rates of absenteeism, and this connection is even more apparent when socioeconomic status is assessed by financial means, such as measures of poverty and income (Sosu et al., 2021). The researchers, however, warn that the relationship between socioeconomic status and absenteeism is complex since both of these factors are multidimensional (Sosu et al., 2021). It therefore cannot be assumed that poverty directly causes absences. Evidence from Wales also shows that socioeconomic disadvantage is linked to poorer attendance. In a recent Estyn review looking at ways to improve attendance in secondary schools, it states that although the reasons for absence are complex, schools should make use of attendance data, the views of pupils and cooperation with parents in order to identify the obstacles leading to absence (Estyn, 2024a). This shows that while attendance data may point to a problem, it cannot always explain the real reasons for absence. Although the review is focused on secondary education, its stress on practitioners understanding the barriers and offering early intervention is applicable to primary settings as well, where potential attendance problems should be dealt with before they become established.
There is also evidence to show that poverty has an impact on educational achievement and on pupils' progress. Estyn (2024b) points out that poverty and disadvantage can have a negative effect on pupils' development and on their educational achievement. Specifically, pupils might have difficulties in terms of communication, their mental health and their physical development, all of which can lead to obstacles in their learning and progress. The Estyn review gave examples of Welsh schools addressing these obstacles by providing targeted support, building up strong relationships with families and offering provisions tailored to pupils' individual needs (Estyn, 2024b). This indicates that even though poverty does not directly cause low achievement, the barriers it is associated with may influence a pupil's ability to take part in learning and to make progress, showing the value of having targeted support in early education.
On the other hand, the connection between socioeconomic disadvantage and engagement is less clear than the relationship between SES and attendance. For instance, Tuohy et al. (2025) found contradictory evidence across studies, showing that a number of interconnected individual, classroom, family, and community factors affect engagement. This is in agreement with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory, according to which interacting factors such as family, school and community have an impact on a pupil’s level of engagement.
The academic outcomes of children from poorer backgrounds have also been shown to be worse than those of pupils who are not suffering from socioeconomic disadvantage. Tan (2024) found a link between lower socioeconomic status and cognitive and academic performance among learners. Yet the reasons involved are complicated and involve elements such as stress, cognitive stimulation, parental support and the quality of the learning environment. Similarly, Saitadze and Lalayants (2020) noted the obstacles poverty can pose for cognitive and social-emotional development, but also mentioned factors that might reduce some of these adverse effects, such as positive parenting, cognitively stimulating home environments, and access to learning materials. Overall, the literature indicates that poverty can lead to major difficulties in attendance, engagement, learning, and development, but these effects are not decisive. Instead, outcomes result from the interaction between individual, family, school, and broader environmental factors, which underscores the need for schools to identify and address these barriers rather than seeing poverty as a deficit.

How are disadvantaged learners identified?
In my setting, learners who may be experiencing disadvantage are identified using a range of indicators. One of the most common measures used in schools is eligibility for free school meals (eFSM). In Wales, eFSM is determined by specific means-tested benefits and household circumstances, including Universal Credit where annual net household earnings are below £7,400 (Clark et al., 2025). Although all primary-aged pupils are now entitled to universal free school meals, eFSM continues to be used as an indicator of socioeconomic disadvantage, and to identify pupils who may require additional support (Clark et al., 2025). Whilst this measure is clearly defined and understood and provides a useful indicator of socioeconomic disadvantage, Clark et al. (2025) acknowledge its limitations. Firstly, not every eligible child will be registered. Some parents may not apply due to lack of awareness, barriers to applying or even stigma associated with eFSM. Clark et al. (2025) also argue that the criteria are outdated and do not capture all children living in poverty, particularly working families, as the income threshold has not changed since 2019. It also does not reflect poverty in its entirety. As previously mentioned, socioeconomic disadvantage is multidimensional, including factors such as parental occupation/qualification, access to resources, and additional learning needs (ALN). As a result, eFSM is unlikely to capture these factors because it measures income (Clark et al., 2025).
Attendance is also used as an indicator to identify learner disadvantage in my school. According to data from the Welsh Government, patterns of persistent absence have a disproportionate impact on eFSM children. In the 2024/25 period, 44.7% of primary pupils who were eligible for FSM were persistently absent, as against 16.0% of pupils who were not eFSM (Welsh Government, 2025a). This is in line with the findings of Sosu et al. (2021), who found an association between lower SES and higher rates of absenteeism. Nevertheless, attendance alone should not be taken as evidence of disadvantage. Absences can be caused by a variety of factors that have nothing to do with poverty, for example illness, and the attendance data cannot indicate why absences are occurring. Estyn (2024a) advises that schools should combine attendance monitoring with pupils' own views and collaboration with parents in order to better understand the reasons for absence. It therefore follows that while attendance data is an effective means of reporting what is happening, it does not explain why it is happening and is not therefore a definitive measure of disadvantage.
Another possible indicator of disadvantage considered in my setting is pupil progress. Termly, teachers meet with the headteacher, deputy headteacher and ALNCo to discuss the progress of all learners in their classes, along with any barriers they might be facing and whether suitable interventions are in place. In particular, reading and numeracy results are discussed to determine whether a pupil is below, at or exceeding their chronological age expectations. Demie and McLean (2019) explored effective approaches to tackling educational disadvantage, using evidence from schools with strong outcomes for disadvantaged pupils. The study identified key factors to narrow attainment gaps for these pupils, such as tracking and monitoring pupil progress, focused interventions, and strong leadership. This aligns with Estyn's findings that schools that analyse a more extensive range of data gain a fuller picture of pupils’ progress and are therefore more effective at identifying and responding to individual needs. However, it is important to consider whether progress measures alone capture the wider factors influencing a pupil’s attainment. Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of cultural capital suggests that learners enter education with differing forms of knowledge, experiences and resources, which may influence how they engage with and experience the education system. Consequently, attainment and progress data can identify differences in results but may provide limited insight into the wider social and cultural factors contributing to these differences. While using multiple sources of evidence helps provide a broader understanding of effective practice, these findings should be interpreted cautiously (Demie and McLean, 2019). This research focused on a small number of successful case-study schools, therefore, its generalisability is limited.
Overall, to ensure disadvantage is considered holistically, measures such as wellbeing, learner voice, family circumstances and engagement should be considered alongside socioeconomic indicators (Clark et al., 2025). This is consistent with the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF, 2025) guidance, which supports using a wide range of information such as attendance, progress, engagement, pupil voice, family feedback, wellbeing, and safeguarding to develop a greater understanding of disadvantaged learners. Therefore, whilst the existing indicators of disadvantage are relevant in my setting, single indicators should not be used to represent pupils experiencing disadvantage accurately.

Conclusion
Overall, the reflection shows that poverty and disadvantage can act as obstacles to pupils' attendance, engagement, learning, and broader development. However, it is important to note that these effects are complex and not necessarily felt in the same way by all learners. 
Within School X, measures such as FSM eligibility, attendance and pupil progress provide useful information for identifying potential disadvantage. Yet, this examination has highlighted the limitations of using these measures individually. For example, eFSM does not capture all children experiencing poverty or disadvantage, attendance identifies patterns but not always the why behind absence, and progress data highlight results but not specifically the barriers affecting the learner.
This suggests that identifying disadvantage is complex and that a more holistic measure is needed to understand each learner better. Information such as wellbeing, engagement, learner voice and family circumstances should be considered alongside existing quantitative measures. The school’s existing termly pupil progress meeting provides an opportunity to strengthen this practice.





Part 2

Introduction 
As identified in Part 1, identifying disadvantaged learners is complex. Whilst existing indicators such as eFSM, attendance and attainment data provide useful information, they cannot capture the full range of experiences associated with disadvantage. Learners experiencing poverty may face different and intersecting barriers, including transport difficulties, limited digital access, family circumstances and wellbeing concerns. Therefore, School X should build on existing structures, such as pupil progress meetings, to support a more holistic and individualised approach to identifying disadvantaged learners and understanding the barriers they may be experiencing.
The aim of the proposed change is to enhance the way in which existing information is interpreted and acted upon at pupil progress meetings. At present, such meetings usually focus mainly on attainment and progress data, which may show what is occurring but offer little insight into why a learner may be having difficulties. As a result, broader barriers might be ignored. The EEF (2025) suggests that schools should gain a thorough understanding of the situation of disadvantaged pupils by considering not only quantitative data but also engagement, behaviour, the views of pupils and their families, and wellbeing. Likewise, Clark et al. (2025) point out the importance of understanding disadvantage by drawing on a variety of sources of evidence. Hence, the proposed approach will prompt staff to take a holistic view of the learner, allowing barriers to be identified earlier and more targeted support to be provided.

Rationale for the proposed change
Research indicates that schools should better understand the individual obstacles that affect disadvantaged pupils, rather than relying solely on single indicators such as eFSM or attainment data. The EEF (2025) also advises practitioners to go beyond quantitative measures when identifying disadvantaged learners and to consider a wide range of evidence to understand underlying barriers and individual needs. It therefore follows that marking a pupil as disadvantaged should be the starting point for learning about their situation, not the end of the process. Schildkamp and Poortman (2015) found that effective collaborative use of data relies on several factors, such as the availability of relevant and accessible data, shared objectives, staff knowledge, leadership support, and collaboration. This means pupil progress meetings should give staff the opportunity to jointly interpret a range of evidence and use it to guide action, not just to review attainment outcomes. The Welsh Government (2022b) also stresses that assessment should aim to gain a full understanding of each learner and take into account progress over time by using a range of evidence to shape future teaching and support. All of this evidence points to the conclusion that effective pupil progress monitoring should be continuous, collaborative and responsive, with assessment information used to detect individual needs, guide appropriate support and evaluate its impact. For this reason, the proposed Assess–Identify–Intervene–Review process will offer a structured approach to incorporating these principles into pupil progress meetings. The process will go beyond the current practice of identifying pupils through existing indicators and instead focus on identifying individual barriers, agreeing suitable interventions and systematically checking whether the support is having a positive effect on learner progress. The aim is to make pupil progress meetings a meaningful way to identify need and address disadvantage, rather than merely monitoring attainment.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory suggests that a range of interconnected systems including family, school and the wider community, influence a child’s development. This advocates a more holistic strategy to understanding disadvantage, as we are encouraged to view pupils through a range of relevant factors and influences. Consequently, the proposed pupil progress profile will provide a structure to examine factors beyond attainment, including attendance, engagement, wellbeing, learner voice and contextual barriers which may lead to disadvantage. The proposed profile could also include a section asking whether external support is required to help address potential barriers.
Welsh Government policy aims to tackle the impact of poverty on school attainment by emphasising the need to support every pupil and addressing their individual barriers (Welsh Government, 2024a). This is reflected in the Community Focused Schools approach, which aims to promote collaboration between schools, families and community partners to respond to learners’ wider needs (Welsh Government, 2022a), with research evidencing the benefits this approach can create, for example improved attendance, behaviour, attainment and aspirations of learners (Johnston et al., 2020). Additionally, the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) provides funding for schools in Wales to reduce poverty-related barriers and improve outcomes for pupils from low-income households (Welsh Government, 2024b). These policies are particularly relevant given Welsh Government findings that eFSM does not fully capture the experiences of socioeconomic disadvantage (Clark et al., 2025). Together, these policies reinforce the rationale for adopting a holistic approach to identifying and responding to disadvantage. 

Proposed change
The proposed change is the introduction of a ‘Pupil Progress and Context Review’. This would allow the current pupil progress meetings, timelines, and set-ups to remain the same, while including a contextual element. Rather than focusing solely on attainment data, this approach would enable teachers and leaders to consider the wider factors that may be influencing an individual learner’s progress. This would be supported by introducing a ‘One-Page Holistic Pupil Profile’, bringing together relevant information on socioeconomic circumstance, attainment, attendance, engagement, wellbeing, ALN, learner voice, family/contextual factors, and individual strengths. The proposed approach is informed by Welsh Government guidance on person-centred practice, which promotes the use of One-Page Profiles to capture what is important to learners and how they can best be supported (Welsh Government, 2015). Although One-Page Profiles are primarily used for ALN provision, they provide a useful framework for developing a better understanding of disadvantage. Importantly, the profile should not act as a checklist, as not every category will be relevant to every pupil. This approach recognises that whilst learners may be experiencing similar socioeconomic circumstances, they may face different barriers. 
The profile would be used within a cyclical Assess-Identify-Intervene-Review process, informed by principles of Response to Intervention (RtI), which emphasises identifying pupil needs, offering targeted support and monitoring learners’ responses to intervention (Shingles et al., 2024). First, staff would assess all existing evidence to develop a holistic understanding of the learner. Next, they would identify possible barriers by considering the data and factors within the profile, asking themselves why difficulties may be occurring. Then they would decide on the relevant intervention by agreeing on a specific, proportionate action, identifying who is responsible and within what timeframe. Finally, the impact would be reviewed at the next meeting, allowing support to be continued, adapted or withdrawn, depending on its effectiveness. Three questions should be asked at this meeting – What do we know? Why might this be happening? What are we going to do? This allows professionals in the meeting to consider the why behind emerging patterns, and what can be done about it. By building on an existing pupil progress structure, rather than creating a new system, this should make the approach more manageable and sustainable for the school.


Action Plan
Current pupil progress meetings rely heavily on attainment data. Although such indicators provide valuable information about learner progress, research and Welsh Government policy suggest that they do not necessarily reveal the individual barriers affecting disadvantaged learners. The proposed action therefore seeks to strengthen existing pupil progress meetings through incorporating a more holistic consideration of each learner's circumstances. This will enable staff to move from identifying what is happening to considering why it may be occurring and what action should be taken. The following SMART goals provide a structured framework for implementing, monitoring and evaluating the proposed change.
	SMART goal
	Action
	Completed by who?
	Timescale
	Success measure/evidence

	To ensure staff understand and consistently apply the new approach
	Provide a short staff briefing/guidance explaining the purpose of the holistic One-Page Profile, how information should be gathered, and how it should be used during pupil progress meetings.
	SLT
	Before implementation in Autumn term
	All relevant staff receive guidance and report confidence in using the revised approach.

	To strengthen the identification of disadvantaged learners
	To add a short holistic One-Page Profile to existing pupil progress meetings, drawing on attendance, attainment, wellbeing, family/contextual information and pupil voice.
	Class teachers/SLT
	Autumn Term
	100% of pupils identified as disadvantaged through the school's existing processes have a completed profile.

	To identify individual barriers affecting disadvantaged learners
	Use the profile to identify the key barrier (s) affecting individual pupils and agree on an appropriate response.
	Class teacher/ ALNCo/SLT/Headteacher
	At each pupil progress meeting
	100% of identified pupils have at least one documented barrier/area of need and an agreed response where appropriate.

	To ensure identified barriers lead to targeted action
	Implement an appropriate support/intervention strategy and record their impact on learners.
	Class teacher/ TA / ALNCo
	Following each meeting
	All pupils requiring additional support have a recorded action, named responsible adult and review date.

	To review the impact of support
	Review pupil progress using multiple sources of evidence, including attainment, attendance, engagement, wellbeing and/or pupil voice where relevant.
	Teacher/SLT/ALNCo
	Half-termly
	Evidence from each review is used to continue, adapt or withdraw support and inform next steps.




This action plan reflects upon the evidence and policy discussed previously. Using multiple sources of evidence responds to the EEF’s (2025) recommendation that schools develop a more detailed understanding of disadvantaged learners beyond quantitative indicators. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory and the Welsh Government (2022a) both emphasise the need to include family, community, and contextual factors to understand disadvantaged learners holistically, which are included as indicators in this action plan. Additionally, the focus on identifying barriers and supporting them appropriately in schools aligns with the Welsh Government’s approach to tackling education in poverty and the Community Focused Schools framework.


Evaluation of the proposed change
The proposed approach should strengthen existing processes rather than create an additional assessment system. This approach has therefore been developed to improve the existing pupil progress process whilst keeping staff workload manageable. The One-Page Profile needs to remain concise and focus only on information relevant to the individual learner, recognising that not every category will apply to every pupil. Following the initial implementation period, SLT should review the profile's usefulness and amend or remove elements that are unnecessary or create duplication. Evaluation should consider both the implementation and impact of the approach. SLT should monitor whether teaching staff complete profiles consistently and whether identified barriers lead to appropriate actions or interventions. Staff perceptions should also be gathered through an anonymous questionnaire to explore whether the revised process improves their understanding of individual learners and stays manageable within existing workload. Pupil voice could provide an additional perspective, particularly on whether the support identified through the process reflects learners’ experiences and needs. These measures would be reviewed at the end of the initial implementation period alongside the SMART success criteria, allowing SLT to determine whether the proposed change should be maintained, adapted or further developed. Findings from these sources should be used collaboratively to refine the approach and share effective practice, supporting its sustainability within the school.

Conclusion 
The Pupil Progress and Context Review is intended to improve School X’s current process rather than add a new one. By using a brief, comprehensive One-Page Pupil Profile and following an Assess-Identify-Intervene-Review cycle, staff will be able to consider both quantitative and qualitative data when identifying the barriers that affect disadvantaged learners. The proposal is backed by research, theory, and Welsh Government policy, and the action plan, together with the SMART targets, offers a practical structure for carrying out and evaluating the initiative. This method acknowledges that disadvantage is experienced differently by individual learners and that no single indicator can capture a learner's situation. Yet its success will depend on staff using it consistently, having manageable workloads, and conducting regular reviews to ensure the process results in meaningful action for disadvantaged pupils.
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