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Having an ALN refers to “young people who need extra support to learn”, which can also be stated as the child having a learning difficulty or disability (Welsh Government 2015, p.7). Depending on the amount of assistance needed, their time in education may progress through a special school or in a unit attached to a school.  Although these play an important role for children requiring specialist support, the main route of education for children with ALN is through the mainstream schooling system. The Education Act (1996) proposes that children with ALN should attend a mainstream school, if the environment is compatible to support their need requirements. This act encompasses the need for an inclusive approach and emphasises the need for good understanding of all children within the learning environment.  
 
Welsh government (2016, p.2) underpins an inclusive environment as very important, suggesting all “children and young people should have access to an appropriate education that affords them the opportunity to achieve their personal potential.”  Not only this, but it is the child's right, UNCRC states how every child has a right to a good education, with its aim to develop each child's abilities and talents as an individual, including children will an ALN.   Glazzard et al 2015 states providing an environment like this as a statutory responsibility for teachers, ensuring high aspirations for all pupils as well as providing supportive interventions and provisions.   To adhere to this, the current curriculum should be administered inclusively, with a focus on all learners as an individual, with broad and effective support (Welsh Government 2016). This is furthered by Donaldson (2015) who also highlights the importance of an inclusive approach in the new curriculum, ensuring all children are working on a learning continuum relevant to their own progression levels.    
  
However, currently within education the term ALN is replaced with special educational needs (SEN) which encompasses a broader range of difficulties and disorders that required many different plans, needs and support. “Children have special educational needs if they have a learning difficulty, which calls for special educational provision to be made for them” (The Welsh Assembly Government 2004, p.1).  Welsh Government (2015) and Welsh Government (2018) consider this term less inclusive due to it being out-dated.  They highlight that in current practice not all children’s needs and rights are being met, with ALN and SEN not being addressed early enough, resulting in lack of correct support.   Consequently, the new proposed code of practice aims for only the term ALN to be used and to include children and young adults up to the age of 25, to allow for more continuity and progression. It highlights how all young people with ALN will have an individual development plan to ensure an inclusive approach in relations to their own personal needs and aspirations (Welsh Government 2015 and 2018).  Peer and Reid (2012) support this strategy, suggesting an individual plan allows support given to be unique and tailored to support the children to achieve their full potential.    
 
One type of SEN that may affect the way a child progresses in their learning, and therefore require extra support is poverty or social deprivation.  Poverty is defined by “the proportion of households who have an income which is less than 60 per cent of the median income” (The Bevan Foundation 2010, pg 1).  Within education, the most used indicator of a child from a lower economic background is their eligibility for free school meals (FSM) (Egan, 2013 p.4).  The hope through primary research is gain an insight into if and how poverty affects a child’s learning and development, as well as explore effective support strategies that are used make the learning more inclusive.  A rationale for choosing poverty as the focus is that research highlights that Wales has the highest rate of child poverty within the UK, with approximately one third of children living in poverty (Save the Children 2012, p.1). This suggest that it is likely that a teacher will experience a child affected by poverty at some point in their career, thus highlighting the need to understand and appreciate the challenges these children face compared to other children in the class, “A childhood spent in poverty often sets the stage for a lifetime of setbacks” (Jensen, 2009 p.45). However, with the new code of practice, the current SEN of poverty is being removed.  Shaw, Bernardes, Trethewey and Menzies (2016) highlight how there is a strong link between poverty and SEN, suggesting children from low income families are more likely to have SEN and therefore required additional support.  Therefore, another reason why poverty was chosen was to receive educationalist opinion on the matter. Findings from primary research will be compared to existing secondary research, and the effectiveness of the methodology of the research itself will also be discussed.  
 
The methodology we used to carry out this research was a questionnaire.  In a group of 6, meetings were arranged on a regular basis to discuss possible questions that could be included to gain an insight into the affect's poverty has on children in education.  As more research was carried out into the topic, questions were redrafted, making them more informative and relatable to findings in current policies and theory.   Once complete a questionnaire of 24 questions was distributed to over 50 schools in the City and County of Swansea, Neath Port Talbot and Carmarthenshire authorities.  When carrying educational research, it is important to adhere to the BERA and GDPR guidelines.  In order to obtain information that was carried out ethically, as a group it was ensured to complete an ethics form outlining the reasoning and plans for the research.  In addition, we informed the participants of their right to not consent or withdraw from the questionnaire at any time with the use of an accompanying letter explaining purpose and confidentiality.  The guidelines also highlight how as researcher you should “put participants at their ease and avoid making excessive demands on them” (BERA 2018, p19).  A questionnaire allows a broad range of questions to be asked in a less invasive way as opposed to an interview, the participants can answer their questions in their own time and pace and are not swayed with any of their responses by having to be given face to face with the researcher.  We also aimed to help avoid excessive demand by making the questionnaire anonyms to take pressure off the participants and their responses.  
 
 The benefits of using questionnaires as a methodology, was that they allowed us to gain both quantitative and qualitative data to explore.  Most questions asked were closed questions which allowed us to gain quantitative data, which is more reliable, this as a result allowed us to create graphs and tables to share the findings (Fink 1995).  Moreover, open ended questions were also included to gain qualitative data, these questions allow answers to be given that could not be predicted beforehand.  Xerri (2017) highlights that giving participants the ability to express their ideas can provide greater meaning and richness of responses, which as a result gives a better insight into the research.  However, a limitation of using questionnaire that was found difficult to adhere to was trying to collate questions that were not leading in anyway, as it is important not to use questions that may sway the participants’ answers resulting in answer bias (GDPR 2018).  In addition, it was also hard to word questions professionally and accurately on a sensitive matter such as this.     
  
Main findings  
 (
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)[image: C:\Users\Caitlin\Desktop\estyn 2015 attendance and fsm.PNG]Estyn (2012) and Estyn (2014) state that there are too many children living in poverty in Wales and they're aim is to eradicate child poverty by 2020, however, for this to be the case they highlight how affective practice needs to be implemented to tackle the challenges that are resulted by poverty, including raising attendance and performance of the disadvantaged learners.  Out of the 15 responses we received from our questionnaire, 80% of these were teachers with the other 20% being ‘other’, out of these 86% of them agreed that they felt poverty had an effect on children in their class in some way.  In regard to poverty’s effect on attendance, it is believed by Estyn (2015) from data gathered that there is a correlation between overall attendance rate and eligibility for FSM, which is the indicator of poverty within education. 

Figure 1 statistic suggest that schools with lower proportion of FSM eligibility had overall higher attendance than those schools with higher eligibility of FSM. This is furthered by Estyn (2012) who suggest that learners from poverty affected areas are more likely to have poor attendance record through-out schooling. Though, these finding suggest a correlation, they are out-dated with research dating back to 2014, which may suggest that findings are no longer valid, and correlation deemed inconclusive.   
 
When participants from primary research were asked if they believed that poverty had a direct effect on low attendance, from figure 2, it highlights how just over half of participants, 53% stated yes. Nevertheless, a close 47% people responded with inconclusive.  This suggests that participants felt they could not say for definite if poverty and eligibility for FSM has a direct effect on attendance level.  In addition, this also seemed to be the case when we asked participants ‘Do you feel that children receiving free school meals have lower attendance on average than those not receiving free school meals?’ with a similar 53% of participants responding with inconclusive (figure 3).  Due to both questions receiving close to half of participants stating inconclusive as their response, it suggests the findings from the primary research is not significant to make conclusions. Reason for this may be that participants may feel pressured as they do not feel that can 100% confidently answer the question and therefore answer with the neutral response.  Controversially this can often result in researchers wanting to only include questions that give participants yes/no answers.  However, if this was to be done it could be argued that it is forcing the participants to give a response that they may not agree with and therefore affect their rights. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





(Figure 2)
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Figure 3)
 However, from more recent research in 2018 the Department for Education also found in general that absence rate did have a correlation with children receiving FSM, figure 4 shows that children receiving FSM did have a higher absence rate than those who did not have FSM. Additionally, from personal experience in school, children with poor low attendance in the class were often eligible for FSM and therefore suggesting a correlation.    
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There are many reasons why a child affected by poverty may have lower attendance, including parent illness, looking after siblings or lack of supplies e.g transport/uniform (BCTF 2016).  Responses from several participants when asked the indicators a child present themselves when facing poverty included, “regular lateness/absence, physical signs such as dirty clothing/bad hygiene and very emotional or lack of social skills.” However, although these signs may present themselves in school indicating a poverty affected home, it would be unjustified to assume that a child's absence is as a result of one of these effects and therefore favours the reason for several inconclusive answers.   Nevertheless, when participants were then asked if they felt that children with low attendance as a result have lower attainment levels a more significant 80% of participants said yes, suggesting that participants do believe that this is the case. Estyn (2015, p.6) support these findings, stating “the statistical link between attendance and attainment is strong” supporting the findings from primary research. Department for Education (2016) agrees, stating findings in research suggest the level of overall absence does affect achievement levels at the end of schooling level tests.   
 
Therefore, findings from both secondary and primary research highlight the need for support to improve attendance of those affected by poverty in order to improve attainment. To gain an understanding into effectives strategies used within schools to ensure this, we asked participants “what strategies are in place in the school to improve consistently low attendance?” (Figure 5). We composed this question by giving participants multiple choice answers where they could choose as many of the options that are used in their school. The reason for this type of question is that Estyn (2012) claim that the best way to raise attendance levels is by combining a range of strategies into a whole school approach, we hoped that getting a response of a range of data would support this method and support secondary findings.   
 
 
(Figure 5)
 
Responses to the question did highlight this with all seven of the options given being selected more than once, suggesting a range of approaches being used in schools. Although the data shows that the options given varied in popularity, it highlights that the most selected strategy used to improve attendance was communication with parents, as 100% of participants selected this as a strategy. Goodall et al (2011) suggest that parent engagement strategy is key in a whole school approach, this highlights that it is successful practice in building relations and home school links which can lead to improved attendance and engagement.   However, Payne and Ortiz (2017) highlight that children who come from poverty affected home often have parent and careers of a low educational level themselves with a negative connotation of school and therefore deemed an un-successful strategy. This is referring to a form of poverty called generational poverty, whereby the opinions and actions of parents are often passed down a generation to their children.  However, Joseph Roundtree Foundation (2012) who researched the level of worklessness through generations state that this is often a judgmental idea with little research to support.    Welsh Government (2011) recognise that children from social deprived areas often have parents who regularly condone absences which are harder to address than others, however they and Welsh Government (2011b) also emphasis nevertheless how parent engagement and support is fundamental in targeting low attendance, with respect and support needed to ensure improvement.  The varied response to the questions allows the researcher to see if all strategies are used within the school, however on reflection it did not give us a clear indicator of the most effective.  It may have been more beneficial to ask the question “which strategy do they feel is the most effective” and allow respondents to only choose one of the options given.  If we gave them a answer of all the strategies combined option, it would have indicated to the researchers if they believe one strategy is the most effective or if they believe that all together improve attendance the most.  
 
Overall research into attendance suggests that it is unclear if poverty has a direct effect on low attendance, however, does highlight its adverse effect on attainment.  Therefore, emphasises the need for support strategies to be in place to help children with low attendance whether it be as a result of poverty or not in order to improve their learning.  
 Regarding poverty’s effect on attainment levels, secondary research highlights that “There is a strong statistical link between poverty and low educational attainment. In general, learners from poorer families do not achieve as well as their peers” (Estyn 2014 p.2). This is supported by The Bevan Foundation (2010) whose research highlights the achievement gap in children due to poverty in Wales.  However, findings from primary research were very inconclusive, when we asked participants the questions, "The performance of pupils eligible for free school meals is considerably lower than the performance by pupils not eligible for free school meals." (Estyn 2014) To what extent do you agree/disagree? (Figure 6).  We received very mixed responses where 7% strongly agreed, 40% agreed, 40% neither agreed or disagreed and 13% disagreed.  This was furthered when we asked the question "The attainment of learners from deprived backgrounds in Wales is far too low and progress to improve outcomes is far too slow." (Welsh Gov. 2014) what extent do you agree/disagree (Figure 7), 14% strongly agreed, 33% agreed, 40% neither agreed nor disagreed and 13% disagreed.    
(Figure 6)
(Figure 7)
The varied responses highlight the uncertainty of respondents, however from personal experience it is understandable why some may be unsure of their answer.  During second year of professional teacher experience, I was situated in school in a social deprived area of Swansea where 39% of pupils are eligible for free school meals which is much above the 18.2% national average (Save the children 2012, p.21).  Nevertheless, the children's outcomes were in line with average, I also experienced many more able and talented (MAT) children who were eligible for FSM.  This was also commented in primary research where a respondent in additional comments stated, “Some of my FSM children are my MAT children!”  Moreover, research also suggest that the reasoning for the varied responses is due to the question type used.  Fink (1995) suggests that using a question that requires participants to answer like this, often deters respondents away from answering their true opinion, resulting in them choosing the neutral option.  Borgers (unknown) furthers this, suggesting that asking questions on a sensitive topic that may result in the respondent being judged for their response can often respond to an influenced response away from the true opinion of the respondent.  Not only this, but we also had a very low response number which therefore causes our results percentages to not be representative of the target population and therefore not reliable.    
 
To gain an insight into the strategies that were in place in their school to improve the attainment gap likewise to previous question on strategies, we asked participants “What strategies are in place in your school to improve the attainment gap?” (Figure 8) and gave them a multiple-choice whereby they could select as many strategies as were used in their school.   
(Figure 8)
From figure 8, the most popular strategy within schools was interventions with 100% of participant's selecting it as a chosen strategy. National Foundation for Educational Research (2014, p.2) suggests that allocated funding to the school for children with FSM should be used for interventions for disadvantaged learners “with a particular focus on literacy and numeracy.”  However, when we proposed the question in our research “In your opinion, what Areas of Learning and Experience do you feel children receiving free school meals struggle with the most?” although 47% said Language, literacy and communications, 33% of respondents said health and well-being compared to only 20% of respondents who stated Mathematics.  This suggests that educationalists believe that children who are eligible for FSM struggle with social/well-being skills more than they do Mathematics.  End Child Poverty Network Cymru (2011, p.8) state that best practice to help children achieve from disadvantaged backgrounds is to “give substantial attention to developing pupils’ social and emotional skills and improving their confidence and self-esteem.”   Findings from primary research support this, when we asked the question “What areas do children who receive FSM need the most support in with regards to Personal and Social Development, Well-Being and Cultural Diversity?”  47% of respondents choose social development and 40% choose health and emotional well-being, the other 13% respondent with physical well-being.   Nevertheless, Welsh Government (2014, p.8) highlight that schools who have an attainment gap in children from a disadvantaged background most importantly need to use a whole school approach to have interventions that are “sustainable and have an impact in both the short- and long-term.”  
 
Overall, it is clear to see that poverty has an effect on children within education in many different ways, however from personal opinion and primary research it is unclear to see if it has a direct impact on their educational learning and progression which underpins it as a SEN. Secondary research has findings that support correlations, however in practice this is not always the case. Therefore, the final question we asked participants was “The ALN Code of Practice 2017 states that poverty will no longer be classed as a form of ALN. What are your thoughts regarding this?” and all 15 responses had a consensus on the matter.  The general thoughts were that “poverty should not be an ALN as  it does not matter if you are born into a family affected by poverty, it does not necessarily mean that additional learning support is required”.  They highlighted that “as an educationalist the most important thing is to know each child as an individual and provide an inclusive environment for all.”  They stated that “the role of a teacher is to take into consideration any support or requirements each child may need regardless to if they have an ALN or even if they just require some minor additional support”. This underpins the reason for an inclusive approach to teaching,  Booth et al 2002, p.12 cited in Fredrickson and Cline 2009 p.72 stated,
             “Inclusion is a never-ending process, it involved the specification of the direction of change..it requires schools to engage in critical examination of what can be done to increase learning and participation of the diversity of student” 
 
Conclusion  
To conclude, the primary research carried out concentrated on the challenge's children from social deprived households face, focusing on low attendance and its effect on attainment.  An insight into best practice on how to combat these issues has also been explored, in order to help children struggling through education as a result of poverty to help them reach their potential. The knowledge and understanding gained has been useful and can be used to help improve future classroom practice.  

On reflection, if the primary research was to be replicated, it would have beneficial to include a question asking the participants what authority they work for.  This would have ensured that the data gathered was representative of a range of authorities and shown that the research was not selection bias. It would have also given an insight into if different authorities would have similar responses and strategies used, to be able to explore its effectiveness in relation to the level of poverty in that area.  In addition, an aspect of the research that disappointed the group was the low number of responses to the questionnaire, limiting the validity of our research as the number of responses is not representative of the subject population.  Although we sent our questionnaire through email to over 50 schools from three different authorities, we only received 15 back, also, out of the responses we did receive 80% of them were teachers.   I would have been interesting to get more responses and opinions from other members of staff such as teaching assistants or Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator to see if their view on an inclusive environment or struggles children from social deprived backgrounds deferred from those of teachers.  In order to ensure this, next time, it would have benefited to take the number of questions asked into account.  Survey Monkey suggests there is a correlation between amount of questions asked and response. They suggest participants are less likely to compete it, or more likely to speed through it resulting in less informative, quality responses the more questions there are. I would have benefited to include less questions and therefore receive more range of responses.  Not only this but it would have also been more efficient to send the email to individual staff or head teachers emails as opposed to a whole school one, as I believe lots of these emails are not checked on a regular basis or some mail is automatically be put in junk mail box resulting in low number of schools seeing our request.   Furthermore, if a questionnaire was to be created again, it is evident that a range of open and closed questions are required to gain both qualitative and quantitative data, however, to gain information from closed questions the use of an ‘agree/disagree’ question was not proven effective due to its pressure on the participants resulting in a neutral answer. Nevertheless, although the sample of responses was small and some questions proven inconclusive, with the information gathered from both primary and secondary research it has emphasised the need for educators to maintain an inclusive environment for children to reach their maximum potential.  
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What strategies are in place in your school to improve consistently low attendance?
Column1	Attendance Policy	School Awareness of Attendance (Charts)	Communication with Parents/Careers	Interventions	Welfare Officer	Attendance Rewards	Other	11	10	15	11	9	11	1	Column6	Attendance Policy	School Awareness of Attendance (Charts)	Communication with Parents/Careers	Interventions	Welfare Officer	Attendance Rewards	Other	Column2	Attendance Policy	School Awareness of Attendance (Charts)	Communication with Parents/Careers	Interventions	Welfare Officer	Attendance Rewards	Other	Column5	Attendance Policy	School Awareness of Attendance (Charts)	Communication with Parents/Careers	Interventions	Welfare Officer	Attendance Rewards	Other	Column4	Attendance Policy	School Awareness of Attendance (Charts)	Communication with Parents/Careers	Interventions	Welfare Officer	Attendance Rewards	Other	Column3	Attendance Policy	School Awareness of Attendance (Charts)	Communication with Parents/Careers	Interventions	Welfare Officer	Attendance Rewards	Other	Different Strategies

Number of times strategy was chosen
"The attainment of learners from deprived backgrounds in Wales is far too low and progress to improve outcomes is far to slow." (Welsh Gov. 2014)	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neither agree or disagree	Disagree	Strongly Agree	2	5	6	2	0	
"The performance of pupils eligible for free school meals is considerably lower than the performance by pupils not eligible for free school meals." (Estyn 2014-15) To what extent do you agree/disagree?	Strongly Agree	Agree	Neither agree or disagree	Disagree	Strongly Disagree	1	6	6	2	0	
What strategies are in place to improve the attainment gap?
Column1	Assessment for Learning	Interventions	Child lead planning	Whole school learning approach	Parent Engagment 	Specific Teaching Approach	Other	10	15	8	7	10	5	3	Column6	Assessment for Learning	Interventions	Child lead planning	Whole school learning approach	Parent Engagment 	Specific Teaching Approach	Other	Column2	Assessment for Learning	Interventions	Child lead planning	Whole school learning approach	Parent Engagment 	Specific Teaching Approach	Other	Column5	Assessment for Learning	Interventions	Child lead planning	Whole school learning approach	Parent Engagment 	Specific Teaching Approach	Other	Column4	Assessment for Learning	Interventions	Child lead planning	Whole school learning approach	Parent Engagment 	Specific Teaching Approach	Other	Column3	Assessment for Learning	Interventions	Child lead planning	Whole school learning approach	Parent Engagment 	Specific Teaching Approach	Other	Different Strategies

Number of times strategy was chosen
Do you feel that poverty has a direct affect on low attendance?
Do you feel that poverty has a firect affect on low attendance?	Yes	No	Inconclusive	8	0	7	
Do you feel that children receiving free school meals have lower attendance on average than those not receiving free school meals?	Yes	No	Inconclusive	4	3	8	

2
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Annex A: Underlying data

Table 1: Data presented in figure 1 - absence rate by gender, age and FSM status

Gender and ‘Age at start of school year
FSM status 5 6 7 8 9 10 M 12 13 14 15
Girls - FSM 62% 57% 57% 57% 57% 55% 64% 7.8% 9.1% 100% 102%
Boys - FSM 64% 59% 59% 60% 60% 61% 73% 85% 91% 99% 97%
Gils-nonFSM | 4.1% 37% 36% 36% 35% 34% 36% 44% 50% 54% 57%
Boys-nonFSM | 42% 37% 36% 36% 36% 36% 39% 45% 49% 51% 51%
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Figure 5: Absenteeism by pupils of compulsory school age in maintained
primary schools, by proportion eligible for free school meals, 2013-2014 (a)

Far o hal-day sessions missed
Percentage entted o free school meals Overal absence ‘Unauthorised absnca~ _ Number of schools
B orless 50 04 313
16% or less, but over 8% 57 05 s
245% or less, but over 16%. 64 08 241
329% orless, but over 24%. 70 10 205
Over 3% 77 7 s
Al maintained schools 63 09 1379

@) Free school meal Gaia 372 52563 0 3 Tae year average.

Source: Pupils' Attendance Record and Pupil Level Annual Schools Census (PLASC), Welsh
Government, 2014.




