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Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education
Poverty and Free School Meals

The secondary education system is exposed to a lot of issues related to the institute and the well-being of pupils. There is a direct relationship between the contemporary issue poverty and low attainment within secondary education. The most recent report from Statistics Wales shows how 28% of children in Wales live in poverty, this is roughly 200,000 children (Statistics Wales, 2016). A child who lives in Wales has a 20% greater chance of being in persistent poverty when compared to any other UK nation (National Statistics, 2018). The organisation Children in Wales found 87% of respondents from the Child and Family survey 2018 felt living in poverty greatly affects children’s learning (Children in Wales, 2018). The National Assembly for Wales reported in June 2018 how new funding for the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) will improve educational outcomes for children living in poverty in Wales (National Assembly for Wales, 2018). During the school day in the UK, pupils who have poverty-stricken backgrounds are entitled to free school meals (e-FSM), compared to pupils who have advantaged backgrounds who are not entitled to free school meals (non-FSM). Consequently, in this essay I am going to investigate e-FSM and non-FSM with regard to poverty in secondary education, using the School Improvement Plan (SIP), Departmental Improvement Plan (DIP) and the most recent Estyn report of my first placement school.

Poverty is a worthy area of study as it is a dominating issue in schools. Therefore, it is vital to explore strategies to aid e-FSM learners to reach their greatest ability despite their background. Children who receive FSM do not have opportunities like their fellow peers such as a quiet place to work at home, resources and computers. Most children who are entitled to FSM are more likely to be absent from school, have bad behaviour and to be excluded compared to their fellow peers who are non-FSM (Estyn, 2014). Thus, leading to poorer attainment and greater disengagement during their time at school. Leading into adulthood these pupils are more likely to be unemployed or paid lower compared to their peers (Estyn, 2014). 

Conforming to the Ethical Guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (BERA) I will be referring to my first placement school as School X. School X has 460 pupils and of these 460 pupils 27% are e-FSM learners (see Appendix 1). Two of the schools catchment areas are among the most socially deprived areas in Wales (Estyn, 2013). 

School X has a three-year continued School Development Plan (SDP), which aims for persistent advances. The SDP is organised as follows; progress since the last inspection and the school’s three-year priorities 2015-2018. In support of the SDP, School X has a SIP which is reviewed yearly in July allowing evaluation of the schools progression that year. School X decided on eight priorities for improvement which arose from the whole school aims and areas for improvement within the SDP. The eight priorities are subdivided into actions to be taken; the staff members responsible for each action is clearly stated, along with the time frame, resources and suggestions for the action’s success. Similarly, the DIP for the mathematics department lists a series of improvement priorities which are also reviewed yearly aiming to help meet targets. 

One of the school’s focal points for the 2015-2018 SDP is to provide activities that will reduce the impact of poverty on the pupil’s education and ensure these pupils achieve their potential at KS3 and KS4 (see appendix 4). This is highlighted in the SIP under Standard 1.2 ‘Standards and progress of specific groups’. In conjunction to the SIP, the DIP is linked as within the departments fourth priority they aim to lessen the gap between e-FSM and non-FSM pupil attainment and achievements.

Looking into the DIP at greater depth, priority three is to improve standards in Numeracy and Mathematics, as currently the school is below the local authorities average with regards to pupils achieving Level 5+ and Level 6+ (see Appendix 3). Teachers have been advised to make pupils aware of their target levels/grades and putting the data available to good use when planning. For this to be achieved extra support has been made available to support pupils who have been identified as underperforming and looking at supporting groups of learners such as MAT and FSM pupils.  

Priority four is to improve the standards and opportunities of groups of learners; the first group of learners highlighted is e-FSM and non-FSM. This priority follows on directly from priority three, these priorities work hand in hand as an improvement of standards with regard to pupils e-FSM will cause a positive correlation to the standards of numeracy and mathematics. The mathematics department aims for 80% of e-FSM pupils to achieve a Level 5+ and 40% of e-FSM to achieve Level 6+. Currently 76% of e-FSM pupils are achieving Level 5+ and 36% achieving a Level 6+ (see Appendix 3). 

These priorities can be tackled by keeping records of these groups of learner’s progression and issue strategies where needed. Pupils who are e-FSM are therefore, highly ranked with regards to both the schools and departments priorities; aiming to lessen the gap between pupils who have disadvantaged backgrounds and their fellow peers. As earlier discussed, Estyn reported pupils brought up in poverty do not progress as well as their fellow peers (Estyn, 2014). Therefore, Estyn addresses how focus should be targeted towards these pupils. 

It is very important to define here what is meant by strategic planning in education. Johnson and Scholes (1997) define strategy as a direction of the institution over a long period of time; achieving allocation of resources in a viable way in an ever changing environment (Johnson, et al., 2005) (Mintzberg, et al., 1995). In other words, strategic planning accepts that the school understands where they currently are and where they want to be. Strategic planning is essential for future improvements and progression of the school. A strategic plan is beneficial to a school as it is a plan that is fit for the school and well structured; moving the school on in order to equip the school and pupils for the future (Davies & Ellison, 1999). 

To be able to develop a strategy Quinn(1995), believes the institution needs a plan, goals, policies and programmes (Mintzberg, et al., 1995). Institutions can set their goals from analysing their current position after an Estyn inspection, and then review their school policies and priorities from implementation of the goals. Mintzberg (1995) believes there are five functions to strategy referred to as the ‘five P’s’, they are plan, ploy, pattern, position and perspective (Mintzberg, et al., 1995). Some functions are harder to employ in a school environment compared to others; for example, a school could rather easily look at patterns from the past to forecast a projection of the future. This then projects forward for several years and highlights the more important features for development. A strategic plan could be seen as an easily made roadmap for the development of an institution. However, external influences such as government policies make intuitions feel out of control, which causes a down turn in schools developing appropriate strategies (Knight, 1997). It is felt the pace of change is so extreme and unpredictable within schools that the plans are overtaken (Davies & Ellison, 1999). Davies (2001), suggests how strategic planning is too linear and schools should contemplate strategic intent; strategic intent is the operation of setting achievable goals (Davies & Ellison, 1999).

Researchers have suggested how strategic planning gives schools the opportunity to set short- and long-term goals, thus enabling the school to picture their future (Mbugua & Rarieya, 2014). This is argued by Stoll and Fink (1996), who propose that short- and long-term goals are not the focal point of strategic plans (Stoll & Fink, 1996). The Ministry of Education has caused a further complexity when schools are devising their strategic plan. Within the school management guide (1999) it suggests how school development plans may be created by the headteacher alone. Nonetheless, many researchers highlight the importance of devising a strategic plan collaboratively (Mbugua & Rarieya, 2014). Stoll and Fink (1996) express how the schools whose headship spend time devising strategic plans with their staff, are most successful in achieving their development goals, compared to those schools who don’t (Stoll & Fink, 1996). Young (2009), echoes this idea of collaboration which creates an equal vision for the way the school is to move forward. Therefore, School X could use the strategic plan in hope of reducing the poverty attainment gap, as it allows the school to set targets and could invite staff, pupils, parents and guardians to suggest improvements. 

School X evaluates their SIP in January and July of each academic year and the DIP in the July of each year. It is critical that School X takes the time to evaluate their development on their priorities set at the beginning of the year. For priorities that have had made great development and no longer need to be a school priority can be removed and a new priority can take place of it that may have risen over the year. The evaluation process will also give School X a good indicator of what priorities haven’t been developed, allowing the school to correct this going forward. This process of evaluation allows School X to continuously better the quality of the learning experience for pupils and staff (Knight, 1997). A by-product of the evaluation process is also how key areas where staff training may be needed is highlighted. Deming (1992) (Cited in Knight, 2013) refers to this matter as, “institute a vigorous programme of education and self-improvement”, identifying how it is no use for a school to simply advertise training or wait for staff to ask for it. From the evaluation process, specific staff should be identified and selected for training courses, this is what Deming would refer (1992) to as ‘vigorous’ (Knight, 1997).

Estyn (2012) reported how successful schools bring attention to raising the standards for e-FSM pupils in their strategic planning. These schools plans are consistent, have measurable targets and are well structured to reduce the poverty attainment gap (Estyn, 2012). School X has incorporated several strategies with in the school in order to reduce the educational attainment gap between pupils who have a disadvantaged background and their peers. The first strategy to be discussed is how the school introduced a strategy which focuses on the observation and interpretations of data held on pupils. School X uses an online register which is called ‘SIMS’, this online system has been successful in including all staff. It has given staff the facility to track what pupils in their class are e-FSM and non-FSM; allowing staff to record data more efficiently on these pupils. Therefore, teachers can now monitor e-FSM pupils easier due to this information being available; as a result, interventions can be put into place much sooner, when teachers detect issues. Estyn (2009), reports how BECTA rates the local authority as exceeding its support for schools, with regard to ICT and SIMS training (Estyn, 2009). However, Estyn (2014) also expressed how there is a lack of staff training in terms of the analyse of data (Estyn, 2014). Thus, without staff being able to use the information available to them correctly this causes problems, as indicators of e-FSM pupils who are not progressing may pass staff by. This then causing a negative effect on trying to reduce this poverty attainment gap and interventions were not put into place soon enough. 

With regards to the information that is available on SIMS, it allows teachers to track things such as attendance, key stage 2, 3 and 4 levels and value added. Patterns can be detected quite easily in terms of attendance; creating room for staff to approach e-FSM pupils and hopefully solve why these patterns in attendance are occurring. Estyn (2014), reports how one way a challenged school can raise their achievement of learners from disadvantaged backgrounds is by improved attendance, punctuality and behaviour. These schools have suitable sanctions in place which pupils are aware of, but a successful reward system is very important. 

School X has recently adopted a new rewards system called ‘Class Charts’; teachers are able to reward pupils with positive points and write comments about what the points were issued for. Class charts can be accessed by the pupils, parents/guardians and all teaching staff including heads of years. School X then arranges reward days and award trips for pupils in all year groups who have been awarded the most positive points. Estyn (2012), states how reward systems that work well improve attendance throughout all year groups (Estyn, 2012). Reward systems link to Skinners (1958) behaviourist theory; promotion of positive reinforcement for success, and not negative reinforcement for failure (Skinner, 1958). Skinners theory focuses on external consequences rather than the internal want to learn (Pritchard, 2014); suggesting pupils will focus on what they need to do to receive the rewards. 

Despite the fact this rewards system may be successful and benefit many pupils, it could be debated how e-FSM pupils may not be within the pupils consistently awarded positive points. As Estyn (2014) reports how e-FSM pupils do not have the same opportunities as their peers, leading to lower attainment; suggesting how e-FSM pupils are more likely to be less academic than their peers (Estyn, 2014).  Thus, implying how pupils who are more successful within their studies will be the pupils who are going to receive positive points more consistently. The Welsh Government (2016), issued a guidance report focusing on pupil inclusion and support; suggesting how schools must issue rewards in a way that can include all pupils. It also states how special attention should be made to groups of leaners such as e-FSM pupils, as these pupils are more likely to be associated with bad behaviour or not meeting standards. By focusing attention on these groups of learners it will not always be the same ‘good’ and academic pupils only getting rewards. Research proves how rewards are much more powerful than sanctions in motivating all groups of learners (The Welsh Government , 2016).

In addition, to the tracking of pupils data and rewards systems, School X has also brought in strategies from the issuance of the PDG. As previously discussed, the PDG is a source of new funding from the Welsh government; the funding hopes to combat the poverty attainment gap in education and better standards of literacy and numeracy across the curriculum (National Assembly for Wales, 2018). Therefore, School X was able to introduce in-school strategies from the help of this grant targeting e-FSM pupils. School X was able to introduce literacy and numeracy intervention sessions for targeted groups with a special focus on e-FSM pupils, increase hours of support staff for targeted classes and pupils and intervention classes for level 2 inclusive pupils who are C/D borderline with a focus on e-FSM pupils (see appendix 4).  

Literacy and numeracy intervention classes are seen as being extremely important, especially for pupils who are at risk of falling behind and not achieving their potential (National Assembly for Wales, 2013). Due to the likeliness of e-FSM pupils being in this category, intervention classes will provide these pupils with the extra support and help that they need to reach their potential. School X’s SIP and DIP both highlight how improving the standards of literacy and numeracy are a school priority (see appendix 2 and 3). Estyn (2013), reported how School X’s literacy and numeracy intervention classes are valuable additional sessions taught by subject specific teachers (Estyn, 2013). With regard to School X’s key priorities for 2018 to 2019, they really zoned in on how the school is to strengthen the whole school approach to literacy aiming to improve the quality of pupils’ written work across the curriculum (see appendix 5). Firstly, School X highlighted the importance of improvements across the curriculum which lead to, School X introducing a way of keeping the standards high in all subjects. School X introduced a new marking system; making sure across the curriculum teachers are correcting grammar, spelling and punctuation. This tied in with a recommendation from Estyn (2013), regarding bettering the quality and consistency of marking and giving feedback of pupil’s work. 

By targeting these pupils early on and putting the literacy and numeracy interventions in place, it can benefit the pupils and aid them in achieving GCSE results in the range of A*- C grade. These early interventions will also help School X in achieving another priority, increasing their level 2 inclusive threshold from current 40.3% to 52%. The Welsh Government (2018), released how 29.5% of pupils e-FSM achieved the level 2 inclusive threshold (Welsh Government, 2018).

Consequently, there is a flaw with regards to the selection process when identifying pupils for the literacy and numeracy support sessions. Not all e-FSM pupils may need this extra support, School X must therefore be very careful in this selection process as making assumptions on this data held could have a detrimental effect on the school. Sobel and Higgins (2014), report how we shouldn’t assume pupils e-FSM will underperform a proportion of these pupils in schools are above average even though they have a disadvantaged background (Sobel & Higgins, 2014). They continue to state how we shouldn’t assume these groups of learners to have bad behaviour or have special educational needs (Sobel & Higgins, 2014).

Intriguing questions have risen from the analysis and debate regarding School X’s in-school strategies, which have been put in place from the strategic planning process, in aid of e-FSM pupils. Subsequently, tracking pupils data, rewards systems and numeracy and literacy interventions in School X for e-FSM pupils may have a great effect on their poverty attainment levels. Nonetheless, there are some recommendations that I am going to put forward which I feel will help School X in achieving their aim. 

My first recommendation for School X to lessen the poverty attainment gap is to introduce a leadership system within the school. This could be done by starting a peer-mentoring system, whereby pupils are matched after their personalities, interests and skills are taken into account. This scheme will have the most beneficial effect to those pupils who have disadvantaged backgrounds; these pupils are in need of encouragement and motivation, due to there being a possible lack of support at home. Estyn (2012) reported results from a case study of a peer mentoring scheme in a community comprehensive school. They found 100% of mentors felt their confidence had improved, 75% of mentees felt they had better relationships amongst their peers, attendance improved for the mentors and mentees and the exclusion rate dropped from the previous academic year (Estyn, 2012). 

Taking onboard the results of the case study The Welsh Government (2015), released a scheme called ‘The Filter Schools Challenge’, the scheme aimed to filter the idea of peer mentoring across all schools in Wales. Initially, the scheme focused on training KS4 pupils as peer mentors during Welsh Baccalaureate lessons (Welsh Governement, 2015). Pupils may already feel more comfortable talking to one and other as they are in a close age range rather than members of staff, where pupils may feel embarrassed. In addition to this, by pupils having training and guidance to be successful peer mentors, the likelihood of the scheme working and having a positive impact on the poverty attainment gap is even greater; resulting in a positive effect on the pupil’s wellbeing. 

Despite the fact that peer mentoring systems have been proven to be useful for many pupils, there is debate over the fact how peer mentoring can be time consuming and a long process to set up. Staff will be spending long periods of time trying to best match pupils throughout the school; pupils who get matched together may feel inferior and not want to talk as they are not in the same friendship circle for example. Therefore, the time and resources spent on this system may have been better spent on other in-school strategies.

Another scheme that could be introduced under this leadership umbrella is counselling within School X.  If School X has available advice from a counsellor, this can provide support to teachers which will support them in identifying pupils who are suffering and help to understand more about childhood distress. The Welsh Government (2017) announced how pupils and teachers in Wales are to receive mental health support as a new initiative; they have agreed to invest £1.4 million to increase specialist help in schools (Welsh Government , 2017). Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind how misjudged counselling can cause more harm to pupils than help. The Guardian (2014), reported how a study revealed poor quality counselling causes more harm and especially more harm to vulnerable people (The Guardian, 2014). 

As previously discussed, School X already have in place literacy and numeracy intervention classes; I recommend School X to introduce additional classes to work along these interventions. The classes should be held at lunch time and after school, aiming to give disadvantaged pupils the extra help and support they need. The classes should be in normal class rooms as well as computer suites; a timetable should be made available to pupils so they can see when each session is being held. Estyn (2014) express how schools need to target e-FSM pupils out of school hours to tackle the poverty attainment gap; they continue to report how this is an area that schools need to bring more attention to (Estyn, 2014). It is likely how children living in poverty are not exposed to enough interaction, maths and reading; thus, these pupils have a reduced amount of support for homework and revision. With these timetabled support sessions, it gives pupils living in poverty an opportunity to receive support that pupils who don’t live in poverty are more likely receiving. Pupils living in poverty are also less likely to have computer devices at home therefore, with set sessions in computer suites these pupils can have access to computers allowing them time to complete coursework, homework’s and carry out research on the internet. 

Furthermore, I also recommend School X to introduce schemes aiming to better pupil and family interaction 
 and community based?- study at home, after school homework clubs, clubs inviting parents, Library for vulnerable.- 500
https://www.estyn.gov.wales/sites/default/files/documents/Involving%20parents%20-%20en.pdf
https://beta.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-02/full-report-youth-work-in-schools-in-wales-april-2015.pdf


To conclude, it is evident how child poverty is still a huge issue within Wales and the UK as a whole. It is also still widely seen how great a gap there is with regards to attainment in schools, between pupils from a disadvantaged backgrounds and pupils from affluent backgrounds. School X’s SIP and DIP both have goals to improve standards and opportunities of pupils who are e-FSM. School X also sets aims to reduce in-school variations for this group of learners. With School X’s implementation of strategic planning and having priorities set, they hope to reduce the issue. The strategic plan includes targets which are set over a range of time scales; leading to the implementation of various strategies. Firstly, the school set the strategy of pupil tracking and observation by using data held on the pupils. Moreover, School X introduced a new rewards system in hope of inclusion and equality of all pupils. Furthermore, School X then strategized by using the PDG to tackle the poverty attainment gap. From this apportionment of funds from the Welsh Government it allowed School X to aid e-FSM learners by launching literacy and numeracy intervention classes and additional support in classes that needed this. Included in School X’s 2018 to 2019 key priorities was improving standards of literacy and numeracy, more specifically to strengthen the whole school approach to literacy, with the explicit aim of improving the quality of pupils’ written work across the curriculum (see appendix 2 and 5). Concisely, I felt School X could introduce a number of strategies to reduce the poverty attainment gap. The first strategy I recommended was the commencement of leadership roles amongst the pupils within the school. To do this School X could introduce a peer-mentoring system; thus, encouraging each other to do well following the positive ethos with in the school. I also recommended School X to create an environment which is more of an inclusion zone for pupils’ parents or guardians. Families are an essential part in creating the foundations for pupil’s development; if pupils live in a safe and happy environment outside of school this will have a direct positive effect on pupil’s attainment in school. 
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