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Abstract
This study was designed to investigate factors contributing to educational disadvantage in Wales, with specific reference to the attainment gap between eFSM and nFSM pupils (Welsh Government, 2015). Use was made of current research to evaluate the impact of school-based interventions in a unique context, referred to as ‘School X’. An anonymous questionnaire, in conjunction with attainment data and information provided by the school was used to gain an insight in to the effectiveness of interventions in place at ‘School X’ and identify how these interventions could be optimised. Data gathered suggested that ‘School X’ experiences issues with the attainment gap in KS4 but has made significant progress in narrowing the attainment gap in KS3. This was attributed to use of less effective interventions in KS4, such as aspiration interventions (Education Endowment Foundation, 2018). Furthermore, data suggested significant issues with parental engagement, consequently having an effect on attendance and the effectiveness of the eFSM interventions in place (Harris & Goodall, 2008). Recommendations made to respond to these conclusions include the development of metacognitive strategies (Hacker et al, 2009) across both Key Stages, with experienced members of staff acting as key drivers for change. In addition, it is recommended that ‘School X’ shares best practice with other schools and the local authority in relation to adopting curriculum reforms outlined in the Donaldson report (2015), in order to ensure maximum effectiveness. Finally, recommendations are made to promote and strengthen family and community links, through initiatives such as ‘Education Begins at Home’ (Welsh Government, 2015).
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1. Introduction
Poverty and socio-economic disadvantage is a multi-faceted and ever-changing issue, the implications and effects of which are of a major concern to policy makers throughout the Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2015a). The impact of poverty and disadvantage on educational attainment is well established, with social class exhibiting a ‘large’ and ‘direct’ effect on pupil outcomes (Sullivan, 2001). Recent PISA results (Welsh Government, 2015b) highlight that significantly less pupils in Wales are achieving the highest grades, with a decrease in 6% of students achieving a level 5 or 6 in science, when compared to results from 2006. In addition, the proportion of students achieving the highest grades in reading ‘remains low’ when compared to the OECD average. The Welsh Government analysis of these results (Welsh Government, 2015b) notes that ‘approximately 40%’ of pupils included in the study were from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. With this in mind, it seems evident that the association between disadvantage and low educational attainment in Wales remains ‘strong’ (Estyn, 2011). Although these PISA assessments do not necessarily represent the population of children in Wales in the broader sense as some schools are not eligible to participate (Bradshaw et al, 2010), their use has resulted in significant policy reform in Wales (Breakspear, 2012). Furthermore, given that ‘200,000’ children in Wales currently live in poverty (Egan, 2012), it is seems clear that the association between educational attainment and disadvantage should, and does, remain a ‘government priority’ (Dunne & Gazeley, 2008).
Before commenting on strategies to tackle the effects of this association in a Wales, it is imperative to consider how said deprivation is defined, and what metrics are in place for its assessment. Eligibility for free school meals (eFSM) is a commonly used measure when examining deprivation in relation to education (Harwell & LeBeau, 2010). Researchers can compare the attainment of eFSM pupils, and those not eligible for free school meals (nFSM) to gain an insight into the challenges that pupils from deprived backgrounds may face. Gorard (2012) highlights that this metric does not take into account individuals who experience socio-economic disadvantage but do not register as eFSM, who could potentially be equally or more deprived than their eFSM peers. Gorard goes further, however, to state that despite this limitation FSM eligibility remains an effective and quantifiable indicator of socio-economic deprivation.
With this in mind, a great deal of educational research focuses on the differences in attainment between eFSM and nFSM pupils. ‘Rewriting the Future’ (Welsh Government, 2015c) uses this dichotomy to establish an ‘attainment gap’, where 28% of deprived learners achieve 5 A*-C GCSEs, compared to 64% of their more affluent peers. While the paper notes that not all deprived learners perform poorly, it further highlights the significant correlation between poverty and low academic attainment. This is reinforced by Estyn (2011), echoing the notion that, in Wales, students eligible for FSM regularly exhibit lower academic attainment than that of their non-eligible peers, a trend prevalent in all key stages. Given the pervasiveness of this gap in attainment, numerous measures have been implemented to tackle the issues associated with poverty and deprivation (Estyn, 2013). However, a comprehensive understanding of the current socio-economic environment in Wales, and how this can impact on educational attainment, is required before commenting on these measures (Tackling Poverty Action Plan, 2016).

2. Literature Review
2.1 Socio-economic disadvantage in Wales
Poverty levels in Wales have been described as ‘unacceptably high’, given its position as a modern, well developed economy (End Child Poverty Network Cymru, 2009). Egan (2007), highlights that although child poverty has been reduced in Wales, its effects on educational attainment continue to ‘clearly demonstrate’ it’s impact, particularly as it affects ‘one in four’ children. Barnard (2018) goes further to state that while general levels of poverty in Wales have been reduced in the last twenty years, poverty levels amongst families with children have been increasing since 2006. Furthermore, despite a slight reduction in the gap between eFSM and nFSM students, pupils from lower-income backgrounds remain significantly less likely to exhibit strong academic achievement. This well-established link forms the basis of the Tackling Poverty Action Plan (2016), in which the Welsh government notes that to ‘break the link’ between poverty and low educational attainment, interventions must be in place to minimise inequality as early as possible. A key intervention relates to providing employment to families, as it is suggested that this is the most effective route out of poverty. However, alternative research cautions that paid employment is not necessarily a protecting factor against poverty, with a significant proportion of eFSM pupils having working parents (End Child Poverty Network Cymru, 2009). In order to tackle the cyclical nature of low educational attainment resulting in patterns of unemployment and low income (Adamson, 2008), it seems evident that the unique context of Wales must be taken into account.
This notion of contextualising poverty is evident in research from the Wales Centre for Equity in Education (2014), which argues that poverty is not a simple case of lacking financial security. The scope of poverty in Wales is much broader, taking into account access to resources that are deemed essential for children in an economically developed location such as Wales (UNICEF, 2012). This includes access to leisure activities, quiet study spaces and adequate provision for socialisation. In Wales, particularly in rural communities, issues such as poor housing or limited opportunities for socialisation during childhood are of key importance, as they can have a demonstrable effect on not only academic outcomes, but also on the likelihood of living in poverty during adulthood (End Child Poverty Network Cymru, 2009). This correlates with factors highlighted by UNICEF (2012), and perhaps helps to explain the cyclical nature of poverty in Wales. While Welsh Government policy proposes reasonable measures such as financial and debt management advice (Tackling Poverty Action Plan, 2015), Barnard (2018) highlights that this financial focus in not necessarily enough. Although ‘good progress’ has been made in terms of employment rates and adult skills, poverty amongst working households continues to increase. With this in mind, it seems evident that an approach that aims to tackle multiple issues alongside income poverty, such as lack of opportunities and activities, would have the greatest impact. This corresponds with the aims of ‘Rewriting the Future’ (Welsh Government, 2015c), which has demonstrated some successes in terms of reducing the attainment gap between eFSM and nFSM pupils. However, as Barnard (2018) noted more recently, there remains a tendency for deprived pupils to exhibit lower academic outcomes. Egan (2007) argues that while previous government policy has focused on improving outcomes for all young people in Wales, future policy should place greater emphasis on the needs of the most deprived, in order to improve the opportunities for both individuals and families trapped in a cycle of poverty.
This view is echoed by Estyn (2012), who note that ‘serving all learners equally’ is not enough, meaning in order to reduce the attainment gap, specific focus needs to be placed on the needs of the most deprived pupils. The report goes further to state that there are a multitude of explanations as to why learners from deprived backgrounds tend to perform less well than their more affluent peers. The Welsh Government (2014), highlight several factors that may act to impede the progress of disadvantaged pupils. This includes an increased likelihood of persistent absence amongst eFSM pupils, an increased likelihood of family instability, health issues and a generally poorer standard of living. Although the report suggests that the instability caused by factors such as this is linked to low aspirations amongst eFSM learners, impeding academic progress, more recent research suggests this is unfounded. A further study by the Welsh Government (2015), found that even in deprived communities, aspirations amongst children were high, with 80% of 7 year olds intending to pursue ambitious professional careers. It could be argued then, that our focus should not be on low aspirations, but instead on converting ‘aspirations into reality’, by means of education and support regarding higher education and career options, as well as by establishing a culture of high expectations.

2.2 The role of leadership in schools and within the education system
In addition to government policy, it is important to consider the leadership strategies in place in both schools and communities, and how they can impact disadvantaged learners. Estyn (2011), highlight that the majority of schools continue to ‘fail’ in targeting support towards the most disadvantaged learners, often as a result of inadequate data tracking, with local authorities also not providing school leaders with the support to track the progress of eFSM pupils effectively. Ainscow et al (2012), go further to suggest that pressure on individual schools to ‘compete’ in terms of attainment has created a situation in which equitable education in some schools is not a priority. The Wales Centre for Equity in Education (2014) note that in schools where equitable education is prioritised, leadership practices can act as a ‘key driver’ in tackling poverty. The report states that high expectations of eFSM learners, as well as a ‘can achieve’ attitude, have a marked effect on educational attainment. This resonates with research from Harris (2010), which highlights that schools in which emphasis is placed on positive relationships and empowering pupils tend to perform most effectively. The potential benefits of high expectations of pupils are well established (Murphy et al, 1982). Lower expectations in some schools have been attributed to Wales’ poor performance in PISA tests (Hume, 2016), with some schools opting to ‘settle’ for less challenging qualifications (BBC.co.uk, 2016). It is important, then, to consider the impact of high expectations of pupils, particularly when implemented as part of a whole-school approach. 
Estyn (2012) note the effectiveness of strategic approaches such as this, in conjunction with measures such as improving the attendance and social skills of eFSM learners, as well as developing the skills of practitioners in responding to the needs of disadvantaged learners. The report goes further to suggest that schools successful in narrowing the attainment gap plan explicitly how to respond to the needs of disadvantaged learners, with specific attention paid to the requirements of their local context. A further report by Estyn (2016) notes that leaders and local authorities must develop an awareness of the impact the strategies they use may have on learners from different groups (e.g eFSM and nFSM). A case study conducted by Estyn (2015) highlights ‘sector leading’ practice, in which a primary school developed a matrix to assess both engagement and progression, with emphasis placed on the impact on eFSM pupils. This matrix, in conjunction with effective data tracking, is used to deploy various methods of support to pupils who need it the most. This whole-school strategy has resulted in improved attendance, participation in extra-curricular activities and better outcomes for eFSM pupils. The success of strategies such as this should be noted, and applied to other contexts where possible (Estyn, 2016).


2.3 Effective Use of the Pupil Deprivation Grant and associated funding
It is clear that in order to narrow the attainment gap, and tackle the numerous issues associated with deprivation and poverty, schools and policy makers must work together in a targeted and strategic manner (Egan, 2007). With this in mind, the Welsh government provides support to schools in the form of the ‘Pupil Deprivation Grant’ (PDG), where schools are provided with financial assistance in order to tackle the ‘inequalities’ eFSM students often face (Welsh Government, 2013). More recently referred to as the ‘Pupil Development Grant’ (PDG), the aid is viewed by many as ‘invaluable’ in identifying and responding to the needs of disadvantaged pupils (gov.wales, 2017). To ensure PDG funding is used effectively, the Welsh government (2013, 2015) has published extensive guidance as to the most effective ways in which it can be utilised. In their ‘Essential Guidance’ document (Welsh Government, 2015), it is clarified that PDG funding must be used to support interventions for eFSM and looked after children (LAC). This can take numerous forms, including both whole-school and individualised strategies, and may include additional staff training or improved data tracking, for example. It is a requirement of schools to evaluate the interventions in place and justify their effectiveness in terms of the benefit to eFSM and LAC pupils, in order to inform the practice of other schools (Welsh Government, 2013).
Egan et al (2014) highlight that interventions implemented on a whole school basis should focus on three key areas, these being leadership, teaching and learning, and pupil wellbeing. Evidence for the effectiveness of these key areas can be drawn from the similar ‘Pupil Premium’ program in use in England (Ofsted, 2012). In addition, Hill (2013) argues that in order for PDG use to be effective, it is important first to identify the needs of the target group, namely eFSM and LAC pupils. Hill notes that these pupils are more likely to struggle with literacy and numeracy, have additional learning needs (ALN), and are also more likely to experience poorer quality teaching or be placed in lower sets. Egan et al (2014) echo this, and state that specific factors such as this must be recognised in order to plan the most appropriate and effective interventions.
Much research has been conducted to make the process of planning effective, and financially viable, interventions less ambiguous. The Sutton Trust Education Endowment Foundation (Higgins et al, 2013) provides a ‘toolkit’ for practitioners, allowing them to select the most appropriate uses of PDG funding to maximise the outcomes of disadvantaged learners. By using this tool, it is evident that approaches where leaners are required to consider their learning on a deeper level, such as metacognition and self-regulation, are some of the most effective, boosting students’ progress by up to 8 months (Education Endowment Foundation, 2018). In addition, effective use of feedback, peer tutoring and collaborative learning can boost students’ progress by between 5 and 8 months, for ‘very low’ cost to the school (Education Endowment Foundation, 2018). This correlates with suggestions made in the ‘Essential Guidance’ document (Welsh Government, 2015), particularly in terms of meta-cognition and high-quality feedback. Of equal importance are strategies highlighted by Higgins et al (2013) that are less effective in terms of a cost-benefit analysis. This includes strategies such as repeating a year, which can actually have a detrimental effect on progress and is estimated to cost approximately £6000 per pupil per year (Education Endowment Foundation, 2018). In addition, strategies generally perceived to be effective in boosting attainment, such as the use of teaching assistants, are not always cost-effective due to improper implementation (Welsh Government, 2013). While the conclusions drawn by Higgins et al (2013) are in some cases based upon limited evidence, they provide schools and leaders with valuable guidance in terms of refining the use of PDG funding to ensure it has maximum impact. Kirsty Williams (BBC.co.uk 2017) notes that there is ‘no room for complacency’ when making use of PDG funding, which further reinforces the need for ongoing and collaborative evaluation of interventions to provide the most reliable evidence base possible for a given context (Egan et al, 2014).

2.4 The role of learning and teaching approaches and interventions
As evidenced by the Education Endowment Foundation (2018), carefully selected teaching and learning approaches can have a significant impact on the attainment of eFSM pupils. The Wales Centre for Equity in Education (2014) suggest that the quality of teaching and learning is the ‘key’ school-based factor that can maximise the progress of deprived learners. Stewart (2012) argues that in order to ensure teaching strategies have significant impact, they must be based upon rich pedagogy, which incorporates shared values and metacognitive elements (Education Endowment Foundation, 2018). Furthermore, eFSM students should receive a tailored curriculum, including targeted ‘catch-up’, as well as timely and actionable feedback. This correlates with the research of Higgins et al (2013), as well as that of Hill (2013), as it responds to the increased likelihood of eFSM learners experiencing poorer quality teaching and requiring key skills ‘catch-up’. In order to ensure teaching and learning strategies are deployed as effectively as possible, it is imperative to consult previous educational research (Egan et al, 2014). In terms of meta-cognitive strategies suggested by Stewart (2012) and Higgins et al (2013), it is important that practitioners place emphasis on ‘learning’ as opposed to ‘performance’ (Ofsted, 2008), with students being encouraged to form an awareness of, and understand, the skills they are developing (Speight, 2016). Serra and Metcalfe (cited by Hacker et al, 2009) describe metacognition as ‘a critical analysis of thought’. Students who have an increased awareness of how learning occurs, and how to study most effectively, generally perform better than their less aware peers (Winne & Hadwin, 1998). With this in mind, it is important to equip students with learning strategies that are beneficial to them as individuals, whilst also improving their ability to self-regulate (Hacker et al, 2009). Through carefully framed questioning (Finn, 2008), and close monitoring, teachers can instil an awareness in eFSM students of their particular strengths and weaknesses. This allows them to generate strategies to meet their specific needs, in conjunction with tailored guidance from their teacher (Hacker et al, 2009), promoting deeper understanding, as opposed to simply rote learning or ‘learning through mistakes’.
In addition to metacognition, research suggests the importance of effective and timely feedback cannot be overstated (Education Endowment Foundation, 2018, Egan et al, 2014). Hattie (2009) argues that a particular issue with written feedback is the language used by practitioners. This seems of particular relevance considering eFSM students are more likely to have poor literacy skills (Hill, 2013). Hattie suggests that care should be taken to ensure the language used is fit for purpose and focuses on ways in which students can improve. Didau (2013) goes further to state that in order for written feedback to be effective, students must be given ample opportunity to provide a response, by means of activities such as DIRT time, in which students respond to feedback with a teacher present for guidance and support. This is crucial, as it give students an opportunity to reflect upon their learning (Hacker et al, 2009), whilst also promoting a student-teacher dialogue (Speight, 2016). Black et al (2004) also comment that feedback which over emphasises negative aspects of work can result in lack of motivation and poor self-esteem amongst lower achieving pupils. Particular care should be taken in this respect when considering eFSM pupils, as these learners ‘achieve more’ when they ‘believe in themselves’ (Welsh Government 2015, Dweck, 2000).

2.5 The role of family and community interventions
While it is evident that effective leadership, appropriate use of the PDG and targeted teaching and learning strategies can have a significant impact on the attainment of eFSM pupils, ‘schools alone’ cannot fully tackle the issues associated with the attainment gap (Egan, 2007). Pupils from deprived backgrounds often have limited access to extra-curricular activities and opportunities in comparison to their more affluent peers (End Child Poverty Network Cymru, 2009). Estyn (2012) highlight that by engaging families and communities with the mission of the school, and by using local resources effectively, the self-esteem and attainment of eFSM learners can be maximised, with schools in some cases acting as a ‘focal point’ for the rejuvenation of a community. This view is echoed by Egan (2012), who goes further to state that families and communities could do more to exert a positive impact on student’s educational success, as currently their involvement is limited. The Wales Centre for Equity in Education (2014) notes that schools with strong parental links and an actively engaged community tend to have the most significant impact on eFSM students. Several measures can be implemented to achieve this level of cohesion, including involving families in the pupils learning, liaising with community groups to provide families with extra support, as well as catering to students who receive minimal support at home with school work (Welsh Government, 2015). 
Given that the advantages of parental and community engagement are well established (Harris & Goodall, 2008), the Welsh Government has introduced targeted strategies intending engage and support deprived communities, as part of its ‘Tackling Poverty Strategy’ (Egan, 2012, Wales Centre for Equity in Education, 2014). These include the ‘Flying Start’ and ‘Communities First’ programmes, which offer tailored interventions and support within particularly deprived families and communities. Grayson (2013), highlights the effectiveness of such initiatives, noting that developing concrete links between schools, families and wider communities is ‘necessary to narrow the attainment gap’. It is imperative, however, that measures such as these are used in an effective manner. Estyn (2011) argue that while most schools describe themselves as ‘community focused’, few are able to pin-point how this focus has had an impact on pupil attainment. In schools where community and family interventions have been implemented successfully, schools have seen a reduction in absence, vandalism and poor behaviour. It seems evident then, that schools must share best practice in order to identify community strategies that are likely to prove effective in their own context (Estyn, 2018), the impact of which can then be maximised with additional support from local authorities (Estyn, 2013).

3. Methodology
3.1 School context
This research focuses on ‘School X’, a mixed gender school currently in the amber support category, comprising of 700 students between the ages of 11-16 (mylocalschool.gov.uk, 2017). Interventions in place which respond to the specific needs of eFSM students will be evaluated in terms of their impact, and recommendations made in accordance with the effectiveness of said interventions. The school itself, as well as individual staff members and students included in the research will not be identifiable from the contents of this report, in order to preserve anonymity, Furthermore, respondents to questionnaires will be fully informed of the purposes of this research before consenting to providing data (BERA, 2011). 19.4% of the pupils at ‘School X’ are eFSM, which is above both the local authority and national average (mylocalschool.gov.uk, 2017). The large proportion of eFSM pupils at ‘School X’ highlights the need for effective interventions, whilst also giving a broader scope through which to assess their impact. 
	3.2 Data collection methods
In order to assess the effectiveness of ‘School X’s eFSM interventions and support programmes, detailed data is required to inform any conclusions drawn. Hopkins (2008) comments on the appropriateness of various data collection techniques, stating that questionnaires can provide a ‘quick and simple’ means of gathering data. However, Hopkins notes that if questionnaires are used to gain purely quantitative data, it can be difficult to glean deeper insights into the subject matter. Interviews, on the other hand, can be time consuming, which may not be appropriate given the time constraints of a busy school environment. With this in mind, this research will make use of an anonymous questionnaire (Appendix i) that includes open-ended responses, in order to gather detailed qualitative data from members of the senior leadership team. Cohen et al (2000) highlight the effectiveness of this technique when using data to make generalisations regarding opinions on a large scale. This correlates well with the aims of this research, as the intention is to gather insight into staff opinion of the effectiveness of current eFSM interventions. In addition, it is reasonable to suggest that the anonymous nature of the questionnaires used in this research may result in a reduced risk of biased responses (Cohen et al, 2000), whilst also preserving anonymity (BERA, 2011).
Cohen et al (2000) also highlight the need for a quantitative element in research in order to, in the case of this research, allow direct comparisons to be made between eFSM and nFSM pupils. To respond to this need, extensive use will be made of school data, including attainment and progression across Key Stages 3 and 4 (SchoolX.org, 2018). Furthermore, information available on the ‘School X’s website regarding the current use of PDG funding will be used to gain an insight into the current priorities in terms of interventions. This can then be compared to the qualitative data gathered from questionnaires to produce a detailed account of the effectiveness of the strategies that have been put in place. 

4. Findings
4.1 Allocation of PDG funding
Before commenting on the effectiveness of ‘School X’s approach to tackling eFSM attainment and PDG funding, it is important to first identify the strategies in place. Information available on the school website (SchoolX.org, 2018) indicates several strategies currently in place as a direct result of PDG funding (Appendix ii). These include, but are not limited to, aspiration interventions, the use of achievement mentors who monitor attendance and punctuality, as well as attendance rewards for eFSM pupils. Furthermore, literacy and numeracy interventions are used extensively in KS3, and a targeted revision programme, referred to as ‘Operation Boost’, which aims to maximise KS4 attainment by means of after school revision sessions. ‘School X’ also provides external courses in partnership with local forest schools, colleges and the military for students who struggle academically, as well as extensive transition work with local feeder primary schools. These strategies aim to respond to identifiable needs of eFSM pupils, such as poor literacy and numeracy skills, poor attendance or lack of support for home-based learning, whilst also strengthening links with the community.
	4.2 Attainment data
Despite the extensive list of strategies in place at ‘School X’, attainment data indicates there remains significant issues in term of eFSM achievement (mylocalschool, 2018). It should be noted that the percentage of eFSM pupils has reduced since 2011, from 21.3% to 19.4% in 2017, which may account for some of the differences in data. Focusing on KS4, data indicates that in 2017, 30.4% of eFSM students achieved the level 2 threshold, significantly lower than the 50.1% of nFSM students achieving the level 2 threshold at ‘School X’. This is of particular concern, given that until 2017, the attainment gap between these two groups had been narrowing (Appendix iii). On a broader level, it is evident that while the percentage of eFSM learners achieving the level 2 threshold is lower than the Welsh national average (41.3%), it is actually slightly higher than the local authority average (29.9%). Amongst KS3 pupils, however, the data indicates an upwards trend of narrowing the attainment gap. (mylocalschool, 2018). 78.6% of eFSM pupils achieve the expected level in core subjects by the end of KS3, compared to 91.8% of nFSM pupils (Appendix iv). While it is clear that a gap between the two groups remains significant, this gap has been narrowing consistently since 2011, from 31.3% to 13.2% in 2017. KS3 data is above both the Welsh (70.8%) and local authority (68.9%) averages for eFSM learners, indicating real progress in this area at ‘School X’.
	4.3 Questionnaire responses
Responses to the anonymous questionnaire highlight additional strategies which make use of PDG funding, whilst also proposing several key reasons for the current eFSM data (Appendix v). All respondents recognise the fact that poverty and deprivation have a limiting effect on attainment, with two respondents noting the significantly detrimental effect of a lack of parental support. Furthermore, responses also indicate that one of the key issues with eFSM pupils is poor attendance, with some parents even facing imprisonment due to repeated refusal to pay fines put in place by the local authority. Additional strategies that are funded by the PDG are also identified, including the provision of uniform, equipment and hygiene products to pupils from deprived backgrounds. In addition, PDG funding is used to subsidise school trips and extra-curricular activities, as well as to provide a support base and ‘nurturing’ staff to be accessed by vulnerable pupils. However, despite this pro-active approach, questionnaire responses suggest that these measures do not alleviate the issue of minimal parental support, which one respondent describes as a ‘consistent negative attitude’ that acts to ‘undermine’ ‘School X’s approach. The final question included required members of staff to consider how the impact of eFSM interventions is measured. This question received only one response relating to meeting with outside agencies and ensuring pupils leave with at least ‘some’ qualifications.

5. Conclusions
5.1 Limitations of methodology
Before commenting on the data gathered during this research, it is important to consider any limitations of the methodology. As highlighted by Cohen et al (2000), a potential pitfall in using anonymous questionnaires as a research method is the risk of a low response rate. Unfortunately, this is evident in this research, with only three out of seven members of the senior leadership team providing responses. However, these three responses provided staff with an opportunity to express their opinions honestly and without bias. It is therefore reasonable to argue that the quality of the data gathered outweighs the effect of this limitation, given its qualitative nature (Hopkins, 2008). In addition, a section in the questionnaire relating to assessing impact (Appendix i) received limited responses in comparison to other sections. This is possibly due to respondents simply not having the information to answer this particular question. In order to gain truly reliable data a follow up questionnaire or interview could be conducted to confirm this (Hudson & Miller, 1997), although care must be taken to preserve anonymity (BERA, 2011).
	5.2 Effective use of PDG funding
Several conclusions can be drawn after consulting the data gathered as part of this research. Firstly, there remains a significant attainment gap between eFSM and nFSM pupils at ‘School X’, and this gap is particularly prevalent amongst KS4 students. It is also evident that ‘School X’s approach to eFSM support differs across both key stages. With this in mind, it could be argued that the interventions in place during KS3, such as literacy and numeracy catch-up sessions, are more effective at raising attainment than those in place during KS4, such as the targeted revision provided as part of ‘Operation Boost’. Furthermore, it is reasonable to suggest that some strategies, such as the use of aspiration interventions and achievement mentors, are not as effective at tackling disadvantage, as they are used more extensively with KS4 pupils. This correlates with the findings of the Education Endowment Foundation (2018), who note that both strategies have ‘little or no positive impact’ on academic outcomes. 
It is also noteworthy that the data suggests ‘School X’ is not unique in its position amongst other schools in the local authority, with attainment data being similar for both key stages throughout schools in the local authority. This exemplifies the need for an integrated approach from the perspective of school leaders and the local authority, with the aim to ensure best practice throughout the area to achieve common goals (Estyn, 2016). This applies to the distribution of PDG funding (Egan, 2007), and the need to establish or strengthen community and family links (Estyn, 2018). From the questionnaire data, it is reasonable to suggest that currently, staff members are aware of the various strategies in place to support eFSM students but are not fully aware of the impact of these strategies, or how this impact is measured. This seems evident given the limited responses to this section of the questionnaire. Estyn (2011) argue that this is an issue in many schools, particularly in terms of promoting links with families and the community.
	5.3 Parental engagement
Arguably the most concerning conclusion that can be drawn from the data is the perceived parental attitude towards the school and its goals for eFSM pupils. Drawing from the questionnaire responses, it is evident that staff members view the impact of parental attitude as a major limiting factor in relation to the achievement of eFSM pupils. The evidence suggests attendance is a significant issue at ‘School X’, and it seems that the school are receiving limited support in tackling this from the parents of the pupils in question. The need for a mutually beneficial relationship between families and schools is well established (Harris & Goodall, 2008), and it seems ‘School X’ may require additional support in relation to this. Emphasis should be placed on developing this relationship further, given that staff members feel ‘undermined’ by parents in their efforts to narrow the attainment gap and support eFSM pupils.





6. Recommendations

In light of these conclusions, several recommendations can be made which may act to narrow the attainment gap between eFSM and nFSM pupils at ‘School X’, or indeed other schools in the local authority. Given the data gathered as part of this research, it is evident that key areas of improvement include the use made of PDG funding, particularly with respect to its impact on KS4 pupils, as well as ‘School X’s current strategy of strengthening family and community links. In addition, attention should be paid to the fact that respondents to the questionnaire were not able to comment on the means by which the impact of eFSM interventions is currently measured. Therefore, to respond to this, ‘School X’ should firstly consider revising their current data tracking policies, to ensure the impact of the following recommendations is measurable (Estyn, 2016).
	6.1 Promotion of metacognitive strategies throughout KS4
As exemplified by the data gathered in relation to attainment, ‘School X’ has demonstrated considerable strengths in raising the attainment of KS3 pupils (Appendix iv), through extensive use of literacy and numeracy interventions, intending to tackle well documented issues of poor literacy and numeracy skills amongst eFSM pupils (Hill, 2013). However, there remains a significant, and widening, attainment gap amongst KS4 pupils, which could be attributed to the use of strategies that research suggests are not cost-effective (Higgins et al, 2013). ‘School X’ seems to focus on boosting aspirations amongst KS4 pupils who are eFSM, despite evidence that aspiration interventions have limited impact (Education Endowment Foundation, 2018). Furthermore, research from the Welsh Government (2015) suggests that children from deprived communities tend to already demonstrate high aspirations. The Education Endowment Foundation (2018) echoes this, and notes that while the relationship between aspirations and academic attainment is ‘complex’, poor outcomes tend to be due to a lack of skills or knowledge required to achieve said aspirations. The inclusion of metacognitive strategies as part of daily pedagogy could respond to this issue, given that extensive evidence highlights their effectiveness (Hacker et al, 2009, Education Endowment Foundation, 2018). 
Schraw et al (2006) highlight that metacognitive strategies should promote self-regulated learning, whilst also boosting motivation amongst pupils. Wilkinson & Rolfe (2016) go further to state that pupils from deprived backgrounds tend to exhibit poorer motivation and self-regulatory strategies than their more affluent peers, meaning the development of such strategies could have a demonstrable impact on eFSM learners at ‘School X’, allowing them to work towards narrowing the attainment gap. With this in mind, it is recommended that ‘School X’ place emphasis on developing metacognitive elements as part of daily practice, perhaps through staff development and peer mentoring, or one to one mentoring for practitioners who request additional support (Egan et al, 2014). The likelihood that some staff members are already implementing such strategies should be noted, as these could act as key drivers for change in this area. It should also be noted that metacognitive strategies, such as planning, monitoring and evaluating a task, are already present in the KS3 National Curriculum for Wales (2008), and are therefore likely to already be in place. It could therefore be argued that ‘School X’s success with raising eFSM attainment across KS3 can be attributed to the use of these strategies. It seems reasonable to suggest that the increasing attainment gap in KS4 may be due to time constraints of a content-heavy GCSE curriculum limiting practitioners’ perceived ability to include such elements in their daily practice. With this in mind, it seems pertinent to place further emphasis on sharing best practice, giving staff members the opportunity to recognise the benefits of metacognitive pedagogy, and provide guidance in terms of its implementation in KS4.
	6.2 Curriculum modification and sharing of best practice
On a broader level, it could be argued that the content-heavy KS4 curriculum has promoted a results driven approach, as opposed an approach that emphasises equity and targeted support (Ainscow et al, 2012). With this in mind, it may be the case that effective interventions such as literacy and numeracy catch-up sessions, and the provision of effective and timely feedback (Education Endowment Foundation, 2018), are more present across KS3 than KS4, simply due to the fact that there is more time available for them to be correctly implemented. It is reasonable to suggest that this situation may not be unique to ‘School X’, given the similar attainment data for other schools in the local authority (mylocalschool, 2018). Curriculum concerns have been addressed in Donaldson’s 2015 report, in which it is stated that there is a lack of ‘guidance’ in terms of the effective implementation of literacy and numeracy strategies, as well as digital competency, which directly related to the needs of eFSM learners (Hill, 2013). Donaldson goes further to propose that curriculum reforms would allow increased flexibility, giving teachers ‘greater scope’ to use feedback as an integral aspect of daily pedagogy, whilst avoiding ‘high-stakes’, results driven practice (Ainscow et al, 2012).
 It seems evident that responding to the recommendations of the Donaldson report (2015), due to be actioned across Wales by 2020, would act to alleviate some of the issues associated with underachievement in KS4 at ‘School X’. However, while the Welsh Government has confidence in these curriculum reforms, issues have been identified in relation to what precisely is expected of schools when deploying these recommendations, and how the reformed assessment procedure will function (BBC.co.uk, 2017). With this in mind, it is recommended that ‘School X’ continues to tailor it’s KS4 curriculum, in line with the proposals outlined in the Donaldson report (2015), placing particular emphasis on high quality feedback (Egan et al, 2014), and responding to the literacy and numeracy needs of eFSM pupils (Higgins et al, 2013). In addition, ‘School X’ should seek guidance from the local authority, and other schools in the area, in terms of best practice and effective implementation of said curriculum reforms, in order to ensure their impact is maximised (Estyn, 2013).
	6.3 Strengthening parental engagement to support eFSM pupils
Additional recommendations must be made in response to the issues relating to family and community links identified in the data, given the significant impact they can have on attainment (Harris & Goodall, 2008). Currently, it seems evident that the school’s relationship with parents in particular must be improved, as the perceived ‘consistent negative attitude’ highlighted in questionnaire responses may be acting to curtail efforts made by the school in terms of eFSM interventions and allocation of PDG resources. Egan (2012) highlights that more effective parental engagement can significantly impact on the attainment gap, by supporting schools with issues such as poor attendance, behaviour or motivation. It is often the case that schools in deprived areas face significant challenges in promoting parental engagement (Estyn, 2011), particularly if the parents have themselves have had negative experiences of education (Egan, 2012). Use of family learning strategies, such as family interviews, adult learning programmes or extra-curricular projects involving parents may be effective in responding to this issue by involving parents more frequently with school procedures and expectations (Egan et al, 2014). Estyn (2012) also highlight that dedicating members of staff to respond to parents’ concerns confidentially can also be effective in making the school more accessible to parents. ‘School X’ could also make use of programmes outlined by the Welsh Government (2015), in order to allow families to play a greater role in their child’s learning. ‘Education Begins at Home’ is an example of one such campaign, which provides guidance to parents via social media, whilst also allowing them to comment on and question any information that has been shared. If ‘School X’ were to promote a campaign such as this with parents, it may provide an additional layer of accessibility for parents, whilst also promoting a greater understanding of how to optimise the home-learning environment (Siraj-Blatchford, 2010). Use of strategies that promote strong, positive parental involvement are likely to mitigate issues ‘School X’ is facing in terms of attendance and poor behaviour (Egan, 2012), whilst also ensuring that interventions in place to respond to the needs of eFSM learners are given the best possible chance of success. Therefore, ‘School X’ should consider the most appropriate strategies for promoting this relationship, and act to implement them as soon as possible.


















7. Appendices

7.1 Appendix i :Questionnaire

Administered through an online platform, the questionnaire used in this study included the following questions.
1. What effects do you think socio-economic disadvantage can have on educational attainment?
2. A key indicator of socio-economic disadvantage amongst students is eligibility for FSM. How are eFSM students targeted and supported at School X?
3. How is the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) used to support disadvantaged pupils at School X?
4. What teaching and learning approaches or interventions are in place at School X to support disadvantaged pupils?
5. How are family and community interventions used to support disadvantaged pupils?
6. How is the impact of these interventions measured?

	7.2 Appendix ii : PDG resource allocation at School X
School X is in receipt of the above grant to the total value of £179,010 and has/is planning on spending in the following manner, as agreed by the Welsh Assembly:-
• Additional resources to support the learning for KS4 students in order to reduce the L2+ gaps;

• Additional monies for department bids to purchase necessary equipment to raise aspirations and outcomes for pupils;

• Employment of Achievement Mentor to work closely with targeted groups on attendance, punctuality and revision skills. To have an impact on pupil learning and attendance;

• Year 6/7 team building weekend at Abernant, available for all but FSM pupils to be paid for;

• SAM Learning – On-line support for pupils in all subjects. Can be accessed in and out of school. To improve pupil homework;

• Motivational speakers to talk to pupils during whole-school PSE days;

• Additional rewards linked to attendance for FSM pupils;

• Supply costs to cover KS4 Keyskills week and Ifs week to free staff to work with pupils in small groups to improve their results;

• Additional ICT base for intervention work to improve L2+ scores;

• Easter classes and revision weekend to assist with thorough preparation for examinations;

• Pupils being entered for additional qualifications in line with modernised curriculum;

• Additional teacher of English to work on literacy skills and to ensure the standard of English within school is improved. Also working on small group support;

• Army course for FSM KS4 students to narrow the FSM gap and maintain lower exclusions, including supply costs for teacher to accompany;

• Forest Schools training for KS3 FSM pupils to maintain lower exclusions, including supply costs for teacher to accompany;

• Running costs for minibus for army course, revision weekend, Forest schools etc;

• In-school training for teaching staff linked to the use of data and FSM in order to have a higher percentage of good lessons in all areas;

• Keep Kids Safe – texting/communication service for effective home-school communications;

• Pre-examination breakfasts for Year 11 pupils.

If anyone wishes to know about any of the above, please contact school on XXXXX XXXXX.
	
7.3 Appendix iii : KS4 attainment data
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	7.4 Appendix iv : KS3 attainment data
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	7.5 Appendix v : Responses to anonymous questionnaire
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What effects do you think socio-economic disadvantage can have on

educational attainment?

3responses

Unfortunately, | believe that the majority of students from deprived backgrounds are not encouraged or appreciate
the benefits of education in this country. Their parents generally do not support them in higher education and would
rather they were eaming a wage.

Ibelieve that it has 2 huge impact on children's education. Those children who are on Free School Meals have the
greatest attendance concers. Their families have the majority of fines that they cannot afford to pay and parents
are now being sent to prison, so children's' lives suffer further.

Many of these children in our area do not have parents who go to work and 5o that do have the role models to
reinforce the importance of education for their future.

In general, | think it is a limiting factor on attainment
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A Key Indicator of soclo-economic disadvantage amongst stuaents Is
ity for FSM. How are eFSM students targeted and supported at Ysgol
Clywedog?

3responses

FSM students are supported through attendance initiatives and outside agencies. We make sure that these
students have equipment and uniform by accessing the PDG funding. However, through my analysis of data, that
even though parents are fined due to lack of attendance, it is the FSM students that continue to have poor
attendance. All other categories of students improve through the schools intiatives except for FSM students. Itis
alarming that FSM students continue to be absent from school, even though their parents are fined. They are stil
the largest group who fail to respond to fines put in place by the Local Authority. We have even had parents going to
prison, last summer, from a FSM student’s family due to absence from school.

FSM children are identified as a group by the Attendance Officer. They are also targeted by the Local Authority
through TRAG intervention.

Ihave regular meetings to discuss and agree on the suitable interventions to help these students. These include a
mentor or skills based activiies.

Students are identified to staff in SIMS and should be monitored closely by classroom staff. Staff should be
mindful of the limited resources or support at home for some of these pupils. This can manifest tself inlttle or no
independent study andor lttle value placed on education.

Pastoral Hub and Nurture staff offer support, guidance and resources to try and bridge the gap and enable these
pupils to succeed
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How is the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) used to support disadvantaged
pupils at Ysgol Clywedog?

3responses

Apart from curriculum support, we use our PDG to support students for reward trips, uniform and equipment.

As a school we often provide school uniform, including shoes. Occasionally, we actually take the student shopping
as their parent does not engage with the school policy.

We purchase equipment and hygiene accessories

We subsidise certain school trips and activities for these students

PDG is used to provide pupils with a support base and staff who can fulfl a nurturing role for these young people.
Pupils can access support with uniform, equipment and other resources to enable them to access and participate.
fullyin lessons. The fund is also used to enable pupils to engage in extra-curricular activities or additional activities
required for particular qualifications.
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What teaching and learning approaches or interventions are in place at Ysgol
Clywedog to support disadvantaged pupils?

2 responses

We have created quite a few initiatives in school to support disadvantage students. We have Student Support, the.
Nuture room, ALPS. We refer to outside agencies on a daily basis, including social services and CAMHs. We
continuously contact parents and the ESW.

The work closely with the SEN department.

Student Support are a strength in the school, supporting students of  huge variety of concerns.
We also use the Nurture Room and the Youth Worker.
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How are family and community interventions used to support disadvantaged
pupils?

2responses

The Youth Workers, TRAC, Careers Adviser and Social Services facilities are extremely supportive and active
supporting disadvantage students.

Unfortunately, it seems that our weakness is their family' attitude and the consistent negative attitude towards
education and work atttude that undermines all we try to put in place.

1am constantly referring to Social Services regarding individual concerns, Our ESW does regular home visits.
Our Pastoral Team have regular contact with all students that we feel are at a disadvantage.




image9.png
How is the impact of these interventions measured?

1 response

We have regular meetings with school and outside agencies. We are very concerned with those NEET students and
work hard to ensure that they leave school with some qualification.
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