This essay will identify the issues surrounding poverty in Wales and its link to low attainment in the education sector. A common measurement of poverty is FSM (Free School Meals) or eFSM (eligible for Free School Meals). Wales has the highest rate of FSM in the UK at 17% and around 200,000 children living in poverty (Save the Children, 2012). This essay will therefore analyse the impact that poverty has on the education system in Wales and the difference of pupil attainment between an FSM student with their non-FSM counterparts, known as the ‘poverty gap’.  It is important to note that statistics show trends and that even though a student might be eligible for Free School Meals, this does not necessarily imply that the student has a lack of support or skills. We will in fact examine the relationship between FSM and poverty and evaluate the reliability of using FSM as an idicator of poverty and vulnerable students. This essay will focus on the efforts of my placement school (School X) and its efforts for reducing the effect or poverty and deprivation in a learning environment. School X is located in the local authority of Neath Port Talbot with 40% of students come from outside the catchment area and is an 11-16 school with its rate of eFSM pupils unclear but will be researched later. Firstly, the importance of strategic planning within education, its use and effectiveness will be assessed. Then, there will be a critical analysis of my placement school by means of its School improvement Plan (SIP) (see appendix 1), and the targets of the MFL department for tackling the issue of poverty using the Department Improvement Plan (DIP) (see appendix 2).  The plans of School X will then be critically evaluated using literature and then this essay will focus on why poverty is an issue there, and, how the school is responding will be examined. Finally, there will be recommendations based on literature about the future of the school and its targets in relation to its improvement plans on the subject of deprivation and poverty.
Strategic planning
Strategic planning is a key aspect to ensure the progress and development of schools and their pupils, and is a continuous practice of planning, assessing and evaluating (IEEP-UNESCO, 2019).  This is supported by Chance (2010) who states that the keys to strategic planning are consistency, flexibility and regular reviews of the plan. It is therefore important that the plan be revisited often and that schools have the flexibility to implement changes based on on-going, reliable and accurate data accrued from the commencement of the plan within the school.  A key characteristic of strategic planning is ensuring that all stakeholders are working towards a common goal and that the direction, motto and mission of the school is clear to all, instilling “a global sense of purpose” (Carron, 2010 p10) who continues to explain that strategic planning is results and data driven. A good example of this being implemented can be seen at Durham University who uses a mix of internal data and external data, such as league tables, to encourage comparison, improvement and innovation (Dur.ac.uk, 2019).  
The starting point for strategic planning, according to Bernhardt (2013), should be analysing where the school is now by examining data. This would include pupil performance and the effectiveness of current strategies implemented, but also minutes from meetings to evaluate what needs to be addressed and what is not being recognised the department or the school as a whole, or in fact discussions about current strategies.  It is therefore necessary to build strong and reliable data systems in order to effectively collect relevant data to monitor the progress of pupils, staff and the school as a whole in an internal and external context to give both qualitive and quantitative data (Fleisch, 2011). This links to Durham’s model of monitoring league tables and other national or regional data (Dur.ac.uk, 2019) to effectively improve the school for its pupils.  It can therefore be deduced that data is an important aspect of the self-evaluation process of the school.
Self-evaluation is an important aspect of strategic planning on both a schoolwide level and individual teacher level in order to ensure progress for the school and its pupils (McNamara and O’Hara, 2008). Self-evaluation should be a critical process and a time for honest reflection of the status of the school and how it is meeting the needs of its learners (Gtsc.org.uk 2019).  The self-evaluation process has, however, historically been a weak area for schools during inspection which is why it is vital that self-evaluation should be an open process (Estyn.gov.uk, 2018).
Bernhardt (2013) then states that once this is established, agreeing on the goals, mission and direction of the school should be evaluated. It is therefore important that this include all stakeholders; such as teacher unions, parent groups or student representatives, within the process and by engaging these stakeholders, knowledge, capacity and resources can be mobilised to ensure effective planning, implementation and understanding of common goals and aims (Learningportal.iiep.unesco.org, n.d.). 
It would however appear that most schools have their own models that they use for strategic planning. Although these models vary between schools with varying levels of detail, the fundamental principles are similar, being loosely based on the ‘plan - act – review' or ‘plan - do – review' models which work on the basis that planning is a constant and continuous cycle of creating a plan, putting it into practise and reviewing it to provide continuous improvement (kidsmatter.edu.au, 2015).
Strategic planning has therefore been established by various pieces of literature as an action that should be continuously assessed and reviewed using data in order to improve and progress. The principle way in which schools strategically plan for success is by having a schoolwide development or improvement plan and another one on a departmental level.
The School and departmental improvement plans
School X is located in a deprived area in Wales and stands out the WIMD report as scoring highly on deprivation criteria (Gov.Wales, 2015). School X itself is performing comparatively well in terms of the local authority average in regard to reducing the effects of poverty on students, their learning and their performance. However, based on my experience meeting students and staff in School X, it is clear that poverty and deprivation still have a large hold over many aspects of school life. In terms of a school-wide approach to strategic planning, the School Improvement Plan (SIP) (see appendix 1) for School X explains that eFSM students perform largely quite well but reducing the effects of deprivation is still a key focus area at School X. 
School X’s SIP opens with a statement designed to outline the school context, the school motto and recommendations from the inspectorate Estyn from the last inspection which, at the time of the publication of the SIP, was undertaken in 2012.  There has since been another inspection, carried out in October 2018. The SIP highlights six priorities for the improvement of the school. After improving pupil outcomes, reducing the effects of deprivation is the third priority.  Within the SIP, it is clear that they have based their plan for reducing the effects of deprivation on literature and research from various sources and trusts, including the Sutton Trust and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation. The plan also identifies a low level of attendance among eFSM and plans to improve this. Details of what School X’s plans can be seen in appendix 3 as the school plans to draw on funds from the Pupil Deprivation Grant (PDG) to support vulnerable students such as eFSM and Looked After Children (LAC). The provisions for these students include tutoring for 30 vulnerable students, a reduced timetable for key maths and English staff in order to make time for quality resources to provide support for More Able and Talented (MAT) students who are also eFSM and the development of a whole school tracking system. The SIP also acknowledges typical issues faced by eFSM students, in particular the gap between eFSM students and their non eFSM counterparts. 
Within the Departmental Improvement Plan (DIP), the MFL department seeks to minimise the effects of deprivation on students. According to their DIP (see appendix 2), they are tracking and monitoring the performance and wellbeing of eFSM students via an Excel spreadsheet and is categorised under pupil health and wellbeing. Having been in the department, staff are keen to ensure all students, especially eFSM students, who are identified as more vulnerable (Estyn, 2018), are supported through all stages of learning in order to close the gap in performance, to improve student wellbeing and generally ensure the best for their students. 
Literature review
Firstly, the criteria that defines FSM and the relationship between eligibility for FSM and poverty should be considered. According to the Welsh Government in 2018, the eligibility for FSM depends on the receipt of certain benefits. Although the benefits change over time, for example the criteria was revised in 2018 to include the roll out of universal credit and the proposal that as of 2019 a threshold of £7400 will be introduced (beta.gov.wales, 2018), the idea that FSM are designed to help disadvantaged families remains the same. However, the same document, published by the Welsh government estimates that there are 55,000 children living in poverty that are not eligible for FSM. This therefore implies that FSM is not the most accurate or reliable indicator of poverty and deprivation. A study conducted by Taylor (2017) found that 18% of pupils in Wales are eFSM compared to 31% of pupils living in poverty. The study also showed that a large proportion of eFSM students are not living in the lowest income households and that socio-economic disadvantage is in fact multi-dimensional and therefore the eligibility for FSM does not necessarily equate to poverty. However, as there is no current and possible measure for such a multi-dimensional issue, the eligibility for FSM is at least an indicator of vulnerability, poverty and disadvantage. Interestingly, the Welsh Government, when outlining the PDG, highlighted several ways of identifying students who may be eligible to benefit from the PDG, none of which mentioning the FSM. Instead, the Welsh Government here uses indicators such as the amount of support a child receives when doing work at home and how much control a child feels they have over their own life, which is linked to self-esteem which will be expanded upon later, to determine a child’s vulnerability and need for support (Welsh Government, 2013).
In order to critically evaluate the school’s approach to planning for the reduction of deprivation, it is necessary to evaluate the SIP and DIP in terms of relevant literature. The school identifies three key issues for improving the eFSM students’ wellbeing, attainment and attitude for learning with in school. There are many sets of statistics and extensive data to show that eFSM students are at an academic disadvantage to their peers. By the age of 5, a child who is eFSM is likely to be a whole year behind their peers with their speech and language skills and a third will not reach target grades by the end of primary school (beta.gov.wales, 2014). It is therefore little surprise that there is an issue with eFSM students’ achievement at KS3 and GCSE as they fall behind their non eFSM counterparts at School X and across the board. The second aspect considered by School X is the self-esteem of vulnerable learners and what that means in terms of their mental health and social development and finally their attitudes for learning including attendance and disengagement.
Firstly, there is an inconsistency with the FSM figures within School X. The school’s improvement plan was published in 2015 and was scheduled for review in 2018 and a new version for 2019 onwards is not yet available; there are however targets within the PDG which will be assessed in March 2019.  This does therefore mean that there is a document of self-assessment available from the end of this period, published in September 2018. Interestingly, within this report (see appendix 4) it states that the percentage of students that are eFSM is 15.5, lower than the average for schools in Wales; whereas in Estyn’s inspection report, published just three months later, states that the percentage is 17.4 and that the national average is 16.4 (Estyn, 2018), despite being published within months two of each other, within the same academic year. As a result, the number of eFSM students, and whether School X is above or below the national average or indeed what the national average is, is unclear based on the figures provided by School X.
The PDG document appended to the SIP outlines what School X intends to spend the money allocated by the Welsh Government on vulnerable students. Much of what is mentioned in the SIP is effective according to the Welsh Government, who provide the grant such as comprising databases with key information on how best to support students through the learning process (Welsh Government, 2013). There are however disagreements in what the government believes is effective for supporting vulnerable students. This includes banding together ability groups and providing more sets for maths and English, something that School X is in favour of, as well as the use of Learning Support Assistants (LSAs). School X intends to utilise LSAs in order to provide additional support in core subjects whereas the government implies that having additional help within the classroom has not shown to be successful. However, in schools that are particularly coordinated in their support for vulnerable children, research has shown that teaching assistants can have a positive effect on the classroom (Dera.ioe.ac.uk, 2007). Therefore, it is unclear as to whether certain aspect of the PDG afforded to School X would be spent wisely, unless we consider the self-assessment of the plan which appears that students have performed better although this data may not be reliable.
The SIP identifies that there is a difference between eFSM students and non eFSM students in terms of pupil outcomes and performance and seeks to use the Pupil Deprivation Grant (PDG) to reduce this gap at all levels and focussing on literacy and numeracy to effectively support eFSM students. According to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2013), the gap in development between eFSM and non eFSM children can be seen as early as nine months old and the difference in results at the end of KS3, at age 14, can be as much as 34%. The Foundation also identify the importance of literacy and numeracy skills and that they are lacking amongst eFSM students. With this in mind, School X does appear to address this in the PDG plan by increasing the number of GCSE sets in both maths and English to appropriately meet the needs of students who require additional support as well as having dedicated literacy and numeracy sessions for students at KS3. However, according to the Welsh Government (2013), ability grouping has not always been shown as successful for vulnerable students. As there is a particular gap in performance, not just in English and maths but the number of GCSEs A*-C that eFSM students leave school with (learning.gov.wales, 2014) it can be argued that School X has an appropriate plan to tackle this issue and provide additional support despite the potential issue with the addition of more sets and a higher focus on ability grouping.  
The DIP mentions the importance of data when tracking eFSM students. As previously identified, data is a key component of strategic planning and self-improvement that can help schools and departments critically evaluate staff and student performance. The DIP also mentions the need to appropriately track and identify eFSM and vulnerable students in order to appropriately care for them. Therefore, a spreadsheet, provided it has comprehensive detail on students such as grades and known home situation, can be seen as an effective way to closely monitor students so that they can provide the correct support. However, as identified by Fleisch (2012), it is necessary to have both quantitive and qualitive data in order to gain the full picture of how well something is performing and therefore, as the DIP does not mention any pastoral care in relation to FSM students the only data available is quantitive. The SIP mentions extra provisions for FSM students during registration in the morning, but it would be necessary to be consistent on a departmental level to provide appropriate support to vulnerable students.
When comparing the SIP with their self-assessment at the end of the plan, it would appear that the changes implemented have been successful, stating that eFSM students are performing above the local authority average, especially in maths and English, and improved by 17% across the board by leaving with more GCSEs graded A*-C. However, as previously mentioned, the discrepancy with the initial eFSM figures means that although we can infer that the performance of eFSM students has improved, the figure itself may not be reliable as it comes from the same document. 
The SIP and the PDG document provided by School X highlight self-esteem as a key reason for disengagement. The emotions associated with poverty often include shame and a lack of self-worth and importance. According to jrf.org (2008) poverty can have an adverse effect on a child’s physical and mental health and states that self-esteem is a real problem amongst vulnerable learners. Students who suffer from self-esteem issues often do not feel as if they are good enough to match up to their peers. This can be especially true for eFSM students who cannot match the lifestyles of some of their peers and may not be able to keep up with them academically. This links to the idea that eFSM students potentially lack ambition due to the fact do not have full control over their lives and can sometimes lose ambition (Childrenssociety.org). Poverty and disadvantage are intrinsically linked to the idea of social exclusion and poor mental health, and, Morgan et al (2007), conducted an extensive study into this link and discovered although a trend exists, self-esteem, mental health and social exclusion are not easy to define and therefore difficult to improve. 
The issue with this point of view is that self-esteem is difficult to measure and whilst students with low self-esteem may also be eFSM, the two concepts are not mutually exclusive (GSDRC.org, 2011). For example, there are many non eFSM students who suffer with mental health and self-esteem issues. The charity Mind has done research into the idea that mental illnesses do not discriminate between class, race or gender (Mind.org.uk, 2013).  It is important to note here that the terms ‘mental health’ or ‘mental illness’ and ‘self-esteem’ are not interchangeable. Although there is a link between the two concepts, they are not always mutually exclusive but in fact symptoms of the other. For example, a student may have low self-esteem because of a mental illness, or one could lead to the other; the NHS states that looking after and improving self-esteem can improve resilience (NHS.uk. 2018). To summarise, it is difficult to measure mental illness, self-esteem and social exclusion because there are many factors to consider so it is therefore difficult to measure the school’s performance, although it is clear that School X has taken various aspects of this issue into account as they have several different ways in which they will attempt to tackle this issue. 
With this in mind, it does seem that School X has a range of strategies, evident in both the SIP and DIP, to deal with this complex issue in order to improve student wellbeing and potentially performance. The school plans to monitor self-esteem and wellbeing with entrance and exit surveys. Surveys can be a reliable way of gaining information quickly and accurately (Sociological Enquiry Principles, 2012). They can be useful I education as they can provide opinions, reveal attitudes and thoughts on a specific topic or theme and therefore give key indicators of how students are thinking, feeling and responding to a change or policy (Brewer, 2009). The Estyn report mentions the school’s effort to use surveys to gain the opinion of both parents and students and even changed their ‘effective feedback policy’ in response to pupil and parent feedback (Estyn, 2018). 
Another key issue identified within the School X’s SIP is the link between absenteeism and poverty, Zhang (2003) identified this link when conducting a study in London and found that students who are eFSM are likely to be disengaged and their attendance drops. There is a cycle that occurs when students are missing work and falling behind and then students are less likely to catch up thus perpetuating the cycle. The school plans to implement attendance panels in order to more closely monitor and act in the cases of routinely low or poor attendance. School X acknowledges that it is not just the students that do not attend key events at school; parents are not attending parents evenings and the school seeks to improve parental as well as student engagement. The more involved parents are in their child’s development the more likely they are to do well and achieve more according to the Welsh Government (2016). The Welsh Government also outlines that it is required that schools take on board their recommendations and that Estyn inspects on this.  However, based on the report published in 2018, Estyn (2018) there is little mention of parental engagement within the school aside from governor involvement and the survey used to amend the ‘effective feedback policy’. It is therefore important that students are supported at home to achieve the best that they can. 
In terms of the report written by the inspectorate Estyn, there is a pattern on what the school did better on. In regards to teaching and learning, School X achieved a rating of excellent whereas areas that included student wellbeing and anti-bullying the school received at rating of good (see appendix 3). Although ‘good’ is a high rating, it is important to note this compared to other aspects of school life such as leadership. It is possible that the proportion of children who are eFSM may affect the bullying data. Children who are vulnerable, including those who are eFSM are more likely to be bullied because of the stigma attached to low income and poverty (childrenssociety.org, 2012). 
The school is seemingly performing well across the board and in particular when tackling the issue of poverty and low attainment, with the gap between eFSM students and non-eFSM students being narrowed in core subjects. In terms of a local authority context, School X has one of the lowest budgets per pupil, but is above average in regards to eFSM statistics, especially in core subjects. However, the school does admit that poverty and reducing the effects of deprivation is still a high priority and continue to plan, implement and record data on the most vulnerable sudents in the school.
Recommendations
In terms of recommendations for School X to reduce the effects of poverty and deprivation, there are many possible options. When considering the self-esteem of eFSM students and LAC, although the school is performing adequately, their plan does suggest that these students are given extra support. This is good in principle, but it could be seen as singling these students out, possibly furthering the idea of feeling isolated, or the presence of social exclusion; although as previously discussed there are limitations on the measurable effect of this. My recommendation for this would be to focus on whole school self-esteem by putting more emphasis on pupil voice for all pupils to create a more open atmosphere in which students who potentially have low self-esteem could blossom and take part in more activities in the school and give them confidence which would be valuable beyond school life. 
Another possible recommendation would be to provide more information about higher and further education to more vulnerable students. Attainment at GCSE is a key factor when undertaking higher education and eFSM students are half as likely to attain the five A*-C grades needed to progress (Beard, 2011). My recommendation would therefore be to have honest discussions with students about what is necessary to gain access to higher and further education, before they undertake their GCSE exams. This would help students have a better understanding of what they are working towards and give them a purpose. As previously established, low self-esteem and self-worth may lead to students thinking they are not good enough for higher education but, by explaining the standards and helping them to devise targets could help students think clearly and realistically. 
A possible recommendation would be to make more parents and carers aware of the existence, benefits and the application process for obtaining FSM. Many parents who are eligible for FSM do not apply simply because they are un aware of the help available or do not know how to apply (Taylor, 2017). Although this does not directly tackle the issue of teaching and monitoring eFSM students, it does help alleviate the financial pressure for parents, the wellbeing of the student and also it would ensure that every child had the appropriate care to avoid the sense of social-exclusion for students and parents alike. 
As previously mentioned, bullying is an issue, not just at School X but on a large and universal scale. It was however a recommendation from Estyn that School X should improve the way in which they handle bullying and have more strategies to put into place in the event a child is being bullied. With eFSM students and vulnerable students in general more likely to be bullied because of the stigma attached to their situation, it is necessary to improve the mechanisms put in place to combat bullying in all its forms and at all levels. This is particularly true when considering forms of bullying that are harder to detect such as cyber bullying.
Conclusion
To conclude, there are many different factors that influence the attainment and performance of eFSM students who are potentially struggling with poverty. This essay has found that there is a difference between those who are lacking financial support, moral or emotional support, or both and addresses the idea that being eligible for FSM is not the most accurate or reliable indicator that a child is in poverty or struggling. School X is employing many strategies to combat of the issuesthat are facing the young people that attend the school. Factors such as self-esteem; which as was established can be difficult to measure and define, absenteeism and a general lack of support, can culminate in the low attainment seen among eFSM students.  There are many aspects of both the SIP and the MFL DIP which show a good grasp, knowledge and implementation of strategic planning, with the SIP basing some of its plans on research from the Sutton Trust and Joseph Rowntree Foundation.  According to various pieces of literature, the SIP and DIP relate well to best practises on tackling the complex, multi-dimensional and sensitive issue of poverty and deprivation within education. 
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