Part One
Defining Poverty and Deprivation in Schools
My current educational setting is a fully comprehensive secondary school in Llanelli, which serves a wide range of learners, including those experiencing poverty and living in areas of extreme deprivation. The school’s location falls in the Tyisha ward and as the Carmarthenshire County Council explains, Tyisha has been identified as one of the most deprived areas in the country, with both socio-economic and environmental challenges (2026). Of the estimated 851 pupils on roll, 35.4% of pupils are eFSM (eligible for Free School Meals), which is used as a national indicator for levels of poverty and deprivation. The Welsh Government (2025) reports that 18.4% of secondary school pupils in Wales are currently eligible for Free School Meals. Therefore, placing my current setting significantly above the national average at nearly double the number of pupils accessing free school meals. It has also been argued that children have consistently experienced the highest rates of poverty in the United Kingdom, placing them at increased risk of poorer educational and social outcomes (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2025). Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs emphasises the importance of food as a basic human necessity and one that must be met in order for pupils to feel safe and as I am aware of, for many of the pupils in my setting, this is not always the case. It is also important to consider that poverty does not simply refer to income but can also include social isolation, a lack of opportunities to enable pupils to participate in activities in school and fewer material resources.
Using solely FSM data as an indicator for deprivation can be challenging for several reasons. Most significantly, is that while it does help to recognise pupils facing deprivation, it does not identify all pupils who are living in deprivation and experiencing food poverty. Gorard (2012) argues that pupils without FSM information are likely to form part of a ‘super-deprived’ group who may actually require even more support than their FSM peers. It is estimated that the Welsh Government’s average is not a true reflection of pupils who should be eFSM for a number of factors that include, stigmatisation and parental fear of judgement, pupil variation in uptake and an integral factor that I have personally witnessed in the local area of my setting, is that the families of our EAL (English as an Additional Language) pupils struggle to accurately complete the application due to language barriers. All these factors contribute to a significantly large, and ever-growing, number of pupils who are not receiving Free School Meals, despite a need being present. As Taylor (2018) discussed, “parents are required to apply for eFSM but there are estimates that many do not.” Therefore, it could be argued that by placing the responsibility of FSM applications on parents and carers who are from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, we are innately excluding a number of pupils from receiving additional support, as these parents may well be EAL or have low literacy skills themselves. Halse and Ledger (2007) support this opinion and stated, “Mothers of FSM pupils are less well qualified than those of non-FSM pupils”. Therefore, the use of FSM data as a determiner of socio-economic background can be helpful but as with all systems, it does have its limitations. It is best used in combination with other markers such as the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivations (WIMD) which is designed to reflect educational disadvantage within an area in terms of lack of qualifications and skills (Welsh Government, 2025). By using FSM data and WIMD data combined, schools would be able to more accurately support pupils as they would have a more holistic view of pupils and tailor support accordingly.
As previously explored, there are many factors that impact the reliability of FSM data in schools, but there are also social factors that should be considered as we must reflect on pupils’ intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989). For instance, single-parent households, children with an ethnic minority parent and the children of disabled parents are much more likely to experience poverty and have this impact their educational outcomes. “Those living in households where there was a disability in the family were more likely to be in poverty for all age groups except pensioners.” (Welsh Government, 2026). Consequently, there may be two children in receipt of FSM, however, the socio-economic background of one child with two working parents who are still struggling financially, “81% of children living in relative income poverty live in working households” (Welsh Government, 2023), and a child whose single parent is disabled will experience poverty markedly differently from one another despite both being labelled as ‘FSM pupils’. This also impacts teacher expectations of pupils and the danger of labelling. This will be explored in greater detail when identifying the issue in my context and in the reflective aspect of my action plan. However, it is also important to reflect on why schools predominantly use FSM data as a deprivation indicator. Taylor (2018) stated that while schools use FSM data to inform practices and research, it is also being used as tool for government funding for schools. Conversely, the Pupil Premium Grant (PPG) is also available for schools to fully support all pupils. For the academic year 2019–2020, secondary schools received an additional £935 per pupil eligible for Free School Meals. Research has demonstrated that schools have discretion on how best to utilise these funds and most do so on additional classroom support, teaching interventions, school trips and extra-curricular activities. (Morris, R. and Dobson, G. 2021).
Identifying an Issue around Poverty in my Setting
Consequently, this is the issue that I have chosen to explore. Pupils in receipt of Free School Meals annually perform lower than their non-FSM counterparts in subject-based reading assessments and national reading tests. As supported by the DfE (2019), “Only 47% of children entitled to Free School Meals are achieving expected reading standards in Key Stage 2, compared to 68% of children who are not entitled to Free School Meals.” Furthermore, this attainment gap continues to grow wider as children progress through school. As forementioned, pupils in receipt of FSM are more likely to have lower literacy skills but this also raises other issues in the classroom such as disruptive behaviour. Tussey and Haas (2021), state that limited literacy during early childhood increases the risk of children displaying aggressive behaviour at school. In my educational setting, this was a concern that was recognised, especially post the COVID-19 pandemic. We have developed the breakfast club provision available to pupils to ensure that all pupils can start their school day with food. It’s estimated that, “Almost half a million schoolchildren in the UK aged 8 to 16 years skip breakfast, most commonly amongst the lowest socioeconomic groups.” (Shemilt, I., et al. 2004). The correlation of FSM pupils and disruptive classroom behaviour is one that warrants a thorough reflection due to its significant implications for pupil outcomes and wellbeing. However, it is not the focus of this reflection as I intend to focus on literacy outcomes for FSM pupils.
As a secondary school English teacher, I am acutely aware of the attainment gap between our FSM and non-FSM pupils. It has been estimated that, pupils who are FSM score 25 few GCSE points than non-FSM pupils – the equivalent of dropping a grade in 4 subjects (Halse, 2007). In recognition of this, there have been recent changes to our whole-school approach to embedding reading strategies in KS3 and this has led to a new project that I will be leading as ‘Equity Champion’ in school. I intend to monitor the current and upcoming Year 7 pupils’ reading ages at three key points throughout the school year; early in the autumn term upon pupils arriving in secondary school, the spring term after the return of pupils from the Christmas holidays and finally during the summer term after May half term. By using these three term dates, I hope to track both pupils’ engagement in reading projects and their outcomes in national reading tests. 
The introduction of national reading tests or more commonly known as Personalised Assessments are used in Welsh primary and secondary schools to monitor both the literacy and numeracy progress of pupils. As established earlier, the gap in FSM and non-FSM literacy outcomes continues to grow as pupils progress through school;
At secondary school, by the time they take their GCSEs, disadvantaged pupils (those who have been eligible for free school meals at any point in the last six years) are over 18.1 months of learning behind their peers. (Education Policy Institute, 2020)
Personalised Assessments were introduced as a policy initiative with the intention of being a formative assessment tool to be used as part of assessment and progression planning (Welsh Government, 2025). The premise is that Personalised Assessments are used with all pupils to track progression and set targets, regardless of socio-economic backgrounds. All teachers should have tailored teaching and learning plans for all pupils in their classroom after these assessments. This theory raises the issue of equity vs. equality in the classroom. Where previous assessments have required pupils to independently prepare at home, perhaps with the guidance of their parents and guardians, we already know that this support is not necessarily available for FSM pupils. Thus, it is the responsibility of us, as teachers, to ensure a learning environment that is equitable for all pupils. As Claiborne, L. (2023) states, “a truly equitable classroom requires a great understanding of pupils’ actual circumstances while being willing to put practises in place to allow students, despite their challenges, the opportunity to succeed.” By considering the different viewpoints of equitable assessments, an equal classroom may only further disadvantage FSM pupils. This can be understood as, those non-FSM pupils in the classroom who are receiving additional support at home as well as in school, will exacerbate the attainment gap, as FSM pupils are not receiving equitable support. Therefore, the Personalised Assessments do help to ‘level the playing field’ for pupils as the assessments tailor the questions based on pupils’ previous answers. Therefore, it removes the barriers that FSM pupils face when they don’t have the additional academic support at home, that non-FSM pupils may have access to. 
The theory suggested by Bradley and Corwyn (2002) outlined that a child’s economic capital, such as the family’s financial resources and material wealth, has a significant impact on a child’s learning. For instance, a more affluent child who has had continual access to ICT equipment, books and adequate nutrition, will perform better in nearly all educational outcomes. However, it is also interesting to consider Terzi, Unterhalter and Suissa’s (2022) Capability Approach where they consider that a child’s actual academic capabilities should be paramount as simply providing the same learning opportunities to all pupils will not result in the same learning outcomes, due to the societal inequalities that FSM learners face. This links back to the previous issue of equity vs. equality, whereby targeted interventions for FSM pupils are justified as they help to produced genuine equitable opportunities for all pupils. Finally, Bradley and Corwyn (2002) state that the “presence of affluent neighbours had a positive effect on IQ, teenage births, and school dropout.” Therefore, it could be argued that by considering a school’s local context is just as important as considering an individual pupils’ family context. This is a consideration that I hadn’t initially contemplated when I began this reflection, but it is important to note in the review of any interventions put into place in my setting. 
Conversely, by equipping teachers with the knowledge of who their FSM pupils are in the classroom, there is the potential of establishing lower teacher expectations and labelling. While teachers being fully informed of their pupils’ socio-economic background is not an inherently damaging issue, it does remain a significant area of concern for me, and one that I will be reflecting on. This is due to the impact of a self-fulfilling prophecy and the detrimental effect this can have on the educational outcomes of pupils. Powerful self-fulfilling prophecies may occur among students from stigmatized social groups (Jussim and Harber, 2005) and by labelling pupils as FSM and non-FSM, a clear stigmatisation, pupils’ perceptions of their own abilities lean precariously into this territory. Therefore, while knowledge is indeed power, the knowledge a teacher has of their pupils, must also be based on pupils’ performance in their classroom. Consequently, by combining FSM data, WIMD data and pupil performance in formative assessments such as the new personalised assessments, schools have a clearer holistic understanding of their pupils’ abilities and needs. 
Part Two
Rationale for Action Plan 
As established in part one, the attainment gap between FSM and non-FSM pupils is significant and it is an issue that continues to exist, despite pre-existing structures in schools. Specifically, the issue regarding the difference in literacy outcomes at the end of year 7 is what has warranted a deeper reflection. The impact that a child’s economic capital (Bradley and Corwyn, 2002) and the lower literacy skills of FSM pupils’ mothers (Halse and Ledger, 2007) have a considerable influence on literacy outcomes, especially when these factors are measured from a young age. The wider societal issues regarding poverty, namely social exclusion and the lack of language-rich opportunities, such as school trips and extra-curricular activities all contribute to this ever-growing gap. Furthermore, while existing assessment measures, such as the Welsh Government’s personalised assessments, effectively identify learners requiring support, in my experience, they have had limited success in effectively reducing the attainment gap. The following action plan will endeavour to narrow this gap by proposing equitable support for all pupils, but with a specific focus on our FSM pupils. Particular attention will be given to targeted literacy intervention, reading mentoring from older pupils (a Reading Buddies scheme) and family engagement strategies, all of which have been identified as having the potential to positively impact disadvantaged learners. The targeted methodologies will be evidence-based approaches focusing on improving literacy outcomes for our most disadvantaged pupils.
Whole Systems Approach
The OECD (2018) claims that “Quality and equity in education are the result of deliberate, carefully designed and systematically implemented policies and practices.” In that, policies and proposed interventions are only effective so long as they are embedded across a whole school, and on a larger scale, a whole system approach. The whole system approach places a significant importance of educational equity for our most disadvantaged learners from the very start of their journey through education. This too was emphasised by Jeremy Miles (2022) when he claimed that a whole systems approach, with support and input from all relevant stakeholders; teachers, parents and carers, governors and the local community, is the most effective strategy in implementing change in schools. Rather than a classroom practitioner pioneering an action plan without the support of who it is aimed at supporting. My personal reflection of this would be that a whole systems approach would be far more instrumental in achieving a successful outcome than a whole school approach as it includes all stakeholders from the very inception of the disadvantaged pupils’ education. Poverty and deprivation are not static concepts and throughout a pupil’s childhood, they will experience a spectrum of extremes of poverty, and it is important that all parties who are invested in the child’s education are working in tandem to limit the effects that poverty has on education. Most importantly, it also considers both the primary and secondary school’s context, which was discussed in part one as being essential to understanding experiences of deprivation.
Action Plan 
	Objective
	Action
	Rationale (Evidence Base)
	Measurement of Success
	Timescale

	1. Embed a ‘culture of reading’ across school
	· Promote ‘Literacy Leaders’ in each year group to inspire younger pupils.

	Results from the National Personalised Reading Assessments will identify the FSM pupils who scored 96-99 (standardised score) who are not fully accessing the curriculum. 
	The scores of 96-99 in the Autumn term will advance to 99+ by the summer term assessment.
	Autumn term 2026 
Spring Term 2027
Summer Term 2027 
(the three dates proposed in part 1)

	2. Improve learner engagement with reading
	· Establish a Reading Buddies (mentoring) scheme with older pupils during registration.
	Vygotsky's theory highlights the importance of support from more knowledgeable others.
	The new library system tracks the books checked out. FSM pupils will increase average library borrowing from 1 book per term to 3 books per term by July 2027.

	Sept 2026 to July 2027

	3. Strengthen parental engagement in literacy
	· Provide home reading resources and digital access materials to improve parental engagement.
	Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory highlights the influence of home-school partnerships on educational outcomes.
	An increase in parent voice responses to the survey performed at the end of the academic year.
	Jan 2026 to July 2027

	4. Develop a whole-school reading aloud during registration pilot programme
	· Provide training for all staff on the benefits of reading aloud to all pupils, especially FSM pupils who have not been exposed to literacy from a young age.
	Consistent whole-school approaches improve implementation and stakeholder investment in education.
	Staff feedback and learning walks demonstrate increased use of literacy strategies
	Autumn and Spring Terms



Literature Supporting Proposed Action Plan
1. Embed a ‘Culture of Reading’ across school 
The OECD (2011) published that in 2009, 37% of students reported that they do not read for enjoyment. That combined with the limited exposure FSM pupils previously had to literacy resources from a young age, has established a generation of pupils who are disengaged from reading and created a pre-existing gap where pupils are not enjoying reading from a young age. More significantly, Cremin (2023) found that volitional reading is associated with greater engagement with learning and stronger academic outcomes. The action plan uses the Welsh Government’s whole systems approach to fully embed a reading culture in school. This initiative aims to establish an environment where reading is not only enjoyed but is a natural progression for pupils through the school and it is anticipated this will be supported by the proposed Literacy Leaders in each year group. I am a strong believer that pupils respond well when placed in groups with a peer of either a higher literacy score or with an older pupil. McMahon (2025) stated that “by utilizing structured peer interactions in reading instruction, educators can simultaneously support literacy development and collaborative learning skills.” Therefore, by using older pupils and year group peers to model a passion for reading and literacy skills across school, we will help to improve FSM engagement in reading and literacy outcomes. However, it has also been found that peer role modelling is not only beneficial for the pupil receiving support but also for the ‘model’ pupil, “students can thrive when they feel responsible for not only their learning, but also the learning of their peers.” McMahon (2025). This first proposed action will be integral to the success of the plan as a whole.
2. Improve Learner Engagement with Reading 
The success of the first proposal will be evident in the outcome of the personalised assessment standardised scores. The importance of reading mentors and targeted interventions help to provide the scaffolding that will be needed to support our FSM pupils. This is also a key component in the Curriculum for Wales as it creates an equitable and inclusive learning environment for all. While the Zone of Proximal Development (1978) varies for each pupil as it relies on pupil engagement, it refers to the potential knowledge that can exists and could exist between pupils. The idea that a pupil can be supported by a more knowledgeable other can benefit all pupils as this links back to the previous point of peer mentoring. However, it is important to consider here the varying impact that the more knowledgeable Reading Buddy would have here as their knowledge will vary from pupil to pupil, so a consistent training programme would be firstly needed to ensure consistency across the programme.  Again, the new library system will map this progress through the new texts that will be checked out by pupils. 
3. Strengthen Parental Engagement in Literacy
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory suggests that a pupils’ academic outcomes are not just based on individual attainment but on a wider set of social systems, such as parental input, schooling and the connections made with the wider community. It also places emphasis on the need of the strong partnerships needed between a pupil’s home and school. This theory links well to the Welsh Government’s whole systems approach, and it is also a theory that I strongly support. In order for educational change to make a tangible difference to pupils’ lives, school must invest time and resources in support of all aspects of a pupil’s education; home, community and schooling.  By embedding meaningful parental engagement through community voice surveys, we will endeavour to bring all aspects together to make a real difference to FSM pupil outcomes.
4. Develop a Whole-School Reading Aloud during Registration Pilot Programme
The EEF (Education Endowment Foundation) notes that, “The act of reading aloud may support the development of the children’s spoken language comprehension and therefore contribute to their reading comprehension skills.” This is a significant claim because as it was established in part 1, FSM pupils tend not to have been exposed to literacy from a young age and by reading aloud, classroom practitioners are modelling higher skills and vocabulary for all pupils. Again, creating an equitable learning environment for all. Likewise, Jerrim and Moss (2018) argue that reading fiction is a predictor of long-term academic success. Conversely, by installing this approach as the final aspect of the action plan, pupils will be encouraged to read with their peers, parents and school community, and eventually, their reading standardised scores will reflect a gradual improvement in the reading outcomes for our FSM pupils. 
Evaluating Changes in Practice
When evaluating the impact that a proposed change could have on educational outcomes, there are many strategies we could consider but I am going to look at the Scottish Government’s (2023) ideas on evaluating systems changes. This model focuses on student outcomes, rather than just what was produced after the interventions and strategies were used. This can be seen through real quantitative data, such as improved FSM reading outcomes at the end of year 7, rather than simply assuming that pupils will improve because of the strategies outlined in the action plan will have been established. Equally, this approach recognises the need for accountability and an honest reflection, whereby if a strategy wasn’t successful, we are asking questions around why that might be and proactively changing the approaches so that it will be successful the following academic year. For instance, in my action plan, I foresee that strengthening parental engagement will most likely be the most problematic strategy. As previously mentioned in part 1, parents of FSM pupils tend to be disengaged from their child’s learning and are often disenfranchised from the education system due to negative experiences themselves. Upon reflection, more scaffolding would need to be placed here such as a parent mentoring scheme where parents are welcomed in to school for a reading aloud hour where the classroom practitioner would model reading aloud for pupils. This would further reinforce Bronfenbrenner’s theory and make those vital links between an eFSM pupil’s home life and school. By posing questions such as “To what extent have system-level outcomes been achieved?” (Scottish Government, 2023) we would allow for a critical and holistic review of the strategies outlined in the action plan.
However, one of the major drawbacks that I consider there to be from using a whole-systems approach is the impact it would have on already restrictive school budgets. To work collaboratively across schools in the same local community would be beneficial for pupils, however the economic cost that this would require for staff training and agency cover would have to be carefully weighed against the proposed benefits. Similarly, an increase in staff workload has the potential to alienate the classroom practitioners who are essential to implementing the changes.
Similarly, upon reflection, by considering, “To what extent have impacts varied for different groups of beneficiaries (e.g. priority family groups, depth of poverty, equality groups)?” (Scottish Government, 2023) I would be able to evaluate the effectiveness of the proposed changes and consider the intersectionality of our pupils and tailor the plan to those FSM pupils who are all experiencing deprivation, but to different extremities. Put more simply, I would be able to evaluate the success of the proposed strategies by talking to pupils and discussing their feelings towards reading. A desired outcome would, of course, be pupils discussing an improved enjoyment of reading but more deeply, I would hope to see our FSM learners show a growth in confidence in using a wider vocabulary or reading aloud with the class. Finally, as Harris, Jones and Hashim (2021) state, schools will improve educational outcomes for pupils better when they work collaboratively not just with the stakeholders linked to their school but more broadly across other schools in their community. The idea of System Leadership and a “macro” and “micro” level to systems will be needed to make a successful fundamental change to education outcomes for FSM learners. The Macro Systems referring to the government policies, cultural attitudes to poverty and the national curriculum, and the Micro Systems referring to the impact the school, family and the local community have on the pupil’s learning. Lastly, it is important to consider that system leadership is not simply a role or an individual embedding change but a holistic practice that is dedicated to supporting our most deprived and vulnerable learners so that education is equitable for all learners.
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