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Abstract
The ability to read effectively underpins educational achievement and enables pupils to engage successfully with the wider curriculum. Understanding the factors associated with reading development is therefore important for schools seeking to improve outcomes and reduce educational inequalities. This study examined the relationship between attendance, eligibility for Free School Meals (eFSM), Additional Learning Needs (ALN) status and gender in relation to reading-age progress amongst Year 6 pupils.
A quantitative, retrospective cohort design was employed using routinely collected assessment and demographic data from 177 Year 6 pupils in a Welsh Primary Federation. Reading attainment was measured using the Salford Reading Test, administered in October 2025 and June 2026. Reading-age scores were converted into total months to calculate progress over the study period. Statistical analyses included descriptive statistics, tests of normality, Pearson's Product-Moment Correlation and independent-samples t-tests.
Pupils demonstrated an average reading-age gain of 4.38 months (SD = 2.93). Results identified a weak negative relationship between attendance and reading-age progress (r = -.176) which explained only 3.1% of the variance in reading-age progress. Indicating that pupils with lower attendance tended to make slightly greater gains in reading age. However, attendance accounted for only 3.1% of the variance in reading-age progress. Significant differences were found between pupils eligible for eFSM and those not eligible, with eFSM pupils demonstrating greater reading-age progress despite lower levels of overall reading attainment. Similarly, pupils identified with ALN demonstrated significantly greater reading-age progress than pupils without identified ALN. No statistically significant differences were identified according to gender.
The findings highlight the importance of distinguishing between reading attainment and reading progress when evaluating literacy outcomes. Whilst pupils eligible for eFSM and those identified with ALN demonstrated lower levels of attainment, both groups made significantly greater progress than their peers. The study suggests that pupils traditionally considered at greater educational risk may nevertheless demonstrate substantial gains in reading age over time and reinforces the importance of monitoring progress alongside attainment when evaluating educational effectiveness.
Keywords: Reading-age progress; Salford Reading Test; attendance; eligible for Free School Meals (eFSM); Additional Learning Needs (ALN); literacy attainment.

























Introduction
Improving literacy outcomes remains a persistent challenge within Welsh education. Despite sustained policy attention and successive reforms aimed at raising standards, national and international assessments continue to raise concerns regarding reading attainment. Recent Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) findings indicate that Wales continues to perform below the OECD average and remains the lowest-performing UK nation in reading literacy (Welsh Government, 2023). More recent PISA 2025 results suggest that these concerns remain, with reading performance continuing to regress behind the other UK nations and almost one-third of Welsh pupils failing to achieve the OECD baseline level of reading proficiency. These findings reinforce the importance of understanding the factors associated with literacy development and educational equity in Wales. 
Literacy occupies a central position within Welsh educational policy, initiatives such as the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF), national reading assessments and, more recently, personalised assessments within Curriculum for Wales reflect the recognition that literacy is fundamental to successful participation across the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2024). However, concerns regarding reading attainment persist despite these reforms, raising questions about the extent to which policy initiatives have translated into sustained improvements in pupil outcomes.
The significance of literacy is reflected in a substantial body of research linking reading proficiency to educational attainment, participation, employment prospects and wider social mobility (OECD, 2010; Brooks, 2016). Reading functions not only as a curriculum subject but also as the principal means through which learners access knowledge and engage with learning across other disciplines. Consequently, inequalities in literacy attainment have implications that extend beyond educational performance alone, making literacy development an important concern for policymakers, educational leaders and practitioners.
Research has identified a range of factors associated with literacy attainment and progress. Socio-economic disadvantage, commonly measured through eligibility for Free School Meals (eFSM), has consistently been linked to lower educational outcomes. Similarly, pupils identified with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) may experience barriers that affect literacy development despite receiving targeted support. Attendance has also emerged as a significant concern in the post-pandemic educational landscape, with reduced attendance potentially limiting access to instruction and intervention. In addition, gender differences in reading attainment have been widely reported, with girls frequently outperforming boys on measures of reading achievement.
Whilst these factors have been extensively examined within the wider literature, much of the existing research relies on large scale datasets that identify population-level trends. Such studies provide valuable insight into patterns of attainment but may offer limited understanding of how these relationships operate within individual school contexts. Furthermore, research has tended to focus on attainment rather than rates of progress, despite the distinction between the two being particularly important when evaluating educational effectiveness and equity.
Against this backdrop, the present study investigates the extent to which attendance, eFSM eligibility, ALN status and gender are associated with reading-age progress amongst Year 6 pupils in a Welsh Federation. Reading development is operationalised through gains in reading age as measured by the Salford Reading Test. By examining the relationships between these factors and pupils' progress, the study seeks to identify the characteristics most strongly associated with differential literacy outcomes. In doing so, it contributes to ongoing debates concerning educational equity, literacy development and evidence-informed school improvement. The findings may assist educational leaders in targeting interventions more effectively, allocating resources strategically and developing approaches that reduce barriers to literacy achievement for vulnerable groups of learners.
Literature and Theoretical Framework
Reading proficiency is strongly associated with educational attainment, participation, employment prospects and wider social mobility (Brooks, 2016). As reading functions both as a curriculum subject and as the primary means through which learners access knowledge across other disciplines, understanding the factors associated with literacy development remains an important concern for educational leaders and policymakers.
The present study is informed by Bronfenbrenner's (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, which conceptualises educational outcomes as the product of interactions between individuals and the multiple environments within which they live and learn. From this perspective, literacy development is shaped not only by learner characteristics but also by family circumstances, school experiences and broader socio-economic influences. Attendance, eligibility for Free School Meals (eFSM), Additional Learning Needs (ALN) status and gender may therefore be viewed as interconnected influences on literacy development rather than independent predictors.
Measuring reading development presents a methodological challenge because reading is a multidimensional construct encompassing decoding, fluency, comprehension, vocabulary knowledge and engagement. Consequently, no single assessment can provide a complete representation of reading ability, despite these limitations, standardised assessments remain widely used because they provide consistent measures of attainment and progress over time. The Salford Reading Test is commonly used in UK schools and provides an estimate of reading age based on reading accuracy and fluency (Vincent & de la Mare, 2008). However, age-equivalent scores have been criticised for their psychometric limitations and may imply a level of precision that exceeds what can reasonably be inferred from assessment data. Small changes in raw scores can produce disproportionately large changes in age-equivalent scores, limiting their reliability as indicators of progress (Pearson Assessments, n.d.). Furthermore, gains in reading age do not necessarily reflect equivalent improvements in broader literacy skills such as comprehension, critical reading and engagement with texts.
A substantial body of literature identifies socio-economic disadvantage as one of the strongest predictors of educational attainment (Sirin, 2005; Duncan & Magnuson, 2012). Within Wales, eligibility for Free School Meals remains the most widely used indicator of disadvantage, although it captures only one dimension of socio-economic circumstance. Research suggests that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds may have reduced access to literacy resources and reading-related experiences (Van Steensel, 2006). Nevertheless, disadvantage is not deterministic, and considerable variation exists both within and between school contexts.
Attendance has also emerged as an important educational concern, particularly in the post-pandemic context. Whilst regular attendance is generally associated with improved academic outcomes (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2018), attendance itself is influenced by a range of social and educational factors, including disadvantage, wellbeing and additional learning needs. Although existing research largely focuses on attainment, less is known about the relationship between attendance and rates of reading progress.
Similarly, pupils identified with ALN frequently demonstrate lower levels of literacy attainment, although the ALN population is highly heterogeneous and encompasses a wide range of learning profiles and support needs. Evidence suggests that targeted support and high-quality teaching can positively influence literacy outcomes for many learners with additional needs (Snowling & Hulme, 2021). Gender differences in reading attainment have also been widely reported, with girls typically outperforming boys in international assessments (OECD, 2023). However, higher attainment does not necessarily imply greater rates of improvement over time, and the relationship between gender and reading progress remains less clearly understood.
Although extensive research has examined attendance, socio-economic disadvantage, ALN status and gender in relation to educational attainment, important gaps remain. Much of the available evidence focuses on attainment rather than progress and frequently examines these variables in isolation. Consequently, less is known about how these factors relate to reading-age progress within individual school contexts. The present study addresses this gap by examining the extent to which attendance, eFSM status, ALN status and gender are associated with reading-age progress amongst a Year 6 cohort in a Welsh Primary Federation.
Hypotheses
H1: Higher attendance rates will be positively associated with greater reading-age progress.
H2: Pupils eligible for eFSM will demonstrate significantly lower reading-age progress than non-eFSM pupils.
H3: Pupils identified with ALN will demonstrate significantly lower reading-age progress than pupils without identified additional learning needs.
H4: Reading-age progress will differ significantly according to gender.
Methodology
This study was underpinned by a post-positivist epistemological stance; a post-positivist approach was considered appropriate because the research sought to test a series of hypotheses using objective quantitative data. Reading-age progress was treated as a measurable outcome, and statistical analyses were used to examine the relationships between attendance, eFSM status, ALN status, gender and pupil progress. Whilst recognising the limitations of quantitative measurement, the study aimed to generate evidence-based conclusions through systematic statistical inquiry (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Cohen et al., 2018).
To address the research questions, a quantitative, non-experimental design was employed, this approach enabled the examination of relationships between measurable variables and facilitated the identification of statistically significant differences between pupil groups. Attendance, eFSM status, ALN status and gender were examined as independent variables, whilst reading-age progress served as the dependent variable.
Data was drawn from routinely collected school assessment and demographic records and analysed retrospectively. No intervention was introduced as part of the study instead, the research explored naturally occurring variation in pupil outcomes over the course of an academic year. This retrospective cohort design provided an opportunity to investigate patterns of reading-age progress within an authentic educational setting across a whole Year 6 cohort.
Participants
The sample consisted of 177 Year 6 pupils attending a Welsh Primary Federation. The cohort included 92 boys (52.0%), 84 girls (47.5%) and one pupil recorded within an alternative gender category (0.5%). Seventy-six pupils (42.9%) were eligible for Free School Meals (eFSM), whilst 101 pupils (57.1%) were not.
Eighty-three pupils (46.9%) were identified as having an Additional Learning Need (ALN) and were recorded by the school as receiving monitoring, School Individual Development Plan (IDP), Local Authority IDP, ALN provision or Pupil-Centred Plan (PCP) support. Ninety-four pupils (53.1%) had no identified Additional Learning Need.
As the study included the entire Year 6 cohorts, no sampling procedure was required.
Measures
Salford Reading Test
Reading attainment was measured using the Salford Reading Test, a standardised assessment commonly used within UK schools to assess reading accuracy and fluency and provide an estimate of reading age (Vincent & de la Mare, 2008).
The assessment was administered at the beginning of Year 6 in October 2025 and repeated in June 2026, approximately eight months later. Reading-age scores were converted into total months prior to analysis to facilitate accurate calculation of reading-age progress and permit valid statistical comparisons. Progress was calculated by subtracting baseline reading age from follow-up reading age.
Attendance
Attendance data were obtained from Bromcom school records and recorded as attendance percentages. Attendance was treated as a continuous variable for statistical analysis.
Free School Meal Eligibility
eFSM status was obtained from Bromcom school records and recorded as a binary variable indicating whether pupils were eligible (Y) or not eligible for Free School Meals (N).
Additional Learning Needs (ALN)
ALN status was determined from school Bromcom records, pupils receiving monitoring, School Individual Development Plan (IDP), Local Authority IDP, ALN provision or Pupil-Centred Plan (PCP) support were classified as having an Additional Learning Need.
Gender
Gender was recorded according to school records and categorised for statistical analysis.
Procedure
The Salford Reading Test was administered in October 2025 and repeated in June 2026. Assessments were administered by trained school staff following the standardised procedures outlined within the test manual. Following completion of the assessments, reading-age data, attendance records and demographic information were anonymised and combined into a single dataset for analysis.
Ethical Considerations
The study utilised anonymised secondary data routinely collected by the school as part of its normal assessment and monitoring procedures. No identifying pupil information was included within the dataset or reported within the findings.
Data was stored securely and analysed in accordance with school data-protection procedures, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and institutional ethical guidelines. As the research involved secondary analysis of anonymised educational data collected routinely by the school, no direct participant recruitment was required.
Data Analysis
Data was analysed using Microsoft Excel and IBM SPSS Statistics, prior to analysis, all reading-age scores were converted into total months to facilitate calculation of reading-age progress. Descriptive statistics, including frequencies, means and standard deviations, were calculated to provide an overview of the sample and patterns of reading attainment and progress.
The distribution of reading-age progress scores was assessed using descriptive statistics, histograms and a Shapiro-Wilk test of normality. As the data deviated significantly from a normal distribution, alternative non-parametric analyses were considered; however, parametric procedures were retained because of the sample size and the robustness of Pearson's correlation and independent-samples t-tests to moderate departures from normality.
Pearson's Product-Moment Correlation was used to examine the relationship between attendance and reading-age progress. Pearson's r was selected because both variables were continuous and the study sought to determine the strength and direction of any linear relationship between them.
Independent-samples t-tests were used to compare reading-age progress according to eFSM status, ALN status and gender. Statistical significance was assessed using an alpha level of .05 throughout all analyses.
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Table 1.1 Descriptive statistics of Reading-Age Progress
	Variable
	N
	Mean
	Median
	Mode
	SD

	Reading-Age Progress (Months)
	177
	4.38
	5.00
	6.00
	2.93



Table 1.1 shows descriptive statistics for reading-age progress across the sample. Pupils made an average of 4.38 months' progress in reading age (SD = 2.93). The median score was 5.00 months and the most frequently occurring score was 6.00 months.

Figure 1.2 Distribution of Reading Age Progress


Figure 1.2 illustrates the distribution of reading-age progress scores across the sample. Most pupils achieved positive gains in reading age, with scores concentrated towards the upper end of the distribution. The highest frequency of scores fell within the 5.8-to-7.6-month range, indicating that this level of progress was the most common within the sample. In contrast, relatively few pupils recorded low or negative levels of progress.
Analysis of the histogram suggested that the distribution was not symmetrical. The frequency of scores increased gradually across the categories before reaching a peak in the 5.8-to-7.6-month interval and then declined in the final category. This pattern indicates a negatively skewed distribution, with a small number of pupils recording substantially lower levels of progress than the majority of the sample.
The shape of the histogram was consistent with the descriptive statistics reported in Figure 1.1. The mean reading-age progress score was 4.38 months (SD = 2.93), while the median and mode were 5.00 and 6.00 months respectively. The lower mean in comparison to the median and mode further suggests a degree of negative skew within the data.
Table 1.3 Shapiro-Wilk Test of Normality
	Variable
	Shapiro-Wilk (W)
	df
	p

	Reading-Age Progress
	.891
	177
	< .001



To assess normality, a Shapiro-Wilk test was conducted on reading-age progress scores. The results indicated a significant departure from normality, W = .891, p < .001. This finding was consistent with the distribution shown in Figure 1.2, which suggested a negatively skewed pattern. However, parametric analyses were retained because of the relatively large sample size (N = 177) and the established robustness of Pearson's correlations and independent-samples t-tests to moderate violations of normality. Consequently, Pearson's product-moment correlation and independent-samples t-tests were used in the subsequent analyses.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK7]

Hypothesis 1 -Attendance and Progress
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Table 2.1 Reading Attainment and Reading-Age Progress by Attendance Category
	Attendance grouping
	N
	Mean attendance
	Mean Reading Age
	Mean Reading progress

	95%>
	28
	96%
	11.4
	3.17

	94-90%
	53
	92%
	10.3
	4.38

	89%<
	95
	78%
	9.97
	4.51
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Table 2.1 presents descriptive statistics for reading attainment and reading-age progress across the attendance categories. Pupils with attendance of 95% or above demonstrated the highest mean reading age (M = 11.40 years), whereas pupils with attendance below 90% demonstrated the lowest mean reading age (M = 9.97 years). However, the pattern for progress differed, pupils with attendance of 95% or above demonstrated the lowest mean reading-age progress (M = 3.17 months), compared with 4.38 months for pupils with attendance between 90% and 94%, and 4.51 months for pupils with attendance below 90%. These descriptive statistics suggest that pupils in the lower attendance categories demonstrated slightly greater reading-age gains than pupils with higher attendance.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK12]Figure 2.2 Scatterplot showing the relationship between attendance (%) and reading-age progress (months)
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Figure 2.2 presents the relationship between attendance and reading-age progress. Visual inspection of the scatterplot indicates substantial variability in progress across all attendance levels. The trendline demonstrated a slight negative slope, suggesting that pupils with lower attendance tended to demonstrate greater gains in reading age. However, the wide dispersion of data points indicates that attendance was only weakly associated with reading-age progress. Pearson's product-moment correlation identified a weak negative relationship between attendance and reading-age progress, r (174) = -.176, p = .019. The coefficient of determination (R² = .031) indicated that attendance accounted for approximately 3.1% of the variance in reading-age progress, suggesting that attendance was only a minor contributor to differences in reading-age gains across the sample.

Therefore, the Hypothesis was not supported, whilst a statistically significant relationship was identified, the relationship was negative rather than positive. Pupils with lower attendance demonstrated slightly greater gains in reading age, although the effect was weak.
Hypothesis 2: eFSM versus Non eFSM Progress 
Table 3.1 Reading Age Progress by eFSM Status
	Group
	N
	Mean Progress
	SD

	eFSM
	76
	4.75
	2.51

	Non-eFSM
	101
	3.79
	3.08



An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare reading-age progress between pupils eligible for eFSM and those who were not eligible. Pupils eligible for eFSM demonstrated greater progress than non-eFSM pupils, t (172)=3.39, p=.001. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was not supported, as eFSM pupils demonstrated significantly greater, rather than lower, reading-age progress.
Table 3.2 Reading Attainment and Progress by eFSM Status
	Group
	Mean Reading Age (Test 1)
	Mean Reading Age (Test 2)
	Mean Progress

	eFSM
	9.05
	9.34
	4.75

	Non-eFSM
	10.68
	11.01
	3.79

	Mean progress values were calculated from individual pupil gains and therefore do not necessarily equal the difference between group mean reading ages at Test 1 and Test 2.



Analysis of the reading-age attainment scores revealed differences between the two groups. At the beginning of the study, pupils eligible for eFSM had a mean reading age of 9.05 years, compared with 10.68 years for non-eFSM pupils. Following the second administration of the Salford Reading Test, mean reading ages increased to 9.34 years and 11.01 years respectively. Although pupils eligible for eFSM demonstrated greater average progress during the study period, non-eFSM pupils maintained higher overall levels of reading attainment.

Table 3:3 Mean Progress of Non e-FSM Pupils Versus eFSM Pupils


Figure 3.3 Mean Reading-Age Progress by eFSM Status







Figure 3.3 illustrates mean reading-age progress according to eFSM status. Pupils eligible for eFSM demonstrated higher average reading-age progress (M = 4.75 months) than non-eFSM pupils (M = 3.79 months). The difference was statistically significant, t(172) = 3.39, p = .001.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK9]Hypothesis 3 Reading-Age progress (months) by ALN status
Table 4.1 Reading Age Progress by ALN status
	Group
	N
	Mean Progress (Months)
	SD

	ALN
	83
	5.09
	2.80

	Non-ALN
	94
	3.68
	2.88



Table 4.1 highlights pupils’ reading-age progress according to their ALN status. Pupils identified with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) demonstrated a higher mean level of reading-age progress (M = 5.09 months, SD = 2.80) than pupils without identified ALN (M = 3.68 months, SD = 2.88). The standard deviations indicate a similar degree of variation in reading-age progress across both groups.
Figure 4.2 Mean Reading Age Progress by ALN Status (Months)

Figure 4.2 illustrates mean reading-age progress according to ALN status. Pupils identified with ALN demonstrated greater average reading-age progress than pupils without identified ALN.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK10]An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare reading-age progress between pupils identified with ALN and pupils without identified additional learning needs. The difference was statistically significant, t(171) = 3.28, p = .001. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was not supported, as pupils identified with ALN demonstrated significantly greater, rather than lower, reading-age progress than pupils without identified additional learning needs.

Hypothesis 4 Gender Difference in Reading Progress
An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare reading-age progress between boys and girls. Girls demonstrated a slightly higher mean level of reading-age progress (M = 4.32 months, SD = 2.82) than boys (M = 4.00 months, SD = 3.01). However, this difference was not statistically significant, t(172) = 1.29, p = .197. Therefore, Hypothesis 4, which predicted that reading-age progress would differ significantly according to gender, was not supported.
Table 5.1 Reading-Age Progress by Gender
	Gender
	N
	Mean Progress (Months)
	SD

	Boys
	92
	4.00
	3.02

	Girls
	84
	4.32
	2.83



Table 5.1 presents reading-age progress by gender. Girls demonstrated a slightly higher mean level of reading-age progress (M = 4.32 months, SD = 2.83) than boys (M = 4.00 months, SD = 3.02). The difference between the group means was relatively small, indicating similar levels of progress across genders.

Figure 5.2 Mean Reading-Age Progress by Gender

Figure 5.2 presents mean reading-age progress by gender. Girls demonstrated a slightly higher mean level of reading-age progress (M = 4.32 months) than boys (M = 4.00 months). However, the difference between the group means was relatively small.
Discussion
Reading-Age Progress Distribution
The findings indicated that the majority of pupils demonstrated positive reading-age progress during the study period, with an average gain of 4.38 months. The assessments were administered approximately eight months apart; therefore, this average gain suggests that, whilst pupils made positive progress overall, reading-age development did not keep pace with chronological progression. This suggests that, on average, pupils' reading-age development occurred at a slower rate than expected over the assessment period, despite measurable improvements in reading attainment. Progress scores were concentrated towards the upper end of the distribution, although a small number of pupils demonstrated limited or negative progress. This pattern contributed to the negatively skewed distribution observed within the sample.
The Shapiro-Wilk test confirmed that reading-age progress scores were not normally distributed. Such distributions are not uncommon within educational research, particularly when progress measures are used, as pupil outcomes rarely follow a linear pattern. The concentration of scores towards higher levels of progress suggests that positive gains were achieved by most pupils, although considerable variation remained across the cohort. This variation highlights the importance of recognising that pupils do not develop literacy skills at identical rates, even when taught within the same educational environment. 
Although the normality assumption was violated, parametric analyses were retained because of the relatively large sample size and the robustness of Pearson's correlations and independent-samples t-tests to moderate departures from normality. Consequently, the findings should be interpreted with a reasonable degree of confidence. More broadly, the distribution of scores reinforces the complexity of literacy development and suggests that progress is influenced by a range of interacting factors rather than a single identifiable influence.
Attendance and Reading-Age Progress (H1)
Hypothesis 1 predicted that higher attendance rates would be positively associated with greater reading-age progress. The findings did not support this hypothesis. Pearson's correlation analysis identified a weak negative relationship between attendance and reading-age progress (r = -.176), suggesting that pupils with lower attendance tended to demonstrate slightly greater gains in reading age. However, the practical significance of this finding was limited, as attendance accounted for only 3.1% of the variance in reading-age progress (R² = .031). This suggests that other factors were likely to have had a greater influence on literacy development within this cohort.
This finding contrasts with much of the existing literature, which suggests that regular attendance is associated with higher levels of academic achievement (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2018). One possible explanation is that pupils with lower attendance entered the study with lower levels of reading attainment and therefore had greater scope for measurable improvement over time. Alternatively, pupils identified as vulnerable or at risk of underachievement may have received targeted literacy interventions that contributed to accelerated progress despite lower levels of attendance.
The practical significance of the relationship was limited, given that attendance explained only a small proportion of the variance in reading-age progress, it is likely that other factors played a more substantial role in influencing literacy development. From Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological perspective, attendance should therefore be viewed as one of several interconnected influences rather than a primary determinant of reading progress.
eFSM and Reading-Age Progress (H2)
Hypothesis 2 predicted that pupils eligible for Free School Meals (eFSM) would demonstrate significantly lower reading-age progress than their non-eFSM peers. The findings did not support this hypothesis. Contrary to expectations, pupils eligible for eFSM demonstrated significantly greater reading-age progress than pupils who were not eligible for eFSM.
This finding is significant because it contrasts with a substantial body of research linking socioeconomic disadvantage with lower educational attainment and literacy outcomes (Sirin, 2005; Duncan & Magnuson, 2012). Whilst socioeconomically disadvantaged pupils frequently attain lower scores on measures of literacy attainment, these findings suggest that lower attainment does not necessarily imply lower rates of progress.
Importantly, pupils eligible for eFSM entered the study with lower mean reading-age scores and remained lower attaining than their peers at the second assessment point. However, they demonstrated stronger rates of improvement across the study period, this distinction highlights the importance of differentiating between attainment and progress. Whilst attainment reflects a pupil's current level of performance, progress reflects the rate of improvement over time, the two measures should therefore not be interpreted as interchangeable.
Several explanations may account for this finding. Pupils eligible for eFSM may have benefited from targeted literacy initiatives, enhanced pastoral support, or closer progress monitoring associated with efforts to reduce socioeconomic disadvantage. It is also possible that the Federation prioritised resources towards disadvantaged learners, thereby increasing opportunities for accelerated progress, however, because this study did not measure the nature, frequency, or quality of such support, the relative contribution of these factors remains uncertain.

From an ecological perspective, eFSM status reflects wider socioeconomic influences operating beyond the classroom environment. Overall, the findings suggest that socioeconomic disadvantage does not necessarily result in lower rates of progress within this cohort.

Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and Reading-Age Progress (H3)
Hypothesis 3 proposed that pupils identified with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) would demonstrate significantly lower reading-age progress than pupils without identified additional learning needs. The findings did not support this hypothesis. Instead, pupils identified with ALN demonstrated significantly greater reading-age progress than pupils without identified ALN.
This finding challenges assumptions frequently associated with ALN and literacy development. Whilst pupils with additional learning needs are often reported to achieve lower levels of literacy attainment, the present findings suggest that they may nevertheless make substantial gains over time. Consequently, lower attainment should not be interpreted as evidence of reduced capacity for progress.
One possible explanation is that pupils identified with ALN may have received additional support, targeted intervention or more intensive monitoring than their peers without identified needs. Prior research suggests that high-quality teaching and well-targeted support can positively influence literacy outcomes for many learners with additional needs (Snowling & Hulme, 2021). Whilst the present study cannot establish causation, additional provision may have contributed to the stronger rates of progress observed.
A further explanation concerns starting points, pupils with ALN may have begun the study with lower levels of attainment, providing greater opportunity for measurable improvement across the assessment period. As with the eFSM findings, this reinforces the importance of distinguishing between progress and attainment when evaluating educational outcomes.
An alternative explanation for these findings is regression to the mean, pupils identified with ALN may have entered the study with lower baseline reading-age scores, increasing the likelihood of larger gains at the second assessment point. Consequently, some of the progress observed may reflect a statistical tendency for initially lower scores to move closer to the sample average over time rather than the sole effect of intervention or support. Whilst targeted provision may have contributed positively to pupil outcomes, caution is therefore required when attributing greater progress exclusively to educational interventions.

The findings highlight the heterogeneity of the ALN population and caution against deficit-oriented assumptions regarding learners with identified needs. Whilst pupils with ALN are frequently discussed in relation to attainment gaps, the present findings suggest that lower attainment does not necessarily equate to lower rates of progress. However, because ALN encompasses a diverse range of learning profiles and support arrangements, the mechanisms underpinning these gains remain unclear. From an ecological perspective, progress may be influenced by interactions between learner characteristics, support provision and wider educational contexts. Future research employing more detailed categorisation of ALN and multivariate statistical analyses may provide a deeper understanding of the factors associated with literacy progress amongst learners with identified additional needs.

Gender Differences in Reading-Age Progress (H4)
Hypothesis 4 predicted that reading-age progress would differ significantly according to gender. The findings did not support this hypothesis. Although girls demonstrated slightly higher mean reading-age progress than boys, the difference between groups was not statistically significant.
This finding is noteworthy because international research consistently reports higher levels of reading attainment amongst girls than boys (OECD, 2023). Similarly, girls have often been found to report more positive attitudes towards reading and greater engagement in reading-related activities outside school (Clark & Teravainen-Goff, 2019). However, the present findings suggest that higher attainment does not necessarily translate into significantly greater progress over time.
One possible explanation is that reading-age progress reflects growth rather than absolute performance. Whilst boys and girls may differ in overall attainment, both groups may be equally capable of improving their reading skills when provided with comparable learning opportunities and instructional support.
The relatively small difference between the group means supports this interpretation. Although girls demonstrated higher average progress than boys, the size of the difference was modest and insufficient to demonstrate a meaningful statistical effect. Given the variation in progress observed within both groups, gender did not appear to function as a significant predictor of reading-age development within this cohort.
Overall, the findings suggest that boys and girls made broadly comparable gains in reading age and that gender was not a significant predictor of reading-age development within this cohort. Whilst international research frequently reports gender differences in reading attainment, the present findings indicate that such differences may not necessarily translate into differences in rates of progress. This distinction is important because it suggests that attainment gaps observed at a single point in time may not accurately reflect pupils' capacity for improvement. Furthermore, the small size of the observed difference highlights the importance of considering practical significance alongside statistical significance when interpreting educational data.

Overall Discussion

Taken together, the findings suggest that literacy development is influenced by a complex interaction of educational, social and individual factors. Whilst attendance demonstrated a statistically significant negative association with reading-age progress, the relationship was weak and of limited practical significance. In contrast, pupils traditionally considered at greater educational risk, including those eligible for eFSM and those identified with ALN, demonstrated significantly greater rates of progress than their peers despite maintaining lower levels of overall attainment. Gender did not emerge as a significant predictor of reading-age progress.
Collectively, these findings challenge simplistic assumptions linking disadvantage directly to lower educational progress. The distinction between attainment and progress is particularly important, whilst disadvantaged and ALN pupils remained lower attaining overall, they demonstrated stronger rates of improvement across the study period. However, caution is required when interpreting these findings, greater progress may reflect successful intervention and support, but it may also be influenced by lower baseline attainment and regression-to-the-mean effects. Consequently, the findings should not be interpreted as evidence that educational inequalities have been overcome.
The distinction between attainment and progress has important implications for educational leaders and policymakers. Educational accountability systems frequently emphasise attainment outcomes, yet attainment alone may provide an incomplete picture of educational effectiveness. The findings of the present study suggest that pupils who traditionally face greater barriers to educational success can nevertheless demonstrate substantial rates of improvement over time. Consequently, schools may benefit from adopting approaches that evaluate both attainment and progress when assessing the impact of literacy interventions and wider school improvement initiatives.
The findings also raise important questions regarding how educational disadvantage is conceptualised. Whilst eligibility for eFSM and identification of ALN were associated with lower levels of reading attainment, neither characteristic was associated with lower rates of progress. This suggests that deficit-oriented assumptions regarding disadvantaged groups may oversimplify the complexity of literacy development. Educational outcomes are likely to be shaped by a dynamic interaction between learner characteristics, school provision, family circumstances and wider social influences. As such, caution should be exercised when interpreting demographic characteristics as deterministic predictors of educational outcomes.
The attendance findings warrant particular consideration, the weak negative relationship identified in the present study contrasts with a substantial body of research linking attendance with academic achievement. One possible explanation is that attendance may relate more strongly to attainment than to short-term rates of progress. Another possibility is that schools disproportionately direct intervention and support towards pupils identified as vulnerable or at risk of underachievement, including those with lower attendance. Consequently, greater progress amongst some pupils with lower attendance may reflect targeted support rather than the educational benefits of absence itself. Further investigation using larger datasets and multivariate approaches would be required to explore these relationships in more detail.
More broadly, the findings reinforce the importance of adopting a contextual understanding of literacy development. Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological framework suggests that educational outcomes emerge through interactions between learners and the multiple systems within which they are situated. The results of the present study provide some support for this perspective, as no individual predictor emerged as a strong determinant of reading-age progress. Instead, literacy development appears to reflect the cumulative influence of multiple interacting factors operating both within and beyond the school environment. This highlights the need for educational strategies that address not only academic factors but also the broader social and contextual influences that shape learning opportunities.
Taken together, these findings suggest that attainment and progress should be considered complementary indicators of educational success. Whilst attainment remains an important indicator of educational achievement, progress measures may provide additional insight into how effectively schools support learners with differing starting points. Future research should therefore continue to examine literacy development through both attainment and progress-based lenses in order to provide a more comprehensive understanding of educational equity and school effectiveness.
Limitations
Whilst the present study provides valuable insight into factors associated with reading-age progress, several limitations should be acknowledged.
Firstly, the study was conducted within a single Federation in Wales. As educational contexts vary considerably in terms of pupil demographics, levels of disadvantage, attendance patterns and intervention provision, the findings may not be generalisable to other schools or settings. Future research involving larger samples drawn from multiple schools would strengthen the external validity of the findings. 
Secondly, reading development was measured using the Salford Reading Test and operationalised through gains in reading age. Whilst reading-age assessments provide a practical and widely used measure of literacy attainment, they represent only one aspect of reading development. Reading age does not fully capture broader literacy skills such as comprehension, vocabulary development, critical reading or engagement with texts. Consequently, the findings should be interpreted within the limitations of the measure employed. 
Thirdly, eligibility for Free School Meals (eFSM) was used as an indicator of socioeconomic disadvantage. Although eFSM is commonly used within educational research and policy, it provides only a partial representation of socioeconomic circumstances. Factors such as parental education, cultural capital, housing stability and family circumstances may also influence literacy development but were not examined within the present study.  
A further limitation concerns the treatment of Additional Learning Needs (ALN) as a single category. The ALN population encompasses a highly diverse range of learning profiles, including pupils with specific learning difficulties, communication needs and developmental conditions. Consequently, examining ALN as a single variable may obscure important differences between groups of learners and oversimplify the relationship between identified need and reading progress. 
Finally, the non-experimental and correlational nature of the study prevents any conclusions regarding causality. Whilst significant relationships and group differences were identified, it cannot be determined whether attendance, eFSM status or ALN status directly caused differences in reading-age progress. Furthermore, potential interactions between variables were not explored. For example, pupils identified with ALN may also have been eligible for eFSM or demonstrated lower attendance. Future research employing multiple regression analyses and larger datasets may provide a more comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing literacy development.
Additionally, the possibility of regression to the mean should be considered when interpreting the findings. Pupils identified with ALN and those eligible for eFSM generally demonstrated lower levels of reading attainment at baseline. As a result, larger gains over time may partly reflect a statistical tendency for initially lower scores to move closer to the sample average at subsequent assessments. Whilst targeted interventions may have contributed to improved outcomes, caution is therefore required when attributing higher rates of progress solely to educational provision.
Conclusion
This study examined the relationship between attendance, eligibility for Free School Meals (eFSM), Additional Learning Needs (ALN) status and gender in relation to reading-age progress amongst Year 6 pupils. Although pupils demonstrated an average reading-age gain of 4.38 months across the study period, this fell short of the approximate eight-month interval between assessments, suggesting that reading development did not fully keep pace with chronological progression.
The findings indicate that attendance was associated with reading-age progress; however, the relationship was weak and negative (r = -.176), accounting for only a small proportion of the variance in outcomes. This finding challenges assumptions that attendance alone functions as a strong predictor of literacy progress and suggests that other educational, individual and contextual factors may play a more substantial role in shaping reading development. In contrast, pupils eligible for eFSM and those identified with ALN demonstrated significantly greater gains in reading age than their peers, despite remaining lower attaining overall. Gender was not found to be a significant predictor of reading-age progress.
A key implication of these findings is the importance of distinguishing between attainment and progress when evaluating literacy outcomes. Whilst pupils with eFSM eligibility and ALN continued to demonstrate lower overall attainment, their comparatively greater rates of improvement suggest that progress measures can reveal patterns of development that may not be apparent through attainment data alone. However, caution is required when interpreting these gains, Whilst targeted interventions, additional support and focused monitoring may have contributed positively to pupil outcomes, alternative explanations, including lower baseline attainment and regression-to-the-mean effects, cannot be discounted.
Viewed through Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological framework, the findings reinforce the view that literacy development is shaped by a complex interaction of factors operating across multiple levels of influence. Learner characteristics, educational provision, family circumstances and broader social contexts are likely to interact in ways that cannot be adequately explained through single-variable relationships. The absence of any strong predictor of reading-age progress within this study therefore highlights the multifaceted nature of literacy development and the limitations of attributing outcomes to individual factors in isolation.
Given continuing concerns regarding literacy attainment in Wales, the finding that average reading-age growth did not keep pace with chronological development highlights the ongoing challenge faced by schools in accelerating reading progress sufficiently to close existing attainment gaps. Future research should utilise larger multi-school samples and employ multivariate statistical techniques, such as multiple regression, to examine the relative contribution of attendance, socioeconomic disadvantage and additional learning needs whilst controlling for baseline attainment and other potentially confounding variables. Such approaches would provide a more nuanced understanding of literacy development and support the design of evidence-informed interventions aimed at improving outcomes for all learners. Ultimately, the findings suggest that improving literacy outcomes requires attention not only to pupil characteristics and attendance patterns but also to the broader educational and social contexts within which reading development occurs.
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Mean progress of Non e-FSM Pupils V's. e-FSM Pupils 

Mean progress	eFSM	Non-eFSM	4.75	3.79	


Mean Reading-Age Progress by ALN status

Mean Progress	ALN	Non-ALN	5.09	3.68	
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Mean Reading-Age Progress by Gender
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