To what extent does the EFSM label impact the outcomes in year 6?

Research context
The aim of this research is to evaluate if the gap between pupils eligible for free school meals(eFSM) and pupils not eligible in numeracy if the gap is as visible as suggested.  The aim of this research will also be to assess how big this gap is and if it will affect the learners achieving their full academic potential and to be able to make recommendations to support the learners and minimise the gap. The research topic was chosen due to the nature of the cost of living crisis and the number of learners now becoming eligible for FSM the gap will be more visible in more areas than before. The purpose of completing this research is to allow for a clear knowledge and understanding of the gap in numeracy and the best approaches available to support learners to allow for the gap to be reduced.  Even though the gap will be visible over all areas of learning (AoLE), numeracy is the main focus due to assessing the gap, it was identified that it would be easier to assess the gap within numeracy compared to literacy but it is expected that the results will be the same over  all AoLE’s. 
This research will be conducted in a school which is situated in a deprived area, but the school is based within a more developed area compared to some of the areas within the borough.  The school has 340 pupils enrolled with 12% of these students eligible for free school meals, but since the research is focusing on learners within year 6. The class the research is going to focus on a year six class with 28 pupils and 11 learners are eFSM.  This school has three classes of year six and this research will only focus on one of these classes. 

Literature review 
For a learner to be eligible for FSM the government states that the ‘pupils are disadvantaged’ (Government UK, 2022). The government decide this based on the income of the household the learner is registered to live in. This suggest that for the learner to be eligible for FSM that the learner is already at a disadvantaged in life and their learning before starting school. But it can be argued that this is prejudging the learners and labelling them as ‘disadvantaged’ before they have had the opportunity to show their ability based on where they live and the income of parents or carers. 
Research shows that the attainment gap between FSM pupils and their peers is seen from the age of five and increases over the years as the learners progress through their life. Easterbrook and Hadden states that by the time these learners reach the age of sixteen it is estimated that for the learners to be able to achieve the same levels as their peers who do not receive FSM that it would take additional two and half years of schooling. (Easterbrook, Hadden, 2021). This statement is supported by the recent results of GCSEs in maths and English, the results showed that the only 47% of learners who are eligible for free school meals achieved a standard pass in both subjects whereas 75% of learners who are not eligible for FSM achieved a pass in both Maths and English. (UK parliament, 2023). These results show a massive 28% gap between the two groups.  This can be argued that this is not down to the learners being eligible for FSM but the Government states that in the last academic year 51.7% of pupils FSM were persistently absent compared to 22.4% of pupils not eligible. (Government Wales, 2024). With the highest numbers of learners being in the lower ages of school.  This argues that the learners are not achieving passes because of their ability but because they are missing a lot of school and is leaving spaces in their learning that they are not able to catch up on which could be because of many factors such as their living environment and family not having the time or the ability to support the learners. 
Demie states that there are many ways that the school can successfully close the attainment gap between learners and support the learners to achieve their full potential. (Demie, 2016). Even though it was identified that this study needed to be extended and have more participants, the results were supported by what the government feel can close the attainment gap. The government identified that for the FSM learners to be supported and take away some of the ‘disadvantages’. In 2010 the Welsh government introduced the pupil development grant (PDG), this grant was set up to as part of education of disadvantaged children and is allocated to the school for each individual who is eligible for FSM and the school use the money to allow the learners to reach their full potential. (Government Wales, 2024). Schools have stated that the PDG can be used in many different ways to allow for the learners who are FSM to have access to the same opportunities to their peers. From researching it shows that the school has to publish how they spend this fund, when looking at the school the research was conducted in they identified that they spent it on interventions to progress the learners skills such as speech links to improve their speech and sounds to develop their reading. 
Research also shows that learners who are eligible for FSM are aware that they are not achieving as high as their peers, in Easterbrook study a learner stated that “people like me do not do well at school.” (Easterbrook,2022). This shows that learners self-esteem and mental health is also being affected and not just their academic skills.  This suggests that the focus should not be as grades or levels and focusing on allowing the learner to develop emotionally and build friendships. This feeling could link to why the FSM learners are more likely to have low attendance due to the mental health of the learner. This suggests that learner is more likely to miss school because they do not want to feel like they are underachieving compared to their peers. This can be argued that the learners are not achieving as well due to that they are missing too much school and not having a full understanding of the topics. 
Research also shows that learners who are eligible for FSM are twice as likely to have additional learning needs (ALN)(Shaw,2016). This can argue that it may not be that the attainment gap is caused by the FSM eligibility but because a big group of the FSM learners are ALN and struggle to meet expected levels because of this. 
Overall, the attainment gap is visible throughout school but there are many other factors that can affect the outcome and not just because of FSM eligibility. But there are many programmes in place to support these learners to ensure they met their full academic potential and a strong mental health. 

Explanation of case study 
Case study research is defined as being in depth research that is used to investigate an individual/ group of people or event. This research is also used to examine an identifiable problem confirmed through research. ( national university, 2024). This research is going to focus on the group of FSM learners and examine the attainment gap between FSM and their peers. There are many different types of case study, the best approach for this research was a collective case study. This allows for the researcher to learn about the issue and the complexity before completing the research and to find the participants that will fit the specific study.  The purpose of completing this research as a case study is for the researcher to learn as much as possible about the group which allows for the information found to be put together and generalized to others. (Cherry, 2024). In this context the case study will involved gathering information about the group of FSM and the attainment gap between this groups of learners and their peers and conducting research to explore the attainment gap in relation to numeracy in a year six class.  The results will be recorded and generalized for all FSM learners and the attainment gap in numeracy. But it will also take in to consideration that sometimes it can be difficult to generalize my results from a small group to a large group of all FSM learners across Wales this is because every individual is different, and their learning styles can and will be different. But it will generalize if the attainment gap is visible within numeracy across these groups. 
The participants will be a year six class which has a equal amount of boys and girls within the class. The class twenty eight learners 	within the class and eleven learners are FSM learners. Due to focusing on the FSM learners and the attainment gap. The research will look at the whole class to be able to identify if the attainment gap is visible within year six. It was decided to focus on year six for this research because this is a age that the learners are able to work independently and allow for the gap to be visible if there was an attainment gap between the learners. Research also suggests that this is the best age range for the gap to be visible since Easterbrook results showed that when learners reach the end of primary school the attainment gap is so big between learners that the learners would need additional years of schooling to achieve their expected levels.( Easterbrook,2022) This suggests that by completing the research within year six it will be more effective in analysing the gap compared to the earlier years. But the researcher needs to ensure they are considering the mental health of learners since year six learners will be more self-aware of how well they are achieving compared to their peers. This class was chosen to conduct the research since this year six class had the highest number of students with a range of FSM eligibility and non-eligibility to allow for fair research to be conducted. 

Research methods
The research methods that were best suited for conducting this research for this age range was observing and questionnaires. The first step of the research will be to observing all learners within numeracy lessons this was the best approach because the class work in rotations and are grouped in abilities, by the class working this way it allowed for the researcher to observe all learners over two days in the same area of learning. After the researcher has observed all learners working through the topic and how they process the information they are receiving through the concrete, pictorial abstract method( CPA). This approach builds on learners existing knowledge and involves moving from concrete materials to pictorial representation to abstract symbols and problems such as worksheets. (Johnson, 2023). 
When researching the methods to use, research suggested that completing observations had many strengths. Research showed that by observing learners it allowed for the researcher to see things in their natural context, this was identified to be important for this research because to identify if the attainment gap was visible it needed to be true and represent what the learners were capable to achieve naturally. Another strength found was that it would be part of the normal classroom routine this supports seeing the learners in their natural context, by the observing being a part of the normal routine the learners will not act differently to impress the researcher or do what they think they want to see by copying peers or not asking for help when struggling because they feel watched. This reason supports the next strength and reason to observing since observing is the least intrusive of all methods that can be used since the learners may not realise they are being observing since it will look like the researcher is watching the full class/ teacher, the learners will be aware that they are all being observing as all learners will give verbal consent before the lesson. Overall observing is an effective method for the research because it allows for the researcher to focus on the purpose of the research by observing all learners and evaluating how all learners work before comparing FSM and their peers. Even though research identified many benefits of using observing as one of the research methods it also identified that there are limitations of this approach. Even though the researcher has the access to focus on the purpose of the research it was identified that it may be difficult to just focus on this purpose for example if a learners behaviour is distracting this may distracted the focus of the researcher. 
The next step to completing this research will be conducting questionnaires which will have a range of maths questions. The questionnaire being used in this case study will be a quantitative questionnaire, quantitative questionnaire is defined as using closed ended questions where there are multiple choices, and the answers will be created and analysed through the use of percentages. (Brace, 2018). Research showed that this method had many benefits. By using questionnaires, the researcher is able to gain large amount of information in a quick and practical manner with the results being able to be analysed easily and does not take much time.  This was beneficial for this case study because of the whole class needed to complete all daily routines it allows for the researcher to gain all information needed with no distribution to the class daily routines. Even though the researcher identified the benefits and the best fit for the case study they needed to take in to consideration the limitations of this approach such as it can be difficult to  understand some of the information being received this could affect this questionnaire if the learner does not form their numbers correctly when writing the answer to the question the researcher will avoid this by in the observation sessions the researcher will observe how learners form their numbers. When writing the questionnaires, the researcher needs to ensure that the questions are clear to allow for the learner to be able to answer quickly with the learner interpreting the questions as expected. This can be avoided in this case study by using number sums compared to word problems. The last limitation that the researcher needed to consider was the learner might be copying the person sitting next to me and the validity of the results will be affected, this can be avoided by having the questions in different order for each learner to allow for the researcher to have accurate results. (Kvale, 2007).
When choosing the most effective methods for this case study the researcher identified that conducting interviews would not be suitable due to ethical reasons because it would not be ethical to single out a group of people and interview them on their learning to compare between their peers because of the mental health of all learners. 
The researcher will observe the learners over a week within numeracy and mathematics lesson, the researcher will observe the whole class within the introduction/ warm up this is where the learners recap and do mental maths. This will allow for the researcher to identify how quick they can do mental maths and their processing methods for maths questions. The researcher will have the knowledge of the FSM learners and will make notes with about the learners complying with BERA guidelines and will use numbers instead of names. 
When completing the questionnaire, the learners will have two sheets of maths questions, the first one(appendix one) will include simple addition and subtraction and the second sheet(appendix two) will include time tables. These areas were chosen because these are areas of mathematics that the learners have learnt throughout their time in school and are basic skills they need and can be adapted throughout their life. the researcher will give two minutes for each worksheet because this allows for the researcher to evaluate how the learners react and process quick maths this will also allow for the researcher to identify if the gap is present between the group and peers without differentiation being involved. 

Data presentation and analysis method
When analysing the results of appendix one and appendix two, the researcher decided to use the method of percentages. The researcher will mark the worksheets and create a percentage this will include the questions they did not have time to answer, this will allow for the researcher to rank the percentages. To ensure that the results are confirmable, this is defined as being the degree to which the results could be confirmed or corroborated by others(conjointly, 2023).  The researcher will achieve confirmability by marking appendix one and two before an individual not involved in the research will double check the mark and percentage. By completing this step, the researcher is ensuring that the research is not bias and trustworthy. These results will struggle to be transferable since it will be based on one class within one area, but it is expected that the results will be transferable for the county because research shows that the area are in the same percentage of FSM learners. But it can be argued that the results will be able to be transferred for all learners since the government states that all FSM learners come from the same criteria. 
To ensure that the research is trustworthy the researcher will ensure that the worksheets are handed out in no order and that the level of challenge is the same for all learners to ensure that the question s are not biased to affect the results. To ensure this is achieved the researcher will use worksheets that have been created for year four this was decided because research showed that FSM learners are twice as likely to have ALN they may struggle to answer the questions from this term. 
The researcher decided to use the method of percentages because this was viewed as the quickest and most effective method to analyse the data collected.  This method is easy to read and understandable for all readers, everyone will be able to identify the highest number and lowest number scored and will also allow for easy analysing of the attainment gap. By using percentage, it will allow for the researcher to check if the research found before conducting the researching was accurate and can identify if the other studies can support what they have found. 

Ethical considerations 
To ensure that the researcher followed all ethical rules set out by the BERA guidelines. To ensure this was achieved the researcher submitted an ethics form (appendix three) detailing how they would complete this research and waited for approval from the university ethics board before starting to conduct any research. After the researcher had approval from the ethics board, they made contact with the headteacher of the school who informed the researcher that the school already had a consent form in place for research in the school and that the parents/ carers of the year six class no problems with the learners being involved. Even though the parents and carers had given consent the researcher ensured that the participants gave consent and were aware they could stop or not do the questionnaire if they wanted to. The researcher informed the learners that the worksheets are to support them in completing research on how well they are progressing in mathematics and how if they do not want to complete the sheets they did not have to. The researcher did experience one learner who did not want to complete the sheets and the researcher did not make them complete the worksheets. To ensure that the results were confidentially the learners did not write their names on top of the sheets and the researcher made a little mark using a pen on the FSM learners sheets when they handed them back in. The last step for the researcher was to ensure that all documents will be destroyed after the results were recorded, the researcher did this by shredding all worksheets. To ensure that no names were shared within the results, the researcher will refer to learners by a number when discussing individuals. The researcher kept all paper locked in a drawer. (Bera, 2018)

Results and discussion 
From observing all learners within numeracy and mathematics lessons it was clear that the majority of FSM learners were situated in the lower ability groups but was not the case for all of the FSM learners within the class. When the class was completing mental maths within the introduction of the session they had  a set amount of time and  the learners who were not FSM eligible were getting the highest scores and processing the sums at a quicker pace compared to FSM learners. Within the maths session when the class was asked questions it was noticeable that the FSM learners were lacking the confidence in their answer and would wait for their peers to shows their answer before showing. This support the initial research of FSM learners having low self esteem and did not believe they were capable of getting it right. When all the learners were on task they were grouped in ability and the FSM learners were showing that they were lacking the confidence in themselves and were asking if they were right a lot throughout sessions and checking the work of their peers. It was also noticeable that the FSM learners felt more comfortable working in pairs within practical sessions.
From observing the learners working it was clear that the attainment gap was present between FSM learners and their peers but it was clear that it was not every FSM learner because even though the majority of FSM learners were placed in low ability groups there was one learner who was in the highest ability group but the attainment gap was still present within this group between this learner and their peers in the group since they would rely on their friends to support them and had low self esteem. 
After observing the learners, the whole class went on to complete the worksheets. The worksheets were not based on ability but the sums were in different order to allow to check the individuals learning. The first sheet had twenty sums with two minutes to complete, it was expected that everyone would miss some questions but it allowed for the researcher to check the difference in processing questions and how fast their brain could answer the sums.
The results of the addition and subtractions worksheets showed that on average FSM learners answered three questions and on average these learners only had one sum correct and the highest score was five. The learner who had the highest score was the learner who was observed to be achieving higher to the other FSM learners, whereas the other FSM learners identified that the sums were hard and even though they attempted the sums there was a few learners who did not get any of the sums right. When comparing these results to their learners in the class who were not eligible for FSM on average answered eight of the sums with an average of six correct sums and the highest being eight correct sums. 
From the results of the addition and subtraction worksheet it was clear that there an attainment gap within numeracy but it was also clear that the gap is not just between FSM learners since some learners who were not eligible for FSM also did not get high marks but to check that the attainment gap was present within mathematics the learners also completed a multiplication worksheets. 
The multiplication worksheets had 140 sums all in different order with time tables up to ten, the learners also had two minutes to complete this sheet. When looking at the FSM learners answers they typically tend to go in the order of the sheet and did not skip questions with the correct numbers ranging from four to fifty four this was a lot higher scores compared to the first sheet. This suggests that the learners are more confident answering these questions compared to addition and subtraction this could be because there is more of a focus on times tables during their learning.  When looking at the learners who were not eligible on average the scores ranged from fifteen to sixty.
From looking at the results of both sheets there is attainment gap between FSM learners and their peers within numeracy. The results of this case study supported the research that there is a attainment gap between FSM learners and their peers in the class. Research showed that FSM learners were more likely to have low attendance, this was present within the learners the research which conducted, their low attendance contributed to their low scores. Even though there was a attainment gap for FSM learners it was also clear that some of their peers did fit in the same ability criteria and that the area of the school could also impact the learners. 

Conclusion 
To conclude this research, the research methods used to collect the data was very effective and reliable in identifying if an attainment gap is present between FSM learners and their peers. The research found is able to be generalised for all FSM learners within the area the research was conducted since the results of this research has been supported for other case studies conducted about the attainment gap between FSM pupils and their peers. In the future I would like to explore in more depth the attainment gap in other area of learnings and to see if the results are the same as numeracy and mathematics  as well as  how it affects the learners progressing in life and to explore  the percentage of FSM learners who go on to complete further education such as university and the qualifications they achieve and what jobs they progress in to, this would allow for me to identify if the attainment gap is only temporary or if it follows them through life. 

Recommendations 
From conducting this research, it was clear that the best approach that could be adaptable for all FSM learners within all areas of learning. Teacher always differentiation the work level to support the learners to result in all learners learning the same topic or area but it suitable for their level of work. But when it comes to testing learners, they all take the same test level in primary school, this suggests that the gap attainment is due to the level of work the learners are being taught at is not the same level they are being tested at. The recommendation from this knowledge is that primary schools should have different level of testing to allow for the learners to show their full academic potential that they have been working towards in their year. This recommendations has come from the approaches of GCSE in secondary school, where the learners of different ability sit different exams to allow for the learners to achieve the grades they are expected and showcase their full potential. Another recommendation to support learners from conducting the research, since the research showed of lot of FSM learners had a low percentage of attendance sometimes, they had no control for these days off. To support these learners schools could offer catch up sessions to allow for the learner to catch up on the work they have missed to avoid gaps in their learning, 
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