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Responding to poverty and disadvantage 
Part One: Report to Governing Body

Please take the time to read and reflect on the contents of this report before the next Full-Governors meeting in the Autumn Term, where the content can be discussed along with any questions or concerns as part of Agenda Item 4. 

Introduction

This report intends to dissect one of the challenges facing Ysgol Llandyfai, a small primary school in Wales. In particular, it will approach the challenge of the disengagement of some families from its services, of which a proportion will be those experiencing poverty and disadvantage. The report will consider how this can impact on learning, and will propose an action plan in an attempt to minimise the impact of this by increasing parental engagement with the school. 

Education is not isolated to the experiences children have in school, Estyn recognise that parental involvement in education can have a ‘significant’ impact on educational attainment (Estyn, 2018). This concurs with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which attributes the many different influences on a child’s life as providing the context for their development (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Recent studies continue to emphasise the need for this context to be fully appreciated, bringing parents into the role of ‘participant’ in their child’s education (Sanderson et al, 2025). However, there cannot be the expectation for parents to support in education without first meeting their own welfare and wellbeing needs. Internationally a study in Singapore found that there is a correlation between having a low income and experiencing difficulty in accessing support from social care, health and education services  (Tan et al, 2025) which is in agreeance with the World Health Organisation (WHO) who consider the influence of social determinants of health inequality (such as the home, life and work conditions, access to money and resources) as having a ‘powerful influence’ on a person’s capacity to lead a healthy life (WHO, 2025). Anticipating that the families of our learners will engage with a system that is evidenced to be challenging is a difficult one, and one that we must approach with consideration and care, so as not to further isolate our more vulnerable families. 
The Welsh Government has outlined its commitments to mitigating the effects of poverty on the attainments and aspirations of children living in poverty (Welsh Government, 2024a) and as part of this, recognises that the communities want to build “trusted relationships with trusted workers who understand the distinct needs of everyone in the community” (2024, p. 26). Importance is placed on this again in the National Mission for Wales, in Objective Five which outlines the need to tackle disadvantage through partnerships between education providers and communities (2023). 

Our school does not currently have any targeted investigation to measure whether a child is at risk of lower outcomes due to disadvantage, aside from the RADY (Raising Attainment in Disadvantaged Youngsters) and eFSM entitlement measures (eligibility for Free School Meals). Currently, children attending the nursery provision (usually starting the term after they are three years old) have a home visit where the nursery teachers and a support staff attend the child’s home address, but there is no current plan to collect data on whether the family are a family in need of support, and this does not allow the opportunity to highlight any challenges that can arise in a child’s homelife throughout their time in primary school. The school also uses a system whereby staff can record welfare concerns on a blue slip, and these are passed to the designated safeguarding lead. There is often no immediate action taken, unless there is a safeguarding concern, and the staff team are asked to monitor. While this system allows for a picture to be built on the children outwardly showing signs of needing support, this system is a reactive rather than proactive system. A proactive system would collect data before there are signs of disadvantage affecting the child’s wellbeing.

RADY attempts to reduce the attainment gap of disadvantaged pupils, and allow for teachers to raise their aspirations for those individuals through the RADY target uplift. This encourages teachers to place interventions to support those individuals in order to meet those higher targets. However, the criteria for deciding whether to place  a child in the RADY category is uncertain, and allows for individual teachers’ discretion (Blackburn, 2020). It can be argued that the eFSM criteria is outdated and not adequate for identifying all of our learners at risk of the impacts of disadvantage, since prior to the roll-out of universal free school meals, it was estimated that around 40,000 children could be living in poverty but not meet the criteria for eFSM (Green and Emmerson, 2023). There is also evidence that not all of those families who do meet the criteria for eFSM will apply in order to access the support (Halse and Ledger, 2007) and also an argument that eFSM is a measure of state dependency rather than poverty, since in 2017 it was identified that 18% of the children in Wales were eFSM, and statistics found that around 31% were living in equivalised poverty (Taylor, 2017). The impact of this is that teachers are witnessing the impact of poverty on the children in their classrooms, in children without eFSM, and it has been found that through using other indicators for socio-economic status, such as information on highest household qualifications and economic activity, it is possible to indicate households of children where their predicted academic attainment is hindered by deprivation  (Huxley et al., 2022)

Due to this evidence, it is proposed that as a school we look at other indicators of poverty to identify children in need of support. The Welsh Government uses the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD) mapping to assess areas in Wales and target their interventions to families, and I propose that alongside RADY, the school also consider the individual child’s WIMD scores based on their home address. This will take into consideration forty-seven factors including the the income, health, access to services and housing environment experienced by our learners, and looks more holistically at the child’s environment as opposed to simply assessing by their household income (Welsh Government, 2025). While it can be appreciated that a post-code system does not account for individual families incomes across the postcode area, it can be considered better than the current system, and honouring more areas of both Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and also Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which places great value on ensuring the physiological needs of security, food and health as starting points for healthy development (Pichere and Cadiat, 2015). More recently, a study by Bandyopadhyay et al (2023) found that eFSM children were more likely to achieve qualifications at aged 16, and less likely to have a mental health diagnosis or substance misuse challenge than if they were growing up in areas of less deprivation, showing the protective effects of the community they were living in as mitigating some impacts of depravation. Therefore, we could infer that eFSM children, and children living in areas of the highest WIMD scores were at risk of the most adverse outcomes from poverty, again demonstrating Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, that the influences on the child are wider than their immediate household situation. 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Our primary school is not sited in an area of LSOA (Lower Super Output Area) according to the WIMD map, however, considering a large number of our pupils travel in from outside of catchment, there is a possibility that many are residing in those LSOA areas surrounding our village, as shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: WIMD map (Welsh Government, 2021). 

Once we have identified the families most likely to need additional support, I propose we evolve our approach to family liaison and engagement. Sadownik et al. (2023) present an argument for the responsibility of care and education to be divided between the family and education setting, and concludes that co-operation between schools and families should be imperative. Dafydd Jones (cited in Beckett, 2023) writes with pride about their experience of an open-door policy countering the misconception of schools as authority icons to facilitate a more equal and collaborative partnership between home and school. Bond, Moore and Hawkins’ study (2024)  found that across schools in Wales, parent engagement opportunities were often informal in their nature, but parents attending mostly were passive observers in their child’s learning (such as sports day and concert events). This can be recognised in our current approach to parental engagement, and while informal opportunities are beneficial for the relationship between the home and school, these opportunities do not maximise the potential for encouraging active involvement in the child’s learning and deepen the relationship between school and home beyond surface interaction. 

It is not expected that this be a challenge to overcome quickly - it is recognised in literature that that parental engagement can be difficult, especially when parents do not have positive experiences to draw upon of their own schooling. Some may feel inadequately positioned to support their children, Beckett (2023) and warns that some engagement sessions only serve to alienate those most in need of support. Furthermore, we must also consider involvement in schooling as an additional responsibility for parents “presupposes an investment of time and money” (Bower and Griffin, Cited in Sadownik et al, p.115, 2023) and it has been found that typically parents who are involved in such activities are often “well educated, of higher socio-economic status” and not of minority groups (Freeman, 2010). This means that parents with children at risk of adverse effects from poverty are less likely to have the capacity for involvement with typical parental engagement sessions. In contradiction, Freeman offers that some parents will intentionally place themselves present in the lives of their children to fight against stereotypical views, and to build social and cultural capital for themselves and their families (2009). 

To navigate this with sensitivity, inspiration can be sought from Estyn, who applaud schools such as Sketty Primary School for adopting a community focused approach to mitigating the effects of poverty on educational attainment (ESTYN, 2023), and also in documentation from the Welsh Government (2022) in regards to developing a community centred schools approach. The school currently operates an asymmetric week system, whereby formal education happens across four ‘longer’ school days and one shorter school day. It is my proposal that during the afternoon session on the shorter school day, there is a supportive drop-in session, where parents can attend a space inside of the school, discuss what it is that they want help supporting their child with, and then use the time and expertise of the staff onsite on the shorter afternoon to build positive relationships between the school and the home, and empower parents to better able support their child. 

Friday afternoon sessions are an appropriate time to provide the choice and agency for parents to attend in-school support, as it is a time where they would usually be going to the school (to pick up their child) and the move towards an asymmetric week would suggest that this is not an extra demand additional to the historic school day, ensuring that this time meets the criteria for “practical ability and energy to do so” for many families that are not working  or caring for others outside of the home (Bond, Moore and Hawkins, 2024). 

Initially, these sessions would be directed by school staff, with the aim that as attendance grows, parents feel confident to ask what it is that will help them move forward in supporting their child’s learning. Topics of interest may be: supporting reading at home, supporting numeracy, support for behaviour, and ways to improve wellbeing. It would be beneficial that as the group grows, we look at utilising the social capital of the school – we have parents who are from a wide range of professions, who could offer their expertise in a particular area, and also allow for time for ‘giving back’. In the workshops, I would like to see parents sharing ideas with each other on how they support their child’s early reading, for example, some choose to do their reading session in the morning at breakfast, while others are more able to fit in afterschool practice. Parents sharing ideas in this way could be considered part of the narrative offered by Freeman (2009) who described themselves as assets, serving the school and its community, and will provide them with an identity. 


Responding to poverty and disadvantage 
Part Two: Proposed Action Plan

The issue:
“Disadvantaged pupils normally have barriers to succeeding in school because of detrimental circumstances beyond their control”  (Estyn, 2024). I propose we seek to identify those pupils and mitigate some of the effects of their circumstances through increasing supportive parental engagement. 

The approach:
It is imperative that we initially identify the children who are at risk of adverse outcomes due to poverty and disadvantage. To do this we need to look at both the eFSM data and the WIMD mapping to place more children onto RADY support who may otherwise have been missed using previous metrics. We need to be mindful that there is a proposed new WIMD map based on more recent data expected in 2025 (Welsh Government, 2025). 

It is suggested that we implement weekly parental support and engagement sessions during the asymmetric Friday Afternoon sessions to develop a culture of support and foster better relationships with parents who are at risk of disengaging with school  life. Bond et al (2004) have identified that a barrier to parental involvement can occur when families are given limited input into the purpose or planning of the events that they are invited in to. A system where we give agency to families to request and be involved in the process of planning engagement events would ensure that the events were meaningful. 

This is a whole school approach, and therefore key stakeholders, including staff, families, learners and the governing body should all be aware of the aims of the implementation/  Since we already produce development plans that provide a strategic blueprint for improvement, it may become apparent that the best way to secure a whole school focus on this approach would be to offer it as one of the Targets on the School Improvement Plan (SIP), particularly as the SIP is a tool to ensure that learners that are disadvantaged ‘through background or circumstance’ are able to have the barriers affecting their educational experiences identified and acted on (Welsh Government, 2024b). 

The families of children attending the school represent a variety of cultures and skillsets. it is recommended that we capitalise on the social capital of the school community to provide useful sessions with parents – these could be skill sharing in all manner of fields such as arts, music, medical and practical. This would ensure that the sessions planned were valuing our school community as asset (Câmara, 2024) rather than a deficit approach which can alienate families we most want to reach. Wilson (2020) continues that ‘hard to reach’ parents can be accessed better through services that have specific focusses, rather than services supplied by a ‘gatekeeper’ (in this instance, the school). This view is shared by Peltier et al (2025) who discuss the narrow lens in which some schools view parental engagement and support asset-based family engagement looking within an individual schools’ local context. While the local context for our school community is unique, this gives us opportunity to look at our immediate environment and stakeholders, for example the local farming community, as according to the Office for National Statistics, more than 5% of locally employed workers are involved in farming and agriculture (ONS, 2021). 

Changes necessary to support the approach:

The approach needs to be consistent as a ‘whole schools’ approach. To implement a whole-systems approach, there will need to be shared understanding on our goals. This presents a training opportunity, in INSET or Twilight within the first half-term, with invitations extended to the Governing Body and also to our Local Authority Challenge Advisor  in order to ensure that there is consistency among the staff team starting off and transparency with our goals. It is recommended that a whole school mindset shift towards encouraging and including families in our school life (aside from the sports day and concert celebrations) would be a starting point. The Welsh Government dictate that schools be ‘proactive in building relationships with families and take the time to understand how best they can engage with them” (2022).  

There will be costs involved in the implementation of these changes, in particular it is important that we identify a safe and welcoming space to be used by our school community in this way, which will mean re-purposing an existing space in the school to be used by the community. The Welsh Government have emphasised that the physical environment of schools contributes not only to the wellbeing of the pupils and staff, but also “those who are regular visitors to the school” (2021, p.39) and so it is important that the space reflects that, a spacious light area with comfortable seating as opposed to a classroom environment. 

We will then need to identify links with external partners and offer them the use of our community space. This is highly recommended through the National Children’s Bureau (NCB) as good practice to utilise external capacity to bolster change in the community (NCB, 2016). This is supported by Public Health Wales (PHW) who utilise partnership with schools to ‘maximise impact and reduce burden’ and a connected school community was found to be a key component in the success of programmes (PHW, 2024). Community partners should be those considered by the families as providing a necessary service, and these can be discovered through informal conversations with families and through information gathering sessions when it is appropriate. Partners may include (but not be limited to) health agencies such as health visiting teams, speech and language support partners, social care, local charities and sports or hobby groups. 

Proposed time-scale for implementation:

	September 2025
	Admin team to assess the postcodes of learners and compile a list of those living in LSOA’s and share this list with class teachers. This will need to be repeated annually, as new children come onto roll and as children change address or move into or out of WIMD identified areas.

	Before October half term – Staff Meeting
	Teachers to identify RADY learners, based on needs witnessed in the classroom and the additional information regarding eFSM and LSOA. 

	October Onwards
	RADY children to receive appropriate school interventions as usual. 

	Whole School INSET -Spring 2026
	A training day on the importance of parental engagement to facilitate cohesion and unity among the teaching team. Led by the School’s challenge advisor, and  preferably a visiting family liaison officer/ point of contact from another school in the cluster who can share good practice locally. 

	Spring Term 2026
	Canvas internally for a member of the support staff to be ‘the face’ of the family sessions and provide training if necessary, and opportunity to visit a cluster school to see good practice in action.

Identify a suitable space and create a welcoming, homely environment to be used as a community space. Consider using money from the PDG grant to support this. 

Inform families of the space and it’s intended uses (community space for families and local organisations to support each other. Gain information from families (through questionnaires or informal discussion) about what they would like to see the space used for. 

	Summer Term 2026
	Hold a ‘launch day’ celebrating the opening of the community space, provide tea/ coffee/ cake and welcome in partners from the community into the launch day. 

Monitor the use of the community space – are there things that need immediate attention? Expect there to be some apprehension from families, and be mindful of this. Continue liaising with families on not only what they need but also on what they can offer the space. 

	Ongoing 
	An annual review with stakeholders about the efficiency of the programme, allowing time to discuss improvement as part of an ongoing cycle.



Evaluation opportunities:

Using the MRE* (Monitor, review, evaluate) system as recommended by Estyn (2024) evaluate the impact of the intervention to boost parental engagement and improve outcomes for learners at risk of the effects of poverty and disadvantage by assessing these four specific, measurable, achievable targets: 

1) Opinion from teachers must be evaluated to find out whether the changes to the criterion for RADY has given them greater confidence in identifying children who need more support, using both the eFSM and LSOA surveys. This information can be evaluated informally at staff meetings through discussion.
 
2) The number of pupils eligible for interventions should increase in the first year and then stabilise at the increased number. This will be measurable – comparing previous years’ RADY pupils who have been identified by eFSM eligibility and with this years RADY group, who have been identified through not only eFSM data but also LSOA data. An increase in children eligible for intervention should mean that more children benefit from targeted support. 

3) Evaluation of parental perceptions of the support they receive from the school should be measured qualitatively – In order to evaluate this proposal successfully, a baseline of parents perceptions on support need to be analysed. This can take the form of a questionnaire, a paper form in a child’s schoolbag is preferable to the e-communications in this instance as it does not anticipate that parents already have online access and that they have suitable devices to access online communication offsite. For parents to be honest in their responses, these forms need to encourage anonymous data collection, so please provide an envelope with every form. This will allow for increased honesty. Children can post completed forms into the collection box by the main office, or hand to their class teacher. Teachers can support this by giving gentle reminders to children to check if they have any communication in their bags. 

4) The number of parents engaging in sessions and using the community space should rise, this can be measured quantitatively. This data can be analysed discreetly by ensuring that everyone  visiting the school premises continues to sign in. The challenge would be to consider whether the families that are consistently attending are those that should be targeted through the RADY list, and if it becomes apparent that the families of children most at risk of adverse outcomes due to poverty and disadvantage are not attending, then a conversation will need to happen whereby the school can begin to pinpoint the barriers (be they socioeconomical, psychological, health time or otherwise) and work towards addressing those barriers to participation. 

* Please note the monitor, review evaluate system can be criticised for not allowing immediate remedial action, and it may be more appropriate to adopt the monitoring system used in our School Improvement Plan to allow for timely intervention should problems arise in any of the three MRE stages. 
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