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This essay examines the effects of learning difficulties and differences on children’s attainment levels, conducting research to create a sound understanding and base of knowledge on a specific learning difficulty, in this case, poverty. As a group, we decided on poverty as we felt we had gained experience on placement that was relevant to this topic, seeing first-hand the effects poverty can have on education. Because of this, we felt we could carry-out worthwhile research on this subject that could potentially follow many pathways. Poverty is a wide-spread issue that affects many people, and so we all felt we could relate it to our own lives and experiences in some way. Mindroom.org (2019) suggest there is no consensus on the definitions of ‘Learning difficulty’ or ‘disability’ because of the vast nature of these topics. Learning.gov.wales (2019) describe children with special educational needs as having a “learning difficulty which calls for special educational provision”. Anon (2019) believes Specific Learning Differences are neurological and can have a significant effect on learning. Poverty can be seen as a learning difference or difficulty in that it requires extra provisions, and research shows that it can have a significant effect on learning. The Welsh Assembly Government define poverty as “a long term state of not having sufficient resources” to afford things that society often take for granted (Child poverty strategy for wales, 2015), which affects a child’s development (UNICEF, 2005). Thesciencenetwork.org. (2019,p.1) suggests “Poverty is a chronic, mind/body condition” that exposes children in poverty to “suboptimal conditions”, restricting their growth, while behavioral geneticists believe that DNA also affects development, accounting for 30–50% of behavior (Saudino, 2005). While there is a clear argument that poverty can affect attainment, Ortiz and Payne (2017) suggest that schools are not solely responsible for this. The Coleman Report (1966, as cited by Ortiz and Payne, 2017) reveals that children only spend 10% of their time in schools, therefore, other environments should be addressed when considering low attainment levels. This assignment comprises of current academic research in the field as well as a questionnaire created by my group on the presence of poverty in schools and its effects. 
As seen in Fig 1., 5 out of 8 respondents suggested that the definition of poverty links heavily to material deprivation.  






Fig 1.
Poverty is a contentious issue with regards to definition; Wagle (2002) suggests economic wellbeing is the most common form of measurement, as does Hagenaars (1991), who looks at survival criteria such as calorie intake to measure poverty. Often poverty has been defined by income and status; Smith and Townsend (1965) claim that poverty could be ascertained based on an income below 140% of a household’s entitlement to National assistance. According to Ashton (1984), this would mean that 14 million people would be living in poverty in Britain in 1984, however there is no conclusive evidence to support either of these views. This lack of evidence is acknowledged by Townsend, who says poverty is linked to a deprived lifestyle (S-cool.co.uk, 2019). Townsend (1979) asserts poverty cannot be defined solely by income as he believed housing and lifestyle should be accounted for. This is criticised by Piachaud (1981) who suggests Townsend’s indicators could be more of a lifestyle choice.  Mack and Lansley’s survey ‘Breadline Britain’ (1985) looked to overcome the criticisms of Townsend through creating a deprivation index based on public opinion, however, this was criticized for not giving a clear definition of poverty. Currently, the UK Government uses ‘relative poverty’ to measure deprivation (WISERD, 2019). 
As seen in Fig 2., our questionnaire showed 50% of respondents agree or strongly agree that attainment is caused by poverty, 37.5% disagree or strongly disagree and 12.5% neither agree nor disagree. 
Fig 2. 
There is evidence that inequality exists within the education system. Estyn shows a strong link between low attainment and poverty in education; often, “learners from poorer families do not achieve as well as their peers”, particularly those entitled to free school meals (2014:p.2). This would support Bynner and Joshi’s theory (2002) that suggests a link between class and educational attainment. Almost a quarter of Wales live in poverty (Gweddill.gov.wales, 2019), and an estimated 17% of children in Wales are eligible for free school meals (Save the Children, 2012:p.1). In 2015, statswales (2019) showed a 9% gap in attainment according to the core subject indicator. However, Jefferis, Power and Hertzman (2002) found this gap to be the widest at the age of 33, signalling the gap continues to grow after education. Marxists such as Althusser (2014) believe the school is an Ideological State Apparatus dominated by ruling class ideology. Gramsci (Cox, 1983) suggests the ruling classes impose hegemony; the dominant values of the bourgeoisie are imposed on the proletariat, for instance, wearing uniforms in preparation for the world of work. Maguire (2006) agrees, stating that education is a classed phenomenon that benefits the ruling class, shown by Bernstein’s (2003) linguistic deprivation study which asserts different codes of language used by separate classes impose a hidden curriculum, creating social reproduction and disadvantaging children in poverty. While Freire (1970) suggests education is a tool for the emancipation of the oppressed, the system can be seen as engaging lower classes into Engels theory of ‘false consciousness’ (Eyerman,1981) whereby they become content with their social positions. Smith and Noble (1995) suggest that outcomes and opportunities are biased against the poorer members of society, however, Parsons and Halsey (1959) would suggest that meritocracy should be the basis of education, allowing more able students to get better jobs. 

Fig 3.
Fig 3. Suggests 62.5% of the response disagree with the assertion there is a link between student attainment and deprivation.
There is an argument that poverty itself does not cause lower attainment, but in fact the cultural and material factors surrounding poverty hinder educational progress. Often, wealthier children learn in a more nurturing, stress-free environment than those who come from a low economic background. Dearden, Sibieta and Sylva (2011) found a difference in cognitive ability between classes at the age of 3. This could be affected by a number of factors including parental ability and housing conditions, therefore showing the importance of predetermined factors and showing prior knowledge has a significant effect on learning. A debate exists between the effects of nature versus nurture on educational development. Research has shown that 55% of intelligence is genetically determined (123test.com2019). Hernstein and Murray’s ‘Bell Curve’ (2010) asserts the view that intelligence is 60%-40% genetically heritable. Contrastingly, Geller, Bernhardt and Holtzman (2002) suggest environmental factors and genes must be considered. The Nature perspective of the argument suggests that intelligence is solely based on genetic structure, which critics argue ignores the material and environmental factors at play. The Nurture argument suggests that children gain intelligence from factors like upbringing and education, rather than genetics. Raffo et al (2007) says that education allows for positive experiences and resources and so can help disadvantaged students, however, children don’t spend enough time in education to take advantage of these resources. Chomsky (1965) advocates the nature argument, suggesting “language is gained through the use of an innate language acquisition device” (Mcleod, 2019, p1), suggesting intelligence is heritable. This is further agreed by UCLA scientists (ScienceDaily, 2019). Contrastingly, Bandura’s (1977) Social learning theory suggests humans learn by imitation and observation from their environment. Dr Rick Herber’s Milwaukee study (Heber and Garber, 1975) shows that the role of nurture has a positive effect on children. However, Jenson (2013) claims that this study suggests, without socialization, intelligence will deteriorate. Examples of feral children, such as ‘Genie’ (Sociologywithcandee.blogspot.com, 2019), show the merits of this theory in the real-world and how, without socialization, children lack the skills required to function in society. Bowlby’s (2008) ‘Attachment Theory’ gives an explanation as to how the socialization process is learned, not ingrained through genetics. Gregg and Washbrook (2010) believe parental attitudes and engagement continue to matter during primary school, finding that seven year-olds from a low economic background with similar test scores to their more affluent peers will still fall behind by the age of 11. Gregg and Washbrook (2010) suggest that 67% of the highest SEP children believe school results are important in life, compared with 51% of the lowest SEP children. Raffo et al (2007) suggest lack of employment and poor educational experience leads to ‘low self-esteem’. This further suggests that when teachers label children (Becker, 2003), a repeated cyclical pattern is formed. 
Fransoo et al (2008) suggest a link between health, poverty and educational attainment caused by educational barriers. These barriers take many forms, from physical and technological to financial or attitudinal (Ontario Human Rights Commission, as cited in Armstrong, 2015). White (2009, as cited in Armstrong, 2015) extends these barriers to including lack of adequate food and clothing. Decter (2007, as cited in Armstrong, 2015) believes stigmatization means children aren’t able to participate in school activities. 

 








Fig 4. Shows professional teaching staff’s opinions on what educational barriers affect attainment of students the most, suggesting lack of parental involvement is the major educational barrier. 
Fig 10
Question 15 (Fig.10) shows the split opinion of respondents on whether the attainment gap is created by deprivation. 
A number of factors cause the attainment gap. Douglas (1964) asserts that material factors affect attainment, suggesting lack of a computer or study room, fewer books at home and less money for trips and equipment causes inequality for those living in poverty. Antonow­Schlorke et al. (2011, as cited in Jensen, 2013) suggests poor nutrition is a factor when considering children’s learning, while Lisa Harker (2006) proposes a relationship between poor-quality housing and low attainment at school; she found less space to play meant a restricted cognitive development. Mani et al (2013) suggests poverty causes a cognitive load which disengages children, making learning difficult. Almeida, et al. (2005 as cited in The science network, 2019) suggests this could be because there are up to 35% more daily hassles for children from a low economic background. Farah et al. (2006) states that poverty directly impacts upon brain development, affecting attainment. Children from a poorer background often show cognitive problems, such as a difficulty monitoring the quality of their work (Alloway et al., 2009), suggesting that school is more difficult for poorer children. 
White et al (2009 as cited in Armstrong, 2015) suggest that some teachers feel unprepared to teach children living in areas with high levels of poverty. He offers teacher training as a solution to combat this. Mangels et al., (2006) believe teachers should focus on growth as expectations and mindset have a large impact on engagement. The department for education (2015) suggests there is a 16.1% attainment gap at ks2 reading, writing and maths. The Education Endowment Foundations (2017) suggest the attainment gap is largest for children and young people eligible for free school meals. Allen (2019) suggests the attainment gap could be created due the system of schooling being stratified. Children who live in poverty typically have a higher cognitive load as they do not have the prior knowledge their peers have, often leading to lower aspirations than their peers. Jensen (2013) suggests a lack of hope and optimism develops from a child’s environment, while Douglas (1964) points to cultural factors as affecting children’s attainment. He believes middle-class parents’ attitudes can affect children’s attainment. This is further agreed by Pierre Bourdieu’s cultural habitus (1986), which suggests parents’ possession of capital affects achievement. 
Wales’ Government have several policies on how Wales can improve figures of poverty. Currently, Wales has the highest rate of poverty in the United Kingdom with 23% of the population living in poverty (WISERD, 2019); approximately 200,000 children live in poverty in Wales with 90,000 of those living in severe poverty (Poverty.ac.uk, 2019). There is a strong will in Wales to see these numbers decrease, however WISERD (2019) suggests that by 2021-22, 27% of the population will be living in poverty, with 39% of children in Wales living in poverty. One of the three main priorities of the government is reducing the impact of poverty on attainment (Jones,2017). To try and counteract the figures of poverty the government has introduced the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) (Gov.wales, 2019), a funding initiative for schools with disadvantaged children to improve attainment, attendance and have a positive impact on family engagement and wellbeing (Gov.wales, 2019). In 2006, the gap between children on free school meals was as large as 25.5% for boys and 22.6% for girls (Stats wales.gov.wales, 2019). In order for the government to solve the current attainment gap, it is essential inequality and poverty is addressed throughout society, reducing the ever-increasing gap between groups in Wales. By key stage 2, 70% of pupils receiving FSM will gain the expected results compared to 88% of pupils from better-off families (Carmarthenshire.gov.wales, 2015). The pupil development grant (Gov.Wales,2019) provides additional funding for schools based on the number of pupils eligible for free school meals. Our data shows the majority of respondent schools use it correctly, however fig 6 Shows this grant is not always used correctly. Egan (2013) states that in 2011 a Pupil Deprivation Grant was introduced, providing funding to schools for children over the age of 5 from low economic backgrounds to receive free school meals in an attempt to breach the educational barrier of poor nutrition. The PDG (Gov.wales, 2019) is intended to support schools in introducing additional interventions such as these to improve the achievement of disadvantaged children. 
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Fig 5. Shows how the respondent schools make use of the Pupil Deprivation Grant to fund the teaching of children from a poor background. 






However, Fig 6 shows, although many schools use this correctly in order to fund children from a low economic background, some schools use it for general funding of the school. This might be an effect of the lack of funds currently received by schools in Wales. 
The Welsh Government’s publication ‘What really works?’ (Learning.gov.wales, 2019) relates to the use of the PDG, describing both successful and unsuccessful interventions. Egan (2013) suggests employing additional teaching assistants, however the EEF (Anon, 2019) suggests this has not had much effect on attainment and costs more than other intervention methods. Egan (2013) also states that ability grouping and teacher performance-related pay has been successful. From my own experience in schools, I have found that ability groups often extenuate the attainment gap, often with lack of interventions for lower ability groups to catch up to curriculum requirements. Egan also believes peer tutoring has a positive impact. While on placement A, I saw peer mentoring first-hand with year 5 pupils helping year 1/2 students code on HWB, which was very effective for both groups. The Family and Community Engagement (Learning.gov.wales, 2019). Toolkit (FaCE) implemented by the government provides several suggestions on how to create an environment which engages with the surrounding community (Learning.gov.wales, 2019). Herbert Thompson’s Primary School (Learning.gov.wales, 2019) strengthened important relationships with a range of community agencies to address the barriers that come from home and the community. Parc Waundew Richmond Park School provide ‘PEAS’ (Parents Engaged Actively in School) and ‘DREAMS’ (Developing Reading, English And Maths) initiatives which are aimed at including parents in order to raise attendance and levels of literacy and numeracy. 
There is a clear need for an inclusive approach in order to bridge the attainment gap. The Warnock Report’s (1978) ‘Code of Practice’ outlined the responsibilities of practitioners and governing bodies in relation to children with Special Educational needs. Since then there have been number of government acts and policies in which set out the rights and interventions which outline an effective approach to allowing every child a chance in education. These policies are based on the UNCRC (1989) which sets out the rights of children around the world. In Wales the SEN code of practice (Learning.gov.wales., 2019) and the Equality Act (GOV.UK, 2019) further outline the practice of equality and fairness to allow all learners the same chance to a quality of life given to them by education. These policies are furthered by the Rights of Children and Young People Measure (Legislation.gov.uk, 2019) and the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (Wales) (Legislation.gov.uk, 2019). These policies, laying out The Inclusion and Pupil Support Act (Dera.ioe.ac.uk, 2019), assert the essential nature of inclusive education as being crucial to all learners. The Communities First programme (Egan, 2013) is trying to combat this with a strategy that aims to encourage schools to work with their local community in deprived areas to raise attainment of economically and culturally disadvantaged learners. The Government’s Early Years programme Flying Start aims to provide early intervention in assessing children’s needs to counteract inequality (Egan, 2013). An example of good practice can be seen in Mount Stuart Primary school, Cardiff. During the past 5 years, FSM pupils have outperformed non-FSM pupils at K2 (Egan et al., 2014). Egan states that the school engaged with parents and families to overcome cultural barriers. A number of schools implement similar strategies, for instance, Sandfields Comprehensive school have a strategy for teaching skills where teachers can design a structured support programme for those in need (Estyn.gov.wales, 2012). A number of initiatives are in place to try and tackle poverty across Wales; the Tackling Poverty Action Plan (Gweddill.gov.wales, 2019) attempts to break down the cyclical nature of poverty and education in Wales, intending to mitigate poverty’s effects and to prevent future poverty (Welsh Government, 2012). Save the Children’s FAST (Families and Schools Together) (2012) targets school engagement in education of groups of disadvantaged children and families. There is also a free breakfast initiative in place (Egan, 2013) as Taki et al. found that lack of a breakfast could affect attainment, affecting children’s thinking and functioning (2010). Although many of these strategies improve student wellbeing and participation in school, there is little evidence to suggest improvement in attainment.  
Fig 7.
When talking about an inclusive approach, Fig 7. Suggests that all respondents believe that schools have an inclusive approach for all children. 
Fig 8.
Fig 8. Shows the number of interventions being used within schools already, suggesting a lot of time, money and support is currently available in a variety of schools across the country. 
It was important to understand current research in the area of poverty and educational attainment when carrying out this assignment. We looked at several areas of research like social exclusion and links between additional needs and poverty, however, we decided to look at educational attainment and its links to poverty based on the amount of secondary data available, allowing the group to compare our questionnaire with research in the field. We decided to follow a methodology of research to ensure all aspects were completed thoroughly throughout the project, and to ensure research carried-out was ethical, in line with the university’s ethics form. We first looked into current poverty research which then informed the questions we provided to schools. It was essential that we operationalise the key terms of our research, defining them into measurable factors. The aim of the questionnaire was to gain an understanding on teachers’ own views of poverty on education and the attainment gap. Estyn (2012) state that there is no universal definition of poverty, therefore we used Q2 in order to find how teachers defined poverty, we operationalised the data by using groups such as material deprivation, absolute poverty and relative deprivation, and decided that eligibility for free school meals should be used as the poverty line for this project. We used online questionnaire as it was low cost, easy to create and distribute, and quick to gather responses and assess the data gathered. It also allowed us to find both quantitative and qualitative research. Baruch (1999) asserts that questionnaires rarely provide a full data set, which we found to be true as we had a low response rate with only eight responses. Because of this, our data is potentially low in reliability and generalisability, and the small sample would mean it would be difficult to repeat the research with certainty of gaining the same responses. It would also be difficult to know how far our results reflect the views of the wider population due to the small response rate. Sills and Song (2002) suggest that low response rates are common in email and web-based surveys, however, the benefits of using this approach outweighed the costs of another approach. Our questionnaire was designed for primary school teachers and so time was likely a factor in our low response rate. 67% of respondents were headteachers which suggests we didn’t allow enough time for the average teacher to respond. Henderson (1990, as cited in Baruch,1999) argued a 20%-30% response rate for mailed questionnaires is typical. We included only twenty questions in our questionnaire as we decided this was enough to ask the important questions and could give us a strong overview of teachers views on poverty without taking up too much of their time to complete. Strong consideration was given to the ethics of this research; we followed the university’s ethics form and guidelines, based on BERA (1992). It was important to ensure that all responses were anonymous, generally ensuring a larger response rate. To do this we complied with the General Data Protection Regulation (Regulation, 2018) which provides a fair and ethical way of handling research data. Participants’ rights to privacy and confidentiality were maintained at all times. When contacting the gatekeeper of the institutions, in this case the headteachers, it was important to maintain openness and honesty about the whole project.  
After choosing poverty as our topic, we then had to pick a sample of respondents. We needed to ensure the sample was representative of the research group as a whole, and so we chose purposive sampling; a popular method for this type of research (Tongco, 2007). We also used snowball sampling by asking the teacher to pass on the questionnaires to other teachers. However, Biernacky and Waldorf (1981) suggest this type of sampling is not representative because it is not random and requires personal recommendation. In this case, as seen in Fig 9., snowball sampling was not an effective method in getting responses from not just people in leadership roles, but teachers as well. 
Fig 9. 

It is essential when creating a questionnaire that the date obtained is able to be standardised, and so we used not just questions but graphs and measures in our questionnaire. Johnson and Christensen (2008) look at the importance of using different types of response categories, using different rating scales such as Likert’s rating scale, Rosenberg’s ‘Esteem scale’ and Guttum and Thurstone scaling (Johnson and Christensen, 2008). Dillman (2007) suggests there must be an aim to provide a common stimulus for each participant, while Johnson and Christensen (2008) suggests it’s important to understand your research participants and use familiar language when writing a questionnaire. Reja et al (2003) suggest close-ended questions limit the respondent, however Creswell (2014) asserts that closed questions are practical and so are therefore more likely to get answers, while open-ended questions allow the respondent to express an opinion without being influenced (Foddy, 1993: 127). Within our questionnaire we used both types to gain qualitative and quantitative data. Johnson and Turner (2003) call this a mixed questionnaire; the qualitative data allowed us a personal insight and deeper understanding of the situation, while the quantitative data, used by positivists, supplied us with statistics and facts. To ensure the effectiveness of the questionnaire we used a pilot study to check for design errors and complicated questions. It was important to check the sampling and questionnaire to give our group an estimate of the figures and statistics we hoped to find. We piloted our questionnaire using university students in Ba Primary education with QTS. Feedback was important during this process as it helped to make improvements. However, our pilot study wasn’t representational as the questionnaire was created for teaching practitioners, based on their broad experiences. 
In conclusion, after examining the link between poverty and student attainment and the multiple reasons for this link, I have found the research completed, both established research in the field as well as my group’s work, to be substantial in proving this link and offering reasons for it. There are a number of reasons poverty affects learning stemming from the lifestyle and environment that children living in poverty experience. Factors such as poor living conditions and poor nutrition as well as a lack of experiences and resources all contribute to this attainment gap. While there have been numerous local and national government initiatives attempting to address this gap, the effects poverty can have on attainment are still present in many areas for many children. Inequality in education still exists across the country in both education, as well as in other areas of life, because of cultural and material factors surrounding poverty. There is even evidence of a link to genetics and the effect poverty can have on this, proving that poverty is in-type a learning difficulty that requires extra support and understanding from teachers and government initiatives. There are a number of interventions used within classrooms around Wales, as seen in the questionnaire data, to tackle this issue, showing a willingness for change and the desire for an inclusive approach to learning to be adopted across Wales. There is also evidence of this inclusive approach being used in many schools to help children improve, however, this approach is not yet used all across Wales. While there is no clear pathway to bridging the attainment gap, the introduction of interventions from families, schools and communities appear to be having a positive effect. As many teachers suggest that a lack of parental involvement has significant impact on the attainment of their children, this should be a priority moving forward in the hopes of achieving an inclusive and equal society and education system for all children, no matter what their economic and cultural backgrounds may be.   
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Is there a link between educational attainment and deprivation




Total	Agree	Disagree	Strongly agree	Strongly Disagree	3	1	3	1	Opinions


Number of respondents 





16. Which of the following educational barriers, or challenges, impact pupils from a low economic background within the class?	Low attendence 	Nutritional health	Language development 	Emotional concerns	Social skills 	Lack of parental involvement 	Achievement gaps 	Behavioural issues 	Other	6	5	7	7	5	8	3	5	2	Types of educational barriers


Number of respondents 



15. 'There is considerable evidence of a link between areas with high levels of deprivation and lower levels of educational attainment.' (Horgan, 2007). To what extent do you agree with this statement

15. 'There is considerable evidence of a link between areas with high levels of deprivation and lower levels of educational attainment.' (Horgan, 2007)                                                         To what extent do you agree with this statement	37.5%
37.5%
12.5%
12.5%

Strongly agree	Agree	Neither agree or disagree 	Disagree 	Strongly disagree 	3	3	0	1	1	


11. Do you receive any funding from the Pupil Development Grant? 	Yes 	No	8	0	Opinion 


Number of respondents 




13. Are these grants used specifically for children from a low economic background?	Always	Occasionally	Never	7	1	0	Opinion


Number of respondents



Count of 8. To what extent do you agree children from a low economic background are included within the classroom/school?




Total	Agree	Strongly agree	1	7	Opinions


Number of respondents




9. What methods of inclusion do you use in the class for children from low economic background? 	
Provide PE kit/swimming costume	Free snacks	Rain coats	Wellies	Provide school uniforms	In class support	Reading recovery	5	3	4	5	3	6	6	Method of inclusion 


Number of respondents



Count of 2. Please tick your job title:




Total	Headteacher	Other	Teacher	5	1	2	Job title


Number of respondents




3. How would you define poverty?	Material deprivation 	Social and emotional requirments	Absolute poverty 	5	2	0	Types of poverty


Number of respondents



Q17. Is the attainmnet gap caused by poverty?




Total	Agree	Disagree	Neither agree nor disagree	Strongly agree	Strongly disagree	1	1	1	3	2	Opinion


Number of respondents
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