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Abstract

The aim of this report was to examine the nature of socio-economic disadvantage in Wales and the effect poverty has in relation to educational achievement. The study was designed to measure the impact of current strategies and interventions already implemented at a secondary school in Wales.; further to this, the extent to which the current strategies are improving attainment for pupils who are specifically eligible for free school meals (e-FSM), and to offer recommendations for future practice. Existing literature was sought upon to underpin the foundations of this study. Both qualitative and quantitative evidence was gathered from School X in order to draw more precise conclusions and offer useful recommendations.

The main findings were that the current strategies implemented by the school, and use of the Pupil Development Grant (PDG), have not been successful enough in raising attainment for e-FSM learners at both key stages. However, there is some success in the strategies, as data suggests they seem to be having a greater impact at KS3 than KS4, and the attainment gap is narrower in KS3 between e-FSM learners and those which are not, than at KS4. Conclusions made where that more needs to be done to raise attainment, improve attendance and strengthen parental and community links for all e-FSM learners.
The recommendations are that School X should improve outcomes, especially in English and mathematics, for e-FSM learners at Key Stages 3 and 4, by improving teaching and learning (in particular, the use of high quality feedback that moves learning forward) and improve methods of tracking disadvantaged learners. The second recommendation is to improve e-FSM learners’ attendance, by developing better systems to reduce truancy rates and to improve pupil motivation to come to school; furthermore, improving rewards for improved attendance. Lastly, the final recommendation is to strengthen family and community links, by canvassing the views of parents more systematically and involve them in decision-making for the future of the school.
The investigation was done by a current employee of the school, undertaking the Master of Arts (Education) Teach First. 
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1. Introduction
The relationship between poverty and the effect it has on educational outcomes in Wales is a complex matter, widely agreed by educationalists who continue to search for explanations as to why this occurs and find ways to address it (Raffo et al, 2007). There is no one to ‘blame’, neither is there just one reason for this happening, but the focus of responsibility for how it impacts on attainment should rest with: the individual learner, parents, teachers, the community and policy makers (Grigg et al, 2014). Studies carried out in response to this correlation trend, of poverty leading to poor educational outcomes, tend to focus on: the individual; the social contexts which are immediate to the individual, such as school, family and the wider community; and the impact of broader social constructs (Raffo et al, 2007). Studies investigating the performance of the individual, and which seem to concentrate on biological differences, suggest how a child’s success is predetermined by inherited intelligence. Although, this approach has been widely criticised for a lack of moral and theoretical methodology (Raffo et al, 2007). Nevertheless, this exploration could be interpreted as indicating that disadvantaged children can never truly develop to their full potential in relation to their more affluent peers, because of the position they are born in and therefore have reduced inability to become resilient individuals and learners. Research also states that children born into families with ‘unskilled backgrounds’ are ‘five times less likely’ to enter higher education than their affluent peers (Children in Wales, 2006). Notwithstanding that, Michael Gove’s claim about how ‘bright, poor children’ are not as likely to achieve as much at school as ‘rich, thick kids,’ (Paton, 2014) could indicate how intelligence, talent or IQ are not limiting a child’s success, but the broader socio-economic status to which they are born into.  
When examining immediate social contexts, in particular families and neighbourhoods, it has been suggested that they can both aid or limit a child’s chance of succeeding in education; for example, aspirations of parents and level of support children receive from the family can affect their engagement with school. In addition, communities which are deprived, or have low levels of cultural capital, can predetermine the rate of success in a child’s learning (Raffo et al, 2007). Another immediate social context is the school community, and Cassen and Kingdon (2007) assert that high quality schools can enhance outcomes (up to 14 percent) compared with less effective schools, with Gray and Wilcox (1998) stating this could be as much as two GCSEs. However, as previously stated, schools are not the only determinant of pupil attainment and there is a strong emphasis that experiences outside of school affect success in school (Horgan, 2007). With this in mind, studies into broader social constructs, power structures that reinforce social exclusion because of lack of jobs, poor health and unemployment, all contribute to educational disadvantage (Raffo et al, 2007).
The scale of the challenge Wales faces to improve the educational outcomes of children living in poverty is vast. Wales currently ‘has the highest rate of child poverty in the UK,’ and it remains a national priority for the Welsh Government to eliminate child poverty by 2020 (Grigg et al, 2014). It is crucial to consider the ways in which schools measure the impact of strategies and interventions which are implemented to improve attainment of disadvantaged pupils. Eligibility for free school meals (e-FSM) is widely used as a representation of socio-economic disadvantage within schools, research and Government policies, in both England and Wales; it is a way of measuring the impact poverty has on attainment (Taylor, 2017). It is important to note its success, or restrictions, in determining underachievement of the group of learners (Cook et al, 2014; Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009). It enables stakeholders to determine those schools which need the most support and therefore grant funding (Taylor, 2017). However, there are limitations as to the reliability of eFSM as a way of capturing all children that are living in poverty (Taylor, 2017). It is important to contemplate the notion that ‘FSM pupils may not always be the poorest once other welfare benefits are accounted for’ (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2012: 1015). For example, those households which receive benefits, and therefore children are granted FSM, could potentially be better off than those households not receiving benefits, so this measure of poverty does not enable it to be fully representative. However, e-FSM remains the most suitable method of identifying trends in pupils of low socio-economic status (Taylor, 2017), and therefore will be the crux of identifying what policy makers and schools are doing to alleviate educational disadvantage, in this report.




2. Literature Review

2.1  Socio-economic disadvantage in Wales and the impact it has on educational achievement

Even though income poverty in Wales has been reduced in the past 20 years, poverty remains rife and is higher than in Northern Ireland, Scotland and England (Barnard, 2018). Although it can be identified that more people are in employment, as the Welsh Government (2012) argue, that even when people are in work it does not mean they will automatically ‘escape’ poverty. This is because of ‘poor quality work’ (Barnard, 2018) and ‘rising living costs’ (Welsh Government, 2013) and with housing being the biggest living cost for many households, it makes it difficult for people to fulfil other needs (Barnard, 2018). One of the needs includes being able to participate fully in society and build sustainable relationships with others, to avoid the risk of social exclusion; in addition, this is especially predominant for more rural and secluded communities. One requirement is having enough money for public transport to be able to access social activities. If the household is deprived financially, this could mean that children are denied access to after-school clubs and activities, or part-time jobs (End Child Poverty Network Cymru, 2009). Being able to interact with peers and form friendships, the End Child Poverty Network Cymru document (2009), is of great value for young people and reduces their risk of social exclusion in society. Furthermore, in deprived rural areas of Wales, there is a risk of school closures, creating more of a threat to the livelihood of these communities (End Child Poverty Network Cymru, 2009). 

The Welsh Government’s commitment to eliminating poverty requires clear objectives to make sure that basic needs of the poorest are predominantly catered for, and it is important that people in communities, which are the highest risk of becoming impoverished, are the priority (Welsh Government, 2012). However, this remains difficult with the UK Government’s welfare and benefits reform, and the current economic climate of austerity, which pushes the most susceptible into a cycle of poverty, which ‘undermines [The Welsh Government’s] efforts to reduce poverty overall’ (Welsh Government, 2012). Poverty remains the highest in families with children (Barnard, 2018), and is well documented as having a detrimental impact on educational outcomes for said children. Using the indicator of e-FSM, statistically, e-FSM pupils do not perform as well as their more prosperous peers, and this remains a problem from nursery and onwards (Egan, 2013). Standardised testing at Key Stage Four reveals that there is, on average, a gap of 32 to 24 percent of what e-FSM pupils achieve compared to n-FSM (Egan, 2013) and thus remains why it is one of the Welsh Government’s top three priorities, and the Education Minister, Huw Lewis (2013), his top priority, to tackle educational inequality. However, it is a misconception that all disadvantaged pupils do not perform as well as their more affluent peers, as some research indicates that schools in deprived areas can produce better results than those which are more prosperous (Estyn, 2010). Although, historically, FSM pupils generally do not perform as well as n-FSM pupils, so reasons for this trend need to be considered more closely.

2.2  The role of leadership in schools and within the education system

There is not one way or a ‘national programme’ that schools can follow to attempt to tackle child poverty and educational inequality (Estyn, 2012). However, it is the responsibility of the Welsh Government and local authorities to support schools in helping develop strategies to alleviate the possibility of it affecting a child’s success in school (Estyn, 2012). It is unsurprising that strong leadership is a key aspect of tackling educational disadvantage (Grigg et al, 2014). Evidence shows that schools which confront and challenge the effects of poverty over a sustained period of time, lead to stronger impact in terms of attainment and the wellbeing of disadvantaged pupils (Estyn, 2018). In addition to this, these efficient leaders have the interest of the pupil at the forefront and ‘do not use poverty as an excuse for under-attainment’ (Estyn, 2018). Instead, having high expectations of the school community, including of staff and pupils, leads to better outcomes all round (Estyn, 2018). Creating a learning environment that is purposeful and resolute, allows for better staff morale, self-belief and teaching (Welsh Government, 2014). 

At the centre of school development planning should be effective ways of improving outcomes for disadvantaged learners (Welsh Government, 2014). In addition, as Professor Brent Davies (date unknown) argues, that attention should be on ‘deep leadership’, which can be referred to as long-term planning, to focus on children’s wellbeing, enjoyment of school and developing a life-long love of learning, rather than short-term measures that are often done to please external agencies (such as Ofsted, Estyn, or national tests). As a result, Crossley (2012) reiterates that creating a positive school culture is central to becoming a transformational school. With this in mind, long-term planning should take a whole-school approach, and be explicit in tacking educational disadvantage. Both quantitative and qualitative data should inform future planning, and this includes: data tracking of disadvantaged learners to analyse progress; listening to disadvantaged learners to help them overcome barriers to learning; improving attendance, punctuality and behaviour; and developing the pastoral care system to deal with specific needs of disadvantaged pupils and improve wellbeing (Estyn, 2012). Furthermore, some of the best school leaders tailor the curriculum which can meet the needs of the disadvantaged learner, so that they can make strong progress (Estyn, 2018). 

The National Academy for Educational Leadership, designed in collaboration with the Cabinet Sectretary for Education, Kirsty Williams (2017), aims to support headteachers in developing their skills and knowledge, thus having the greatest impact in the schools they lead. This is part of the government’s strategy of making sure that all pupils have the chance to fulfill their full potential, and that no child is left behind. In addition, this is also part of the development of the new curriculum in Wales, which is designed to give all children deep learning experiences, and to do this, teachers and leaders’ skills must be enhanced (Welsh Government, 2017).

2.3  Effective use of the Pupil Deprivation Grant and associated funding

The Pupil Development Grant (PDG), formerly known as the Pupil Deprivation Grant, which was launched in 2012, provides schools with extra funding to help diminish barriers to learning, which pupils from poorer backgrounds face- predominantly e-FSM learners and Looked After Children (LAC). The funding contributes to giving them a greater chance of achieving their full potential (Welsh Government, 2014b). Schools must meet the ‘expectations of the Welsh Government and Regional Education Consortia for use of the funding’ (Egan et al, 2014) and resources, such as a ‘toolkit,’ from the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF), which was originally commissioned by the Sutton Trust in 2011, helps schools to decipher which interventions or strategies can most effectively raise attainment ‘based on a cost to ratio benefit’ (Education Endowment Foundation, 2014). The Welsh Government provides a flowchart to enable schools to guide their decision making in choosing the strategies (Figure 1, November 2015) and the chart suggests that the funding can also benefit n-FSM pupils, as long as e-FSM learners benefit more overall; otherwise, this becomes an ‘ineligible activity’. Estyn inspectors (2017) consider how effectively the use of PDG funding is used to support e-FSM learners to raise attainment, so it is crucial for schools to be explicit in how they use it. 
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(Figure 1- a flowchart which enables schools to decide how best to spend PDG funding)

As pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds tend to receive less support from their families, compared to those that are not, reveal more challenging behavioural issues and have weaker literacy and numeracy skills, the PDG can be used to reduce the negative impact this can have on the child (Welsh Government, 2014b). Effective use of the PDG, from the earliest onset, is vital to helping the child succeed (Welsh Government, 2014b). The most effective uses of the PDG have been: to design better ways and upskill teachers in providing pupils with meaningful feedback, that moves learning forward; metacognition, which teaches pupils how to self-regulate and monitor their learning; pupils becoming tutors and, essentially, teaching each other; and, as mentioned previously, intervening early enough in the child’s education to boost literacy and numeracy skills (Welsh Government, 2014b).
It is crucial to consider approaches which many may believe to be effective, which upon evaluation of cost to ratio benefit, actually have little impact (Welsh Government, 2014b). Although it has been documented teaching assistants (TAs) have a positive impact in raising attainment for pupils, and when the teacher and TA works effectively together, attainment can increase (EEF, 2014), on the other hand, studies have shown that pupils make less progress because they received help and guidance from a teaching assistant (Blatchford, 2011) and this is because the pupil requiring most assistance is receiving help from the adult who is, essentially, less qualified. This means that cost is high for low impact, and their effectiveness is based on limited evidence (EEF, 2014
Overall, it is crucial that schools monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of strategies they put in place, otherwise it makes it difficult to know what does and does not work, and to plan for future use of the funding (EEF, 2014) In order to achieve the best possible outcomes, schools must ensure that they: effectively track pupils to identify needs in their learning; make sure that they develop strategies to involve parents and carers in the process and engage communities; improve attendance; and continue to use evidence-based approaches deemed to be most effective in raising attainment (Estyn, 2014). It is also important to note that the funding is relatively new, so schools can only essentially evaluate progress in the short-term, and as Kirsty Williams (2017) explained that it will only be available until the end of the Assembly term, so the future of the level of funding remains uncertain. To this end, schools should further consider using those strategies which are of lower cost to ratio benefit, and embed them within the school system now so as to reduce the negative impact this could have of potential removal of the funding in the future (Williams, 2017).
2.4 The role of learning and teaching approaches and interventions

It has been documented that those pupils from poorer backgrounds are more likely to experience poor quality teaching (Hill, 2013). Over one year in school, pupils who receive high quality teaching can expect to gain ‘1.5 years’ of learning… compared with 0.5 years of learning with poorly performing teachers’ (The Sutton Trust, 2011). One successful way in which spending of Pupil Premium money in England benefitted pupils was where ‘best teachers’ were given groups of learners that needed the most support and could raise attainment. Teachers who can evidence that their pupils are making good progress are seen as ‘good’ teachers (Wood and Scott, 2014). Pupils that make good progress and achieve good test scores, it is reasonable to suggest, that classroom strategies and good quality teaching are what have had the biggest impact in terms of those successful learning outcomes (Sharples et al, 2011). However, learning cannot only be results driven, but it is crucial to consider the wellbeing of pupils, and how important it is for teachers to help build disadvantaged learners’ confidence in education and their work, to be able to make good progress (Egan, 2007). In addition, there is no real understanding of what definitely works that can be applied to all disadvantaged learners in particular, as every pupil and their context is different (Sharples et al, 2011). All things considered, subject teachers, on a basic level, identifying and knowing which pupils are e-FSM in their classes, is surely going to enable teachers to make better teaching and learning decisions to improve attainment (Egan et al, 2014).

Research suggests that for those living in poverty, extensive monitoring and data tracking is an effective way of improving outcomes. By tracking pupils through rigorous data tracking, allows teachers to identify pupils who have gaps in their learning, and so interventions can be implemented as early as possible for maximum effect (Gilson, 2016). Nevertheless, interventions cannot solely be relied upon to improve standards, but good quality day-to-day teaching must be exuded to meet the needs of disadvantaged learners, in the first instance (Egan et al, 2014).). Estyn (2018) proclaim that schools do not use data tracking systems effectively enough to monitor progress of these learners, and thus shows that some teachers are not using data to inform planning, which could make the national priority, of closing the gap, more difficult to achieve. Although, sometimes data cannot be relied upon to see if an intervention has worked, as it is often too late and checked after the intervention has taken place, rather than during, when an earlier progress check could have identified whether strategies were working well, needed to be altered or abandoned (Egan et al, 2014).

The Sutton Trust’s research into what teaching and learning approaches work well, for low-achieving pupils, reveals that feedback has high impact, with a potential learning gain of 8 months over one year. This is also of low cost, based on 30 pupils in one class (Higgins et al, 2012). Professor John Hattie (2009) further advocates, with analysis of convincing evidence, that teachers who give high quality feedback to pupils is one of the most effective teaching and learning approaches, so it seems sensible for this to remain a priority for schools to develop. Hattie states that feedback needs to be effective, in order for it to be valuable and move learning forward: firstly, students need to know where they are in their learning and what they need to do to get to the next level and improve (Hattie, 2009). He mentions four ways that feedback can be given: ‘1. affirming what they did well; 2. correcting and directing; 3. pointing out the process; and 4. coaching students to critique their own efforts. It is this higher-level feedback that needs to take place, rather than lower-level simple praise such as ‘good work’, which does not identify why the pupils’ work is good or how they can make it better.  Also, what can have a negative impact on pupils’ self-esteem is when pupils are simply given a mark or grade, therefore they can become disinterested in learning. Since pupils from poorer backgrounds are more likely to have confidence issues, it seems reasonable to conclude that constructive criticism will help. Evidence from case studies reveal that feedback given to low-achieving pupils is more effective than high-achieving pupils (Hattie, 2009). Although, depending on the type of feedback, feedback from teachers does not always help pupils improve.
2.5 The role of family and community interventions

As previously mentioned in this report, a child’s family, the immediate community serving the child and wider society, are of the biggest roles in determining a child’s success. Research proves that parents have the greatest impact on how well a child achieves in school (Egan et al, 2014). Further to this, research from Carter-Wall and Whitfield (2012) claim that engaging parents and families in a child’s education is the most important influence, besides school, which impacts on the achievement of disadvantaged children. Programmes such as ‘Rewriting the Future,’ designed by the Welsh Government (2014), successfully supports schools by providing funding and designing plans to overcome educational disadvantage and narrow the attainment gap. For schools in disadvantaged communities, though, one of the biggest challenges they are faced with, many say, is engaging parents; in addition, this is likely to be because of their own shortcomings with education and having only basic or weak literacy skills, which can affect their ability to communicate effectively with schools (Welsh Government, 2014). In addition to this, the parent’s own negative experiences of school can form a barrier; also, they could lack trust in schools because they feel as though they will not be taken seriously if they voice their views (Welsh Government, 2016). In order to tackle this, schools must ensure they actively reach out into the community and build trust by welcoming the community into the school in various situations such as day-to-day or planned social events (Welsh Government, 2016); also continue developing those links in the long-term to have the biggest impact (Welsh Government, 2014). 

Even though it remains an issue that there is limited evidence to provide schools with ways to break down the barrier of parental engagement with schools (Welsh Government, 2014), as a result of their research into the issue, The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) claim that there are four key areas where family engagement has great effect: supporting parents to develop their educational knowledge, to best support their children; upskilling their parenting abilities; enhancing involvement in parents in decisions the school makes; and making sure parents know and fully understand the high expectations the school has for students. Some schools use part of their PDG money effectively to upskill parents in reading, ICT and numeracy skills (Welsh Government, 2014). In addition to this, Huw Lewis (2015) states that schools must build trust with parents and guardians, to have the greatest impact in terms of a child’s attainment and behaviour. 

On a national level, the ‘Education Begins at Home’ campaign (2016) is another strategy developed by the Welsh Government to reach a larger number of parents to support them in creating a positive learning environment at home, and schools are encouraged to promote this during parents’ evenings to explain the importance. The campaign advocates using social media platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter in its programme, to ensure parents can share resources and build that wide support network (Welsh Government, 2016b), especially if there are physical barriers to communicating with schools and other parents, such as not having transport arrangements.

3. Methodology

Before it is possible to discuss the methods used to obtain research for this report, the school in question must be anonymised, according to the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2011). The purpose of anonymising the school in question, and those who were consulted for this report, is to show respect for the individuals who took both openly and indirectly; it should be established that they have not been discriminated in anyway nor have they been treated unfairly (BERA, 2011). It is imperative that teachers, as educational researchers, consider the rights of the students in their care so as to not harm their wellbeing (Hammack, 1997).

School X is an English-medium secondary school comprising of 696 pupils, of which 19.9% of pupils are FSM (mylocalschool.wales.gov.uk, 2018); this is slightly higher than the national average of 17% (Estyn, 2017b). About a quarter of pupils live in the ‘20% most deprived areas of Wales’ (Estyn, 2017b). As a result of the latest Estyn inspection for the school, which was carried out in December 2017, School X was placed in special measures. The Estyn report will establish a foundation for understanding the context of the school and the recommendations they suggest for improvement will be considered.

The effectiveness of how School X uses the PDG money allocated to them for the financial year of 2016-2017 will be analysed first. The way of obtaining this data will be from the school website and what will be looked at closely is to the extent the strategies have been effective in raising attainment, particularly for FSM and LAC learners. Further to this, questionnaires will be sent electronically to the senior leadership team, exploring personalised responses to gain qualitative data. Participants will be advised that their participation in the questionnaire will provide crucial information for understanding the school’s position in raising attainment for e-FSM and LAC pupils, and that their identity will remain anonymous (BERA, 2011).  

Whole school data will inform part of this research. This will involve scrutinising progress results for KS3 and KS4 from My Local School, and what will be compared is the level of progress being made by those pupils that are FSM alongside those which are not. However, viewing the data alone is not enough and what must be considered is the individual circumstances of the pupils receiving those particular outcomes and questioning the data; also, the context of the school, local authority and Wales as a whole must be considered when analysing the data.

4. Findings
In the financial year of 2016-2017, School X received a grant of £139,650 to support the school in ‘raising aspirations and attainment’ for all FSM pupils (Appendix 1). The school also received money for LAC pupils, who had been looked after by the Local Authority (LA) for more than six months. School X identifies that they take a research based approach to allocating the PDG money they receive, to have the greatest impact for FSM learners, and there is no doubt that the school uses research provided by the EEF (2014) to do this. As mentioned earlier in this report, the EEF (2014) state that schools must use research based-approaches to determine the use of the PDG, in addition to evaluating and monitoring the effectiveness of the strategies during and after implementation, relative to the individual school and pupil context, in order to know if a particular strategy is or is not working. One use of the PDG money includes enhanced transition work for FSM pupils between KS2 and KS3, to ensure cohesion between both key stages, thus being able to implement strategies or interventions at the earliest possible moment, if or when matters arise. This resonates with The Welsh Government’s (2014b) assertion that PDG money is used most effectively when implemented from the earliest onset. 
A further use is to improve FSM parental engagement and communications ‘through a texting service and school based parental workshops’ and ‘develop new attendance strategies, including Attendance Improvement Plans’ (Appendix 1). Furthermore, part of the grant is spent on an attendance officer, whose role is to further improve parental communications and attendance for FSM pupils. However, from the latest Estyn report it states how ‘the attendance of pupils eligible for free school meals is much lower than that of the same group of pupils in similar schools,’ (Estyn, 2017b), so it is evident that the school must do more to improve attendance in comparison to other schools.  
Further to this, the school has focused significantly on using the grant to raise attainment in English and Mathematics, mostly at KS3, by part funding additional teachers to allow for smaller teaching groups, thus allowing for more individualised support for FSM pupils. In addition to improving literacy skills and numeracy skills for FSM pupils, booster sessions are implemented for those underachieving, and the use of Accelerated Reader and Accelerated Maths, benefits both e-FSM and n-FSM in improving their skills at KS3. As highlighted through research into the effectiveness of literacy interventions, Accelerated Reader is an approach proven to be successful, in particular, amongst disadvantaged pupils (Gorard et al, 2015), so School X’s rationale for implementing Accelerated Reader is sound. 
Lastly, other costs include paying for teaching assistants and learning coaches, where the coaches, or mentors, target specifically FSM pupils to ‘improve motivation and engagement’ in lessons’ (Appendix 1). Although, both teaching assistants and learning coaches also benefit n-FSM pupils as they too have access to the support.  
The results from the questionnaire sent to members of the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) were limited. Only two responses were submitted from participants, out of seven participants in total who received the questionnaire, and these responses were only partially completed. However, something can be drawn from this. When asked what impact socio-economic disadvantage has on pupils (Appendix 2), it was identified that family support is a strong determining factor on a child’s success at the school, and that limited access to resources is a problem. One response shows that FSM is a ‘crude way of measuring socio-economic disadvantage’ and this links to what was previously discussed about the phrase ‘FSM’ not being fully representative of socio-economic disadvantage, for varying reasons (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2012). Class seating plans were also mentioned as being an effective teaching and learning strategy to support e-FSM learners.
Data obtained for Key Stage 3 from My Local School for School X (2018) indicates that in 2017, 86.4% of n-FSM pupils achieved at least level 5 in English or Welsh (first language), mathematics and science, compared to 63.6% FSM pupils- revealing an attainment gap of 22.8% (Appendix 3). This is lower than the local authority, as 90.2% of n-FSM pupils and 68.9% FSM achieved a level 5 in the three core subjects. However, this shows an attainment gap of 21.3%, which is similar to that of School X. Although, more must be done to narrow that gap from both LA and school level. Furthermore, the gap has significantly narrowed from 2016 on a school level, where only 45.8% of FSM pupils achieved the expected level for core subjects, and 84.4% of n-FSM pupils- an attainment gap of 38.6%. A conclusion that could be drawn from this is that the interventions put in place for FSM pupils at Key Stage 3 (KS3), are helping to raise attainment, such as the use of Accelerated Reader and Accelerated Mathematics.
Focusing on Key Stage 4 (KS4) (Appendix 4), and the data for those pupils achieving the level 2 threshold for five GCSEs, including English/ Welsh and Maths in 2017: 13.3% FSM pupils and 48.6% n-FSM achieved this. This is an attainment gap of 35.3%, which is much higher than the KS3 gap. In comparison with the LA, 20.4% of FSM pupils achieved the level 2 threshold, alongside 55.2% n-FSM pupils. This is an attainment gap of 34.8%. Although School X reveals a lower percentage of pupils achieving the threshold, the attainment gap is similar. Again, more needs to be done on both a LA and school level to narrow the gap.
Unlike the improvement in data for FSM pupils from 2016 to 2017 in KS3, for KS4 pupils at School X attainment for FSM pupils has decreased since 2016 to 2017: FSM- 20.7% and n-FSM- 55.1%. This is a significant decrease and this data could suggest that the interventions provided to KS4 pupils are not having the same effect as they do at KS3. It should be noted that the indicators have also declined on a LA level in 2016 (62.2% n-FSM and 23.6% FSM). Leadership from LA level must be improved to ensure there is improvement for all FSM pupils; not just for School X, but in the whole area. In addition, leadership must be improved also on a national scale as the percentage of FSM pupils achieving the threshold in 2017 has also declined alongside those not receiving FSM. To this end, school-based interventions cannot be looked at solely independently, but on a national scale interventions must be further evaluated to ensure effectiveness in the future. 
5. Conclusions

Saying that an intervention has worked can be a frivolous statement, because almost everything works (Hattie, 2012). What this depends on is how well the intervention has worked for the FSM pupil as an individual, and how much the pupil has gained, in terms of their educational attainment. 

One of the main conclusions that can be drawn from the findings is that current spending of PDG money on interventions to raise attainment for FSM pupils is not enough, and the school being placed into special measures in 2018 reflects the need for change. Although School X spends the allocated PDG money effectively in some instances, such as to raise literacy and numeracy standards, the pace at which standards are increased is not fast enough, and pupils are being left behind. In the Estyn inspection report (2017b), Estyn state that pupils enter the school with very weak literacy skills, and it is widely known that disadvantaged learners are more likely to have weak literacy skills (Welsh Government, 2014b), which could explain the need for said interventions and why the school finds it difficult to raise standards. However, it is interesting that pupils are doing better in KS3 than at KS4, so it is recommended that literacy and numeracy intervention needs to be more robust in KS3, but also continue into KS4; Accelerated Reader and Maths are only available for KS3 pupils. Entering the secondary school with weak literacy and numeracy skills cannot be an excuse for poor standards and a more robust approach to raising attainment must be exuded. In light of this, it is recommended that School X raises standards in teaching and learning, fostering and ethos of providing high quality feedback on FSM learners’ work that moves learning forward at a faster rate. Also, find better ways of tracking FSM learners so that they can make more rapid progress.

Estyn (2017b) explain how the use of the PDG has been used effectively to employ teaching assistants, contrary to controversial research from The Sutton Trust discussed earlier in this report into the effectiveness of teaching assistants, but the PDG has not resulted in vast enough improvements in standards and attendance of e-FSM learners. Therefore, standards and attendance needs to improve. It could be argued that the current methods of trying to improve attendance for disadvantaged learners are not currently working, however what could also be drawn from this is that the strategies are in place, but they are not being monitored or evaluated, so can therefore not be impact assessed, reviewed and improved effectively enough. It is the way the interventions are being monitored that needs to improve as much as the intervention itself (Estyn, 2012). Either way, it is reasonable to say that poor attendance for FSM learners is leading to poorer outcomes. In light of this, it is recommended that School X create a better system for improving attendance and better systems for monitoring it, and possibly consider the use of attendance rewards for improved attendance as a way of motivating FSM learners to attend school. Also, strengthen family and community links to maximise attendance for FSM learners, and measure the impact this is having.

6. Recommendations

6.1  To improve outcomes, especially in English and mathematics, for e-FSM learners at Key Stages 3 and 4

Due to the poor literacy and numeracy outcomes for disadvantaged learners, at both Key Stages 3 and 4, the following recommendations are made based on educational research into successful methods of raising attainment.

High quality feedback refers to providing pupils with information about what they have done well in their work, but which draws the pupil to specific areas they could improve, linked to previous performance, learning goals and the needs of the curriculum (Egan et al, 2014). At School X, teachers provide pupils with good verbal feedback, however it is the content of the written comments which are variable across the whole school (Estyn, 2017b). Teachers’ comments are not specific enough and some teachers overpraise work of average standard. Furthermore, teachers do not use assessment well enough to plan future lessons. (Estyn, 2017b). To this end, School X has begun developing the school’s feedback policy, to ensure consistency across departments. School X should involve unions and staff in the process of finalising the policy, making sure that the policy does not add too greatly to the teachers’ workload. 

Furthermore, it is the responsibility of senior leadership and teachers to track FSM pupils, provide appropriate interventions and make sure the interventions are evaluated during and after the process, to measure the impact. School X should use advanced data tracking systems to identify pupils who are failing behind and at risk of failure. Once pupils are identified early enough in the system, their specific learning and individual needs should be taken into account before the appropriate intervention is administered. Then, evaluation of the intervention whilst in the process should provide information about its effectiveness and whether it should continue (Ofsted, 2012). 

     6.2 To improve e-FSM learners’ attendance

All schools should have clear systems for monitoring attendance, especially disadvantaged learners. (Egan et al, 2014). School X should develop better systems to reduce truancy rates and improve punctuality. Although the school has developed a text messaging system to alert parents when their child is absent from school, this alone is currently not having the desired impact. Some schools have been successful in developing ‘wrap around provision’, where after-school clubs and breakfast clubs aim to drive that motivation to attend school. School X has started to implement an appropriate range of after-school clubs, although attendance at these are low (Estyn, 2017b). Although it remains more difficult to attract secondary school pupils to afterschool clubs than primary school pupils, School X should promote after school clubs more robustly during tutor time and through assemblies, and display engaging posters or displays around the school to encourage why attending these clubs is worthwhile. Furthermore, development of rewards systems for improved behaviour have been a successful implementation at some schools, such as termly letters home to parents for those learners who have 95%+ attendance, which School X could consider (Estyn, 2012). A successful school has measured the impact this has had on outcomes at the core subject indicators, and there has been a year on year progression of improvements.
      6.3 To strengthen family and community links

Esytn (2017b) reported that School X does not canvass ‘the views of pupils or parents systematically enough,’ and as research suggests, engaging parents in their child’s education has the biggest impact on raising attainment, outside of school (Carter-Wall and Whitfield, 2012). This academic year, the school has begun to strengthen engagement with parents and guardians, by involving them in making decisions about the future of the school. Parents and guardians, alongside pupils, were consulted about a proposal to change to the school uniform, with the final decision being made based on the majority vote from both parents, guardians and pupils. This is just the first step in ensuring families feel involved in the decision making of their child’s future in education and school, and is a step to building trust between parents, the community, senior leadership, teachers and governors. 

In addition to this, School X should plan more informal social events, together with formal events, where parents/ families of e-FSM learners are invited into school during or after the school day, as well as providing activities within the community and home. Estyn (2012) provide the example of ‘Bring a Parent to School Day’ where the parent or guardian can experience a full or half school day with their child, to better understand what the child is learning in school. However, there could be a limitation to this if the parent cannot attend due to work commitments. Lastly, adult learning programmes could be provided by the school, especially in upskilling parents in literacy and numeracy skills. In addition to this, which would also help to raise aspirations for both parents and children, university projects could be designed where parents and family learn about prospective choices for the child’s future together.
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Pupils achieving at least level 5 in English or Welsh (first language), mathematics and science
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© % Pupils who have reached the expected level - Core subject indicator

Represents the percentage of pupils achieving at least level 5 in English or Welsh (first language), mathematics and science in combination.

By Gender By Free School Meals

100

EY

80

70

60

50

Percentage (%)

40

20

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

-~ School - Total
¥ School - FSM
-4 School - Non FSM





image6.png
© % Pupils achieving the level 2 threshold including English/Welsh and Maths
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