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How the impact of poverty is combated through an aspect of the school development plan 
A school development plan is a document that is individual to each school, however there will likely be some similar targets in most school development plans. ‘The school development plan is the school’s strategic plan for improvement. It sets out the actions a school will take to improve learner outcomes. A school development plan will be informed by the regular self-evaluation a school undertakes of its own performance and contextual data and will contain the school’s improvement priorities together with short- and longer-term targets. The school’s priorities will include how the school is addressing the national priorities of raising the standards of education in relation to literacy, raising the standards of education in relation to numeracy, reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment.’ (Welsh government, 2018). These three targets should be in every school development plan, but to what extent can depend on the area the school is in. This is particularly relevant for the third of those three targets. As if the school is in a deprived area with high levels of poverty, then reducing the effect of poverty on a pupil's progress will likely be of greater importance in the school development plan. ‘The school development plan will set out how the school will achieve its targets, in relation to its priorities and how it will use the resources it has available, including funding. It must also set out how the school intends to develop its staff (including those temporarily placed at the school) in order to meet the school’s priorities and targets.’ (Welsh government, 2018). This indicates that the school development plan should set out what and how the schools are aiming to improve. 
[bookmark: _Int_L0LFnuzj][bookmark: _Int_qBWwth5h][bookmark: _Int_1kxyrmjo]The school that I did my placement in, and therefore the school whose development plan I will be discussing in my essay, is in a deprived area and poverty is a prevailing issue in the school. This is therefore an area of importance in the school's development plan. Poverty is a major issue in the school with ‘Pupils of a statutory age (ages 5-15) known to be eligible for free school meals 25.4%’ (Welsh government, 2023). This is higher than the ‘local authority average of 22% and the national average of 21.2%.’ (Welsh government, 2023). Although looking at the number of children entitled for free school meals is not a perfect way of identifying poverty in a school, it is the best available to schools. It is especially difficult given the changing definitions of poverty. ‘In September 2018, the Social Metrics Commission published the ‘A New Measure of Poverty in the UK’ report in which they proposed a new method of measuring poverty......... their new metric accounts for the negative impact on people’s weekly income of inescapable costs such as childcare and the negative impact that disability has on people’s needs; and includes the positive impacts of being able to access liquid assets such as savings, to alleviate immediate poverty. The commission’s metric also included groups of people previously omitted from poverty statistics, like those living on the streets and those above the low income threshold but in overcrowded housing.’ (Department of Work and Pensions 2023). You can see how this may cause problems for schools trying to identify which of their students are living in poverty and which are not. Indeed, it has taken time to implement this new definition of poverty and there are differing views on whether the new or the old definition of poverty is the most appropriate. This leads to the possibility of children falling through the gaps and being missed out. ‘Poverty blights the lives of children and young people. Research has consistently shown that the most economically disadvantaged pupils across the United Kingdom have the poorest educational outcomes and that poverty has a pernicious effect on children’s wellbeing.’ (Thompson et al, 2020).  This is why it is so important for schools to place some focus on improving the results of children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. In fact, if schools make no effort to mitigate the impact of poverty on a child's education, then it becomes a vicious cycle. ‘Poor people lack access to a decent education, and “lifetime and life-wide status” thus develops into a self-fulfilling prophecy that is difficult to emerge from. Poverty is multi-faceted and is hereby regarded as an abuse of the personal freedom of choice as a result of the lack of capability to preform successfully in society. Growing up in disadvantage has a holistic, and long-lasting impact on children’s lives. Children hailing from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds often lag behind in education, are more likely to suffer from poor physical, and mental health and develop emotional and behavioural difficulties, among other disparities. This “transmission of disadvantage” carries on into adulthood, thus “scarring” and “shaping” them for life.’ (Arar et al, 2023). This clearly points why it is vital that schools in their development plan attempt to mitigate the negative impacts of poverty on education for children, but not just that it can negatively affect them beyond education for the rest of their lives. This would reduce people’s ability to be upwardly socially mobile. ‘It is well known that children growing up in poorer families emerge from school with substantially lower levels of educational attainment. Such achievement gaps are a major contributing factor to patterns of social mobility.’ (Goodman et al, 2010). This demonstrates why the school looked to include measures to reduce the impact of poverty on their student's attainment levels. In fact, it has been written that the United Kingdom does not do enough to combat the impacts of poverty on children's education. ‘If we agree with the view that the ways that schools address the issues of poverty and inequality is the ultimate test of the education system, then the United Kingdom can be seen to fail its most disadvantaged children and young people. The link between poverty and poor educational outcomes in the United Kingdom has remained stubbornly and depressingly high despite longstanding policy concern at national, local and jurisdictional levels of government.  Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) and Dorling (2019) have shown that the United Kingdom has lower levels of social mobility than most other comparable countries.’ (Ivinson, 2020). This statement points out why it is so important that schools take a leading role in mitigating the effects of poverty on pupils' education, as clearly actions and initiatives by the United Kingdom government, devolved governments and local authorities have not had the desired effect. The Covid 19 pandemic, and the school closures that came with it, also furthered the gap between the disadvantaged students and those from wealthier backgrounds. ‘Children in financially disadvantaged families were also disproportionally affected by school closures due to their lack of resources. Those who did not have internet access, an appropriate learning environment, or faced homelessness were greatly impaired in their ability to participate in remote lessons.’ (Silton, 2022). This means that for the foreseeable future schools will have to deal with the increased gap between advantaged and disadvantaged students as a result of the measures taken to combat the pandemic. This is particularly relevant in Wales with the BBC publishing an article on the impact of the pandemic on education. ‘There are widening gaps between pupils from poorer backgrounds and their classmates from better off homes since the post-Covid return to school in Wales...... A widening gap can also be seen in terms of GCSE results.... Firstly, the so called “Capped 9 indicator”. This looks at the grades in a pupil's top nine subjects, including literacy, numeracy and science. Points are awarded, with an average points score overall at 365.5. But the points gap between pupils sitting their GCSEs who are eligible for free school meals and those who aren’t has widened from 77,3 before the pandemic to 88.7 in 2022-23.’ (Duffy, 2023). This highlights the damage the pandemic has done to an already major issue. Moreover, there are other indicators or the downturn after the pandemic ‘Next, when it comes to GCSE grades, Qualifications Wales figures show of pupils eligible for free school meals, 8.3% of grades were the top A and A*, compared to 24.1% of those not eligible. The gap has widened from 14 points before the pandemic to 15.7 in 2023. For those not eligible for free school meals, 70% of the grades were C or above, compared to 41.6% of those who were eligible. This gap has also grown slightly since 2019.’ (Duffy, 2023). 
One of the ways the school attempted to counteract the negative impact of poverty is by providing a learning zone. This is a quiet area where students can go to do their work. This gives them a place where they can focus on their work without many of the distractions and obstacles they may face at home. Also, if they do not have some of the basic equipment that they will need to do their work, such as pens, pencils and a ruler, then they will be provided with them. This might seem relatively minor; it is very important. Given the current economic climate many families cannot afford to provide the basics school equipment for their children. This would obviously hold them back in lessons, and also likely lead to some sense of embarrassment for those pupils without equipment that others have. The learning zone was the main way of reducing the gap between students living in poverty and those not, that was identified in the school development plan. The provision of a quiet space for students can be very useful. ‘Having a safe and peaceful place to go to, helps the child take ownership of his or her ability to self-regulate emotions and sensory systems, which are crucial for focused learning.’ (Sequeira, 2018). This shows how having a quiet area to work can limit distractions focusing students on their learning and allowing them to bridge the gap between themselves and students from more economical advantaged backgrounds. Of course, not every student from economically disadvantaged backgrounds achieves poor results and not every student from economically advantaged backgrounds achieves better results, but this unfortunately happens the majority of the time. It can also impact their chances of moving into higher education. Indeed, according to the government ‘Pupils eligible for free school meals are much less likely than other pupils to go into higher education, particularly to more prestigious universities. They are almost twice as likely to drop out before the start of their second year in higher education. Graduates who are eligible for free school meals are slightly less likely to be in employment or further study and they earn around 10% less than other graduates.’ (UK government, 2023). This clearly describes the why there is such a need for schools to do as much as is possible to narrow the gap between students from different socio-economic backgrounds, as any improvement will increase their chances of succeeding in higher education or finding employment. ‘There is a very clear pattern showing students from areas with higher levels of deprivation are more likely to drop out of university. There are also clear links between deprivation and achievement of first and upper second-class degrees and progression to highly skilled employment or higher study. Students from areas with higher deprivation levels have poorer outcomes than those from areas with low deprivation.’ (UK government, 2023). As this is government information and statistics it would suggest that they are reliable and have been well researched before being published.  There has been some recognition of schools implementing learning zones, ‘Ofsted released three reports last week, finding encouraging work in the excellence clusters, city learning centres, and education action zones education initiatives. But it said that the programmes are not yet consistently meeting the key objective of improving achievement. David Bell, chief inspector of schools in England, said “Second round education action zones are having some positive effects in tackling difficult issues within schools....... Attendance, behaviour and attitudes to education are improving”.’ (Anonymous, 2003). This shows that there was some evidence that learning zones do improve education, however it does suggest that there is some merit to the idea of learning zones for improving academic outcomes. There are academics who support the idea of the school providing quiet areas for disadvantaged students, ‘Accommodations as simple as providing a quiet place for a student to take a test can lessen the effects of students’ disabilities or disadvantages.’ (Jensen, 2009). This also indicates that a quiet area, like a learning zone can not only help students living in poverty to achieve their best but can also be of use to those with additional learning needs. In terms of evaluating the effectiveness of any measures in the school development plan, of course the teachers have a say in whether the aims of the plan have been met but there are also others who have an input, ‘The plan is subject to a formal review annually by the school’s governing body.’ (Wallace, 2015).  This points out that more than one stakeholder is involved in the decision-making process when assessing the implementation of the components of the school development plan. This allows more sets of eyes to look at where progress has been made and where it has not, allowing for the development plan to be better developed and of a greater benefit to the school, its staff and the students.
In conclusion, it can be said that pupils living in poverty, and the impact that has on their outcomes, is one of the biggest challenges facing schools today. Therefore, the idea of a learning zone to help combat the impact of poverty on pupils' education is a good idea as it provides them with a quiet space to do their work, something that they may lack at home, as well as providing them with equipment that they may lack. This allows them to focus on their work and bridge the gap between them and other pupils. Understanding the wider context is vitally important. With the limited funding available and likely further budget reductions on the way, it is difficult for schools to do as much as they would like to do. There is clearly a need for schools to try and combat the negative impacts of poverty on children's education. This is particularly important for schools in areas where there are high levels of poverty. While there has been much written about the impact of poverty on children's and adolescents' education, relatively little has been written about the use of learning zones as a way of bridging the gap in attainment between students from an economically disadvantaged background and those from a more economically advantaged background. However, there has been work on how quiet zones in individual classrooms can be beneficial to students. Therefore, it would be fair to say that the same principles apply, and similar outcomes can be achieved by taking that area out of the classroom and having it in a dedicated space free from distractions and with staff focused on helping those students achieve the best they can. 
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