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Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education

The topic to be discussed in this essay will be that of the impact of poverty on attainment in Welsh education. Firstly, it’s important to highlight the definition of poverty in the context of education as it differs somewhat from the general idea that people have about the concept of poverty. As a general population, the ideology that we ascertain from the mere mention of the word poverty is the image of suffering in third world countries due to malnutrition, lack of essential resources and of course shelter. This definition is known as “absolute poverty” and is described as “…synonymous with destitution and occurs when people cannot obtain adequate resources (measured in terms of calories or nutrition) to support a minimum level of physical health.” (Business Dictionary). However, this is not the definition that will be addressed in this essay as the definition of poverty in education meets a different set of criteria. According to the Welsh Government poverty is “…a long-term state of not having sufficient resources to afford food, reasonable living conditions or amenities or to participate in activities (such as access to attractive neighbourhoods and open spaces) which are taken for granted by others in their society.” (Welsh Government, 2011). Taking into consideration this definition of poverty against that of “absolute poverty” it can be said that many families live in these conditions in South Wales and thus are subject to the disadvantages these conditions imply when it comes to their education. In this essay, I will be investigating the effect of living in this type of poverty has over students’ attainment in the secondary school context of my current PTE 1 placement. In order to maintain the school’s anonymity and to maintain ethical procedures of educational research according to BERA (BERA, 2011) , the school in question will be referred to as “School X” in this essay. 
In an ever changing educational system in Wales, it could be said that there is an ever growing need for Strategic Planning in our schools. Strategic Planning is often referred to as a “School Improvement Plan” in which schools outline their objectives for overall school improvement in accordance with the issues that ultimately impede the school from higher achievement and better wellbeing amongst their students.
According to Jamie Billingham in her article published on Thought Exchange, Strategic Planning is defined as “…the process of setting goals, deciding on actions to achieve those goals and mobilizing the resources needed to take those actions.” (Billingham, 2012). In an American context, Billingham goes on to say in the same article that “School districts of all sizes use strategic planning to achieve the broad goals of improving student outcomes and responding to changing demographics while staying within the funding box they are given.” (Billingham, 2012). This could, therefore, be applied to the Welsh school context also as strategic planning should address the change in our schools’ demographics to ensure that we as educators get the best out of all our students, whatever the difficulties may be. This further highlights the importance of such a plan within our schools in Wales. 
Another viewpoint on the importance of strategic planning in education comes from Mardi Krenek. She mentions that providing a focus for the school is of utmost importance as it allows the school to focus on the same priorities and thus for the school to stay on the same path for improvement (Krenek, 2018). Taking this into consideration, it could also be said that strategic planning is essential in a school’s improvement on the whole. For example if we consider raising the attainment of students who are living in poverty as one of the focuses for overall school improvement, including this aim in a strategic improvement plan would be the first step in ensuring measures are in place to combat this issue. It also suggests that all practitioners would be “on the same page” when it comes to addressing the issues expressed in this plan. 
In Australia, the Victoria State Government suggests a four step approach to strategic planning in its document titled “Improving School Governance” (Victoria State Government, 2018, 2). These four steps consist of, first of all, evaluating and diagnosing, then prioritizing and setting goals, developing and planning and finally implementing and monitoring. The document has a strong focus on the first step of evaluating and diagnosing which consists of self-evaluation on an annual basis, followed by a review every four years and the publishing of an annual report for parents and governors alike outlining the successes and challenges from the previous improvement plans. It could be said that this continuous process of looking back is of great importance to the preparation of a school improvement plan and its subsequent implementation as it continuously recognises the issues that need to be addressed and the adjustments that need to be made in order to ultimately reach their goals in improvement. 
Having already outlined the four steps which are taken in Victoria, Australia when constructing a School Improvement Plan, it’s also important to take into account the issues that can affect a school’s progress and lay its pathway to overall improvement. This can be seen by the examples presented by Alexandra L. Learner from California State University when discussing Strategic Planning in Higher Education. She mentions that economic transformation and changing demographics are two of the challenges that face higher education in the State of California (Learner, 1999). More specifically she mentions that by 2005, 50% of students entering the university would have been from non-white families and that given the “profound transformation” that California’s economy went through at that time, there was a greater need for well-educated individuals to join the work force in a more high-tech environment. Although these are concerns for an institution of higher education, the principle of taking social and economic factors into consideration when constructing a Strategic Improvement Plan can be of the utmost importance as these factors can affect a student’s pathway to success. 
	Reading further into the issues that Strategic Planning faces within schools along with its importance for progress brings us to an article written about the situation in Kenya. Strategic Planning is a relatively new concept to schools in this area of the world and many issues as to its implementation have come to the surface in this article by Flora Mbugua and Jane F. A. Rarieya. The writer mentions that headteachers were instructed to lead the process of Strategic Planning within their centres and then to guide other stakeholders through the process, however these headteachers were not inducted into the process of carrying out Strategic Planning and consequently this presented challenges when having to guide other senior leaders through the process (Mbugua et al, 2014, 101). In the same article, it is mentioned that research done in South Africa has revealed that due to Strategic Planning being an external requirement from the Department of Education in South Africa, there was a lack of commitment to the process which resulted in the “borrowing” of other School Improvement Plans from other centres (Mbugua et al, 2014, 101). Taking into consideration the points mentioned regarding the issues in Kenya surrounding strategic planning, it could be said that the importance of collaboration in the implementation of a strategic plan. The lack of collaboration shown in the context of Kenya’s schools could be observed as an example not to follow and thus shows us how important it is to work together. Furthermore it demonstrates the importance of communication and commitment to a Strategic Plan as all practitioners should be aware of its importance and have clear guidance on the areas for improvement within their centre. 
	An example of how strategic planning has been implemented successfully can be seen closer to home at Cefn Hengoed Comprehensive School, Swansea where a 9 step process is currently in place but where a great focus is put on feedback regarding the ideas within the Strategic Plan; step 6 of this plan. Jai Lewabe, head of humanities at Comprehensive School, mentions the importance of the students’ opinions regarding any implementation of a new programme or concept at the school. Students, for example, were able to comment on new programmes of study which lead to changes being made within those programmes and ultimately improving their learning outcomes at the school (Lewabe, 2018). On a completely opposing note to that of the challenges faced by schools in Kenya, it could be said that this constant communication with students has allowed for the success of this particular plan and that communication not just with staff but with students also is a big factor in successfully moving forward with a strategic plan. 
	Having now evaluated the process of Strategic Planning, this section of the essay will review the Strategic Plan, or as it’s more commonly referred to, the School Improvement plan in place at School X, my currently PTE school. This school is a secondary school consisting of pupils from the ages of 11-16 with a total of 783 students and 18.8% of these students are receiving free school meals. The demographic of this school is generally White-British with figure of 8.6% of students being from other ethnic backgrounds other than the aforementioned (Appendix 2). According to the same source, the percentage of students in the local authority where School X is found is that of 21.4%, a figure much higher than that of Wales as a whole (16.4%). With the figure of School X falling above the national figure and just below the Local Authority’s figure, it could be said that this is an indicator of a rather high figure of students living in poverty in the area where School X is found. Further investigation shows that the attainment levels in students receiving free school meals at this school are not only below those who don’t, but have also declined in the from 2016 to 2017. In 2016, 53.8% of free school meal students at School X achieved grades A*- C in Maths and English as opposed to 44.0% in 2017 (Appendix 2). This could also be said to be an indicator of how poverty can influence students’ academic performance and the need to support these students to ensure that these figures go from strength to strength instead of declining. 
	Given the information that has just been mentioned in this essay, the School Improvement Plan for School X explicitly identifies a need to “Sustain outcomes of eFSM pupils above Welsh average”. Before moving forward it’s important to differentiate between the meanings of “FSM” and “eFSM”. According to the Welsh Government, the acronym “eFSM” only applies to the student who is “eligible” to receive free school meals whereas FSM simply refers to the concept of free school meals i.e. “the free school meal level at a school” (Welsh Government, 2014). As the acronym shows, School X is referring solely to the students at the school and not the figure of students receiving free school meals. 
	In order to address this issue, the first of four strategies stated by the school in question (Appendix 1) is to “increase strategies for building resilience”. According to the Department of Education at the University of Melbourne, resilience is defined as “the capacity to cope, learn and thrive in the face of change, challenge or adversity.” (Frydenberg et al. 15) Recently at School X, the most prominent implementation of an increased strategy for resilience as a school can be seen in the new behaviour policy that has been outlined as “Ready to Learn”. “Ready to Learn” gives the students a set of guidelines that outline the expected behaviour from them not only in the classroom but towards their peers and their attitude towards their own learning. “Ready to Learn” promotes taking responsibility for the students’ own learning and pushes students to be ambitious, capable learners (Donaldson, 2015, 31) by making them aware of their responsibilities inside and outside the classroom. It could be said that these expectations from this programme provide a means of learning self-discipline. According to an article written by End Child Poverty Network Cymru, working on discipline with children who live in poverty should be a joint effort as they suggest “involving parents at an early stage with attendance or discipline problems.” (End Child Poverty Network Cymru, 2012, 24) Therefore, it could be said that this measure of outlining explicitly what is expected from all students at School X, behaviourally and academically, students who are subject to living in poverty are expected to be just as resilient as those who aren’t. This could promote a very positive mental attitude amongst students in poverty and consequently push them to maintain the best results possible. The MFL department at School X has used this policy to its advantage as all students are expected to provide the highest standard of work possible and communication with parents when it comes to attendance and behaviour is constant in order to maintain these high expectations. 
	The second of the four strategies (Appendix 1)  in “sustaining outcomes of eFSM pupils above Welsh average” is that of “Targeted Mentoring”. Targeted Mentoring refers to the mentoring of a specific individual or group of specific individuals who have difficulties in a certain aspect of their life or job. This definition is true to that of the Royal College of Surgeons who use this method of mentoring when dealing with Refugee Doctors or Newly Appointed Consultants (Royal College of Surgeons, 2018). This organisation recognises the benefits of using this method of mentoring as being beneficial for all doctors at any stage in their career should they feel they need any extra support. This could be said for the situation at School X where there is a peer-mentoring programme in place for students who are struggling with their basic numeracy skills. High achievers mentor lower achievers during their registration sessions which are led by maths practitioners within the school. This programme is not something that has been implemented into the MFL department and focuses solely on numeracy skills, however it could be said that this programme not only benefits students who are underachieving in general but also the students who are from poverty backgrounds who may not receive the support they need from a parent or have the space to be productive at home. 
	The third of the four strategies outlined (Appendix 1)  is “Targeted Intervention” which, according to The Kentucky State Department of Education, is defined as “targeted interventions are planned, carefully considered interventions that occur when students do not meet the grade level expectations (i.e. benchmarks) that are necessary for academic progress.” (Kentucky Department of Education, 2018) At School X, Targeted Intervention mainly takes place in the core subject areas i.e. Maths and English for students who are underachieving in this particular area. Extra sessions are available in the Maths department mainly for students who are undertaking their GCSEs to ensure that they have the support necessary to achieve the best grade possible. It could be said that these interventions, much like the mentoring programs, assist students from poverty backgrounds in that it gives these students more time with their teachers and allows them the space they need to study that they may not have at home. They would also have access to further resources that they may not have at home thus providing these students with the tools they need to achieve the highest grades possible. These programmes, much like the mentoring programmes, are not available in the MFL department. 
	The fourth and final strategy outlined (Appendix 1) in the plan consists of “identifying best practice to ensure progress is maintained.” According to Edutopia, “best practice” is the use of “…tried-and-true strategies by testing them out, reflecting on the outcomes, and honing those strategies over decades or longer.” (Alber, 2015). Taking this into consideration, it could be said that the combination of both Targeted Mentoring and Targeted Intervention are the practices that have been successful in the past at School X when it comes to maintaining the outcomes for eFSM students. 
	School X also outlines within their School Improvement plan an allocation of £71,384 from a PDG (Pupil Development Grant). The Pupil Development Grant is a grant that comes from the Welsh Government in the form of additional funding “to overcome the additional barriers faced by poorer learners” and is aimed to support these learners to further their education in the arts and cultural learning (Welsh Government, 2015). Although this exact amount has been allocated to maintaining the outcomes of eFSM students at School X, the School Improvement Plan does not outline how this funding is allocated towards programmes that target these particular students. 
Further reading into the impact that poverty has on students’ attainment has revealed further challenges that these students may face in their trajectory through education. According to Dr. H.B Ferguson from Paediatr Child Health, socioeconomic factors are a “pervasive and persistent influence over school achievement” (Ferguson, 2007). In the very same article he also mentions that socioeconomic status is not the only “risk factor” when it comes to poverty and its effect on attainment; there are also factors such as parental education and high family stress. The article also reveals that these findings are true on an international level as PISA assessed the reading, maths and science scores of 15 year old children in total of 43 countries and the outcome was that the socio economic status and the educational measure showed a significant relationship that is now referred to as the “socioeconomic gradient” (Ferguson, 2007). Ferguson goes on to say that those students from backgrounds with a higher quality of life are generally more successful in their education. It could be said that this is very true for the situation in Wales as the percentage of eFSM children achieving grades A* - C in the core subjects is at 28.6% on a national scale (Appendix 2). It could be seen as necessary, therefore, to work towards closing this gap between eFSM students and non-eFSM students by investigating the best practices possible to achieve that. 
In an article titled “Child poverty harms children’s educational opportunities” by Child Poverty Action Group, there is a slightly different take on some of the effects that poverty has on a child’s education. Although this essay focuses mainly on attainment levels of children living in poverty, this article focuses on their wellbeing. However it could be said that there is a strong correlation between the two issues. The article says that “teachers described children wearing worn-out shoes and unable to do homework because they have no stationery” (Child Poverty Action Group, 2018). The article then goes on to say that schools have collected food from foodbanks for students in the past. With these two scenarios in mind, it could be argued that firstly, lack of equipment will always be a hinderance for students to achieve their full potential as they will not be physically able to contribute inside or outside of the classroom thus affecting their grades. Furthermore, it could be argued that the physiological effects of not eating properly inhibits cognitive function and thus children who don’t have access to regular meals could suffer academically as their focus may not be as sharp as those who eat regularly. 
The BBC in Scotland has recently written an article titled “Teachers 'need help' tackling poverty impact on education”. One of the more prominent issues in the article is that students in poverty are not turning up to school on time and it suggests this is due to a lack of discipline as children aren’t able to go to bed on time. According to a teacher who expresses her experience in the article, this is due to parents not disciplining their children at home. It is also mentioned that children therefore are not able to wake up on time to attend school and their sleep deprivation is thus a hinderance on their performance in class (BBC, 2018). It could be said that this issue is also present in Wales and the lack of discipline in impoverished households leads to a reduced focus in the classroom and ultimately less contact time with the teacher as students don’t turn up on time. 
A study published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, that focuses on poorer children’s attainment and how behaviour and attitude affect this attainment, reveals yet a different viewpoint on some of the challenges children from a poverty background face in their secondary education. Firstly, the report mentions that children from the ages of 14-16 from poorer backgrounds “show marked differences in many family background characteristics (including parental education, family size and ethnicity), and their attitudes and behaviours (and those of their parents) in the teenage years…” (Chowdry et al. 2010, 35). The report goes on to explain that these differences are a possible explanation as to the gap in attainment between these poorer youths and their richer classmates. The text also expresses how this particular demographic is more likely to engage in more risky behaviours i.e. smoking, taking cannabis, playing truanting etc. and is less likely to engage in more positive activities such as sport, reading for pleasure or playing an instrument (Chowdry et al. 2010, 37). Given this trend in behaviour amongst poorer young people, it could be said that this negative behaviour and attitude towards learning is another element of why young people who live in poverty do no achieve in the same way as richer students. It could be said that this negative behaviour simply overspills into their education and inhibits them from progressing the way they should. 
As an aspiring MFL teacher it’s important to me to investigate the impact that poverty has on MFL as a department and Language Trends Wales gives us an insight into the situation. The Language Trends Wales report says that “schools with more pupils recorded as eligible for Free School Meals are less likely to provide international engagement in relation to MFL, particularly school trips and work experience abroad” (Tinsley, 2018, 50). This lack of engagement with the subject could be a cause for low attainment and it could be argued that given their lack of opportunity to participate in school trips, due to lack of funds, inhibits them from broadening their horizons and really seeing the subject in action i.e. using the language in native speaking context. An article from The Guardian affirms that many “cannot afford to pay for their children’s school trips” (The Guardian, 2014) and this leads to social exclusion amongst young people. Applying this statement from The Guardian to what is true about language trends in Wales, it could be argued that the low attainment levels in MFL for eFSM students is due to their lack of access to these extra-curricular activities which could ultimately support their learning of a language and put it into context thus broadening their horizons on the subject. 
Considering the many challenges mentioned that living in poverty can cause in a student’s education coupled with the action that School X is currently taking to sustain outcomes for eFSM students, the following section of this essay will address some recommendations that could further support students living in poverty in improving their attainment. The first of these recommendations is based on one of the measures already taken by the school. In previous sections of the essay, it has been mentioned that mentoring is stride in the right direction when it comes to supporting students who face challenges that others may not; in this case, living in poverty. According to Youth.gov, there are numerous advantages to mentoring young people some of which include “a better attitude about school”, “enhanced self-esteem and self-confidence” and “increased high school graduation rates” (Youth.gov). If we consider these advantages of mentoring, School X should now look forward to developing a programme that specifically targets young people who live in poverty and look into ways to support them through their secondary education in order to raise their attainment levels. 
The School Improvement plan also allocates a specific amount of money to the address the issue in question. This money comes in the form of a Pupil Development Grant that has been previously mentioned in this essay. A further recommendation would be for School X to outline specifically how they intend to use this extra funding towards sustaining outcomes for eFSM students. For example, given that school trips aren’t always an option for children who are subject to poverty, part of this grant could subsidise the costs for these children to experience extra-curricular activities that they wouldn’t otherwise be able to afford i.e. cultural visits with the MFL department. 
Conversations with the Senior Leadership Team at School X have led to a deeper insight into the intentions for the use of the PDG. One Senior Leader mentioned that the School Improvement Plan doesn’t outline the intended purpose for this money as the school feels that it should be allocated to needs that arise during the school terms. According to the Welsh Assembly, this grant is no longer being considered as extra funding but as core funding and is not used enough in funding more gifted and talented eFSM pupils (Welsh Assembly, 2018). Therefore another recommendation would be to invest this money into the staff at the school to provide the support eFSM children may need to reach their potentials. For example allocating members of staff to a dedicated mentoring programme that would give these students the support they need. 
Research also indicates that performance related pay is an incentive for staff to work harder within the school and could be a way of motivating people to come into the teaching profession for the long-run. Brian A. Jacob and Jens Ludwig say “Proponents of “pay-for-performance,” also known as “merit” or “incentive” pay, argue that it would not only provide incentives for current teachers to work “harder” or “smarter,” but also could affect the type of people who enter the teaching force and then choose to remain”(Jacob, Ludwig, 2009, 58). Using this grant as a form of incentive for staff to work harder with these students would be the next recommendation by paying teachers more money to offer programmes that will support eFSM students. For example, this could be in the form of a supervised after-school homework club that would allow these students the space they need to work effectively and access to the necessary resources to complete their work to the highest standard possible. 
Previously in this essay it has been mentioned that some students who are subject to poverty can display certain risky behaviours and that involving parents at an early stage as an intervention to disciplinary problems is a step in the right direction for these children (End Child Poverty Network Cymru, 2012, 24). It would therefore be a recommendation to ensure that School X strengthen their relationships with with parents of their eFSM students who display these behaviours in order to ensure that there is a level of discipline in school that is carried back to the home life. This could maximise the students’ output inside and outside of the classroom as their behaviour would cease to be a hinderance to their learning process. 
	To conclude this essay, firstly it has to be said that the impact of poverty on attainment is not just an issue in Wales but an issue on a much larger scale. Throughout this essay, there have been examples presented from the United States of America all the way to Kenya. As the United Kingdom is often considered to be an affluent society in general, it could be said, therefore, that articles from The Guardian which state “Extreme child poverty is worsening across the UK, with schools increasingly forced to fill in the gaps being left by councils and social services budget cuts, school leaders have said” (The Guardian, 2018) are particularly alarming as many people don’t consider the sheer amount of poverty our children experience on a daily basis. Norad states that “The right to education is a fundamental human right. Every individual, irrespective of race, gender, nationality, ethnic or social origin, religion or political preference, age or disability, is entitled to a free elementary education” (Norad, 2016). Education is a global right and not a privilege therefore as educators we should ensure that this is true to all our students by not only ensuring that the more affluent students get a better shot but that all students get an equal shot at reaching their full potential. Therefore, I believe that by following the recommendations expressed in this essay, School X could not only maintain their eFSM students’ outcomes but maximise them. This would allow equal opportunity for the future of these students and would ultimately allow these students to have a broader range of opportunities when leaving education. Poverty should not be a factor that affects a child’s education and it could be said that we as practitioners play a vital role in ensuring that it inhibits their potentials as little as possible. 
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