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Investigating Contemporary Issues in Secondary Education

This essay aims to critically evaluate the impact of poverty on attainment in the art classroom. To do this, it will analyse the effectiveness and development of strategies used in a school study. Reducing the impact of poverty on attainment is one of the three national priorities the Welsh Government has put in place in recent years. It has been specified that no child should be disadvantaged by poverty and inequality and has been made one of the top priorities (Lewis, 2014). In order to gage the impact of poverty on attainment, the Department of Education use eligibility for free school meals (eFSM) as a proxy indicator of deprivation. Although the performance of eFSM pupils has improved over the last 10 years, there is still an attainment gap between eFSM pupils and non-eFSM pupils (Welsh Goverment, 2018) which indicates that poverty and deprivation are still having an impact on attainment (Teach First, 2019). The link between low income and attainment is greater in the UK than almost any other developed nation, with pupils who are eFSM being less likely to get good GCSE’S (A*-C) and go on to higher education (Teach First, 2019).
	Within Wales, the Welsh Government has a funding scheme called the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) and was introduced to help improve attainment, behaviour, attendance and have a positive impact on wellbeing. The PDG provides additional funding to schools to help them overcome the additional barriers that poorer learners face. Pupils from a disadvantaged background may have limited access to cultural and art experiences as pupils often lack the financial support from their guardians, whether they be parents or carers, for these extra-curricular activities (Welsh Goverment, 2015). However, it is not only extra-curricular activities that some pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds lack the funds for, as many struggle to fund basic art equipment. This is supported by Sophie Fegan who found that when the art pupils in her school gave feedback, they said that they simply did not have access at home to the equipment they needed to have been able to complete their work at home, and in order to combat this, she provided sketchbooks and a portfolio pack of basic art supplies to eFSM pupils (Fegan, 2017).
It is vital that we recognise the need to improve performances of disadvantaged pupils, as evidence has shown that coming from a deprived background has a big influence on not just their lives while they are young, but as also as adults. Pupils from deprived areas are twice as likely not to be in education or employment and end up at a higher risk of poverty as adults (Sharp, et al., 2015). This is supported by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), who found that pupils who fail in school are penalised for the rest of their lives (OECD, 2012). What makes this inequality worse, is that it is believed to be entirely solvable by some (Teach First, 2019). This makes our jobs as teachers, vitally important. By supporting pupils who come from a deprived area, we as teachers can help break the cycle of the lack of attainment in eFSM pupils, this is similar to focusing on improving educational outcomes of eFSM pupils which will ensure that schools can reduce the attainment gap that currently still exists (Welsh Government , 2014).
Schools play a pivotal role in breaking the link between attainment and deprivation, however the attainment of all learners in Wales needs to improve. (Welsh Government , 2014). For confidential and ethical purposes, in this report the school that we will be exploring into will be referred to as School X (BERA, 2018). School X is an English-medium, 11 to 16 mixed comprehensive school located in South Wales. ‘Around 21.5% of pupils are eFSM, which is higher than the national average of 17% and around 2% of pupils live in 20% most deprived areas in Wales’ (ESTYN, 2018, p. 1). Whilst looking through the Eystn report, they made a clear statement that eFSM pupils’ performance has been varied over the last 4 years however their performance in other subjects other than Mathematics and English has declined. (ESTYN, 2018). 
Estyn, 2018, mentioned in the report of School X that the school improvement plan is clear, appropriate and addresses the schools five strategic aims. Within the statement, Estyn has recommended that School X focus on 4 things that need improvement, one of which is; ‘To raise standards for all groups of learners’, (ESTYN, 2018, p. 3). Although this does not identify eFSM pupils specifically, raising overall standards for eFSM will help to close the attainment gap within the school. School X has made a point to write that one of their aims is to ensure that non-core subjects match or exceed the performance of core subjects and that they need to be in line with the Welsh Average. Within the art department, there has been a significant increase in the pass rate compared to the year before, with this year being at 93% (Appendix 1). The majority of all pupils who took Art and Design as one of their GCSE options, gained a C or above, ensuring that all achieved their full potential. When comparing this with other non-core subjects with School X, the art department is performing well and has been maintaining the standards the school expects from them. 
According to the Estyn report, 2018, the PDG is being used appropriately to fund initiatives that contribute to the progress and wellbeing of pupils, including eFSM pupils (ESTYN, 2018, p. 10). However, looking through the School Improvement Plan (SIP) there is currently no PDG funding for non-core subjects. Within the whole SIP there are several aims to further improve outcomes at KS4 using the PDG but these are primarily for English and Maths GCSE pupils. As mentioned previously School X has five strategic aims, one of which is to ‘Enhance standards of attainment across the school for all pupils and groups of learners’ (Appendix 2), there is a subheading within this aim that focus’ on reducing the gap on poverty and attainment. Here School X has placed specific objectives and how they have used the PDG funding for each point. Although the majority of the points are aimed at additional support and or additional support staff (Teaching Assistants) there are some which could be used for the art department (Appendix 2). 
School X has considered using the PDG well and has spread it across the school justly, however by not providing more practical subjects with more physical resources could affect the Key Stage 4 eFSM pupils pass rate. Traditionally Learning has been more technical and academic, but over the past few years by incorporating more practical and varied techniques to teaching has improved learning in the classroom. (Simpnson, 2016). Although some would reason that funding should primarily go into the core subjects like Maths and English, others would argue that it is vital to keep the Arts within schools as it often gets the best out of lower achieving children (Smith, 2013). It helps to improve, thinking, social, reading, language and mathematic skills as well as a motivation to learn. Research has shown that the arts has helped pupils master other subjects such as English and Maths and has often enhanced other areas of their learning and life (Ruppert, 2006).
The School Improvement Plan (SIP) is in theory the principal plan, which would then make the Departmental Improvement Plan (DIP) a statement detailing exactly how the identified aims will be achieved. When looking into School X’s DIP for Art and Design, there were a few strategic targets that the head of Art and Design wanted to focus on;
‘Identify FSM pupils and ensuring the gap in achievement is reduced between non-FSM and eFSM pupils.’ (Appendix 1)
One of the strategic aims School X has put in place is to enhance the attainment across the school for all pupils and all groups of leaners. The expected impact that focusing on this activity is, that the variation in attainment between groups of learners and between departments will be reduced (Appendix 1). In School X, the head of art was observed making sure that any eFSM pupils had access to any are materials that they needed and a space to work in, in case they did not have access to these things at home, and is a clear example of how these strategic aims are currently being targeted.  The way eFSM pupils were identified was through a programme the school uses called sims, and the information that they have about eFSM pupils usually comes with them through primary school. There is a big difference at KS4 as pupils are required to do a lot of work at home/in their space time. To make sure KS4 eFSM pupils have the same opportunities as non-FSM pupils, the head of art in School X offered more resources, guidance and support, some pupils took them up on the offer and others didn’t, it depended on their attitude and mindset.
	Another aim that was mentioned within the Art and Design DIP was; ‘Homework club for learners without materials or access to a work area at home’ (Appendix 1). This also coincides with the previous point. Within the resources section of the DIP, the Head of art has stressed several times that they require more funding to be able to help close the attainment gap between eFSM pupils and non-eFSM pupils. Homework is really important for pupils, it has not only been proven to improve academic achievement but has serious educational benefits. It has been confirmed That pupils who did two to three hours of homework a night got better results in the core subjects of English, Maths and Science (The School Run, 2019). This is also backed up by Sophie Fegan, 2017, who  states that if pupils want to achieve high grades in Art and Design at Key Stage 4, they need to be committing to at least 2 hours a week outside of the classroom towards their artwork (Fegan, 2017). For pupils who do not have access to materials or a quite space at home, homework clubs can be useful if pupils have assignments that require the use of school resources. Not only that, pupils will have access to teachers which is particularly beneficial for children who struggle (The School Run, 2019). 
Strategic planning in schools is very important, it can provide a sense of direction and outlines goals that are assessable and achievable. It is a tool that can be used for many different things, guiding everyday decisions and changing schools approaches when moving forward (Gartenstein, 2018). A school’s strategic plan classically centres on long term goals and explains how to attain them, which is why everyone who is involved within the school should know what is expected of them and by when (Gateway, 2019).
‘Creating a strategic plan is a key component of planning for growth’ (Gateway, 2019). 
It doesn’t just help a school define what it intends to achieve when it comes to pupil’s success but also the school’s presence within its community. There is a trend amongst businesses, non-profits and schools that staff don’t understand how the work they’re doing helps their establishment, which can lead to discontent. Demonstrating to staff that their work is vital, can help to encourage their enthusiasm and passion for the work they do.   Communication in schools is critical, as it’s such a large institute, a well communicated strategic plan holds staff responsible for their behaviours (Ong, 2006).
It all starts with a mission set out by the school. School X’s mission statement, for example, is ‘At School X we support, celebrate and promote learning for all; working together as a community to achieve excellence and ensure success for life.’  A mission statement is significant because it enables staff and pupils to clearly see where they need to focus their efforts. Growing a school can become difficult and can pose some personal challenges with the staff and pupils who can be resistant to change. It can be appealing for head teachers, senior teachers and staff to overlook issues, but by having them set out in strategic aims can focus’ their attention on the problems (Gateway, 2019).
	Strategic aims or goals enable staff to gauge development and pace progresses, as they can provide an objective to be accomplished within a specific time frame (Gartenstein, 2018). School X has 3 Strategic aims that they want to put in place within the next 3 years. One of which is ‘Enhance standards of attainment across the school for all pupils and groups of learners’ (Appendix 4). To develop a tactical approach when dealing with this issue in the school, School X have written a rationale behind why they have chosen to focus on attainment as one of their aims and then looked at the expected impact of what happens when they have succeeded in enhancing it. The reasoning for their first strategic aim is that learning is the school’s core purpose and the central to their ethos; they address variation to ensure all learners develop skills to gain their full potential. They want all pupils of all abilities to have access to high quality learning to enable them to lead a successful life and career. The expected impact of enhancing standards of attainment would lead to the decrease of variation between subjects, pupils of all abilities would be able to perform to their fullest potential and improvement of attainment compared to national averages (Appendix 4). 
A major characteristic of a successful school is its ability to identify issues, place them into a School Improvement Plan (SIP), which subsequently enables the staff to improve and grow in their ability to teach (Ball, 2006, p. 107). Once a school has a Strategic plan in place it can then go on to develop its SIP and that can be used to develop a DIP. The core fundamentals of the SIP and DIP will have the strategic aims as their areas to improve. However, SIP should only be written after the school has had its processes and performance evaluated independently, such as an Estyn inspection, to ensure that the school’s internal workings have been carefully examined in detail. Assessments, exam and test results, different year groups and subjects for all pupils must be taken into account when the data is collected and analysed, this must be done before the creation of the SIP (Arnold, 2017). 
	Schools that are in a deprived area are under a huge amount of pressure to calculate the progress of PDG funding and whether it is working to close the gap in attainment between eFSM and non eFSM pupils. The head teacher and senior leaders are responsible for how the school spends the PDG and the rationale behind it. They are the individuals who are responsible need to critically evaluate which areas of the school would benefit and which areas could use improvements. This can be measures and shown by looking at statistics and inspection evidence (Arnold, 2017). 
According to (Sharp, et al., 2015) there are 7 building blocks for a school to be efficient in supporting disadvantaged pupils. They argue that schools need to be addressing behaviour and attendance, as more successful schools have really effective behavioural strategies; such as making sure that all staff have training in behaviour management. As well as this, they argue as high quality teaching is needed and that, senior leaders within schools should be responsible in ensuring that every member of staff is accountable for pupils’ progress, and that staff are trained to provide high quality feedback to pupils. They also demonstrate that most successful schools have a high attainment ethos for all pupils, and that each pupil needs to be viewed as an individual. This means that schools need to avoid stereotyping disadvantaged pupils by referring them as a group, e.g. eFSM pupils. Leaders of more successful school have underlined the importance of high quality teaching for all pupils, going as far as to state that ‘for poor pupils the difference between a good teacher and a bad teacher is a whole year’s learning’ (Sharp, et al., 2015, p. 8). 
	There is a danger that in schools with a smaller proportion of eFSM pupils that they may get ‘lost’ in the schooling system, possible resolutions may include monitoring the progress of the pupils and providing them with individual support (Sharp, et al., 2015). Similarly, the OECD state that the highest performing school systems are those that combine equity with quality and give all pupils opportunities for a good quality education (OECD, 2012). Only 21% of pupils entitled to free school meals end up going into higher education and within England and Wales, 33% of pupils who are eFSM achieve 5 A*- C at Key Stage 4 compared to 60.5% of pupils overall (Teach First, 2019). It has been proven across the world that improving equity and reducing school failure pays off, by providing pupils with a successful education completion ends up giving them healthy lifestyle choices (OECD, 2012). Likewise, by improving the attainment of eFSM, this will in turn improve the school’s overall attainment.
‘Education in the UK suffers from a fundamental issue, income defines how well children do at school’ (Teach First, 2019).
Within the UK, rates of pupils going into further education, such as college or university, and training have lagged behind those in other nations, this is resulting in a workforce with less skills and qualifications compared to fellow developed countries (Duckworth, et al., 2011). 
The National curriculum was first defined in 1988 and it sought to establish an entitlement for all children in state schools to have access to nationally subject specific knowledge (Donaldson, 2015). As part of the current Welsh National Curriculum, schools must reduce the social barriers and offer opportunities for all learners to achieve their full potential in preparation for further learning (Welsh Assembly Government , 2008). To be able to do this, within the current Art and Design curriculum, schools should choose material that will meet the particular needs of the pupils to further their growth and provide significant, meaningful and inspiring curriculum for them (Welsh Assembly Government , 2008). Presently the education in Welsh schools is undergoing development, in 2015 the Welsh Government commission a gentleman, Professor Graham Donaldson, to write a review of the curriculum. The government recognised how each young person in Wales should be able to benefit from schooling and how it should equip them for their future (Donaldson, 2015). Strong evidence collected by Donaldson (2015) advocates that the current national curriculum requires significant change. The Arts in Education in the Schools of Wales review recommended that the Welsh Government should ‘enhance the current curriculum to include creativity, alongside numeracy and literacy as a core theme across all the subject disciplines’ (Donaldson, 2015). A declaration was made, stating that an education, rich in the arts, should be considered by the government to be a core aspect of the whole school experience. When we consider eFSM pupils as well, there just isn’t enough money given to the arts in schools to be able to do so (Welsh Goverment, 2015). 
Within this new curriculum review, it proposes that all subjects be split into ‘Areas of learning and experience’ where Art and Design would fall under ‘Expressive Arts’ along with music and drama (Donaldson, 2015). This could cause massive concern as many schools within South Wales, such as School X, do not have a Drama or Music department. The co- director to the Cultural Learning Alliance, which looks at over 10,000 arts institutes campaigning for young people to have access to the arts, Sam Cairns has said that middle class parents will provide pupils with access to arts, even if they are not provided in school, in the form of music, dance and drama, which allows them to enjoy the benefits while the pupils whose parents can’t afford to do that don’t get to experience them (Ward, 2018). In the same way, eFSM art and design pupils can’t afford equipment or don’t have the space at home to work. Arts can be a very efficient way of improving confidence and achievement amongst the most disadvantaged learners. Saying that, it can also take time for this to be realised and it important that the departments get backing from senior leaders, such as the head teacher (Smith, 2013).
In 2004 the Welsh Government committed to The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) that they would adopt seven core aims when making policies that relate to any children and young people (Donaldson, 2015). Two of these aims that relate to this essay in particular are; ‘All Children and young people have a comprehensive range of education and learning opportunities’ and ‘All children and young people are not disadvantaged by poverty’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 26; 27).  The Welsh government are striving to decrease the attainment gap, meaning that eFSM pupils’ education should not be affected by what area they come from. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Carol Dweck (2016), a researcher into growth mindset with children and young people has continued to propose that, those who were less likely to have a growth mindset (the belief that intelligence is not fixed and can be developed) were eFSM pupils (Dweck, et al., 2016). In the report, ‘Growth mindset tempers the effects of poverty on academic achievement’, it was found that pupils in the lowest 10% of family income who display a growth mindset have achieved and performed as high as that of a fixed mindset pupil from the 80% income. These results suggest that if we as teachers, encourage a growth mindset we may change the effects of economic disadvantage on pupils (Dweck, et al., 2016). 
In spring 2018 School X underwent an Estyn inspection. Upon receiving their evaluation, School X has rewritten their Strategic Plan and mission in order to coincide with the findings. One of the main things that was picked up upon in the report was that the performance of pupils that are eligible for free school meals has varied over the past 4 years, this includes performances in the core subjects such as English and Mathematics. However, the performance in other subjects, such as Art and Design, Religious Studies, Geography and History, have declined (ESTYN, 2018). 
	Whilst Eystn were conducting the inspection in School X, they needed to consider how eFSM pupils are supported when it comes to improving their attainment and how efficiently the school uses the PDG (Welsh Goverment, 2015). Within in their report they mention that School X leaders do make suitable use of grant funding and that the pupil development grant is used appropriately to supply initiatives that make appropriate influence on the progress and wellbeing of vulnerable pupils (ESTYN, 2018).
School X has responded to the inspection in the correct way. They have written a SIP basing upon the recommendations set out by Estyn. Attainment is one of the main priorities that the Welsh government has set out to improve across Wales and the school has addressed this issue within their school to improve it. More of the schools that have an ethos of high attainment become more successful. A pupil should not be defined by their disadvantage, there should be an insurance in place that groups of disadvantaged pupils do as well as other groups of pupils (Sharp, et al., 2015)
	School X Art and Design department do have Key Stage 4 revision session available throughout each week. Every lunch time there are lunch time clubs that pupils can attend to do work. However, there is only one after school revision session of Art and Design (Appendix 3). It would be hard to judge whether this was hindering the attainment level of eFSM pupils or not, as the pass rate has remained steady. Saying that, by proving more after school sessions would allow more pupils not only eFSM pupils the chance to work on their coursework outside of the 2 hours of lesson time. Using this information there are a lot of things that School X could consider when building upon the current provisions, by doing this it can only help to develop pupils’ knowledge and understanding, thus, in turn helping to close the attainment gap. The only way to be able to measure whether these provisions are working is to look at the pass rates of GCSEs pupils from previous years. Having been in the Art and Design department within School X, it was found that year 10 and year 11 pupils rarely did any work at home, this could be down to many different reasons from lack of attention span, to not having the right materials. Providing after school clubs and explaining to pupils that it will help them achieve better results may convince them to come, especially the eFSM pupils.
As School X has only just recently had an Estyn inspection done, they are in the early stages of their 3-year strategic plan, so it is hard to gauge whether they have made any progress on the issues that were picked up in the inspection. According to the information researched for this essay, School X has certainly made the right steps on addressing the recommendations made by Estyn. The SIP and DIP are embedded within the school’s strategic aims, which will propel the staff and pupils in the right direction. However, upon looking at how the school uses the PDG, practical subjects need to be more intelligently funded. School X has a high amount of eFSM pupils and those pupils who take Art and Design will be using more resources to make their work, especially at GCSE level, they are going to need more of the budget. 
As discussed previously in this report, changing pupils’ mindset should be a high priority for School X. Pupils with a fixed mindset tend to give up easily, see effort as fruitless, ignore useful feedback and are less likely to achieve their full potential. But pupils with a growth mindset tend to embrace challenge, learn from criticism and are persistent when it comes to setbacks. School X has a high amount of eFSM pupils, it would be wise to give this way of thinking a try with all pupils as it has been proven to be successful. The arts inspire and excite the imagination of children and young people, opening up opportunities and possibilities that in so many cases have never before been dreamed of. 
With careful planning and suitable learning, nurturing the creativity of pupils through the deployment of the arts across the curriculum can bring massive improvements in attainment, motivation and behaviour amongst the pupils (Smith, 2013). By allowing eFSM pupils to have the full experience of art can transform the way they think, learn and explore the world around them. It can change the way they see themselves and allow them to break the limitations they set on themselves just because they may come from a more deprived area. Again, this comes down to using the PDG to allow Art and Design pupils to get the best they can from their education within the subject. 
Feedback from eFSM pupils across the UK state that they simply do not have the equipment or work space they need at home. To combat this, School X could start by providing a sketchbook and a pack of basic Art supplies to eFSM pupils as well as offering more after school clubs where they can do their work. After school activities can play major roles in pupils’ development and this is where the better use of the PDG can come in. By providing Art and Design more use of the PDG funding for eFSM pupils will help close the attainment gap between eFSM pupils and non-eFSM pupils. 
To summarise, there isn’t enough funding for eFSM pupils within Art and Design, meaning that the attainment gap between eFSM pupils and non-eFSM pupils increases. This can be rectified by providing more of the PDG to the Art and Design department, allowing them to purchase more equipment for the pupils and provide more after school support in terms of home clubs. Creating a successful art department and exploiting strategies can result in helping other departments, in turn, be successful.
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