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https://research.bangor.ac.uk/portal/en/researchers/carl-hughes(45c5c378-1f2a-43f9-bc70-bd714014ec2a).html
https://research.bangor.ac.uk/portal/en/researchoutputs/rethinking-educational-attainment-and-poverty-reap--in-rural-wales(73c17d05-6b8d-4b47-acd7-1beba592adc5).html
https://research.bangor.ac.uk/portal/en/researchoutputs/rethinking-educational-attainment-and-poverty-reap--in-rural-wales(73c17d05-6b8d-4b47-acd7-1beba592adc5).html
https://research.bangor.ac.uk/portal/en/researchoutputs/rethinking-educational-attainment-and-poverty-reap--in-rural-wales(73c17d05-6b8d-4b47-acd7-1beba592adc5).html        
https://research.bangor.ac.uk/portal/en/researchoutputs/rethinking-educational-attainment-and-poverty-reap--in-rural-wales(73c17d05-6b8d-4b47-acd7-1beba592adc5).html        
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Table 1 Overview of the Phases, samples and methods employed in the research 

Phase  Sample size  Method  
Phase 

1  
8 School Managers interviews  
(5 secondary and 3 primary)  

Qualitative   

Face to face, semi-structured 
interviews with School Managers   

Phase 
2  

32,571 children and young people   

16, 453 (KS2 dataset) from 787 primary schools 
across 12 local authorities, and 16,118 (KS4 
dataset) from 154 secondary schools across 12 
local authorities   

Quantitative  

Multi-Level Regression Analysis   

Phase 
3  

140 children and young people   

  

Qualitative   

Stakeholder consultation with 
children and young people via 
Plickers questionnaire  

Phase 
4  

5 Stakeholder consultations with Local 
Authorities Officials  

  

Qualitative   

Semi-structured questionnaire via 
online and telephone interviews   

Phase 
5  

107 Extended consultations with School 
Managers   

  

Qualitative   

Extended consultation with School 
Managers via questionnaire  

                Total sample size (n)= 32,831 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  



http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/themes/international-migration/glossary/poverty/
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live in a household where at least one adult works (Egan, 2017). Children living in poverty in Wales 

(estimated to be 17% of the child population) are more likely than their peers to be growing up in 

chaotic family situations where there is sub-optimal family health and wellbeing, perhaps caused by 

social problems such as drug or alcohol abuse, family breakdown and a general culture of low 

aspirations (Grigg, Egan, McConnon & Swaffield, 2014; Buttler Sloss & Roberts 2010; Willow 2001). 

Willow (2001) states that poverty affects children when attending school, for example, children report 

being excluded from school trips, missing meals, using lunch money for evening leisure activities and 

being bullied for wearing unfashionable or dirty clothes. 

Living in poverty increases the likelihood of poor long-term outcomes for children, including low 

academic attainment, delinquency, substance misuse and mental health problems. The 

intergenerational effects of disadvantaged childhood outcomes in one generation becoming a risk 

factor for the next of the same family are well documented (Hutchings et al., 2013). 

Welsh Government policies and poverty in education 
In Wales, education is a devolved issue, and whilst educational policies may reflect those of England 

or are borrowed from different nations such as Finland (Sahlberg, 2010), the Welsh Government has 

responsibility for educational policies and most of the schools are state run (Welsh Government, 

2008). School performance is inspected by Estyn (Estyn, 2012), and there is a great emphasis on 

accountability to the Regional Education Consortia.  

Regional Education Consortia are charged with raising standards of school leadership, teaching and 

taking a specific lead on monitoring the progress of targeted funding and support for disadvantaged 

children (Welsh Government, 2012). 

The Welsh Government have a Child Poverty Strategy, and three strategic objectives were outlined to 

reduce child poverty in the Children and Families (Wales) Measure (National Assembly for Wales, 2010). 

These included reducing the number of families living in workless households, improving the skill level 

of parents and young people in low-income families so that they can secure well-paid employment, 

and lowering the inequalities that exist in the health, education and economic outcomes for children 

living in poverty, by improving their outcomes. However, authors such as Grigg et al., (2014) have noted 

that despite efforts to reduce the poverty gap between children from high-income families and children 
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Autor et al., (2015) have suggested two reasons as to why boys in poverty do not engage with school 

as effectively as girls. Firstly, better quality schools may be able to accommodate individual 

approaches to learning and facilitate greater engagement for boys. The research suggests that the 

quality of the school can be associated with family advantage. Secondly, the gender gap within school 

may be influenced by the neighbourhood in which the children are living in. For example, boys living 

in poorer areas are more likely to participate in gang activity which would lead them away from 

educational achievement (ibid). 

There is evidence to suggest that problems associated with financial pressure, family pressure and 

rural isolation are increased by poverty, and can also be exacerbated for children living in rural 

locations due to difficulty accessing public services due to inflexible public transport (Willow, 2001; 

Walsh, 2009; Douglas, 2009). Furthermore, children living in small rural communities may be reluctant 

to ask for help for fear of breaches in confidentiality (Baker & Stalford, 2004).  

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) PISA standardised 
assessments 
The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) standardised tests are carried out in Wales 

and results have proved disappointing to all, including parents, teachers and governors, with children 

and young people from Wales performing worse than their European counterparts. Specifically, the 

PISA results showed that there is an educational attainment gap of 32 to 34% between children living 

in poverty compared with other children at ages 14 and 15/16 (Egan, 2012; Estyn, 2010). The strong 

policy focus on closing the educational attainment gap appears to have been stimulated partly through 

disappointing Welsh results in 2009 international PISA assessments (Welsh Government, 2012). 

Furthermore, the likelihood of the persistence of such gaps is significant, given cycles of 

intergenerational deprivation. Indeed, a review of population surveys in European countries found that 

low educational attainment, material disadvantage, unemployment and social isolation are associated 

with increased prevalence of mental ill-health which are likely to exacerbate depression and anxiety 

(World Health Organisation, 2012). 
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Aims and objectives of the research  
Aim: 
The main aim of the research was to investigate the validity of the Free School Meals (FSM) initiative 

as a proxy for poverty in schools and its impact on the Pupil Development Grant funding. 

Objectives: 
The objectives of the research were to: 

o Identify the needs, aspirations and perceptions of a specific range of research 
participants. 

 
o Establish the nature of the relationship between poverty, attainment, budget, policies, resources, 

location of schools, parenting skills, third sector enterprises and government leadership, schools, 
local authorities and Consortia. 

 
o Use theoretical perspectives to evaluate the differing impacts of adequate or poor teaching, a range 

of urban and rural policies offering guidance on future needs provision, including identifying a self-
improvement and support system for rural schools to overcome barriers and combat the impact of 
poverty. 

 

Ethical considerations  
The research described in this report was given ethical approval by the Ethics Committee of the College 

of Business, Law, Education and Social Sciences, (CBLESS), Bangor University.  

Consent was received by all research participants. All audio files and transcripts were anonymised, and 

any identifiable information (such as names and locations) were removed during the transcription 

process.  

Conceptual framework 
Often, a conceptual framework's purpose is defined as a way of explaining and organising ideas in 

order to achieve the aims of the research project. It may be a written or a visual presentation 

"explaining either in a pictorial form or in a narrative form, the main things to study - key factors, 

concepts or variables - and the presumed relationship amongst them" (Miles and Huberman, 1994). It 

provides a structure and content for the entire study based on literature and personal experience. A 

conceptual framework is developed so that participants' views and issues are usefully collected and 

analysed as a filtering tool for selecting appropriate research questions and related data collection 

methods. 
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By analysing the influences and applying them throughout the research process as a whole systems 

approach, it supports the development of the research's theoretical framework. This is considered to 

be a crucial step in terms of understanding policies, effectiveness of services, interaction with "service 

users", planning a social and educational anti-poverty provision. 

Problems and needs 
The definition and concept of need is complex and multi-layered. Differentiating factors and their 

interplay are often blurred by issues such as personal experiences, problems, real needs, provisions 

and unmet needs, perceived gaps in services, expectations, preferences and choices. The needs of 

pupils, practitioners and key stakeholders are very different to each other in terms of policy planning 

or commissioning services, as are their actual priorities and needs. 

The research will evaluate the actual and perceived needs and the extent to which a wide range of 

provision is a priority for pupils, school leaders, local authorities, Consortia and policymakers. 

Institutional Context 
Recent research and theoretical frameworks provide compelling evidence for the role of a critical 

organizational leadership and support system for changes in the provision of an educational service 

(Iles & Sutherland, 2001); in this case, the provision and implementation of anti-poverty and 

educational attainment services. 

Governmental and institutional leadership and roles were evaluated to empower change in the 

implementation of ancillary national plans for combating poverty and increasing educational 

attainment in pupils at three levels: Micro, Meso and Macro. 

Examining these issues at Micro level explored how parents and pupils are affected by policies and 

services, and indeed if poverty is an inherent and unrelated phenomenon of educational attainment 

and underperformance, or whether there is a close correlation between them. 

At Meso level, examining the individual institutional context involved school leaders and practitioners 

in delivering and supporting change in service provision.  

Governmental leadership and directives in the context of national policy will be reviewed at Macro 

level. 
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Phase 1: Qualitative semi-structured interviews with School Managers 
 
Sampling 
The sample included 8 schools (5 primary and 3 secondary) from six ERW and GwE regional Consortia 

areas in Wales. A sampling matrix was established by ERW and GwE in order to select School Managers 

from schools with different categories of support (green, yellow, amber and red). Some schools were 

in a coastal location, others in the countryside and the remainder in rural areas close to towns. 

Procedure 
Eight semi-structured interviews were conducted from November 2016 to January 2017 with School 

Managers, during or after school hours. Two researchers organized and conducted the interviews 

which lasted 1-2 hours on average. The interviews were audio recorded with digital sound recording 

equipment. The interview schedule (see Appendix 1) was available bilingually in Welsh and English, 

and School Managers could choose to be interviewed in their preferred locations. Both researchers 

were native North Walians, fluent in both English and Welsh, and both had previous experience of 

working in South and North Wales. Both researchers also had experience and knowledge of the 

primary, secondary, further and higher education sectors in Wales. See Table 1 for the characteristics 

of the schools and the language used during the interviews. Figure 3 shows Welsh Government School 

Support Categories. 

It is recognised that some schools have changed their support category rating since the samples were 

selected due to governmental and Consortia procedures. There was no change for two of the five high 

schools and no change for two of the three primary schools. The schools that changed category 

increased by one (e.g. from yellow to green) or two categories (e.g. from amber to green), with none 

moving into a lower category.  
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School Location 
Figure 4 shows a Venn diagram that classifies schools according to their rural location (U1, U2, C1, and 

C2) or their urban/coastal location (U3, U4, U5, C3). The qualitative data is analyzed with these groups 

in mind. Although the research concentrated conceptually on the rural and urban schools as defined 

by the WMID, we also explored the possibility of a third (coastal) case study. In empirical reality, it was 

impossible to categorize many into neat types as most would fall within several. For example, some 

schools considered themselves to be coastal yet rural and near-urban. Phase 5 of the research 

demonstrated that schools offered their own geographical identity that differed somewhat from the 

definitions used by Welsh Government and WIMD.   

 
Figure 4: Venn diagram showing selected Phase 1 schools sample according to rural, 
coastal and urban locations 
Key Primary = C (n= 3), Secondary = U (n= 5) 

 
Phase 1 results 

 
Pupil Development Grant (PDG) 
Every Manager in both groups talked about the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) as a government 

grant for targeting specific pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds. Receiving free school meals is 

the criteria for obtaining these funds, therefore the number of pupils who receive free school meals 

is an important criterion in order to attract additional funding for the school. Each child receiving 
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educational achievement, and children and young people from rural farming communities attend 

school with the knowledge that they will need to be able to read and write and count in order to be 

able to take part in modern agriculture now and in the future.  
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structure. Multi-level models are specialised regression techniques that account for nested data 

structure. These models enable the researcher to explicitly specify sources of variability, providing 

estimates of the influence of predictors, accounting for the natural variability within the levels of the 

model we specify (although there will always be additional random error that is unaccounted for). 

Furthermore, these models encourage deeper consideration about the nature of effects within each 

level of a model (e.g. are they likely to vary on a school-by-school basis?).  

In this investigation, each pupil is nested within a school. Each school is nested within a local authority 

(LA), which creates our hierarchical or multi-level structure. LA is referred to as a Level 3 factor, school 

as Level 2 and pupil as Level 1. In Figure 5 you will see an outline of the North West coast of Wales, 

incorporating some of Gwynedd and the edge of Conwy county. The performance of schools in 

Gwynedd (A and B) are likely to be more similar to one another than the school in Conwy (C) for a 

number of possible reasons (e.g. Welsh-medium vs. English-medium education). Overall performance 

of schools within Gwynedd may exceed those in Conwy. Not only that, school performance is likely to 

be more highly correlated within LA than between LA. In mixed models, we can account for both the 

overall differences between LAs and characterise the degree of correlation within LAs by including LA 

as a random intercept, where we allow the average school performance to vary by LA (e.g. overall LA-

to-LA difference). The logic of this would flow through to the next level of the model.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Hierarchical structure diagram of children (level 1) nested within schools (level 2) within 
local authorities (level 3). Relative colour gradients represent more similarity within levels. 
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Figure 6: Violin plots with overlaid box plots for proportion of pupils meeting Key Stage 2 Core 
Subject Indicators (CSIs) per school within each local authority. The thick black line represents the 
grand median, with 25th and 75th percentiles as dashed grey lines 
 
Key Stage 4 Dataset 
The KS4 dataset included data from 16,118 pupils from 154 secondary schools across 12 local 

authorities. A total of 1694 pupils (10.51%, 32 schools) were lost from this dataset because of non-

random missing data: 1008 pupils (6.25%) were lost due to missing Pupil Access to Services data, 451 

(2.80%) were lost because of missing Support Category information, 235 (1.46%) for lack of 

Attendance data. The final KS4 dataset included data from 14,427 pupils, from 122 secondary schools, 

in 12 local authorities. 
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Figure 7: Violin plots and nested box plots for proportion of Key Stage 4 pupils achieving L2 Flag 
Plus per school within each local authority. The thick black line represents the grand median, with 
25th and 75th percentiles as dashed grey lines 
 
KS4 Primary Outcome Measure. For KS4 pupils, the Level 2 Flag Plus is the most common indicator 

of successful attainment, although numerous metrics are collected for varying thresholds. L2 Flag Plus 

is a dichotomous variable which measures whether a pupil obtained at least 5 GCSEs at grade A*-C, 

including maths, science, English or Welsh. For expediency, we focus solely on the L2 Flag Plus. 

Analyses based on the secondary metrics of the broader L2 Flag and qualification capped scores 

provide similar conclusions, but because of changes in scale and relative threshold of attainment, the 

interpretation of some of those results goes beyond the scope of this report. Descriptive violin plots 

showing the proportion of KS4 pupils per school that obtained the L2 Flag Plus per LA are presented 

in Figure 7. 
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Table 3: Summary of Predictors with Relevance to Phase 1 Themes with Summary Statistics for KS2 and KS4 pupils and schools 
































































































































































