COMBATING CHILD POVERTY IN WALES: 

ARE EFFECTIVE EDUCATION STRATEGIES IN PLACE?

A paper by Professor David Egan, December 2007

Summary by Brian George, regional coordinator, 

RAISE, Central South Wales

The paper examines a series of recent research papers published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and relates their findings to the situation in Wales.

Key points
· Child poverty has been reduced in Wales but still affects one child in four.

· Child poverty is clearly associated with low educational achievement.

· WAG has introduced a range of educational policies in an attempt to reduce child poverty and combat its effects, but much greater integration of discrete policies is required.

· Schools alone cannot overcome links between child poverty and low achievement; a range of out-of-school, community based services is needed to support disadvantaged young people.

The current situation
· Sharp decline in child poverty in Wales between 1999 and 2005, but little additional progress since then: figure stands at around 27%.
· Uneven geographical distribution of child poverty: greatest concentration is in the six local authority areas of ‘post-industrial’ south Wales valleys.

· Attainment in Wales at age 14 and 16 is generally behind other countries and regions of UK.

· 14% of 16 year-olds fail to get 5 GCSEs at any level.

· 10% of 16-18 year-olds are NEETs.

· Take-up of vocational qualifications 14-19 is low by UK and European standards.

· 25% of 19 year-olds have not achieved a Level 2 qualification.  These young people will be vulnerable to experiencing low pay and economic inactivity.

· Effective schools DO make a difference: Joseph Rowntree research suggests they can add up to 14% value in terms of outcomes.

· However, a strong link exists between disadvantage and low educational attainment:

· In schools with lowest percentage of free school meals, 6% of 16 year-olds failed to achieve 5 GCSEs in 2004;

· In schools with highest FSM incidence, 27% of 16 year-olds failed to achieve that level;

· Children from unskilled backgrounds are five times less likely to enter further and higher education than those from more affluent backgrounds.
· Some reasons for this gap in achievement:

· Lack of access to resources and opportunities outside school;

· Overcrowded housing conditions;

· Less parental involvement in education;

· Expectations and influence of peer group;

· Impact of stigma and bullying;

· Emotional and behavioural difficulties;

· Higher levels of ALN;

· Disengagement from secondary schooling;

· Increased likelihood of teenage pregnancy.

Policy initiatives by WAG to tackle these issues
· Flying Start;

· Primary Free Breakfasts: now taken up by over 50% of primary schools in Wales;

· Foundation Phase: evidence suggests that the play/creativity approach embodied in the FP has the ability to overcome disadvantage and improve life-chances;

· RAISE programme;

· Student funding through education maintenance allowances;

· Community-focused schools.
These initiatives fit into a wider policy agenda driven by a commitment to social justice, but policy integration and synergy have not always been strong.  Not enough research has been undertaken to ascertain the actual impact of these policies.  The National Education Effectiveness Programme will need to ensure much closer integration of existing policies and programmes.
Community schooling
· High quality community schooling targeted particularly at disadvantaged young people can have a major impact on their attitudes to education;

· Extended schooling and out-of-hours activities are particularly important to disadvantaged pupils;

· The quality of the experiences offered is as important as the range of activities;

· An important role is played by adults who interact with young people in ways different from teachers in schools;

· The current Community Focused Schools programme in Wales is not adequately funded, and not explicitly targeted at most disadvantaged communities;

· The community school issue needs to be factored into the debate over school reorganisation and rationalisation.

Learner Voice
· Research suggests that one of the defining characteristics of effective schools is the high currency they give to the views of young people, their parents and the wider community.

· Children experiencing poverty show a clear awareness of how material conditions affect their education.

· Dedicated time needs to be provided for disadvantaged youngsters and their parents, in family learning programmes, to overcome literacy and other difficulties.

· This type of support cannot be provided within the school day or by schools alone.

· Though Wales has a good record in recognising the rights of children and young people – for example, the introduction of statutory Schools Councils – not enough research has been done which presents the views of disengaged, hard-to-reach, low achieving young people, in particular NEETs.

· There is a particular need to re-engage excluded young people in education.  This needs more rigorous data collection, improved quality assurance of the programmes offered and better planning of strategies to support them.

The role of adults
· All the research points to the importance of a range of appropriate adults, including, but not only, teachers, working with disadvantaged young people to build their confidence and engage them in education and training.

· There is an urgent need to develop new types of professionals in this area of work:

· Mentors;

· Coaches;

· Literacy support workers;

· Youth workers.

· There are clear implications for the conditions of service and training for these staff, and for the whole workforce development agenda.  

Governing bodies
· Governors can play an important role in school effectiveness, particularly in disadvantaged areas.

· Challenges faced by GBs in such areas are much greater.

Other issues
· Ensure issues regarding child poverty and disadvantage become part of the PSE curriculum.

· ‘Bend’ policies on play to take account of difficulty in some disadvantaged areas in providing appropriate open spaces.

· Introduce high quality parenting and family learning programmes.

· Guidance on homework policy to take account of difficult situation faced by children living in poverty.

· Introduce a literacy strategy targeted at disadvantaged young people.

· Youth Opportunity cards to enable disadvantaged young people to get free access to community facilities and programmes.

· Strategies to tackle particular difficulties faced by boys living in poverty.

Policy integration
· Only through joined-up policy can success be achieved in overturning the link between poverty and low achievement; this needs an overarching vision of how various interventions fit together, and for what purpose.

· There is no single magic bullet: what is needed is to refine and fully implement policies already in place.

· Consideration should be given to:
· Improved literacy strategy in primary schools;

· Higher quality provision for pupils with ALN;

· Introduction of an attractive vocational curriculum;

· Broader capture of student achievement than 5 GCSEs;

· Enhanced funding of disadvantaged schools

· Schools cannot do this alone: ‘educational opportunity cannot rely solely on better delivery of the school curriculum for disadvantaged groups, but must address multiple aspects of disadvantaged children’s lives.’

· Key is ‘the transformation of educational relationships inside and outside the classroom.’

· This integrated approach can empower disadvantaged children and young people in moving their own families out of poverty, breaking the inter-generational factors that are so intractable at present.

