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Abstract

This work concerns the impact of poverty on children in rural primary schools in the 

North of Ireland.

The literature reveals a history of the study of the incidence of poverty and its effects 

in industrialised societies that stretches back over more than a century. It is a general 

conclusion that poverty affects a sizeable proportion of the population. The literature 

further reveals that disadvantaged people generally experience less academic success 

than the more affluent, and, that this problem is widespread throughout European and 

North American society and well known to academic researchers. Attempts to address 

this issue have met with only limited success. It is also clear that poverty in rural areas 

has not received the same level of academic or political interest as the problem in 

urban areas and for these reasons and others is something of a hidden issue. The North 

of Ireland has a considerable proportion of its disadvantaged population living in rural 

areas.

This work attempts to quantify the problem in rural schools by analysis of pupils’ test 

scores and through use of semi-structured interviews to gain an insight into principals’ 

knowledge of and responses to the issue. The work indicates that, not only are 

disadvantaged children in these rural schools attaining less academically than their 

more affluent peers, but that principals are, to a considerable degree, unaware of the 

extent of the problem in their schools and are also ill equipped to deal with it, despite 

what appears to be a strong discourse from the Department of Education that the gap 

between the achievement of socially disadvantaged children and others should be 

closed.
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Introduction

The relationship between social disadvantage and educational performance is well known. 

However, most discussions on this relationship, and most policy interventions, focus on 

social disadvantage in urban settings. This is understandable to the extent that urban settings 

often have areas of concentrated social disadvantage and this ecological dimension is 

normally understood to be crucial to the impact of social disadvantage. This dissertation is 

concerned with the issue of social disadvantage and educational performance, but in rural 

settings. The study sets out to examine evidence on this relationship and to consider the 

extent to which school principals in small rural primary schools understand this relationship 

and see its relevance for their teaching contexts.

My interest in this area of work was stimulated by a small scale research project which I 

undertook in the rural school where I have been principal teacher for the past twenty five 

years. For many years we have systematically gathered data on children’s levels of 

attainment in maths and reading, their ability level as determined by the British Picture 

Vocabulary Scale and their destination school when they transferred from primary to 

secondary education. This information was used to inform teachers on the progress of 
individual children and to help, to some extent, to evaluate our teaching approaches.

However, several years ago as part of my work for an Ed D module and in an attempt to 

make this work as professionally relevant as possible, I collected the results of all the children 

who had transferred to second level education over a seven year period. (The results of some 

of this work are detailed in Appendix 6 and were used as part of the data gathering exercise in 

this study.) I used entitlement to Free School Meals (FSM) as a measure of social 

disadvantage, carried out some statistical analysis and was shocked to discover that I had 

been almost totally unaware of the extent to which a link between FSM entitlement and low 

attainment existed in my own setting. Discussion with other teachers in my own school 

revealed, perhaps not surprisingly, a similar deficit in professional knowledge. (Throughout 

this work, for the sake of clarity, I have adopted the more common and generally used
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abbreviation FSM when on occasions FSME (Free School Meals Entitlement) might be more 

accurate.)

I had been aware in fairly vague terms of a link between poverty and low attainment, yet 

informal discussion with colleagues in other schools revealed that it was not an issue which 

seemed, in the experience of many, to be given much prominence in rural school settings by 

teachers, management, curriculum advisors, inspectors nor initial teacher training providers.

In short the issue of poverty in rural schools seemed to be a neglected area and so the idea for 

this study was bom. (Whilst definitions of poverty and examination of living conditions form 

a substantial part of this work, it is worth noting at the outset that in this dissertation the terms 

poverty and social disadvantage are used almost interchangeably. The term social 

disadvantage undoubtedly covers a wider range of problems than those caused simply by 

poverty, yet poverty is the major identifiable cause of social disadvantage and almost 

inevitably those who can be described as living in poverty are socially disadvantaged and 

those who are socially disadvantaged are almost always suffering the effects of poverty.)

Turning away from the link between poverty and lower academic achievement for a 

moment, the hidden nature of rural poverty is an issue which is referred to frequently in this 

work as being a contributory factor in the lack of awareness of the extent of disadvantage in 

the countryside. An experience which I had some years ago led to a realisation of my own 

lack of knowledge of poverty and its effects in the rural area around my home. I live in a 

sparsely populated area of Fermanagh which, I am now aware, is also part of one of the 

most deprived rural electoral wards. On a cold, extremely wet, Sunday afternoon in 

February my partner and I were on our way to a friend’s house by car when we saw two 

primary school age children walking along the road carrying several large plastic bags of 

shopping. As it was raining heavily and the children were certainly not dressed for the 

weather we offered them a lift which they accepted. They lived about two miles away and 

on the way to their home we discovered that they had been doing the weekly shopping for 

the family in the little shop which also housed the local post office. The children talked quite 

freely to us and were obviously grateful for the lift. They told us that they had walked to the 

shop because there was no other option, the family had no car. The children directed us 

along a side road and eventually we came to a laneway which they told us led to their house.
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They certainly did not want us to drive them up to their house and when I suggested that we 

would, they became very insistent that we should not. So, we left them at the end of the lane 

and they walked the rest of the way home. Reflecting on this experience made me realise 

that these two children were suffering the type of social deprivation, which I was just 

beginning to be aware of, caused by poverty in rural areas. The children certainly were not 

wearing suitable clothes for the weather, they were walking along quite a busy rural road 

without footpaths, carrying bags of shopping purchased in a store which, due to its location 

could not offer groceries that were comparable in quality or variety with those available in 

the large town 20 miles away. Of course the other problem with small shops of this type is 

that goods are considerably more expensive than those in large supermarkets. Later I 

discovered that the privately rented house they were living in was in very poor repair.

That family eventually moved out of the area and I can offer no ending to the story, happy 

or otherwise, but they and children like them deserve more than the sympathy of the more 

affluent. Those with influence need to be aware of the issue of rural poverty and its effects, 

that the needs of disadvantaged people in rural settings may well be as great as those in 

urban areas and that every person who is living in poverty, regardless of where they live, 

requires the help and understanding of our society.

3



Chapter 1
Poverty, its prevalence and its relationship to educational achievement.

The main focus of this work is an investigation of a professional issue which confronts 

principals of small rural primary schools based on an analysis of such schools in Northern 

Ireland. This issue concerns the effects that poverty has on pupils’ academic achievement in 

these schools, principals’ awareness of these effects and their response. The dearth of 

relevant research into these matters will be highlighted later in this work, but it is worth 

noting at the outset that very little research has been carried out into any specific aspects of 

Northern Ireland’s small rural primary schools.

This chapter examines some of the general but key areas that arise in an exploration of this 

issue before beginning to focus more closely in the following chapter on specific issues that 

apply to Northern Ireland and in particular its small rural schools. It appears important that 

before beginning to examine any aspect of the impact of poverty on Northern Ireland’s rural 

schools one needs to have an understanding of the various definitions of the term poverty 

and the important findings and debates that have emerged from the study of poverty in the 

British Isles and which appear to have relevance to this work. The initial part of this chapter 

explores these areas. This is followed by an examination of the evidence for a link between 

poverty and low academic achievement, in the British Isles and internationally, and given 

that such a link exists, an analysis of any possible causation. The chapter closes with a brief 
examination of two viewpoints as to a resolution of the problem, one that suggests the blame 

and the solution lie with schools and the other that sees the issue as a societal problem and 

one which must be addressed at a societal level.

Early studies of poverty

That the study of poverty is a complex area has been clearly articulated by Burtless and 

Smeeding (2001, p27) who suggest that even though ‘Nearly everyone has a general idea of 

what it means to be poor.... The keenest minds in philosophy and science unfortunately do 

not agree on the best approach to defining poverty’. In a similar vein Gordon (2006, p32) 

stated that ‘It often seems that if you put five academics (or policy makers) in a room you 

would get at least six different definitions of poverty’. One of the earliest literary references
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to poverty has also proven, in British society, to be one of the most influential and, regardless 

of debates about its authenticity, translation, context or true meaning, the Biblical phrase 

‘You will always have the poor with you’ (Johnl2:8) has led to what Becker (1997) describes 

as a widely held belief in the inevitability of the existence of poverty. However, over the last 

few hundred years, a large body of work has emerged as attention has begun to be paid to the 

definition, extent, causes and remediation of poverty.

Definitions of poverty have varied according to geographical location, historical time frame 

and possibly political view point but, regardless for a moment of definition, there does appear 

to be a considerable consensus that poverty has been and still remains a major problem in the 

British Isles. Early investigations into poverty in England included those of Booth (1892- 

1897) and Rowntree (1901). Both investigated poverty in urban settings. In the case of 

Booth he examined poverty in London while Rowntree studied the situation in York. Taylor 

(1990) suggests that Booth was motivated largely by a desire to disprove the 1885 claim of 

the Marxist Social Democratic Foundation that as much as 25 percent of the population of 

London’s working class districts was living in conditions of extreme poverty. Booth however, 

actually discovered that the situation was worse in the areas he studied and concluded that 

almost 31 per cent of the population was living in such conditions. Rowntree (1901, p304) 

concluded that ‘probably more than one fourth of the population are living in poverty’.

(During the entire century following publication of Booth and Rowntree’s works there has 

been general agreement amongst researchers that poverty affects about a quarter of the 

population. Hills (2004a, p44) gives a table citing a wide range of research from the late 19th 

century until the early 21st century which indicated that many researchers have felt that the 

phenomenon of poverty affects between 15 and 33% of the population.)

Rowntree’s (1901) work is of great importance in the history of research into poverty.

Dorling (2005, p506) felt that this book was an example of ‘a very rare item; a study which 

actually may have made a difference’. Rowntree surveyed 11,000 houses in York.

Glennerster (2004a) suggests that like Booth he carried out house to house visits and used 

family income and observer opinion as major determinants of whether or not a family was 

experiencing what the observer understood as living in obvious want and squalor. This 

resulted in the conclusion that 28% of the population of York were living in this state. 

However, Glennerster notes that one of the major features of Rowntree’s work, as distinct 

from Booth’s study, was his use of minimum acceptable dietary requirements as
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recommended by nutritionists for a person undertaking moderate physical work. He 

combined this data with the minimum rations recommended for those in workhouses and 

produced a household budget using prices available in York. These were then checked 

against actual working class diets. Rowntree discovered that 10% of the population were 

living in conditions in which total income was unable to provide adequate sustenance. This 

enabled him to claim that ‘the labouring classes on whom the bulk of the muscular work falls 

are seriously underfed’ (1901, p259). (Rowntree referred to this condition as primary 

poverty). The gap between the 28% and the 10% consisted of those ‘families whose total 

earnings would be sufficient for the maintenance of merely physical efficiency were it not 

that some portion of it is absorbed by other expenditure, either useful or wasteful’ (Rowntree 

1901, pi 15) (Rowntree termed this secondary poverty).

These findings caused Rowntree to conclude that between 25% and 30% of the urban 

population of the United Kingdom were living in poverty. His work also drew attention to the 

fact that poverty appeared to be, to a considerable extent, age related with the very young and 

the very old particularly adversely affected. It is also worth re-emphasising that the two major 

studies above. Booth’s and Rowntree’s, were both urban based and in themselves may have 

inadvertently contributed to a generally accepted vision of poverty as a phenomenon that 

existed (and still exists) primarily in urban industrialised slums. The lack of any comparable 
study of societal conditions in rural England at the end of the 19lh century may mean that by 

default rural poverty, if it existed, was not identified and therefore did not impinge on the 

consciousness of researchers, policy makers or the public as a whole in the way that urban 

poverty did over the succeeding century. The lack of awareness of rural poverty as will be 

seen in the next chapter continues to be a major issue for researchers and policy makers and 

perhaps the public as a whole over a century after Booth and Rowntree conducted their initial 

studies.

The end of poverty?

The early 20th century saw an increased awareness of poverty and a greater response to its 

alleviation than before. The work of Booth and Rowntree as well as important international 

events including the Russian Revolution and the Great Depression perhaps contributed to 

this. Piachaud and Webb (2004, p31) and Glennerster (2004b) are able to describe the gradual 
development of welfare payments over the first half of the 20th century, culminating in the
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recommendations of Beveridge which Becker (1997, p46) suggested brought an entitlement 

‘to flat rate benefits, so covering (almost all) against loss of earnings due to old age, sickness, 

unemployment and other contingencies.’

Unfortunately, the abolition of poverty did not prove to be the outcome of Beveridge’s work, 

undoubtedly, life did improve for many people and this fact combined with the unequivocal 

end of poverty proclaimed by Rowntree and Lavers (1951) survey, led to a situation where as 

Glermerster (2004b, p85) claims ‘poverty disappeared from the political radar in the 1950’s’. 

Much of the credit (if that is the correct term) for rediscovery of poverty can be given to one 

person - Peter Townsend. His re-examination of the work of Rowntree and Lavers (1951) 

led him to be unconvinced as to their findings and as Glennerster (2002, p87) suggested ‘led 

him to a lifetime of work which has changed the way we think about poverty in most 

developed economies except the United States’.

Poverty - relative or absolute?

The main problem with Rowntree’s primary poverty approach, Townsend argued, was that it 

did not adequately describe the breadth of the problems created by poverty. Townsend 

argued that subsistence levels of income were but one part of the issue and the researcher had 

to consider societal norms, expectations and the exclusion from normal activities that poverty 

produces.

Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty 

when they lack the resources to obtain the kinds of diet, participate in the 

activities and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or 

are at least widely encouraged and approved, in the societies to which they 

belong...Their resources are so seriously below those commanded by the 

average individual or family that they are in fact excluded from ordinary living 

patterns, customs and activities. (Townsend 1979, p31).
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Two distinct approaches have emerged as a result of Townsend’s work and Lister (2004, pl2) 

suggests, that poverty is now thought of in either absolute or relative terms and also makes 

the point that definition of poverty involves value judgements and hence ‘has to be 

understood as a political as well as a social science act and as such has often been the source 

of controversy’. The use by the World Bank of a poverty level for Africa and Latin America 

of $1 or $2 dollars per person per day and $2 or $3 per person per day in Central and Eastern 

Europe as reported by Ravallion (1994,1996) is a good starting point for beginning to 

examine concepts of absolute and relative poverty. Such a measure if it was used in 

Britainwould mean that the estimates of British poverty quoted in Hills (2004a, p44) table 

would be much lower, possibly non-existent. To some extent the World Bank thresholds 

varying as they do for different continents are an acknowledgement that context is important 

in discussing poverty. Absolute poverty, as we have seen, is often discussed in terms of 

nutrition. Joseph and Sumption (1979, p27) described an absolute standard of poverty as one 

‘defined by reference to the actual needs of the poor and not by reference to the expenditure 

of those who are not poor. A family is poor if it cannot afford to eat’. Death through 

malnutrition remains a significant cause of mortality in some parts of the world although it is 

relatively rare in Western Europe and herein lies one of the main problems with absolute 

definitions of poverty. They tend to set down minimum acceptable, standards of living, 

which once reached can be used to argue against State Welfare intervention and as a 

justification for low wage rates. (Townsend (1987). Curtin, Haase and Tovey (1996, p5) 

point out that ‘Few studies of poverty in the developed world now would restrict their 

definition of poverty to a condition of lacking even the minimum subsistence levels needed to 

sustain physical life. Most would insist on incorporating some recognition of the way in 

which what is regarded as a minimum standard of subsistence in a society is influenced by 

the general standard of living in that society’.

The Government of Ireland (1997) used just such a definition of poverty when they 

suggested:

People are living in poverty if their income and resources, (material, cultural and 

social) are so inadequate as to preclude them from having a standard of living which 

is regarded as acceptable by Irish society generally. As a result of inadequate income 

and resources people may be excluded and marginalised from participating in 

activities which are considered the norm for other people in society (Government of 

Ireland 1997, p3).
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One of the key phrases in this definition is ‘acceptable by Irish society generally’ and this 

approach whereby society, other than an individual researcher or group of researchers, 

decides what constitutes poverty was adopted by Hillyard et al. (2003) in their study of 

poverty and social exclusion in Northern Ireland. This study will be examined in greater 

detail later.

There is no doubt that relative poverty has, since the 1970s, become the dominant narrative 

which determines the type of poverty measures now used in the British Isles. In this work the 

term poverty can be taken to refer to relative poverty rather than absolute poverty.

Poverty rediscovered

The election of the Conservative government of Margaret Thatcher in 1979 at a time when 

Hills (2004b, p93) reports that ‘relative poverty for the population as a whole reached a low 

point’, was followed by an upsurge in poverty levels throughout the 1980s. The situation for 

children was particularly bad. Brewer, Clark and Goodman, (2003, p242) suggest, ‘After 

fluctuating within a few percentage points over the 1960s and 1970s, child poverty soared 

from the late 1970s. The child poverty rate much more than doubled between 1979 and 

1996/7, rising from 13.7% to 34.0%.’

In 1997 the New Labour government of Tony Blair was elected (Labour Party (1997)) This 

government appeared to place a higher priority on addressing the issue of poverty and Blair 

(1999) declared that his intention was for ‘ours to be the first generation to end child poverty. 

It is a twenty year mission, but I believe that it can be done.’ This aspiration was translated 

into targets to cut child poverty by a quarter by 2004/5, and by a half by 2010/11. It was 

progress towards this aspiration which was examined by Brewer, Clark and Goodman, (2003, 

p242) who concluded that ‘there is little doubt that child poverty declined under Labour’s 

first term. However the drop which took place was much smaller than many commentators 

had been predicting’. Brewer, Clark and Goodman (2003, p256) drew attention to the 

difficulty of attaining this target and suggested that ‘To make serious progress towards longer 

term ambitions of halving or abolishing the child poverty rate, still more spending would 

almost certainly be required - in other work we estimated that halving child poverty through
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the Child Tax Credit might require additional permanent expenditure of the order of 1% of 

GDP (Brewer et al, 2002).’

Given that there is no suggestion by any commentator that the aspiration to a 50% reduction 

in child poverty rates by 2011 has been achieved or indeed that any substantial reduction in 

child poverty has occurred in the last decade, and that therefore poverty remains a significant 

factor in the lives of many children, and having noted that poverty in Britain has come to be 

associated primarily with urban areas, we now turn to a consideration of the link between 

poverty and children’s educational outcomes.

Poverty and educational achievement

In the area of education, the effects of poverty have been the subject of quite a lot of 

scrutiny, in Britain and internationally, and the following section will demonstrate that the 

link between poverty and low achievement, whilst not deterministic, has been well 

established by these studies. (Links between poverty and low educational achievement in 

Northern Ireland will be examined in the next chapter.) It is worth pointing out at the outset 

that almost all of this work is urban based and that there is a great gap, given the extent of 

rural poverty, which will be discussed in the next chapter, in research into the effects of 

deprivation on educational standards in rural schools.

Poverty and low achievement- is there a relationship?

Strand (1997) in a study of pupils in Wandsworth discovered that pupils entitled to FSM (a 

means tested benefit) started from a lower base educationally and made less progress than 

their peers. Demie et al. (2002, pi 05) in examining the issue of a link between poverty and 

educational achievement stated ‘The findings from this analysis suggest that there is a strong 

relationship at school level between disadvantage and examination success to the extent that 

social factors explain 68% of the variation in GCSE achievement. The more deprived the 

intake to a school, the lower its 5 + A* - C passes’. Demie et al. (2002, pi 05) go on to state
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a very firm conclusion on the likelihood of a link between deprivation and under 

achievement by suggesting ‘that such a link exists is not an issue for debate, the evidence is 

quite overwhelming.’ In examining the situation in France, Duru-Bellat (2000) drew similar 

conclusions noting that there was a considerable gap at the upper end of second level 

education with children from wealthier backgrounds achieving greater success in the 

Baccalaureate. Duru-Bellat (2000, p36)) suggests that social inequalities increase with time 

spent in education and that ‘children from low socio-economic groups face a progressive 

exclusion from academic success.’

Haezewindt (2004, p8) in considering the issue of deprivation states ‘People from 

disadvantaged backgrounds often perform less well at school and gain fewer qualifications 

than those from more advantaged backgrounds.’ In this study Haezewindt (2004, p8) cites 

some very clear evidence of the practical effects of poverty on children’s educational 

opportunity noting that ‘seventy seven percent of three year olds from households with 

annual incomes of less than £10,000 attended nursery education, compared with 95 percent 

for those from households with annual incomes of £30,000 or more.’

Haezewindt goes on to suggest that the localised, area based evidence of Demie et al 

regarding the link between GCSE results and socio-economic status is replicated at a 

national level and notes that ‘parental involvement is strongly related to achievement and 

those with household incomes lower than £10,399 were over six times less likely to do 

learning activities with their child than parents with a household income of more than 

£31,200’. (Haezewindt 2004, pl2)

It is not only in the U.K. and France however that the effects of poverty on educational 

opportunity have been conclusively demonstrated. In Canada, Levin (2004, pi 1) concluded 

that, ‘socio-economic status continues to be the single most powerful predictor of life 

outcomes’. Schnepf (2002, p3) examining the transition from primary to secondary level 

education in Germany observed that, ‘Pupils with lower socio-economic background face
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severe educational inequalities and have to display better test scores than their counterparts 

with a higher socio-economic background in order to be recommended for the most 

academic school track’. Comparing the U.K. to other countries, Haezewindt (2004, pi3) 

provides evidence that ‘the socio-economic backgrounds of students in the U.K. had a 

higher than average impact upon student performance compared with other countries’ and 

goes on to list some of the indicators of poor performance as, being from a low socio 

economic background, poor (or no) parental qualifications, state rather than independent 

school and attendance at a school with a high rate of FSM.

Why does a link exist?

When examining the effects of poverty on education it is useful to regard poverty in terms 

of being a vicious circle of difficulties. The cyclical and intractable nature of disadvantage 

and the interdependence of many of its features can be illustrated by considering that 

children who are bom into low income families tend to get few educational qualifications; 

the fact that they have poor qualifications leads to low income; their children are bom into 

low income families and, in turn, get few qualifications; and so another generation 

experiences the same disadvantage, poor health, housing and employment prospects that 

their parents endured. Undoubtedly educational qualifications can lead to better 

employment prospects and hence more financial stability, yet as noted above it is difficult 

for socially disadvantaged pupils to gain qualifications. Haezewindt (2004) suggests that 

not only are poor children already disadvantaged, they are also much more likely to become 

involved in truancy or be excluded from school and therefore have greater difficulty in 

performing well. Haezewindt (2004) also concludes that disadvantaged young people are 

less likely to be involved in any form of education after compulsory school age and this 

further compounds their difficulties in obtaining well paid employment.

Given that there is a close link between poverty and low educational attainment, the 

question as to why such a link exists has been subject of a lot of scrutiny. A quarter of a 

century ago, Mortimore and Blackstone (1982, p!2) reviewed a large range of research 

evidence into the link between poor educational outcomes and social disadvantage which 

led them to conclude that there was ‘a strong and persistent relationship between social class 

and attainment in primary school and in particular between socio-economic disadvantage
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and low attainment’. In the same work Mortimore and Blackstone went on to examine the 

possible causes of this relationship under factors which could be linked to the home and its 

environment and factors relating to the school.

Whilst it is convenient to group the factors thus, and it is done below to some extent, the 

categories within both home and school based factors do impinge on each other and are not 

mutually exclusive. Whilst some of the factors below may be more likely to be applicable in 

urban areas, it is reasonable to assume that many of these factors are common to both urban 

and rural contexts.

In dealing with home factors, Mortimore and Blackstone subdivided this area into factors 

which they described as material factors and those which they described as cultural factors. 

The first and in some ways most obvious material factor is poverty itself.

Material factors

Poverty

Mortimore and Blackstone (1982, p26) suggested that the lack of financial resources in 

many households results in a situation where, not only might parents have to spend longer at 

work and less time with their children, but they would also ‘have less money to spend on 

books, crayons, puzzles or outings to help their child’s development and to develop the 

skills which the school rewards’. Morgan (2007, x) in a study of children in Northern 

Ireland primary schools was similarly able to conclude that ‘children growing up in families 

with very low income are disadvantaged because of the lack of income’. Morgan, who took 

evidence from children and parents themselves, found that this lack of financial resources 

also had a direct effect on how fully children were able to participate in school activities. 

Morgan (2007, p34) found that children from the most disadvantaged schools were ‘clearly 

worried about asking parents for even small amounts of money such as the 50p or £1 that is 

usually charged by schools for a non-uniform day.’

Morgan (2007, p48) noted that both parents and children ‘saw school dinners, uniforms and 

school trips as the biggest costs associated with school (and that) children in disadvantaged
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schools were considerably more aware of all the costs associated with school and of the 

difficulties parents face in meeting those costs.’ It is interesting that the cost of school 

dinners should be a major factor with parents given that FSM were introduced in 1906 to 

ensure that children would not suffer educationally due to the lack of nutrition. Morelli and 

Seaman (2006, p2) make the point that ‘entitlement to free school meals has been falling for 

the poorest households since 1997’ and that current methods of calculating entitlement mean 

that many disadvantaged families do not receive FSM.

However, it is not only in the area of traditional educational resources and nutrition that 

poverty has an impact on children’s academic opportunity.

The growth in information technology has brought a new series of problems to 

disadvantaged children in education. Angus, Snyder and Sutherland-Smith (2004, p3) 

suggest that ‘access to new technology is unequally divided’. Lipkin, writing of new 

technologies stated ‘Them that has gets.... If a particular race, sex or economic group 

occupies an inferior place in society, you only have to be able to add one and one to see that 

technology will compound the problem’ (cited in Zakariya 1984, p29).

Obviously the cost of the hardware and maintaining an internet link may well be prohibitive 

for many of the poorest in our society but, Angus, Snyder and Sutherland-Smith (2004) 

make the point that, merely providing access to the technology will not overcome the 

disadvantage that families experience unless attention is paid to other socio-political aspects 
of the problem.

The problem of resource deficits then is one that has been quite widely recognised and 

Biddle (2001) suggests is often put forward as a possible explanation for failure at school. 

Biddle (2001, pi4) makes the point that those who accept this explanation see poor children 

as ‘handicapped for school because their parents cannot afford to buy books, writing 

materials, computers and other supports for education, normally present in middle class or 

affluent homes’. But it is perhaps not only the lack of such obviously educational resources 

in the home which can lead to educational problems. A very important point made by 

Biddle (2001) (below) concerns lack of access to fashionable clothing. This echoes Smith’s 

(1776) suggestion that ‘in present times, a creditable day labourer would be ashamed to 

appear in public without a linen shirt, the want of which would be supposed to denote that 

disgraceful degree of poverty which, it is presumed, nobody can fall into without extreme 

bad conduct’.
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Biddle (2001, pi4) suggests that ‘poor parents ...cannot afford to buy stylish clothing for 

their children (needed if their children are to compete with others for status)’. My own 

experience would suggest that in primary classrooms it is not only clothing that gives such 

status but the type of mobile phone, electronic games, toys and other property a child has 

which confers the level of status a child enjoys. So not only is the lack of educational 

resources mitigating against the disadvantaged child’s chances, their own self esteem can 

potentially suffer with further dire educational consequences due to the lack of other 

material items. It is possibly also the case that parents will go increasingly into debt, to, as 

Hillyard et al (2003) suggest, the most unscrupulous lenders, in order to provide these non- 

essential but status providing items to children. Such debt will of course have implications 

for already strained household budgets with possible further resultant consequences on 

stress levels which impact on physical and mental health, as well as family relationships. In 

rural areas, the factors examined in the next chapter such as transport costs and access to 

low priced household essentials place even greater strain on financial resources in 

disadvantaged families.

Health

Indicators of health problems are more prevalent amongst poor families. Biddle (2001) 

recognising this suggests, that not only is the incidence of pain and disease likely to have an 

effect on poorer children, they are also more likely to face drug problems within their 

families or their community. Mortimore and Blackstone (1982, p29) noted that the 

‘incidence of poor vision, impaired hearing and dental decay has been found to be more 

common among low income families, (and) all of these conditions are likely to affect 

educational performance’.

Given the points already made in the last section about fewer children being entitled to FSM 

it is also worth noting concerns about children’s nutritional intake in Northern Ireland 

clearly articulated by Monteith and McLaughlin (2004, p7) who noted that ‘14 per cent of 

severely poor children in Northern Ireland (were) going without three meals a day (and that) 

these findings may assist in understanding of the extent of adult health inequalities and 

premature death rates in Northern Ireland, as it is likely that children’s nutritional status
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affects their health on a lifelong basis’. It would be difficult to make the argument that poor 

nutrition would not be injurious to educational standards in a similar manner.

Finally in this area it is worth noting that it is not only physical health and its related 

difficulties, including the fact that disadvantaged children are more likely to be carers than 

those from more affluent families, that impinges on children's educational opportunity. 

Adler et al. (1993) suggested that as well as poverty being closely related, to physical 

illness, there was also a close relationship with mental health problems. Duncan and 

Brooks-Gunn (2000, pi 90) state that ‘parental mental health accounts for some of the effect 

of economic circumstances on child health and behaviour. Additionally, poor parental 

mental health is associated with impaired parent child interactions and fewer learning 

experiences in the home.’

The link between health and rural poverty will be examined in greater detail in the next 

chapter and as will be seen being poor in rural areas brings with it important negative 

implications for health which may impact adversely on children.

Employment

Employment of parents and its effects on educational opportunity can be examined from two 

standpoints, the nature of the employment to which disadvantaged people have access and 

the conditions endured by those who are unemployed due to their lack of paid work.

Townsend (1979) suggested that non-manual workers enjoyed a privileged position relative 

to manual workers with regard to both remuneration and conditions.

Mortimore and Blackstone (1982) argue that lack of time and tiredness due to long hours of 

work lead to negative effects on children and that powerlessness at work can lead to an 

acceptance by parents of poor standards of educational provision for children. But if low 

paid and low status employment lead to educational disadvantage for children, 

unemployment may be even worse due to the greater sense of powerlessness and 

hopelessness it engenders. Save the Children (2007, p4) report that ‘four out of five

16



children (in Northern Ireland) who had experienced persistent poverty lived in households 

that had no workers.’

Given that these houses are probably therefore totally dependent on benefits for income it is 

extremely worrying to note the conclusion in the same report (Save the Children (2007, pi 6) 

which states ‘shockingly, benefit levels are such that, even if a family is claiming all it is 

entitled to, it may be living below the poverty line.’ Save the Children (2007, pi6) also 

suggest that it is incorrect to assume that families always access all benefits to which they 

have entitlement and go on to state that ‘Across the UK there is only a 25% uptake of 

Working Family Tax credit for those who are eligible.’

So, for people experiencing unemployment there may be not only implications for 

motivation and self esteem, but resource deficits may well be even greater, all of which will 

have an effect on children’s success at school. In rural areas, as we shall see in the next 

chapter, low pay is a major factor in the maintenance of poverty and with unemployment 

levels rising due to current economic circumstances and the decline of farming related jobs 

these factors appear to have the potential to have major effects on children’s educational 

outcomes.

Family composition

Whilst a link clearly exists between family composition and poverty as shall be shown 

below, the cause of the relationship between family composition and educational attainment 

is less clear. There has been a major change in family composition over the past few 

decades. As a teacher for the past thirty four years, my own experience suggests that the 

proportion of children from single parent homes has grown enormously in that time. The 

literature would seem to support this contention. Wedge and Prosser (1973) discovered that 

one child in sixteen was living in a single parent family yet just over 30 years later the 

Department For Social Development (DSD) (2006, p58) reported that there were 

approximately 327,300 children living in Northern Ireland of whom approximately 105,000 

lived with a lone parent.

There is no doubt that children from single parent homes are over represented in terms of 

the group who live in severe poverty with DSD (2006, p56) reporting that, ‘children in lone
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parent families were more than one and half times as likely to be at risk of low income as 

those in couple families’. Family size can also be shown to be related to poverty with DSD 

(2006, p51) reporting that, ‘The greater the number of children in a family, the increased 

likelihood of low income.’ However, whilst a link between family size and poverty 

undoubtedly exists, it is difficult to determine what effect family composition (as opposed to 

resource deficits) can have on education although in a Northern Ireland context, given the 

high importance accorded to religion and religious practices in schools, there may still be a 

social stigma attached to ‘illegitimacy’ which can be communicated to children in much the 

same way as comments about poverty were communicated to Sapp (2009). Such comments, 

could have major implications for children’s self esteem and combined with poverty could 

potentially result in even greater problems for these children particularly in schools where 

single parent families are still a small minority of the total enrolment. It is possible that this 

is the case in many rural schools and this is an area that should be investigated.

Housing

The quality of housing has long been noted as a potential problem for children’s 

achievement. One study (Dale and Griffiths 1965) found that almost half of their sample of 

grammar school pupils who were moved into lower streams had not got good areas in their 

homes for study. Mortimore and Blackstone (1982) suggest that problems in this area may 

include lack of privacy, quiet area in which to work or perhaps lack of adequate sleep.

Whilst Hillyard et al. (2003) did not look directly at links between poor housing and 

educational attainment they did find that there were shortcomings in the immediate home 

environment of many children in Northern Ireland. These included such things as, in some 

cases, children not having their own bed, more not having their own bedroom, more again 

not having a computer and around a quarter of homes not having enough money to replace 

worn out or broken furniture or electrical goods such as freezers and washing machines. As 

well as the immediate problems caused for the family themselves by lack of these items there 

could well also be self-esteem issues and feelings of inadequacy for children from these 

homes when many of their friends have such facilities. This again might be a particular 

problem for children in schools with lower concentrations of poverty such as schools in rural 

areas where, as shall be shown later, percentages of children experiencing poverty are
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generally not such a large proportion of the overall school population. A further and 

extremely concerning finding of Hillyard et al (2003) is that many families cannot afford 

house contents insurance and therefore the results of burglary or fire could be much more 

catastrophic for poorer families than for others who would at least get some extra resources 

from their house insurance company to replace contents stolen or destroyed. In the next 

chapter the issue of housing in the countryside will be examined in greater detail but 

undoubtedly much poor quality housing remains and has the potential to impact on 

children’s education.

Environment and ecological effects

However, it is not just the immediate home environment that may produce problems for 

disadvantaged children and in many ways this is, by default, a very significant issue in 

understanding the complexities of the issue of rural poverty. Many studies have produced 

evidence of the poor environmental conditions endured by poorer children in areas which are 

recognised as centres of high levels of urban poverty. Examples of these include those 

carried out in London, Birmingham and Liverpool (Department of the Environment 1977a, 

b). More recent work includes that of McLaughlin and Monteith (2006, pi 03) who, whilst 

acknowledging the lack of facilities concentrated on by earlier surveys, produce a very 

useful table, for a study of the Northern Irish context, which shows how problems ranging 

from drug use and drunkenness, through poor lighting and punishment beatings to sectarian 

harassment, vehicle theft and vandalism all tend to be worse in disadvantaged areas. This 

type of finding has led to a situation whereby policy makers tend to look at areas of 

concentrated urban poverty and that major initiatives are targeted at such areas. A clear 

exposition of the type of analysis that leads to these policies was provided by Gallagher, 

Shuttleworth and Gray (1997) who, in a survey of social and educational disadvantage in 

Northern Ireland, suggested that social deprivation had a threefold effect:

First, social deprivation might operate directly on educational performance through 
family background. Second, there might also be an ecological areal effect of the type 
noted by Gamer and Raudenbush(1991)in which neighbourhood social deprivation 
has an independent effect over and above family background on educational 
outcomes.... (and)....Finally, the spatial patterns observed might be a result of 
material deprivation and its effects on school quality. In this case, schools in poorer 
areas might have to cope with issues such as aged and poor premises.
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As will become obvious later in this work when we examine the allocation of funding, policy 

to address poverty and low educational attainment often appears to be based on an 

assumption that pupils living in areas of concentrated social disadvantage face more difficult 

circumstances than those in other areas, through the combined negative effects of their 

family , their area and their school. Yet in the context of this paper, the rural and perhaps 

more affluent environment may well also be a problem for disadvantaged children. These 

issues will be further examined in a later section of this chapter when funding for additional 

educational resources is considered and in the next chapter when we examine rural poverty. 

At this point however, it is worth stating that it is not unlikely that transport problems and a 

general lack of goods and services locally may contribute to an even greater lack of available 

funds and a consequent lack of experience and resultant educational problems for children in 

rural areas. The experience of being one of a small minority of children enduring poverty in 

a rural school may also result in issues of low self-esteem which further contribute to low 

attainment.

Cultural factors

Finally with regard to home related factors which may influence educational outcomes, 

Mortimore and Blackstone (1982) examined cultural factors. They looked at these under 

three headings, cultural deprivation, language and parental attitudes, but the work of, among 

others, Bourdieu and Bernstein, demonstrates the complex inter-linkages between these 

concepts.

Cultural deprivation

The concept of‘cultural deprivation’ became more widely used in the 1960’s and according 

to Mortimore and Blackstone (1982, p43) (culturally deprived children) ‘were considered to 

come from homes which were both materially and intellectually inadequate’. This type of 

thinking influenced the work of the Central Advisory Council for Education (1967) (The 

Plowden Report) and has had significant influence on education policy particularly with
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regard to early intervention strategies ever since. The following sections examine the work 

of some who have tried to explain and account for this ‘deprivation’.

Bourdieu: Cultural and social capital

The concepts of social and cultural capital as advanced by Pierre Bourdieu have been 

closely examined by educationalists. Whilst Lareau (2001, p79) cautions on the complexity 

of Bourdieu’s concepts and warns that, ‘one may violate the complexity of his notions with 

a description. ’, it is worth exploring briefly the ideas that he has suggested as having major 

relevance on the inequalities that can be seen when the academic achievements of pupils 

from different social class backgrounds are compared. Bourdieu (1986) suggests that what 

he refers to as social games ie opportunities to change one’s social status are not comparable 

to roulette where every spin of the wheel offers a new opportunity. There is not, Bourdieu 

(1986, p2) suggests, an,

‘ imaginary universe of perfect competition or perfect equality of opportunity, a world 

without inertia, without accumulation, without heredity or acquired properties, in which 

every moment is perfectly independent of the previous one, every soldier has a marshal’s 

baton in his knapsack, and every prize can be attained, instantaneously, by everyone, so that 

at each moment anyone can become anything.’

Instead Bourdieu contends that economic, social and cultural capital are all factors in 

ensuring that inequality is maintained in society. Bourdieu appears to suggest that certain 

groups ie those who are in possession of large amounts of economic capital, are in a better 

position to pass cultural capital to their children. This is in part due to their relative wealth 

enabling them (and in particular the mother) to spend the additional time free from work 

resulting from economic necessity to do so. The cultural capital so acquired can be used to 

improve the chances of an individual from such a family gaining an educational 

qualification which is often ‘ the condition for legitimate access to a growing number of 

positions, particularly the dominant ones.’

Amongst others who have commented on the work of Bourdieu, Lareau (2001, p79) 

suggests that, ‘dominant classes have displays that are accorded cultural legitimacy while 

the dominated groups’ practices lack the same cultural standing’. Lareau argues that this is 

not to suggest that it is only the cultural practices themselves that have a role here and that 

inequality in schools cannot be reduced to parental practices but that instead, (p79) ‘ he
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(sic) points to the standards of institutions and their relations to individual actions.’ Swartz 

(1997, p75) argues that Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital includes, ‘verbal facility, 

general cultural awareness, aesthetic preferences, information about the school system, and 

educational credentials.’ Swartz suggests that Bourdieu believes that this knowledge brings 

with it the possibility of power. Weininger and Lareau (2007 ) suggest that to Bourdieu, ‘ 

modem systems of schooling are far more adept at validating and augmenting cultural 

capital inherited from the family than they are at instilling it in children who enter the 

institution with few or none of the requisite dispositions and skills’

As already noted, Bourdieu (1986) also suggests that the possession of social capital is an 

important factor in the educational inequalities that can be related to social class. Bourdieu 

(1986, pi2) describes social capital as,

‘the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a 

durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition - or in other words, to membership in a group - which provides each of its 

members with the backing of the collectively-owned capital, a ‘credential’ which entitles 

them to credit, in the various senses of the word.’

Bourdieu goes on to suggest that such groups will be seen as prestigious and will have a 

name and might include a family, a party, a school, a class etc. Practical examples of 

practices that might indicate membership of such a group and hence a considerable social 

capital include such manifestations as,

‘Manners (bearing, pronunciation, etc.) (which)may be included in social capital insofar as, 

through the mode of acquisition they point to, they indicate initial membership of a more or 

less prestigious group.’ Bourdieu (1986, p23)

It is also worth noting that Bourdieu does not think that it is only through the effects of 

cultural and social capital on educational qualifications that inequalities are perpetuated. 

Indeed Bourdieu (1986, p25) suggests that,

‘direct transmission of economic capital remains one of the principal means of reproduction, 
and the effect of social capital (‘a helping hand,’ ‘string-pulling,’ the ‘old boy network’) 
tends to correct the effect of academic sanctions. Educational qualifications never function 
perfectly as currency. They are never entirely separable from their holders: their value rises 
in proportion to the value of their bearer, especially in the least rigid areas of the social 
structure.’
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Coleman (1987, p36) suggests that in the area of child rearing social capital includes, ‘the 

norms, the social networks and the relationships between adults and children that are of 

value for the child’s growing up. Social capital exists within the family but also outside the 

family in the community.’

A practical example of how these concepts may impinge on education is given by Lareau 

who suggests that these concepts may be used for social and cultural exclusion. Lareau 

(2001) takes the example of two children, one from a middle class background and one from 

a working class background. Lareau highlights the differences in child rearing techniques 

particularly with reference to discipline and draws attention to the fact that the approach of 

the middle class family is more akin to the one adopted by the school and therefore the 

middle class child is likely to have an advantage over the working class child in school. 

Lareau suggests that the working class family is much more likely to distrust the school and 

will certainly not have the easy relationship with individual teachers with whom middle 

class parents are often on first name terms.

The work of Bourdieu, and others, then seems to suggest that some factors less immediately 

obvious than the material factors listed above may also be at work in ensuring that children 

from more disadvantaged backgrounds achieve more success at school. A closely related 

area - language - is the next one to be examined.

Language

Bernstein: restricted and elaborated codes

One of the early writers to draw attention to the importance of language in education and its 

link to social class was Bernstein. Bernstein (1966) introduced the idea that parents from 

different social classes spoke to their children in distinct ways. He referred to these as 

elaborated (middle class) and restricted (working class) codes and in later work including 

Bernstein (1977), contended that the elaborated code meant that children from homes where 

the elaborated code was used would be at a distinct advantage in schooling. Bernstein’s 

ideas on the close link between social class and language are worth closer analysis.
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Littlejohn (2002, p278) defines the term ‘code’ as referring to, ‘a set of organising principles 

behind the language employed by members of a social group’ but it is important to realise at 

the outset that Bernstein was not suggesting that middle class people only used elaborated 

code but that they had access to both codes whereas working class people were more likely 

to only have access to the restricted code. It is also important to understand that restricted 

and elaborated codes are not merely references to the quantity or quality of vocabulary used 

by speakers but more fundamentally a different sort of communication. One of the simplest 

ways of explaining restricted code is to think of the type of conversation that takes place 

between small groups of individuals who share a common understanding of the subject 

under discussion. Bernstein (1971, pi 1) gives the examples of, a group of boys on a street 

comer, a group of close friends in a bar or a courting couple. Bernstein (1971, pi 1) suggests 

that an eavesdropper on these conversations would be, ‘ struck by the measure of his own 

exclusion ‘, that the speech would ‘emphasise the communality of the speakers ‘, that, ‘the 

burden of changes in meaning would be carried through the extraverbal component of the 

communication’, that, ‘the speech sequences (might appear) dislocated - disjunctive’ and 

finally, that ‘the content of the speech (may be) concrete, narrative and descriptive rather 

than analytical or abstract.’ Atherton (2011) provides a practical example of two pieces of 

conversation intended to convey the same meaning , one in restricted code and one in 

elaborated code

‘If you’re going to town, get Rupert a new April from you know where.’ (Restricted)

‘If you are going into Bedford, please get a new toy for Rupert the dog from the pet shop 

(which we can’t name because if the dog hears it he will go mad ) to replace the one which 

we have come to call ‘April’ which he has almost chewed to bits.’ (Elaborated).

Obviously a person listening to and understanding the first (restricted code) example 

requires a much greater shared level of knowledge with the speaker than a person listening 

to the elaborated code example. Bernstein (1971) argued that the working class were more 

likely to use the restricted code (and not to have access to the elaborated code) due to the 

nature of the society in which they live and in particular due to their subordinate place in 

that society. Bernstein appears to see language, and the use of either the restricted or 

elaborated code, as a major instrument in maintaining existing positional relationships in 

society. Bernstein suggests that those who have access to the elaborated code will normally

24



experience greater academic success whereas the restricted code is associated with academic 

failure.

Linguistic capital

Another concept related to language is the idea of a correct form of the language. Cregan 

(2007, pi 1) notes variation in the form of spoken language and suggests that a correct form

of language exists ‘vested with high values, power and authority.....The standard form of

language has been appropriated by the upper and middle classes, bringing into existence by 

default ‘ non-standard’ varieties of spoken languages and dialects which by implication have 

become tacitly devalued.’ Bourdieu (1991) has used the term linguistic capital and contends 

that this is not equally distributed but is more likely to be found in better off families.

Cregan (2007, pi 3) suggests that ‘The greater a speaker’s possession of linguistic capital, the 

more that speaker can exploit the system of differences in linguistic terms to his/her 

advantage (and) the less linguistic capital a speaker possesses, the greater his/her 

disadvantage.’ Cregan (2007, p24) suggests that use of alternative (non-standard) forms of 

language by children can lead to ‘unconscious, but biased negative judgements’ being made 

by teachers. Cregan goes on to suggest that language and the values given to different forms 

by schools has huge implications for pupil literacy and may explain some of the correlation 

between low socio-economic status and low achievement in the area of literacy.

Family attitudes

In the 1950s and 1960s studies into parental attitudes and their influence on children’s 

achievement began to emerge (Fraser (1959), Floud, Halsey and Martin (1956) Douglas 

(1964)). Despite expressing some reservations on the techniques used in some of this work, 

Mortimore and Blackstone (1982, p48) suggest that ‘the evidence supported the view that 

the working class child was disadvantaged at school largely because of his parents lack of 

interest in his educational progress.’ Mortimore and Blackstone suggest that perhaps the 

gathering of evidence on parental attitudes from teachers and the use of other data such as 

attendance at school events may not be the most appropriate way of gauging levels of 

parental interest and, more recent work in this area would seem to throw doubt on the
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assertion that economically disadvantaged parents are not interested in their children’s 

education.

Sutherland and Purdy (2006) in a review of recent studies in Northern Ireland found 

evidence of much more positive parental attitudes amongst the socially disadvantaged. In 

one instance Gallagher, Shuttleworth and Gray, (1998) interviewed the principals of eight 

Belfast schools which were in socially disadvantaged areas. Sutherland and Purdy (2006, 

p54) suggest that these ‘primary school principals often spoke positively, and sometimes 

even warmly, about the attitudes of most of their parents towards education.’ As an 

example of this they quote one of the school principals who stated that ‘There are very few 

uninterested parents.’ Sutherland and Purdy (2006, p51) make the point that there is 

evidence that ‘many economically disadvantaged people will make good use of educational 

opportunities for their children if they are put within their grasp.’ Similarly Hanafin and 

Lynch (2002, p39) who interviewed a group of working class parents in the IrishRepublic 

found that ‘all the parents interviewed acknowledged and indeed emphasised the importance 

of education.’ However, Hanafin and Lynch (2002, p41) did note that views of school were 

often adversely affected by parents’ own experiences and that involvement with the school 

was ‘commonly spoken about as inadequate, difficult, off putting, excluding and 

frightening.’ This may indicate one way in which the school and teachers by not being more 

inclusive may also be factors in the low achievement of pupils. The next section of this 

work examines the role of the school and teachers.

School factors

Many factors which could loosely be called school or teacher factors have been suggested as 

having a negative impact on educational outcomes for less affluent children. Mortimore and 

Blackstone (1982) suggested such topics as the distribution of Educational Resources, The 

Curriculum, Examinations, Ability Grouping, Truancy, Teacher Turnover, Teacher Quality 

and Expectations and School Effectiveness. For the purposes of this paper some of these 

features will be examined and where possible any link to rural schools will be indicated.
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Educational resources

The question of the distribution of educational resources brings us immediately to one of the 

most important issues with regard to the specific problems of the disadvantaged in rural 

schools. Simply, that much of the money directed towards the alleviation of poverty has not 

reached the disadvantaged in rural areas because the focus has been upon relieving poverty 

on an area basis rather than relieving the poverty of the individual. This difficulty has been 

referred to by Walker (1978, p4) as the ‘ecological fallacy (that) has be-devilled recent 

official approaches to deprivation.’ Walker goes on to suggest that Educational Priority 

Areas suggested by the Plowden Report (1967) led to a situation where areas of particularly 

high deprivation (and adverse educational conditions) were identified and additional 

resources provided for schools in those areas. Walker (1978, p4) suggests that, however the 

decisions are made about such areas, there are ‘likely to be more children who are deprived’ 

outside the areas, and, that inside these areas there are ‘likely to be more people who are not 

deprived than there are deprived.’

A 1998 policy of the New Labour government saw Education Action Zones being 

established. The effectiveness of these was examined by Power et al. (2004). These authors 

identified combating urban disadvantage as one of the key discourses in developing this 

policy but were able to report that ‘The impact of the policy within zones has been limited 

and patchy (and there have not been) consistent improvements in pupil performance’. Power 

et al (2004, p469)

This ‘ecological fallacy’ has been and remains one of the major issues for disadvantaged 

pupils in Northern Ireland’s rural schools. Many initiatives have been directed towards 

alleviating the poverty of people in urban areas perceived as disadvantaged, particularly in 

parts of Belfast (examples include Making Belfast Work 1988 and People and Place - A 

strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal 2003). In the field of education much funding is 

directed at schools, perceived as disadvantaged, as determined by their level of FSM 

entitlement. Using figures from one Education and Library Board area (See Appendix 1, 

enrolment and FSM data for all the rural schools in the area) rural schools can be seen to 

rarely have high numbers of these children in percentage terms yet overall in the figures for 

the year presented in Appendix 1, there were 1917 such children from a total of 13149 in 

schools which are classified as rural. This means that in one particular year 15% of children
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in rural schools in this area were entitled to FSM compared with 29% of the enrolment of 

urban schools in the same local authority area.

Teacher issues

Several major themes emerge from the literature with regard to the extent to which factors 

related to teachers may be responsible for the lower academic outcomes of pupils. Some of 

these have already been touched upon in the areas above where Bourdieu, Bernstein and 

Cregan have all suggested that the influence of teachers is not always benign and positive 

where pupils from lower social class groups are concerned. This may be due to the cultural, 

linguistic or social capital they bring to the classroom or simply because their language code 

does not suit the means of transmission of knowledge in use by the educational institution. 

Related to these issues are two others that are closely interlinked, the social make-up of the 

teaching force and teacher expectation. Current academic requirements for entry to the 

teaching profession combined with the difficulty working class people have in obtaining 

these qualifications ensure that only a small proportion of teachers are from a working class 

background. Walkerdine (1995) suggests that the working class were often only seen by the 

middle class in relations of service or as frightening others in part of the town which the 

middle class do not want to enter. Several commentators have suggested that better pupil- 

teacher relationships develop when teachers and pupils come from similar social class 

backgrounds (Alexander et al. 1987; Macleod 1995; Rist 1970). There is therefore a 

potential for most of the good classroom relationships to be between teachers, from middle 

class backgrounds with pupils from middle class backgrounds. Horgan (2007, p23) seems 

to lend weight to this assertion by noting that ‘only children from advantaged schools did 

not complain about teachers shouting at them’ Horgan (2007. p22) had already discovered 

that in the most disadvantaged schools children said that ‘teachers would treat a rich child 

differently - (and that at their school a rich child) - would get better treatment and better 

teaching.’

Morris (2005, pi 06) in an examination of the effects of race and social class on teachers 

found that teachers ‘tended to relate ability to social class’ and that ‘teachers linked their 

perception of students academic performance and potential largely to their perceptions of 

the students’ class background’. Morris (2005, pi07)
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The relationship of low teacher expectation to low pupil attainment has been well 

documented. Mortimore and Blackstone (1982) report a study by Beez (1970) which 

involved a group of sixty teachers who were randomly assigned children on a Head Start 

programme. The children were randomly assigned to two groups, one high ability and one 

low ability. False information was given to these teachers about the children’s IQ, cultural 

deprivation and predicted low attainment. Not only did the teachers attempt to teach more 

to the ‘high ability’ children, these children actually scored almost twice as highly as the 

‘low ability’ group on a word learning task.

Kahlenberg (2003, p75) notes that ‘there is some evidence to suggest that the lower 

performance of lower-socio economic - status children stems in part from the expectations 

themselves; that low expectations partly contribute to lower performance becoming a self 

fulfilling prophecy’. Kahlenberg (2003, p75) goes on to confirm that ‘it has long been 

known that when teachers are tricked into believing that certain randomly chosen students 

are gifted, those students see large achievement gains’. In the rural context it is at least 

possible that teacher expectation may therefore also contribute to lower performance of 

pupils, particularly given the potential for greater knowledge of pupils and family 

backgrounds that can occur in smaller schools.

It can also be suggested that combined with these two factors, teachers’ social class 

background and teacher expectation, the fact that teachers are generally from affluent 

backgrounds means that they do not have an understanding of the difficulties caused by 

poverty for their pupils and therefore may have other expectations, not strictly academic 

ones, which children cannot fulfil. At a very basic level, an unthinking teacher could easily 

expect that children would have access to a computer with colour printer on which to 

complete tasks and the fact that such a facility does not exist in the child’s home could cause 

friction between teacher and pupil and certainly would cause self-esteem issues for the child 

in a classroom where many others did have such resources at home. A particular issue in 

rural areas is broad band access. In the areas in which this study is located, in isolated rural 

parts of Northern Ireland, many homes can only have satellite broadband and the associated 

costs could well be prohibitive for many households. Obviously not having such access, or 

as already noted possibly not having a computer, is something that teachers need to be 

aware of. This may be the type of issue that, combined with a lack of understanding by 

teachers, contribute to low achievement.
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Can schools make a difference? - Education reform

The penultimate section of this chapter turns briefly to one of the major influences on 

schools over the past two decades - the question of school effectiveness. The debate over 

this issue can be simply stated as being that some authorities believe that by making schools 

more effective we will raise standards for all pupils whereas others feel that schools cannot 

compensate for the problems created by a society constructed in a manner which ensures 

that disadvantage and its effects are endemic.

Much of the policy of successive British governments over the past two decades has been 

heavily influenced by the idea that schools themselves can provide a solution to the problem 

of large numbers of pupils having low attainment. Several commentators have noted the 

situation following the introduction of the Education Reform Act which was described by 

Rassool and Morley (2000, p254) as ‘a fundamental shift in values... from social and 

cultural concerns to those centred on increasing competition, choice, quality and standards.’ 

Mortimore and Whitty (2000, pi56) noted ‘the Thatcher and Major governments’ refusal to 

acknowledge the importance of the relationship between social disadvantage and 

educational achievement.’ Supporters of the view that poor quality schools are responsible 

for the problem suggest a range of measures that can overcome the difficulty. Sammons et 

al. (1995) characterise school effectiveness in a range of countries as comprising such 

elements as professional leadership, shared goals, purposeful teaching, high expectations, 

monitoring progress, positive reinforcement and home school partnerships. OFSTED 

(2000a, p7) describe a group of schools, serving disadvantaged areas, which they describe as 

‘doing better than others in similar circumstances.’ OFSTED (2000a, p7) suggest that 

‘strong management, a well focused curriculum, good teaching, close monitoring and 

effective personal support (and) clear communication with parents’ all contribute to this 

success. Maden and Hilman (1996, p315) suggest that a strongly positive shared vision is 

vitally important for successful outcomes in schools serving disadvantaged areas but ‘just as 

important are the people in the school especially the head teacher, but also the rest of the 

staff and governors and in many cases the pupils and parents.’

Despite the great emphasis placed on Education Reform, Maden and Hilman can find little 

evidence that it has had any major impact on the schools in their study. One feature of the
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school effectiveness process in Northern Ireland’s rural schools involves a system whereby 

a form of quantitative analysis was, and is again now, used to determine the quality of work 

being done in schools. Each year, until 2006, the schools in the survey group used here, had 

data issued to them in which pupil performance at Key Stage One and Two (KS1, KS2) was 

compared with the ‘national’ (Northern Ireland) performance of schools in the same FSM 

category (as determined by the percentage of FSM pupils). (The data used is issued to 

schools in a document known as the ‘Spring Pack’ and the process is frequently referred to 

by teachers as ‘benchmarking’. See Appendix 7 for exemplar material.) This process 

resumed in 2010. Whilst the statistical basis of this exercise, given the small numbers 

involved in each age group in these small schools may be questionable, (there appears little 

value in expressing the numbers of children at for example Level 3 at KS 1 as a percentage 

if there were only 2 or 3 children in that age group in a particular school), there are other 

issues concerning both the usefulness of the process and the value of the KS data. Given 

that Wiliam (2003) questions the reliability, (too many wrong levels/grades), validity, 

(misleading levels grades) and focus (summative rather that formative) of the system and 

that Stobart (2001, pi) suggested that ‘the current emphasis on the use of the test results for 

school accountability, and as a measure of national standards, has undermined Teacher 

Assessment to a point at which the validity of the system is in question’ , it would be 

interesting to discover the value that principals feel that this type of information has for 

addressing the effects of deprivation. A further point is that when using FSM data in this 

manner it is important to realise that FSM entitlement is rather a blunt instrument in that it 

gives no idea of the depth of disadvantage.

Can schools make a difference? - Societal issues

Before turning in the next chapter to a consideration of rural poverty as a possibly distinct 

phenomenon it is worth considering the contention that schools, whatever reforms take 

place, may be unwilling or unable to do very much about the problem of disadvantage. 

Whilst the predominantly middle class make up of the teaching force itself may, as already
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noted, be an issue in overcoming disadvantage, the possibility also exists that the nature of 

our society may be the most significant factor in considering the variation in academic 

achievement between disadvantaged pupils and those from more affluent backgrounds.

Bierlinn (1993, pi 43) suggests that schooling could be seen as a way of‘perpetuating 

structures of economic inequality originating outside the school system’. Similarly Dworkin 

(2005, pi73) contends that ‘the social forces that create and maintain poverty and racism do 

not accrue merely over the few years that a child is in school. Rather they are historically 

created within institutions and social systems that protect privilege and the vested interests of 

classes and groups’. Given the comments of Stobart (2001), already noted, regarding the use 

of results for accountability purposes it is interesting to find that Dworkin (2005, pi 73) 

suggests that there is ‘considerable pressure on school systems to produce the appearance of 

narrowing the gap sometimes even by manipulating the data.’ Greene (1991, pi81) 

contended that the idea of putting the onus on schools to overcome the effects of 

disadvantage was inadequate and that ‘it is becoming more and more evident that the 

technical and economic disasters schools are being asked to allay are not of the kind that can 

be helped by education’. Bierlinn (1993) considered that little might be achieved by 

reforming schools if society was not reformed. In answer to the question ‘Can schools do it 

all?’, Bierlinn (1993, pl45) stated that ‘If will power can compensate for limited resources 

and an educational system that was never designed to support all students, then the answer is 

yes. If a radical restructuring of schooling and societal supports as a whole are not successful 

then the answer is no.’ In the light of these comments it would be worthwhile to investigate 

the importance attached to these issues by principals in the rural schools in this study.

This chapter has examined poverty in Britain with a view to establishing a definition of 

poverty and developing an understanding of its prevalence. It has shown that poverty is still 

an issue which impinges on the lives of many people in Britain and that there is a close link 

between poverty and low educational achievement. The perception that poverty and low 

educational achievement are primarily urban issues has been noted as has the resulting 

targeting of areas of concentrated urban poverty with anti-poverty policies, an ‘ecological 

fallacy’ which results in many poor people falling outside the net of such policies. Factors 

which might potentially be responsible for the link between low academic achievement and
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poverty have been examined and it has been noted that whilst some of these may be 

predominantly urban in nature, others may be common to both urban and rural settings and 

that there may be particular issues in rural environments which can be problematic for poorer 

children. These issues will be examined in the next chapter which focuses on the nature of the 

Northern Ireland’s rural school system and how poverty may impact upon it.

The facts that poverty affects a substantial proportion of the population in Britain and that the 

perception of poverty and related educational underachievement are seen as predominantly 

urban phenomena have been highlighted in the previous chapter. In this chapter we turn to the 

Northern Ireland context to examine the nature and prevalence of poverty in this context and 

to examine the nature of rural poverty. (Again, it is worth stating at the outset that there is 

almost no specific work which looks at rural poverty in Northern Ireland.) The particular 

system of education which has developed in Northern Ireland since the inception of the state 

in the 1920s is also examined as the nature of the system may produce particular issues which 

are relevant to a study which examines the effects that poverty has on pupils in small rural 

schools in Northern Ireland and principals’ perceptions of how poverty impinges on the lives 

of their pupils. The chapter ends with an examination of the main policy initiatives directed 

towards the amelioration of poverty in Northern Ireland’s primary schools and a statement of 

the issues which will be examined in this study.
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Chapter 2

Poverty and small rural schools in Northern Ireland

Poverty in Northern Ireland

Hillyard et al. (2003, p63) carried out what they describe as ‘the first ever large scale 

quantitative study of poverty and social exclusion in Northern Ireland’. In carrying out this 

work they asked a random sample of people which material items and social activities they 

considered as necessities.

These were arranged in seven domains, food, housing, clothing, information, durable goods, 

personal finances and social. The items chosen included such things as fresh fruit, vegetables 

daily, enough money to pay heating and electricity bills in time, having two pairs of strong 

shoes, a telephone, the ability to replace/repair broken electrical goods, access to a decent 

pension and the ability to have a one week annual holiday.

Having thus established a consensus on what constituted necessities they then conducted a 

survey to discover the number of households lacking some of the necessities. This 

information was combined with ‘equivalised’ income data, (a statistical procedure which 

enables the comparison of household incomes having regard to the number of persons in the 

household). The authors acknowledge the fact that for a long time Northern Ireland has been 

(pi 3) ‘recognised to be one of the most deprived parts of the United Kingdom’ and this report 

makes clear that Northern Ireland has very significant numbers of people living in poverty.

For the purposes of this paper one finding stands out above all others. The report suggests 

that many people will, (p64) ‘think the most significant finding is that well over one third 

(37.4 percent) of all this society’s children are being brought up in poverty’. This amounts to 

almost 150,000 children and the authors stress that the consequences for the development and 

opportunities of these young people and indeed the impact that this problem has on society as 

a whole should not be underestimated.

Further confirmation of high levels of child poverty in Northern Ireland comes from 

Committee for the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister (2007) 

(COFMDFM). This report considered a wide range of written evidence (relating to the extent 

of poverty and merits of anti-poverty strategies) submitted by charitable groups, government 

departments, local councils and health care organisations. Children in Northern Ireland
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(2007) suggested that 29% or 122,000 children in Northern Ireland live in poverty and 10% 

or 44,000 children live in severe poverty.

Save the Children (2007) agree with these figures and make the point that children are more 

likely to live in low income households than adults. The Northern Ireland Commissioner for 

Children and Young People (2007, pi35) suggests that ‘using income only, between one fifth 

and quarter of all children in Northern Ireland are living in low income households. Using a 

consensual poverty measure (income deprivation) almost two fifths of children is (sic) 

considered poor. Using the Department of Work and Pensions measures 14% of children in 

Northern Ireland are living in absolute low income poverty’.

COFMDFM (2007, p5) are in broad agreement with these figures although they suggest that 

25% of children (108,000) were living in poverty in Northern Ireland in 2002/3 and that this 

figure has ‘remained largely the same in recent years’. COFMDFM (2007, p6) acknowledge 

that they are ‘very concerned at the level of severe child poverty in Northern Ireland (where) 

it is estimated that 44,000 or around 10% of children are living in severe child poverty’.

Clearly then child poverty is a major issue in Northern Ireland, but what does it mean for the 

children involved?

In the last chapter we considered the influence of poverty on children’s performance in terms 

of social and academic outcomes, but it would perhaps be worthwhile to examine briefly 

what impact the individuals and organisations who have reported on poverty in Northern 

Ireland see poverty as having on other aspects of children’s lives as this may well have a 

bearing on how they experience education. The Northern Ireland Anti-Poverty Network 

(2007) (NIAPN) suggest that people who experience poverty have difficulty with food 

poverty and fuel poverty, low wage and low benefit levels which contribute to poor health 

and a lower life expectancy. They also face social isolation and a higher cost of living as 

they cannot access the credit or payment benefits more affluent people take for granted. 

Examples of this might well include items which cannot be paid for outright and have to be 

bought in instalments; such arrangements are usually more expensive than buying items 

outright. Poorer people will not only have to pay more because they are buying using credit 

but will also get less favourable terms from lenders than those with more disposable income. 

Hillyard et al. (2003, p54) note that ‘of those who had used a moneylender 89% were poor.’
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NIAPN (2007) indicate that long term poverty also leads to feelings of exclusion and 

helplessness. This in turn may lead to depression and other health problems. The Western 

Health and Social Services Board (2007) paint a very negative picture of the health of the 

disadvantaged. They point out that deprived areas have higher levels of infant mortality, 

teenage birth, domestic violence, suicide and obesity than more affluent areas as well as 

lower take up of immunisation for children less than 2 years of age and lower incidence of 

dental registration. They also suggest that children from disadvantaged socio-economic 

circumstances have lower intakes of fruit, vegetables and fish, are less likely to have a 

breakfast before going to school and are more likely to experience drug and alcohol abuse. 

They also have a higher incidence of conditions like bed wetting and sleeping difficulties as 

well as higher accident rates, higher rates of decayed and extracted teeth and a higher intake 

of fried food, processed meat and sweets.

The phrase ‘social exclusion’ is often used in the literature sometimes almost interchangeably 

with the word poverty and again there is no doubt that people in deprived socio-economic 

circumstances may experience a considerable degree of social exclusion. Such exclusion 

works at several levels. Hillyard et a/. (2003) make the point that exclusion from the labour 

market is a major issue as our society bases identity, self esteem and income on paid work. 

They discovered that 13.6% of households (excluding pensioner households) had no adult 

working in them but that 29% had one adult working and 35% had two or more. The feelings 

of lack of worth and inadequacy experienced by those excluded from the labour market or 

indeed those on very low wages who seek benefit from the state were summed up by Becker 

(1997, p!61) who stated ‘Those who receive cash and care find that they are often regarded 

as failures, ‘scroungers’ or cheats; they are controlled, degraded and stigmatised by the very 

systems which insidiously present themselves as caring and aiding’.

As well as exclusion from the labour market. Lister (2004) suggests that the term, exclusion, 

may also include social isolation, political exclusion and exclusion from public and private 

services. Whilst Lister (2004, p84) suggests that ‘the European empirical evidence suggests a 

varying degree of overlap between material poverty and other dimensions of social exclusion’ 

there is none the less some evidence, (Adelmann et a/. 2003) to suggest that there is a strong 

association between the severity of poverty and the degree of children’s exclusion from social 

activities and services. In terms of social exclusion Hillyard et al. (2003) listed a range of 

activities which were considered by a majority of people as necessities and also interestingly 

included several activities which although a majority of the public did not consider as
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necessities were nonetheless included to demonstrate the opposite of social exclusion, social 

inclusion. This survey found that almost one quarter of the population were excluded for 

economic reasons for three or more of these activities but that 56% were able to afford all of 

the activities including the non-necessities such as ‘holiday abroad once a year’ and going 

out for an evening meal once a fortnight.

On the question of exclusion from public and private services Hillyard et al. (2003, p58) 

found that the major issue was ‘unavailability rather than not being able to afford the service. 

In public transport for instance no one was excluded from its use because of lack of money, 

but a significant proportion, nearly a tenth, were excluded because it was either unavailable 

or unsuitable’. It does not take a great deal of imagination to realise that if someone cannot 

avail of public transport and if that individual is experiencing poverty, then that person is 

very unlikely to have access to a motor vehicle and therefore travel will be greatly restricted. 

It is clear from the data above that Northern Ireland and in particular the children of Northern 

Ireland suffer high levels of poverty and social exclusion.

Rural poverty

This section will examine rural poverty, its extent and lack of visibility and the distinct 

problems it brings to those who suffer its effects.

Rural ity

Before beginning this examination however there is one other important area which cannot 

be overlooked, that is on what basis is the decision made as to what constitutes ‘rural’? The 

Rural Poverty and Inclusion Working Group (RPIWG) (2001, p6) in their study of rural 

poverty in Scotland recognised that there was a considerable debate surrounding the 

definition of the term rural but they did not ‘think it fruitful to enter that debate.’ They did 

however argue that there was an urgent requirement for ‘fine grained and agreed standard 

definitions of rural’ RPIWG (2001, p50).
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Tovey, Haase and Curtin (1996) note certain features that may be useful in defining the term 

‘rural’. One is that the predominant land use in rural areas is still agricultural, although other 

activities such as some forms of tourism and forestry are becoming more important. Another 

feature mentioned by Tovey, Haase and Curtin (1996) is population density and this is the 

one which is perhaps most relevant to this work as it is the main feature identified by 

Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA, 2005) and used by DENI (DENI, 

2008a) to define the schools in this study as being located in rural areas. In doing this 

NISRA did recognise that the terms urban and rural are not capable of exact definition 

purely in terms of population statistics and they considered other features such as service 

provision. They also noted that settlements, particularly small towns might have both urban 

and rural characteristics. These degrees of rurality followed the work of Cloke (1977) who 

used various indicators to develop an Index of Rurality. These included features such as 

distance from an urban centre with more than 50,000 inhabitants, population density, 

household amenities and occupations. This was also recognised by the Scottish Government 

(2008) who subdivided urban settlements into 4 groups. Large Urban Areas - population > 

125,000, Other Urban Areas - population 10,000 - 125,000, Accessible Small Towns - 

population 3,000 - 10,000 drive time <30 minutes to a Larger or Other Urban Area.

Remote Small Towns - population 3,000 - 10,000 drive time > 30 minutes to a Larger or 

Other Urban Area. Rural settlements were defined as having less than 3,000 people and 

were subdivided (by driving time, < or > 30 minutes to a Larger or Other Urban Area) into 

two groups Accessible and Remote.

Tovey (1999, p99) suggests that ‘rural is a particularly difficult concept to lay hold of 

because it appears in public discourse in at least two forms. There is the rural as the object 

of social science research and the rural as the subject of ideology.’ The difficulties of 

obtaining a satisfactory definition for research purposes, of a single rural definition, have 

led, Tovey (1999, pi 00) argues to the situation where ‘A number of books on rural change, 

suggest that differences between rural areas are now as great or greater than any difference 
between rural and urban.’

With regard to the ideological ‘rural’ Tovey (1999, plOl) suggests that societies view rural 

living in different ways, ‘most modem, urbanised industrialised societies ... are 

characterised by ideologies which elevate rural life and the rural environment into potent 

symbols of goodness.’ This can lead to a situation where ‘some rural groups who in terms of 

objective indicators are poor, do not regard themselves as poor or do not regard their
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poverty as an intolerable problem.’ (Tovey (1999, plOl) However Tovey (1999) goes on to 

make the point that (the perceived higher status of) rural living may not be viewed in the 

same way in Ireland given the long history of emigration to cities, often abroad. Tovey 

(1999, pi01) suggests that ‘those who remain (sic) in the countryside were told repeatedly 

that they were the ones who lack intelligence and initiative, and have seen their way of life 

systematically devalued and delegitimised.’ This, Tovey (1999) believes, leads to a situation 

where the experience of rural poverty in Ireland is likely to be different to that in England.

However, for the purpose of this work, the NISRA definition of rural will be adopted whilst 

recognising that rurality is not a uniform experience.

The experience of someone who lives in a small village with a shop, post office, school, 

pub, church, possibly a doctor’s surgery all within walking distance will be very different to 

that of the person who lives at the end of a long laneway a mile or more from a main road 

and their nearest neighbour. The problem of identifying localities as disadvantaged and then 

targeting help at them has already been highlighted in this work and this point again 

emphasises the veracity of the aspiration of the Combat Poverty Agency (1996,xix) who

stated ‘ The focus on addressing rural poverty should be on people rather than space.......

Policies in rural areas......need to recognise the needs of those who are most

disadvantaged.’ (Italics in original)

Lack of evidence

As already suggested in this work, two of the major issues facing anyone wishing to draw 

attention to the plight of disadvantaged rural dwellers in the past have been, first the lack of 

research evidence to show that poverty is indeed a major problem in the countryside, and 

second the perception that rural poverty does not exist to any significant degree. In recent 

times however there has been an increasing awareness of the problem and its extent. One of 

the most striking comments was made by Wilber and Bishop (1967, IX) (U.S. Presidents 

National Advisory Commission on Rural Poverty) who stated ‘Rural poverty is so

widespread and so acute as to be a national disgrace.....This Nation has been largely

oblivious to.....14 million people left behind in rural America. Our programmes for rural

America are woefully out of date.’
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The scarcity of empirical data on rural poverty was identified by RPIWG (2001, p3) who 

undertook a review of existing documentary evidence and research. Their ‘immediate 

conclusion was that the evidence base was insufficient to properly understand and measure 

rural aspects of poverty and exclusion.’ Similarly, the Minister for Rural Affairs in the 

Scottish Executive, Ross Finnic (2000) commenting on the work of Shucksmith and Philip 

(2000) who carried out research into rural poverty, stated that, ‘social exclusion is often seen 

as a purely urban problem (but) this report demonstrates that social exclusion is just as much 

a rural issue and it is clear that much more work needs to be done to enable us to develop a 

better understanding of rural social exclusion and to help us target policies accordingly.’

Extent of rural poverty

Northern Ireland data on the extent of rural poverty is almost non-existent and so much of 

what follows will come from neighbouring areas of the British Isles where although there is 

a scarcity of information, there is some, and an increasing amount of, data available. In work 

carried out in England and Wales, McLaughlin (1985) suggested that in rural areas, 

approximately 25% of households (or around 20% of the rural population) were living in or 

almost living in poverty. Later work by the Archbishops’ Commission on Rural Areas 

(ACORA) (1990, p93) suggested that ‘the picture painted by McLaughlin’s earlier study has

not changed to any radical extent. Indeed.....the degree of relative deprivation in rural

areas may well have increased.’ Jackson and Haase (1996, p61) suggest that ‘depending on 

the choice of relative poverty line, some 20 to 30% of the Irish population are in some sense 

economically poor (and) the majority of these - or almost exactly two thirds - live in rural 

rather than urban areas.’ They make the point that the proportion of households below the 

poverty line is greatest in villages and small towns and lowest in Dublin. This assertion was 

borne out by Watson et al. (2005, xxxii) who, also writing of the situation in Ireland, noted 

that ‘the highest poverty risk is found in counties Donegal, Leitrim and Mayo.’

Other researchers have carried out work which examines the nature and persistence of rural 

poverty. Chapman et al. (1998) who carried out a longitudinal study from 1991 - 96 found 

less persistent poverty in rural areas but did find that about 1 in 3 individuals in rural areas
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had a period or periods of time where their income fell below half of mean income and just 

over 50% had experienced incomes of less than three quarters of mean income. Given what 

has already been stated about degrees of rurality, an interesting point about rural 

disadvantage is made by Harrop and Palmer (2002) who found that greater degrees of 

rurality led to greater amounts of poverty. They suggested that 21% of people in remote 

rural areas lived on low incomes compared to 17% in accessible rural areas and 24% in 

urban areas. Further evidence of the extent of rural poverty was provided by Cloke et al. 

(1994) who studied 12 rural areas of England and found that people living in or on the 

margins of poverty was over 20% in nine of these areas and reached 39% in one of these 

areas. A very important point raised by Cloke et al. (1994, p95) concerns concentrations of 

poverty. Recognising the high levels which they uncovered in some areas, they went on to 

state that it was important not to ‘discount the severity of problems experienced by the 14.8 

per cent of households in Northamptonshire, the 12.8 per cent in Cheshire and the 6.6 per 

cent in West Sussex, who suffered the additional burden of being in a smaller minority with 

income problems in areas of greater affluence.’ This may well be a very important issue for 

children in many of Northern Ireland’s rural schools where they might be the only ‘poor’ 

child in the class.

If then, as it appears most research evidence agrees, approximately 1 in 5 rural dwellers (at 

least) is living in poverty, why is this not more generally known and why has the level of 

attention devoted to the problem not been as great as that devoted to urban poverty?

Visibility

The problem of the visibility of rural poverty is one which has been noted by many authors 

writing in this area. The Combat Poverty Agency (1996) suggested that a particular feature 

of rural poverty was a ‘high level of invisibility; rural areas unlike urban areas do not have 

concentrations of disadvantage; rather rural areas are diverse and the experience of poverty 

is often individual and dispersed over a wide geographic area.’ Walker (1978, pi) had noted 

‘the continuing tradition among social scientists to concentrate on industrial urban poverty, 

while rural poverty has remained invisible.’ Jackson and Haase (1996) draw particular 

attention to the invisibility of the rural poor and put forward six reasons for this in the Irish 

context which are examined below.
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First Jackson and Flaase (1996, p62) note the ‘residential pattern in Ireland where 

historically a very scattered, low density population has developed with dwellings built on 

the family farm.’ They suggest that this invisibility has increased in recent years as the rural 

population has declined and land holdings have become consolidated as small farms have 

become increasingly less economically viable.

A second factor, Jackson and Haase (1996) suggest, is that the natural beauty of the 

countryside means that the features of poverty such as lack of adequate housing, social 

services and transport are not noticed. Likewise Newby (1987, p24) argued that in relation 

to rural England, ‘A locality which looks right, must it is assumed, support a desirable way 

of life.’ In a similar vein Shucksmith (2000, p6) suggests that ‘seen through a car window or

a TV screen, it is easy to see rural areas as idyllic and changeless.......(a place) where

everyone knows and supports one another in ‘communities’ where life is slower and 

somehow better.’

Noble and Wright (2000, p294) also mention what they describe as ‘the myth of the rural 

idyll.’ But one of the most telling comments on the rural idyll and one which possibly has 

links to the fifth factor below is described by Fabeset al. (1983, p556) who state.

‘the poor unwittingly conspire with the more affluent to hide their own poverty 

by denying its existence. Those values which are at the heart of the rural idyll 

result in the poor tolerating their material deprivation because of the priority 

given to those symbols of the rural idyll, the family, the work ethic and good 

health. And when that material deprivation becomes so chronic by the standard 

of the area that it has to be recognised by the poor themselves, shame forces 

secrecy and the management of that poverty within the smallest possible 

framework. The newcomers do not want to see poverty because it is anathema 

to the rural idyll which they are seeking to preserve.’

Jackson and Haase (1996, p63) identify the third factor in the invisibility of poverty in rural 

areas as being ‘the confusion between income and property.’ Obviously even quite small 

amounts of rural property are extremely valuable in financial terms, but this hides the 

extremely low income generated by small farms. Commins and Keane (1994) had concluded
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that only one third of all Irish farms were viable in 1992 and Davis et al. (1997) who 

compared the situation of small farms in both parts of Ireland and Greece discovered 

evidence of very low farm incomes which were often augmented by welfare payments 

particularly in Northern Ireland.

The fourth factor discussed by Jackson and Haase (1996, p64) is the fact that the majority of 

people living in the countryside are not landowners nor involved in farming. Jackson and 

Haase suggest that the landless people in rural areas have been housed in public authority 

housing on the edge of towns and villages. The more affluent people live in the traditional 

houses of the village and the poor live in what Jackson and Haase (1996, p64) describe as 

‘estates that are marginal and effectively invisible to the townscape of which they form 

part.’

Jackson and Haase (1996) go on to outline what they see as a fifth factor which in an Irish 

context is the ‘strong ideological and institutional constraints within the community and 

parish ideology to prevent the recognition of objective differences in wealth and income 

opportunities.’ A possible related factor mentioned by Milboume (2004, p46) is that people 

in rural situations do not perceive poverty in their own community because they frequently 

refer to ‘historical situations of real poverty in rural areas which effectively disqualified the 

use of the term ‘poverty’ to describe contemporary situations of hardship.’

Finally Jackson and Haase point out that Ireland has the highest proportion of homeowners 

of any European country and this ensures both a scarcity of rentable accommodation and, as 

well as the high levels of property ownership concealing poverty. It may also increase 

pressure on poorer people who feel that as non-homeowners they are without status.

Features of rural poverty

Obviously many of the issues affecting disadvantaged people in rural areas are similar to 

those which affect disadvantaged people in urban areas and whilst there is no intention here 

to go through a list of possible problems posed by poverty and attempt to indicate whether 

these are more likely to be an urban rather than a rural phenomenon, there are some very 

important issues identified in the literature as being features of rural poverty and as having 

particular significance to the life experience of disadvantaged people in rural areas.
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Access

One of the important issues faced by many rural dwellers in the question of access to 

services and facilities of all kinds. Scottish National Rural Partnership (2001) identified 

banks, post offices, community halls, petrol stations, childcare facilities and services for 

young people as being very important to rural dwellers. Statutory services identified by 

Cawley (1999) as providing access problems included health service, schools, post offices, 

policing and public transport. Cawley (1999, pl45) notes that ‘the contraction of (these) 

basic services has been taking place over prolonged periods of time (and) the negative 

effects have reached critical levels in recent years.’ Cawley (1999) also highlights the 

decline in the number of rural shops available. Some of these particular services will be 

discussed later but there is one issue to which the literature accords great importance. That 

issue is transport.

Transport

The problem of transport is raised by RPIWG (2001, pi 1) who state that ‘rural communities 

frequently cited transport as the (emphasis in original) over-riding problem in rural areas 

and access to services was viewed as a simple issue of access to transport.’ RPIWG (2001) 

identify such factors as the inadequacy of public transport, in terms of both availability and 

cost, the higher cost of car ownership in rural areas and lack of patient transport for medical 

appointments as being of importance. ACORA (1990, pi 10) expressed similar findings. 

They suggested that the increasing use of cars and the Transport Act of 1985 have resulted 

in a further lessening of public transport facilities. This in turn causes an increase in the 

difficulties faced by those who do not have use of a private car. They further suggest that 

‘those with cars use them to utilise more distant facilities so that the viability of nearby 

facilities is weakened.’ ACORA (1990, pi 10)

In a Northern Ireland context the Rural Development Council (2008, p7) (RDC) reported 

that ‘children from poorer backgrounds are disproportionately affected by travel problems 

within rural areas because they are more likely to be dependent on the school bus, and
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therefore have difficulty in accessing after school activities. As such those who are most 

likely to benefit from homework clubs, access to computers and leisure activities are least 

likely to be able to participate unless those activities are provided close to their homes.’

Health

Despite the perception of those who view rural living as idyllic and a healthier environment 

RPIWG (2001, p27) found ‘no significant difference in the incidence of health conditions 

between rural and urban areas.’ They did however note that ‘for most health conditions and 

causes of ill health (such as smoking) trends appear to be determined by social class, age, 

gender and ethnicity.’ RPIWG (2001, p27). Access to health providers has already been 

mentioned, as described in the RPIWG (2001) study, and the change away from home visits 

by GP’s has also brought with it major issues for poorer people in the countryside, once 

again due to transportation difficulties. However it is not only transportation issues that can 

cause health problems for the rural dweller. RPIWG (2001, p29) also noted ‘that sexual 

health issues are sometimes approached in a more conservative way in rural areas, often due 

to the influence of religion.’ They quote one example where in an isolated rural area 

unmarried women cannot access prescribed contraception. This combined with the fact that 

travel to another ‘more enlightened’ GP in another area will perhaps be unavailable or too 

expensive obviously has potential to have serious implications. It may not only be the 

doctor’s religious and moral outlook which can have a potentially detrimental effect on 

patients in rural areas, the views of the community can also be problematic. RPIWG (201, 

p47) noted that ‘on some of our visits (two of which were to drugs projects) we received 

comments about resistance of sections of the local community and some local councillors to 

providing support to projects which tackle drug misuse in particular.’ Local hostility to such 

projects was attributed to an opinion within the community that those who took drugs did 

not deserve to receive help. Given that RPIWG (2001, p46) found drug abusers to be as 

likely to be found in rural areas as in urban settings, they noted that ‘the additional problems 

they face in rural areas can worsen the situation.’ Part of the problem for disadvantaged 

people in rural areas who suffer health problems is related to visibility. Many examples in 

the RPIWG study were given of people not wishing to attend particular clinics or be seen to 

have particular medical personnel go to their homes because the community would then
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know about their condition. This seems to be a major problem for people with mental health 

issues and RPIWG (2001, p29) note that ‘many people try to protect sufferers within their 

family by hiding their illness, refusing to access support services to avoid the community 

finding out.’ This can lead to poorer people in rural areas who have such health issues, or 

indeed other issues, being in what RPIWG (2001, p46) describe as a situation of‘double 

disadvantage.’

Welfare benefits

The issue of greater visibility to the community, when one admits to a health problem, may 

also have significance in the area of uptake of welfare benefits in rural areas. Noble and 

Wright (2000, p299) suggest that ‘the limited evidence that we do have points towards lower 

levels of take up in rural areas as compared to urban areas.’ Shucksmith (2004, plO) reports 

that ‘there is clear evidence that take up rates are lower in rural areas’. RPIWG (2001, pi9) 

‘found that problems of low benefit take up are linked to visibility and distance from 

service.’ RPIWG (2001) also found that there were cultural issues which led to a stigma 

becoming attached to claiming benefit as well as issues related to information and advice. 

Whatever the reason for the low uptake of benefit, RPIWG (2001, pi 9) reported that ‘the 

Dumfries and Galloway Citizens Advice Service estimated that 70% of the claimants they 
saw do not get the full range of benefits to which they are entitled.’

This issue has particular relevance for the children of poor rural dwellers. RPIWG (2001, 

p21) note a reluctance of parents to claim free school meals for their children and quote a 

head teacher who stated Tots more children could (get free school meals) but the parents 

won’t apply.’ This situation appears to be mirrored in Northern Ireland’s rural areas. In 2008 

the Western Education and Library Board (WELB 2008) launched an initiative aimed at 

families unaware of their entitlement to FSM. WELB (2008, pi) ‘estimated that as many as 

8,000 children across Northern Ireland are missing out on this entitlement.’ WELB (2008) 

make the important point that not only do the family miss out on funding to the extent of 

almost £50 per month per child, the school attended by that child loses approximately £436 

per annum also as this is the average amount a school receives in extra funding for each 

FSM pupil.
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Income/employment

Perhaps partly as a result of some of the reasons reported above for low take up of benefit 

Beatty and Fothergill (1997) stated that unemployment is systematically under reported in 

rural Britain. A major reason for unemployment in rural areas, Shucksmith (2004, p9)

suggests is, ‘put simply.....there aren’t enough jobs to go round.’ Shucksmith (2004, p9)

whilst noting that persistent unemployment is lower in rural areas also states,

‘the jobs which are available offer low wages which provide no incentive 

to come off benefit.’ RPIWG (2001, pi 5) whilst noting the need for 

further research in this area also draw attention to the ‘prevalence of low 

skill, low paid employment in rural areas which may be seasonal and is 

often part-time.’

Given the comments already notedabout the inadequacy of benefits to raise people out of 

poverty, it is clear that these types of employment do little to help overcome the effects of 

rural disadvantage. Shucksmith (2000, p27) points out that, ‘seasonal part time casual work 

has increased in rural areas ... (and).... young people are employed on a temporary or part- 

time basis. There is controversy however, about whether non standard labour market 

participation of this type represents a bridge towards permanent work careers or is a step 

towards labour force marginalisation.’ Shucksmith (2000, p28) notes that ‘there is strong 

evidence that non standard employment is associated with poverty wages and social 

exclusion.’ He notes that such posts are not direct routes to permanent employment and that 

‘many employers relied heavily and continuously on temporary workers, with no intention 

of converting these to permanent posts.’ Shucksmith (2000, p28)
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Housing

ACORA (1990, p95) note that ‘One issue above all others - housing has been at the centre 

of the evidence we have received.’ Several factors seem to arise in relation to housing in 

rural areas. The first one concerns the high price of property in some areas. RPIWG (2001, 

p25) cite areas where this is a problem as being those ‘within commuting distance of urban 

settlements and areas that are popular as a holiday or retirement destination.’ ACORA 

(1990, p95) note that ‘a wealthy minority of the population are in a position to afford two 

homes and thereby to inhabit a rural house for recreational purposes for just a very few

weeks in the year.......In parts of Norfolk as many as 11% of houses are thus unoccupied by

permanent residents. Elsewhere the ratio is very much higher.’ These pressures have caused 

prices to rise to such an extent that Shucksmith (2004, pi 1) suggests that ‘40% of new 

households in rural areas are unable to afford home ownership through the open market.’

A second factor in housing in rural areas and obviously related to the first is the limited 

availability of rented accommodation. This arises partly through the fact that the property 

boom of recent times has caused many to ‘cash in’ their properties and partly due to what 

ACORA (1990,p95) describes as ‘a legislative system which has effectively destroyed the 

private rented sector and the great lack of public housing caused by the right to buy 

legislation of the 1980 Housing Act.’ Shucksmith (2004, pi 1) notes that the transfer of 

‘social housing stock to the private market (happened) at much higher rates in rural areas.’

The final area in connection with housing in rural areas concerns the quality of the housing. 

O’Mahoney (1986), studying the situation in rural Galway found that about half of the 

residents of some rural districts did not have flush toilets, whereas in the city of Galway 

only 2% of the population lacked this amenity. Byrne (1991) in a study of North West 

Connemara found that electricity, water, indoor toilets, and bath or shower were lacking in 

up to 18% of houses. O’Shea (1996, p229) states that ‘Information (from) Northern Ireland 

suggests that grant aid for the renovation of rural housing cannot hope to resolve all of the 

problems that require attention.’ Once again in this area Conway (1999, p75) suggests that 

visibility is a major issue with ‘Housing problems in rural areas (tending) to be less visible 

than in urban areas.’ Conway (1999, p75) goes on to state that ‘the percentage of dwellings 

in poor condition is higher in rural areas than in urban ones.’ This comment is echoed by
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RPIWG (2001, p25) who state ‘We heard on our visits that the quality of housing in rural 

Scotland is a concern.’

Cost of living

The cost of everyday items in rural areas tends to be higher. A vicious circle occurs with 

those who have access to transport travelling to large urban centres to access cheaper goods. 

Therefore fewer retail outlets - which increasingly have to charge more to survive - remain 

in the rural areas. One resident of a remote area of North Western Scotland quoted in 

Shucksmith (1996, p275) highlighted the dilemma T know it is nice to support the local 

shops but they rip you off terribly. That’s why most people, a lot of people, go shopping 

once a month now. When you go to Inverness you go and do your shopping. It’s amazing 

what you can get for £100 and what you’d pay up here, it’s ridiculous.’ Of course the 

unstated fact is that, for the most disadvantaged people, ‘going to Inverness’ or another large 

centre once a month may not be feasible. The Rural Scotland Price Survey (2003) found the 

cost of food to be 8.2% higher and the cost of fuel to be 6.3% higher in rural areas. When 

one considers the greater need for transport in rural areas once again we can see the 

potential for poverty to ‘doubly disadvantage’ the rural dweller. Save the Children (2008) 

make the point that the higher cost of living in Northern Ireland, combined with the same 

level of benefits as in the rest of the U.K., makes the effects of poverty worse in Northern 

Ireland as people can actually buy less with the same amount of money.

If the higher cost of living in rural areas in Scotland is replicated in Northern Ireland then 

this makes the economic situation of the rural dweller in Northern Ireland in receipt of 

benefits even worse than the already disadvantaged urban dweller. An important point 

which relates to this issue is made by RPIWG (2001, p30) who state that the perception that 

a rural diet is a healthy diet is not necessarily correct because ‘High transport costs can 

make fresh fruit and vegetables expensive and often of a poor quality.’
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Schools in Northern Ireland.

The nature of the system

The history of Northern Ireland and in particular the religious divisions between various 

Protestant groups and the Catholic population have given rise to an education system which 

has developed along largely religious lines. Two types of school make up the overwhelming 

majority of primary schools in the North of Ireland. Maintained primary schools are 

normally under the control of the Catholic Church and have predominantly Catholic staff 

and pupils whereas Controlled primary schools are under the control of Education and 

Library Boards and have predominantly Protestant staff and pupils. There is a small 

Integrated Education sector and a smaller Irish Medium sector but these two types of school 

tend to be urban phenomena and so do not form part of this study. The Integrated Education 

sector and Irish Medium sector combined make up just over 6% of primary school 

enrolment (DENI 2010). Second level schools broadly reflect the same pattern of sectarian 

divide but also have the added dimension that in most areas of Northern Ireland, there is a 

grammar school sector access to which can only normally be gained as a result performance 

in a series of academic tests which children can opt to take at the age of 11. Until 2006 these 

Transfer Tests were produced for and administered under regulations of the Department of 

Education Northern Ireland. Following the establishment of the power sharing executive it 

became obvious that there was a major rift between the political parties with regard to 

whether these Transfer Tests, which were often referred to as the 11+, should continue. The 

result of this was a situation where DENI no longer had the tests produced nor allowed them 

to be administered in primary schools in the way the old system had been. However, there 

was no ban on grammar schools using academic selection as their primary criterion for 

selecting pupils and most grammar schools began to administer independently produced 

tests, the results of which they use to select their pupils.

The DENI tests had not been without consequences for socially disadvantaged children.

The selective system was the subject of extensive research in recent times and clear 

evidence emerged that the selective system does reinforce socio-economic division in 

Northern Ireland society. Gallagher (2001, p223) suggested that ‘in the particular context of 

Northern Ireland the negative consequences of social disadvantage are probably reinforced 

by the operation of a selective system.’ Gardner and Cowan (2000) in conducting research 

into the reliability and validity of the DENI test used to determine secondary school
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placement in Northern Ireland used FSM as a social index in their study of the test and its 

consequences. They grouped candidates into 4 groups, those who attended schools with less 

than 10% FSM, 11 -30% FSM, 31-50% FSM and 51% + FSM. They found that candidates 

from schools with a high percentage of FSM (51% +) had mean scores (p34) ‘significantly

lower than the mean scores in any other category.......(and) ... mean scores of candidates

in schools with < 10% FSM entitlement were significantly higher than those of candidates 

in at least two of the three other FSM categories.’ When one considers that Gallagher and 

Smith (2000, 2.3.2) suggested that ‘being in a grammar school adds almost 16 GCSE points, 

equivalent to three GCSE’s at grade C, to a pupils achievement.’, it is not easy to escape the 

conclusion that the nature of the system in Northern Ireland which militates against socially 

deprived children attending Grammar Schools actually does increase the detrimental effects 

of deprivation by ensuring that these pupils do not go to schools which are most successful 

in gaining qualifications for their pupils.

At the time of writing the system exists as outlined above with the unregulated test regime 

continuing to exert pressure on both schools and pupils and presumably, in the absence of 

any evidence to the contrary, possibly also continuing to have similar detrimental 

consequences for the socially deprived. It has so far proven impossible to achieve the 

consensus necessary to introduce a non-selective system.

Small rural schools

A large proportion of Northern Ireland’s primary schools are small rural schools. (See 

Appendix! for data from 1 of the 5 Education and Library Board areas in Northern Ireland) 

As already noted there has been little history of research into specific aspects of small rural 

schools in Northern Ireland. Indeed apart from the viability issue highlighted below, small 

rural schools in Northern Ireland have been largely ignored by researchers.

Quite an extensive body of literature pertaining to rural schools in the British Isles has 

developed. (Bell and Sigsworth (1987), Galton and Patrick (1990),Vulliamy and Webb 

(1995), Hargreaves e/a/. (1996),Wilson and McPake (1998), Thorpe and Williams (2002), 

OFSTED (2000b),Wilson (2007), RDC (2008)). Much of this work has focussed on issues
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surrounding leadership in small schools with solutions, (to the problems caused by increased 

accountability and bureaucracy as well as simply trying to ensure the survival of small 

schools) such as federations being examined. The question of whether staff in small schools 

can actually deliver the requirements of the National Curriculum has also been a focus of 

work in small schools. However the place of the disadvantaged pupil in the rural education 

system has been a much neglected area. No research based in Northern Ireland has focussed 

on the disadvantaged pupil in small rural primary schools.

Because of their size, (and perhaps a vague sense that the quality of provision in smaller 

schools does not equate to that in larger schools) rural schools have come under varying 

levels of threat for many years. The Plowden Report (1967) supported a minimum size of 3 

classes for schools and this process has continued through to the present. A strategic review 

of education provision commissioned by DENI in 2006 (Bain 2006) recommends a 

minimum enrolment for a rural school of 105 pupils. (Reference to Appendix 1 will show 

that the vast majority of the rural schools in this part of Northern Ireland have enrolment 

figures considerably under that size.)

These recommendations could however be said to mainly stem from economic pressure, 

there is no doubt that it is more expensive to educate individuals in a very small school. 

Whilst at a governmental level there may be a variety of views as to the quality of provision 

in small schools it is worth noting that in an examination of five reviews of work on small 

schools carried out in England, Scotland Norway, Sweden and Finland, Kvalsund and 

Hargreaves (2009, pi40) state that ‘one important finding, common to all five research 

reviews is that small rural schools appear to meet the major national criteria of educational 

quality in terms of student achievement, quality of teaching and pupil behaviour’. Is it worth 

suggesting a recognition that services do cost more in rural areas and that the emphasis 

should perhaps be on achieving equality of service rather than equality of expenditure?

So undoubtedly one of the major issues which confronts rural schools is survival and whilst 

there is no clear evidence of poorer, or better, quality education taking place in these 

schools, neither in the literature is there much evidence of special provision (apart from that 

mentioned later under Funding and Extended Schools) for the disadvantaged child. The 

Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATE) (2008, pi) give a clear idea of the size of the
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problem facing rural schools by stating that ‘there are 900,000 children living in poverty in 

rural Britain’.

Williams (2008, p4) in a report on additional resources which were given to both urban and 

rural schools with high levels of deprivation in Southern Ireland notes that ‘ the scheme 

suffers as a result of the lack of in-service training for teachers of classes in which sizes 

were reduced, and a failure to provide a support team for participating schools.’ One cannot 

help but wonder whether this lack of in-service provision is simply due to the fact that no 

one knows what to do to make the situation of deprived children in schools better or more 

cynically whether it is just important for policy makers and administrators to have ticked the 

social deprivation box even though the results of initiatives are negligible, (and as will be 

seen, given the past history of such initiatives, may be expected to be so.) Perhaps there is 

an understandable desire not to be closely involved with failed initiatives. However, one 

area worth investigating is the level of awareness of the results of deprivation amongst 

principal teachers in rural schools. Despite the well proven link between deprivation and 

low attainment and the increasing awareness of rural poverty is this an issue that has not 

been sufficiently highlighted to teachers of rural children? How much cognisance do 

principals take of this issue when planning the work of their schools? Is it possible that 

principals of small rural schools are not sufficiently aware of the issue of poverty and its 

impact on their pupils?

Anti-poverty initiatives

The question of the additional resources that have been given to schools to enable them to 

help alleviate the effects of disadvantage is not one that can be overlooked in this chapter. 

The lack of success of initiatives in the area of overcoming poverty has been extensively 

highlighted, not least by former U.S president Ronald Reagan. (Reagan 1988). In 1964, 

then U.S. president, Lyndon B. Johnson, in his State of the Union address had stated that his 

administration declared, ‘unconditional war on poverty in America’ (Johnson, 1964).

Almost a quarter of a century later Ronald Reagan in his 1988 State of the Union address
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noting this said, ‘my friends, some years ago the federal government declared war on 

poverty and poverty won’. (Reagan 1988).

Unfortunately this is a conclusion which has been reached by many researchers in this area. 

Poverty and overcoming the effects of disadvantage do appear to be quite intractable 

problems. Mortimore and Blackstone (1982, pi 72) note that of a number of initiatives only 

‘some have had very limited success’ (but in no case) ‘has success been so noteworthy that 

it has been seen as a solution.’ They also contend that ‘The negative relationship has proved 

to be exceedingly robust.’ These findings would appear to be in line with the conclusions of 

Power et al. (2004) above, yet governments continue to make finance available for this area 

despite the limited success obtained.

Funding

I wish to examine two particular features of funding which are intended to help schools in 

Northern Ireland alleviate the effects of disadvantage and which apply to the rural schools in 

this study. The first is the funding made available to schools through their own budgets and 

the second is a more recent initiative known as Extended Schools Funding.

School budgets

The greater part of The Local Management of Schools (LMS) budget for each school is 

calculated on the enrolment data for the school with a fixed amount being allocated per 

pupil (in the 2007/8 financial year in the Western Education and Library Board (WELB) 

area £1966.16 per pupil was allocated). (See Appendix 2 for an exemplar school budget 

calculation). In addition, as can be seen in Appendix 2, there are various other factors 

calculated according to premises size or allowance for small schools for example. These are 

school specific and there is also a factor aimed at Targeting Social Need (TSN) which is
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also calculated on an individual school basis. This TSN factor is made up of three elements, 

one for Social Deprivation and two for Special Educational Needs (SEN). Using Appendix 2 

as a guide, one can see that the first two elements are allocated simply on the number of 

children enrolled in the school who are entitled to FSM, in this case 16. Three funding bands 

are determined by the Department of Education using the overall FSM averages for 

Northern Ireland. Each of these three bands has a cash value and each school is allotted to 

one of three bands depending on its overall percentage of FSM pupils. Funding is then 

allocated according to the percentage band into which the school falls with schools in the 

higher bands getting more funding per pupil. This in effect means that a FSM entitled pupil 

in a school of high FSM entitlement in percentage terms, will attract greater funding to the 

school’s LMS budget than a similar pupil in a school with a smaller percentage of FSM 

pupils. Given the normally low percentage of FSM pupils in rural schools this once again 

shows that an anti-poverty measure is positively skewed towards urban areas. (Greater 

details of how all the elements of TSN funding are calculated are available in Appendix 3).

The Wamock factor is calculated by taking 18% of the total school enrolment and 

multiplying by the unit value. In the case of the school in Appendix 2 the total value of all 

the TSN funding is £11,334 or 5.5% of the total school budget. This percentage obviously 

varies from school to school.

There is not much evidence in a Northern Ireland context as to how this money is used to 

address social deprivation and its effects. McKeown et al. (1997, p85) found that this 

funding is not earmarked and that schools may ‘use this money in whatever ways considered 

appropriate.’ Whilst noting that principals and governors of schools did not feel that the 

level of funding was adequate to meet the needs of disadvantaged pupils, McKeown et 

a/. (1997, p96) suggested that schools used the funding to provide separate classes, extra 

tuition, withdrawal of pupils from class, support teachers and remedial classes to address 

educational disadvantage. They also noted that many primary schools adopted various 

strategies for addressing social disadvantage. Almost half provided classroom assistance 

and/or paired reading. About 40% used the funding to provide smaller classes, some had a 

specialist reading unit and less than 5% had either homework or breakfast clubs or a 

behaviour unit. McKeown et al. (1997, p95) do however make the point that it is ‘difficult 

to make exact comparisons between levels of funding and levels of spending... because 

information about spending; social and educational disadvantage cannot be disaggregated 

.... (and) ... in the minds of principals and governors, it is normally impossible to isolate the
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specific component of general spending, on say, refurbishment of classrooms or the 

purchase of a mini bus, which relates to the educational development of a particular group 

of pupils within the school.’

One of the aims of this study is to examine patterns of spending in rural schools to try to 

ascertain strategies used and levels of funding directed towards the amelioration of 

disadvantage.

Extended schools

In the 2006/7 school year an initiative known as Extended Schools was announced by Maria 

Eagle (then Minister with responsibility for Education in Northern Ireland). This initiative 

was part of the Children and Young People funding package the aims of which were stated 

by Department of Education Northern Ireland (DENI (2006a, p3) ) to be ‘to reduce 

underachievement and improve the life chances of children and young people by enhancing 

their educational development and fostering their health, well-being and social inclusion 

through the integrated delivery of the support and services necessary to ensure that every 

child has the best start in life.’

The Extended Schools initiative is outlined in DENI (2006b). Primary schools included in 

the initiative were selected on the basis of indicators of deprivation. The two indicators 

used by DENI (2006b, plO) to determine those primary schools which would receive 

funding were ‘all nursery, primary or special schools which:

a. are located in the neighbourhood renewal areas or in the 30% lowest ranking wards or 

SOA’s in the Education domain; or

b. have a FSM of 37% or higher or in the case of nursery schools an income based Job 

Seekers Allowance percentage in excess of 37%.’

56



(Information on SOA’s (Super Output Areas) is contained in the NINIS website 

http://www.ninis.nisra.gov.uk).

A wide range of activities varying from breakfast clubs to sports activities and from 

homework clubs to sessions on safe use of the internet are suggested in DENI (2006b). All 

activities in the Extended Schools initiatives are intended to target one or more of the 

outcomes which are suggested as being 1. Living in Safety and Stability, 2. Being Healthy,

3. Enjoy Learning and Achieving, 4. Experiencing Economic and Environmental Wellbeing 

and 5. Contributing Positively to Community and Society.

Given the lack of success by such initiatives already noted in the text it would be interesting 

to discover how the Extended Schools initiative is affecting the lives of children in rural 

schools, whether indeed such an initiative is felt by teachers to be appropriate for the 

circumstances of their schools and how effective they feel the initiative is in overcoming the 

effects of deprivation.

This chapter has demonstrated that poverty is a major issue in Northern Ireland. A definition 

of the term rural has been sought and the NISRA definition accepted for the purposes of this 

work. The chapter has highlighted the lack of visibility of rural poverty whilst noting its 

existence and the fact that sizeable proportions of the rural population of mainland Britain 

and the Republic of Ireland are living in poverty.

The key features of rural poverty have been identified as has the fact that whilst some 

features of poverty are common to both urban and rural areas there are particular issues 

which are more important in the lives of poorer rural dwellers. These include access to 

services and transport amongst others.

The large number of small rural schools in Northern Ireland has been stressed as has the fact 

that little or no research has been devoted to these schools or to the study of rural poverty 

generally in Northern Ireland.

Research into equality issues in the Northern Ireland schools’ system over the past few 

decades has tended to focus on issues such as the effects of, selection at 11, denominational 

schools, gender and social disadvantage in urban areas. In particular there has been no 

research into whether area based initiatives anti-poverty initiatives largely focussed on parts
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of cities are missing something important by ignoring rural schools. The question of rural 

school leadership in Northern Ireland is an area that has not been extensively researched. In 

particular issues around leadership response to social deprivation have not been subject to 

scrutiny. It is perhaps not surprising that school leadership response to the effects of poverty 

in small rural schools has not been investigated when almost no research has been 

conducted into the effects of poverty on pupils in these schools.

Research questions

In considering the main thrust of this research project, the points outlined above concerning 

rural poverty and the lack of research into it as an issue in small schools have been of 

paramount importance. It is worth also emphasising the following points. There is a general 

acceptance by the system that pupils from socially disadvantaged backgrounds achieve, on 

average, less than their more affluent peers from more advantaged circumstances. This 

acceptance is demonstrated by the fact that every school has an element of its funding 

skewed in order to allocate additional funds to schools with higher numbers of socially 

deprived pupils as determined by FSM eligibility. In addition further measures to tackle 

educational concerns are put in place in areas of concentrated social disadvantage (normally 

urban areas). This may be because of a perception that the effects of social disadvantage 

operate at several different levels - the individual level, (socially disadvantaged pupil) the 

school level, (socially disadvantaged school) the area level (socially disadvantaged area) and 

that each level of effect compounds the others and hence the worst manifestations of social 

disadvantage will be in these urban areas of concentrated social disadvantage. An alternative 

explanation might be that whether the interactive effects of social disadvantage outlined 

above are believed to exist or not, targeting resources at these areas will ensure that the 

impact of ameliorative measures will be maximised. To spread resources more thinly might 

mean the risk of wasting money on pupils who do not require support. (Even though as 

already demonstrated, there may well be a sizeable number of more affluent families living 

in the areas designated as disadvantaged.)There is no doubt that that many disadvantaged 

pupils in rural areas miss out because, either they are perceived not to suffer the interactive 

effects of the three levels of disadvantage, or they are simply unlucky not to live in an area 

of concentrated disadvantage and hence qualify for the additional resources.
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These policies of targeting funding at poor areas, based on assumptions that do not appear to 

have any foundation in research in Northern Ireland, lead directly to the first question that 

will be addressed in this research.

1. The first issue to be addressed is: Is there any empirical evidence that the impact of 

social disadvantage for individual pupils is less in rural areas where social disadvantage 

is more socially distributed as compared with urban areas where social disadvantage 

tends to be more concentrated?

2. The second issue to be addressed arises from a consideration of the evidence produced 

from the first question. If there is significant evidence that the effects of social 

disadvantage are linked to lower academic attainment in small rural schools, do the 

principals of such schools identify social disadvantage as a key factor mediating pupil 
performance in their schools?

3. A further question arising from the two previous issues is: How do principals of small 

rural schools use the funding allocated to them to target social disadvantage?

4. If social disadvantage can be related to lower academic achievement in small rural 

schools and principals do not recognise or take specific measures to address this issue 

then the final question must be why do principals not recognise this as an issue of 

importance in their schools?
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Chapter 3

Methodology

This chapter describes the steps involved in collecting data for this study. The three main 

drivers for the study were, first, to quantify and analyse the pattern of social disadvantage in 

rural primary schools; second, to analyse the relationship between rural poverty and academic 

performance; and third, to examine the extent to which school principals were aware of this 

linkage and identify what measures, if any, they were putting in place to address it.

This study uses both quantitative and qualitative approaches to the collection of data. The 

quantitative data were used to inform the first two areas above and the extent of principals’ 

awareness of and response to the issue was examined using a qualitative approach which 

included use of some of the quantitative data. The data on the extent of social disadvantage in 

rural schools is in the public domain (and reported in Appendix 1). Quantitative data on 

children’s performance and FSM status was obtained from schools and interviews were 

conducted with principals. Before beginning to provide detail about how the data were 

obtained, it might be useful to explain the decision to use elements of two methodologies 
which are often seen as incompatible.

Mixed methods research

The combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches research methods in a single 

study has come to be known as ‘mixed methods’ research. (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 

(2004), Tashakkori and Teddlie (2009)) Traditionally, the two approaches have been seen by 

some as incompatible, (Howe, 1998) and have led Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) suggest, 

to a situation where there has been intense focus on the differences between the two 

methodologies. Supporters of‘one professing the superiority of‘deep, rich observational 

data’ and the other the virtues of‘hard, generalizable....data’ (Sieber, 1973)

An example of the type of debate that has arisen is demonstrated by a perceived lack of 

clarity in qualitative work which has resulted in criticism of its use, (Tooleyl998) yet others
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suggest that there are sound reasons for the utilisation of qualitative approaches. The 

divergence of opinion on this issue arises primarily from the different world views of the 

protagonists. Hammersley (2000, p393) contrasts what he refers to as the ‘engineering model’ 

with the ‘enlightenment model’ and goes on to argue that qualitative researchers have 

‘generally been doubtful about the possibility of discovering psychological or sociological 

laws in the sense of deterministic statements about the necessary and sufficient conditions for 

the occurrence of some event which is what the engineering model seems to 

presuppose.’(Hammersley 2000, p394).

Whilst acknowledging the differences between the two methodologies, Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie (2004), also note points of agreement between the two approaches to research 

such as measures to minimise bias and invalidity. They suggest amongst other things that 

many researchers now agree on are such issues as; views of what constitutes ‘reason’ can 

vary from one person to another, as can the conclusions drawn by two researchers (who bring 

their own backgrounds, knowledge etc) observing the same event. They also note widespread 

agreement that we only obtain ‘probabalistic’ evidence not final proof from empirical enquiry 

and that ‘human beings can never be completely value free, (and) values affect what we see 

and how we interpret what we see.’ Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004, pi6)

Building on this, Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004), propose a pragmatic approach using 

mixed methods as another research paradigm that sits between the two traditional 

methodologies and bridges the gap between them. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004, pi 5) go 

on to suggest ‘Taking a non-purist or compatibilist or mixed position allows researchers to 

mix and match design components that offer the best chance of answering their specific 

research questions.’ The approach taken in this study is of the type outlined by Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie (2004).

Others have also argued that the two approaches can be used to complement each other and to 

provide greater trustworthiness in conclusions. Mason (1996, p5) suggests that ‘any 

researcher should always think carefully about integrating different methods’ and that ‘the 

integration of quantitative and qualitative approaches should not be seen as technically 

impossible.’ Bryman(1998) examines a number of social research studies which have 

elements from both paradigms and offers a list of ways in which the two approaches can be 

combined. Seale (1999, pi38) contends that we should ‘dispense with the view that
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researchers can be divided into these two great camps’ and that social researchers who 

possess the relevant technical and methodological skills to integrate the two paradigms are 

increasingly demonstrating what is possible. The aspiration in this work is that by combining 

the two approaches, it would be possible to use the most appropriate method to answer each 

of the research questions and to use the quantitative data to add to the depth and richness 

which the qualitative interviews would provide.

Addressing the research questions.

The effects of social disadvantage in small rural schools

The first issue to be addressed, Ts there any empirical evidence that the impact of social 

disadvantage for individual pupils is less in rural areas where social disadvantage is more 

socially distributed as compared with urban areas where social disadvantage tends to be more 

concentrated?, was approached in the following way.

Given the remarks already made earlier in this study about the lack of knowledge of the 

effects of poverty in rural schools it was felt essential to gather some quantitative data, both 

to have an indication of the extent of any relationship between FSM and attainment in rural 

schools and to act as a stimulus for interview discussion and also to provide data to inform 

that discussion. The data already gathered and referred to in the Introduction, (see Appendix 

6) whilst of some value and utilised to an extent as part of the interview process, were not 

sufficient for this purpose. Although the earlier work does suggest or point to a link between 

FSM and low attainment, the data were gathered over a seven year period, from one school 

and therefore cannot be generalised. Quantitative attainment data drawn from a wider sample 

provide a more robust general picture.

Yet, the purpose of this work was not solely an attempt to indicate the extent of a potential 

relationship between FSM and attainment in rural schools, it also concerned principals’ 

knowledge, attitudes and response to the issue and it was felt that this might be best explored 

through the collection of qualitative data from principals themselves. Hence the mixed 

methods approach.

There is no doubt that quantitative research can enable very clear statements to be made 

about findings. Haezewindt’s (2004, p8) conclusion, already stated, that ‘seventy seven
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percent of three year olds from households with annual incomes of less than £10,000 attended 

nursery education, compared with 95 percent for those from households with annual incomes 

of £30,000 or more.’ is an example of the type of clear unequivocal finding that is rarely 

found in qualitative work. The decision to use a quantitative data approach to discovering the 

extent of any relationship between FSM and low attainment in small rural schools arose 

partly from a need to have a clear understanding of the extent of the issue for the purpose of 

identifying it and partly from the idea that it was at least possible that principals would be 

more likely to take the issue of poverty in rural schools more seriously in the interviews, if 

there was some readily accessible quantitative data available during the interview to illustrate 

the problem.

The first step was the collection and examination of data which detailed the extent and 

distribution of rural school pupils in the ELB area who were entitled to FSM. (This data is 

presented in Appendix 1.) This was followed by the collection of quantitative performance 

data on a sample of Yr 5 children in order to identify whether FSM entitlement showed any 

correlation with academic performance. The reason for this was to analyse empirically the 

links between educational achievement, FSM and urban/rural contexts. If the analysis 

suggested that the impact of FSM was equivalent in both contexts then this pattern could be 

used as an innovative methodological tool in the interviews with school principals. A series 

of semi structured interviews was then conducted with a number of principals in rural schools 

to obtain their views on poverty in their situation, its effects and any strategies used to help 

overcome it.

A problem exists for the researcher who wishes to gather statistical information on children’s 

attainments in primary schools in Northern Ireland. Primary schools in Northern Ireland do 

not use a standard bank of mandatory pencil and paper tests with which to gauge ability and 

attainment, they are free to use any or no tests depending on school policy, therefore a bank 

of standard comparable data does not exist. There is the possibility of using the outcomes of 

Key Stage testing, but a consideration of the extensive literature which has developed since 

the introduction of National Curriculum Assessment finds much of it critical of aspects of this 

assessment. The comments of Wiliam (2003) and Stobart (2001) on the reliability and 

validity of this assessment have been noted earlier in this work. Whilst the literature normally 

refers to the situation in England and Wales, many of the arguments are relevant to Northern 

Ireland Curriculum Assessment.
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In Northern Ireland at present, children are assessed in primary schools at the end of Year 4 

and Year 7 and are awarded a level from 1 - 5 according to their attainment in Mathematics 

and English. One important difference between Northern Ireland Curriculum Assessment 

and that in England and Wales is that in Northern Ireland S.A.T.s are not used. In Northern 

Ireland, teachers assess primary school children against the first 5 levels of the 8 level scale 

using their own opinion of where the child is in relation to the level descriptions. Wiliam 

(1998) made the observation that it is an error to assume that the words laid down in the 

Level Description will be interpreted in the same way by all teachers. Sainsbury and Sizmer 

(1998) point to the complexity of the Level Descriptions. The criteria on which Levelling is 

based therefore, appears to be quite loose and involves a high degree of subjectivity.

The fact that levels are used to make judgements about the quality of teachers and schools 

means that debate exists about the influence these factors have. The comment of Stobart 

(2001) on the effect this process has on validity is echoed by Hall and Harding (2002, pi2) 

who note ‘the professional dilemma some teachers face as they strive to serve competing 
agendas both political and educational’, when awarding levels.

The concept of levels themselves has also been questioned with Christie (1990) describing it 

as a legislated hypothesis. The argument of Morrison and Wylie (1999, pi 00) is that 

measurement of psychological processes is not possible using this type of scale because ‘The 

physical sciences deal in quantitative variables, such variables are ordered and have an 

additive structure.’ They give as an example the fact that combining lengths of 3cm and 5cm 

to produce 8cm is a situation rarely paralleled in educational measurement. Morrison and 

Wylie (1999, pi 01) argue that this, ‘thought disorder’ undermines the meaningfulness of all 

measures derived from the National Curriculum’s scale of levels.’

Aside from such arguments another problem with the Levels is, that even if there was a 

common construct as to the meaning of a Level, the sheer fact that all of a child’s primary 

education, in English and Maths, is reduced to a scale consisting of only 5 points, (the 

overwhelming majority, over 75%, of children at the end of primary schooling being awarded 

Level 4) means that only a limited amount of inference can be drawn from the differentiation.

Another issue which could potentially influence the reliability of Northern Ireland 

Curriculum assessment is the amount of time teachers actually spend on it and in this regard 

it is worth noting that, in earlier research, Stinson (1998), twelve teaching principals of 

Northern Ireland primary schools were interviewed about their work. Towards the end of
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each interview each principal was ‘asked an open-ended question as to whether there was any 

one thing which they had done in the past year which they considered a complete waste of 

time. Eleven out of the twelve named Statutory Assessment.’ (p70) This may be an 

indication of the low value teachers accord to this task and hence the small amount of time 

which they are prepared (or able) to devote to it. For these reasons end of Key Stage 

assessments were deemed unsuitable for the purposes of this work.

However, as part of the introduction of the revised Northern Ireland Curriculum, primary 

schools were all required to have P5 children complete computerised tests in reading and 

maths known as the Interactive Computerised Assessment System (InCAS) tests. There was 

also an option of having children complete an ability test. These tests provide age related 

scores and if it was possible to access these results and correlate them with FSM , a very 

valuable data set from which to draw conclusions would be created

The introduction of these tests had proved problematic for DENI and issues were raised by 

the teacher unions concerning the potential use that could be made of these data. These 

concerns had led to an undertaking by DENI that InCAS information would not be collected 

by DENI at a macro level and that the outcomes for schools or groups of schools would not 

be compared. For this reason DENI was unable to provide access to InCAS data. However, 

DENI did suggest that as schools owned their individual school data, it would be possible to 

approach schools at an individual level and request that they share their InCAS data as part of 

this research.

Free school meals entitlement

Use of FSM is a fairly widespread tradition in educational research, (Croll (2002), Mortimore 

and Whitty (2000), Kelly (1995)). Some more recent work has adopted other indicators and 

used them in combination with FSM entitlement. Demie et al. (2002) working in London 

schools constructed a social disadvantage index which considered FSM entitlement, fluency 

in English, pupil mobility and percentage of pupils on the Special Educational Needs (SEN) 

register at stages 1-4 as well as stage 5 (statemented pupils). Such an approach was felt to be
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unjustified in this study as two of these, pupil mobility and lack of fluency in English, are not 

yet major factors in these small rural schools. Also, as academic attainment was one of the 

issues under investigation inclusion on the SEN register might have had the potential to skew 

other results. The difficulty of obtaining economic, social, housing and environmental 

indicators for individuals (as opposed to geographical areas such as housing estates or 

electoral wards) is also a major factor against more complex systems of determining 

disadvantage being used in small scale educational research of this kind.

InCAS testing

InCAS testing as carried out in NI primary schools is administered as follows. Testing is 

mandatory and is carried out once per year. (When these data were gathered only children 

from Yr 5, ie children who would reach their 9th birthday within that school year, had to take 

the tests but the process has developed and children from Yr 4-Yr 7 are now involved. The 

tests were taken in the first term of Yr 5.) Children who are taking the test do so individually 

at on-line workstations. They complete a number of items, determined by the computer, at a 

level which the machine deems appropriate. Decisions about the level of difficulty of the 

items are made according to success or failure on previous questions.

Merrell and Tymms (2005) outline the development, advantages and some of the uses of 

InCAS. They suggest that traditional paper and pencil testing methods with a large number of 

items, including a small number of very easy and very difficult questions, has the potential to 

be damaging to the self esteem of weaker children who cannot complete many of the items, 

as well as not offering sufficient challenge to the most able. They feel that this can result in 

high margins of error with the results of children at the extremes of the population. However, 

they also suggest that these difficulties can be minimised by the use of adaptive systems are 

which designed to ‘present children with a higher number of items that are appropriate to 

their ability and far fewer questions that are either too easy or too difficult, thus having the 

potential to provide more accurate information in a shorter time.’ Merrell and Tymms (2005,

p2)

When the test is completed, the child’s performance is relayed electronically to a central 

database which provides feedback to schools about the performance of individual children
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and classes. There is a wide range of information, both comparative and diagnostic provided 

to schools, but the purposes of this work only required Chronological Age (CA), Maths Age 

(MA), Reading Age (RA) and where possible, as it was not mandatory, Developed Ability 

Age (DA). These ages are quoted in this work as months, so a child with a CA of 8 yrs 6 

months will be described as has having a CA of 102 (8 years x 12 months + 6 months). MA, 

RA and DA are similarly expressed in months.

Quantitative data sample

The process of obtaining the necessary online data, which are password protected and only 

accessible by the school, was trialled. A convenience sample of four participants took part in 

the trial. They received written instructions as to what was required and no participants had 

any problem obtaining and returning the data. Although this work focuses primarily on rural 

schools, the possibility of making comparisons between performance in urban and rural 

schools was also an issue that could not be ignored. For this reason, all the primary schools 

(>100 schools) in a predominantly rural Education and Library Board area in N.I., were 
contacted by a letter which outlined this study and requested that they provide their individual 

school’s InCAS data. The schools were asked to provide anonomised CA, MA, RA and if 
possible DA for all the individuals in their YRS group and to have the children who were 

FSM identified. (See Appendix 4 for a copy of letter and a sample results return.)

When the initial return of results had been received, a reminder letter was sent to all the 

schools which had not replied, to enable as complete a sample as practicable to be obtained.

Principal teachers of small rural schools and social disadvantage

The major part of this work concerns principal teachers of small rural schools, their 

knowledge of and response to the issue of social deprivation. The three research questions 

which concern principal teachers were addressed by use of semi structured interviews.
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Fontana and Frey (2003, p63) suggest that ‘Both qualitative and quantitative researchers tend 

to rely on the interview as the basic method of data gathering, whether the purpose is to 

obtain a rich, in-depth experiential account of an event or episode in the life of the respondent 

or to gamer a single point on a scale of 2 to 10 dimensions.’ My hope in carrying out the 

interviews in this work, was that the information gathered would tend more in the direction of 

the ‘rich in-depth experiential account’ of the respondents’ knowledge of and response to the 

research area. The desire to gain this richer and more in-depth response led me in the 

direction of a semi structured interview.

Allen (1991, pi 80) suggests that in using this type of approach, there is ‘acknowledgement 

that much has to be learned before the right questions can be posed let alone answers found 

(and) attempting to keep an open mind, to foster new lines of enquiry, is thus a central tenet 

of qualitative work.’ In a similar vein, Fontana and Frey (2003, p74) suggest that structured 

interviewing ‘aims at capturing precise data of a codable nature in order to explain behaviour 

within pre-established categories, whereas (unstructured interviewing) attempts to understand 

the complex behaviour of members of society without imposing any a priori categorisation 

that may limit the field of inquiry.’

Whilst a little of the type of information required could be gained from some structure to the 

interview in terms of pre-prepared questions which required specific answers, many of the 

areas which could potentially arise were not areas into which it was wished to ‘lead’ 

respondents and it was vital that a degree of freedom would exist in the interviews that would 

enable respondents and researcher to explore areas which each felt to be relevant.

Qualitative data sample

In selecting the sample for this part of the research there were several considerations which 

seemed paramount. First, as part of the research question is concerned with principals’ 

knowledge of and response to the effect of poverty on children in small rural schools, 

obviously principals in small rural schools were the target group. The possibility of 

interviewing teachers in rural schools was considered but in these schools the principal 

normally has a very significant teaching role, so, as well as being the school leader in terms 

of management, the rural school’s principal is also able to comment from current personal
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classroom experience on how, or whether, he or she feels poverty has an impact on children. 

Given the significant teaching role these principals have, their oversight of the curriculum 

and the fact that they receive specific training from CASS (Curriculum Advisory and Support 

Service) and other bodies as to dealing with the main challenges facing schools, they would 

appear to be in a better position than assistant teachers to comment on the issues involved. 

Other factors which influenced the decision to speak to principals was the fact that they tend 

to have had considerable length of experience in the profession and finally for ethical reasons 

it seemed inappropriate for a researcher, who is also principal of a school in the area where 

the work was carried out, to talk to teachers about an issue which could potentially lead into 

criticism of their school’s policy and therefore their response might be influenced by the 

researcher’s position and potential friendship/contact with their principal.(Some members of 

the sample were known to the researcher and the fact that they knew that he held a similar 

post in education to the one they held proved useful and negated any need for what Adler and 

Adler (2001, p53) referred to as ‘status equalisation’ whereby the interviewer adopts 

techniques to ensure that respondents identify with the interviewer and feel at ease. It is also 

worth pointing out, given the comment of Hichcock and Hughes (1989), (noted later in the 

Reliability section) that none of the respondents were people who had close professional or 

social contact with the interviewer and thus the possibility of respondents prior knowledge of 

the attitudes of the interviewer influencing their answers was minimised.)

In selecting the sample of principals to be interviewed, it was important to interview a 

number of principals who had not responded to the initial request for InCAS information as 

well as a number who had. In this way it might be possible to ensure bias was not being 

introduced into the sample group by only interviewing principals who were interested in the 

research area per se and had responded for this reason. All the rural schools in the area were 

divided into 2 groups - those who had responded and those who had not. 22% of schools 

responded to the request for data, the rest did not. After excluding the urban schools in the 

area, names were then selected at random from these two groups. 21 principals were 

interviewed, 11 from the group who had returned InCAS data and 10 from the group who had 

not.

Having selected candidates for interview they were contacted by letter. A follow up telephone 

conversation with them explained the researcher’s long experience of working in rural
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schools and that the project involved research into issues that may have an effect on 

children’s attainment in such schools. Confidentiality issues were outlined. These included 

the anonymity of respondents and individual schools and the absolute right to withdraw from 

the work at any time. If, at this point they were interested in taking part in the work, a date 

and time was arranged for meeting them in their own schools. (See Appendix 4.)

The interview

A series of pilot interviews were carried out to enable refinement of the interview and 

drawing up of a schedule used as a basis for survey interviews. The interview was of a semi - 

structured nature. An interview schedule is attached (Appendix 5). This sets out the main 

topics to be investigated, some of the specific questions which formed the more structured 

part of the interview, possible areas which could arise dependant on responses and some 

specific areas which would be investigated with each respondent. What follows is a brief 

overview of the interview.

The interview was designed with several major issues in mind. As well as discussing the 

main issue, poverty, its effect on rural school pupils and related matters, it was important to 

gain some knowledge of the context of the particular school and some knowledge of the 

respondent. Some of this information, such as level of FSM and current enrolment, was in 

the public domain and easily obtainable, whereas the information about the principal was 

personal and more sensitive. For example, one area about which it was felt to be potentially 

important to gather data was the principal’s own perception of their socio-economic status as 

a child as this might have a bearing on their responses.

In this research, principals’ perceptions of what influences success for rural school children 

was a central question. It was important not to introduce any discussion of poverty as an 

issue at this stage to avoid leading respondents to discuss an area that might not be to the 

forefront of their thinking. This part of the interview, following the initial question, was very 

open ended and designed to provide an opportunity to examine the factors that were 

suggested by the principals concerned, how they felt these factors were caused and how they 

mitigated for or against academic success.
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Having obtained principals’ reaction to the initial question, if poverty or a related term, had 

not been mentioned specifically, the topic was introduced and various aspects discussed.

At this point, the data drawn from the work in Appendix 6 were introduced and respondents 

invited to comment on it. The diagrams below show the form in which this information was 

presented. During the interviews all three diagrams in each area (Maths, Reading and BP VS) 

were presented on one page as this made the results clearer to respondents.)

FSM

Mean = 91.9 
Std. Dev. = 12.255 
N = 41

Reading Quotient
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Not FSM

Mean = 101.69 
Std. Dev. = 10.928 
N = 61

Reading Quotient

In receipt

Free School

Meals Mean N

Std.

Deviation

FSM 92 41 12.2

Not FSM 102 61 10.9

Total 98 102 12.4

After this the diagram showing destination school (Fig 10, Appendix 6) was presented and 

then the next stage was to introduce and discuss the InCAS data and analysis. These were
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presented in the form of mean Reading Ages, Mathematical Ages and Developed Ability 

Ages. In each case the ages of the FSM group and the non FSM group were compared. 

(Further detail can be found in Figs 4.1, 4.2 , and 4.3 in Chapter 4 and in Appendix 5.)

Response to both these pieces of research was a very important area.

The penultimate area of the interview concerned individual school principal’s views of how 

poverty impacts on their school, any measures they take to deal with it especially in the light 

of education reform, what level of support, including funding and training, is offered in this 

area, the effectiveness of these measures and to what extent principals feel that schools can 

overcome the effects of poverty on education.

The final major area in each interview concerned principal’s perceptions of their own 

economic status as a child and response in this area enabled discussion regarding positive and 

negative results for them as a consequence of their family’s relative affluence or otherwise.

The interview schedule did develop as a result of experience and some areas were added as 

these were raised by participants. Figs 3.1 and 3.2 provide a general overview of the most 

significant areas of the interview. It is convenient to regard the interview as having two parts 

the first part being before the introduction of any quantitative information on the effects of 

poverty or even raising it as a significant rural schools’ phenomenon which served to allow 

initial assessment of the importance of this issue to principals and the second part being the 

part of the interview which followed the introduction of the quantitative data and began to 

provide more detail on principals’ response to the issue.

73



Overview of interview (Part 1)

Factors which influence academic performance

The first question is, what do you see as the main factors affecting children’s academic 
performance in schools? (Verbatim to all)

Social Disadvantage in rural settings / Education and social disadvantage

Provided poverty, social disadvantage or a related term has not been used and no discussion 
of the issue has already taken place, the following question will be used:

One of the major factors that has been suggested as having a major impact on children’s 
academic success, or lack of it is their economic status. Do you feel that there is a child or 
children in your school who are suffering the effects if poverty?

Have poorer parents a more positive/ a less positive attitude to school?

Do poorer children have a lack of any resources that the more affluent have?

Do you have any families who would have problems paying for school dinners, uniforms, 
trips?

Single parent families

Are single parent families more likely to be in poverty? Is there a stigma?

Cultural/ Social Capital

Explain briefly.Do you think this matters? Are there any examples you can give me?

Language

Do you think that less affluent children have more difficulty with language than other 
children? If so - Why do you think this is the case?

Parental attitudes/ Expectations

Do you think that there is any difference in attitudes towards schooling or education 

amongst the parents of the less affluent children? (if this has not been discussed above)

Context

Does being the only, or one of few poor children in the class make things worse or better? 

Or is the poor child in a better position when most of their classmates are also poor?

Fig 3.1
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Overview of interview (Part 2)

Introduction of quantitative data/Views on generalizability of these findings.

Do you think this might be replicated in your setting?

How do you think poverty might be adversely impacting on pupils?

What particular problems would poor families in your catchment area have?

Why do you think a link between poverty and low attainment exists?

Funding

I want to talk to you about funding that some schools get to help alleviate the effects of 

social deprivation. Does your school receive any funding for this? How is this money used?

Training

I would like to ask you about particular training that you have received in dealing with the 
issue of poverty or social deprivation. What particular training have you received on how to 
close the achievement gap between disadvantaged children and others? Have you attended 
any dedicated in-service courses in this area? How useful did you find it? How much 
attention was paid to the education of socially deprived children in your initial training?

Benchmarking Data

How useful do you find these data in helping you to overcome the effects of social 
disadvantage in your school?

School or Societal Problem

There are those who would suggest that if schools were better we could overcome the 
problems created by poverty - there are those who say that schools cannot do this the 
problem is too great for us to deal with. I wonder if you have any comment to make?

Participants own socio-economic status as a child

At this point if participants indicate that they were from the less affluent end of the line 
discussion as to their memories of their own education to take place. Points to be covered to 
include how they account for their own academic success given their economic status and 
whether this status had any positive or negative effects in terms of the issues covered in the 
interview including status defects, resources, social capital.

Concluding remarks and thank participants.

Fig 3.2
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Reliability and validity

Issues of reliability and validity are a major concern in any research and in this work there are 

several areas where such issues could arise, some in regard to the quantitative work, some in 

the qualitative work and some due to the multi method approach itself.

With regard to the quantitative work, reliability and validity information for InCAS is 

provided by Merrell and Tymms (2005). Issues of reliability and validity around the other 

psychometric tests used can be found in the works suggested in Appendix 6. (Hagues and 

Courtenay( 1994),Young (1982), Dunn et al. (1997).)

The concept of reliability in qualitative interview research is perhaps necessarily different 

from the concept as applied to quantitative research. It is difficult to exactly replicate 

research of this kind given the influence of the interviewer, the interviewee and the range of 

contexts in which the work takes place. Le Compte and Preissle (1993) suggest that tests of 

reliability normally considered requisite for quantitative work may be just not suitable for 

qualitative work. Several authors (Oppenheim 1992, Silverman 1993) suggest that wording of 

questions should not change between respondents. This was an aspect to which particular 

attention was paid in some parts of these interviews although in a semi-structured interview 

part of the process may, and often does, involve discussion of issues for which prepared 

questions do not exist in the interviewer’s schedule. Also with regard to question design, 

Silverman (2006,p20) suggests that, ‘ ‘Authenticity’ rather than sample size is often the issue 

in qualitative research. The aim is usually to gather an ‘authentic’ understanding of people’s 

experiences and it is believed that open -ended questions are the most effective route towards 

this end.’ As far as possible, questions were designed with this in mind.

A wide range of issues that may cause error and bias in interviews are identified by various 

authors who have discussed the interview as a research technique (Oppenheim 1992, 

Silverman 1993). One which seemed particularly relevant in this case as the interviewer was 

known to some of the respondents personally was identified by Hitchcock and Hughes (1989) 

who suggest that when interviewer and interviewee are known to each other and are peers 

then the interviewee may give answers which they think will please the interviewer.
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Analysis

Statistical data

When as many replies as possible had been received for the InCAS data, the information was 

analysed using The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Particular areas of 

interest were, investigating the representative nature of the sample - whether the sample as a 

whole produced results which were closely comparable to the expected results i.e. how 

closely did the mean CA of children in the sample compare to the mean RA, MA and DA in 

the sample. Then the results in RA, MA and DA for both rural and urban pupils were 

considered and compared. The introduction of FSM as a factor and its effects on the other 

variables was analysed.

As there were two uses for the data, one as an aid to interviews and the other as a stand-alone 

piece of research, albeit one that would be used to add trustworthiness to the entire work, the 

results had to be produced in a manner that allowed their use for each of these purposes. For 

this reason, only statistical representations that were more easily accessible to non

statisticians were produced as an aid to the interviews.

Interview analysis

If we assume that the empirical analysis described in the previous section will demonstrate 

that social disadvantage has at least the same significance for academic performance in rural 

schools as in urban schools, then the qualitative data from the interview with teaching 

principals in the rural schools assume a new importance. This allows for an examination of a 

number of key issues: first, what factors do the rural school principals see as impacting on 

pupils’ performance in their schools, and do they include social disadvantage as a key factor? 

Second, what might be their reaction to the empirical evidence examining the nature of this 

relationship. And third, if they had not, or do not, feel that social disadvantage is a factor of
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particular significance in rural schools, even though all schools receive some element of their 

formula funding to address this issue, then why is this so? In particular, are these principals 

caught in the same web of constraints as their colleagues in urban schools, or are there 

additional factors in rural contexts which reinforce their sense that social disadvantage is not 

their problem. This was the framework which would be used to organise the interview 

schedule and the analysis of the qualitative data.

Gubrium and Holstein (2001, p673) suggest that, as in this case, analysis of quantitative data 

usually takes place after collection, whereas in contrast analysis of qualitative data ‘applies 

from the very start and continues through the data collection process, as well as after it is 

completed. The emphasis is as much on concept formation, elaboration and understanding as 

it is on testing particular hypothesis and empirical generalisation.’

Dingwall (1997, p56) offers the following advice on interview analysis ‘If the interview is a 

social encounter, then, logically, it must be analyzed in the same way as any other social 

encounter. The products of an interview are the outcome of a socially situated activity where 

the responses are passed through the role-playing and impression management of both the 

interviewer and the respondent.’

Bearing both these views in mind, the interviews were analysed in the following way. There 

was certainly an element of analysis taking place from the first pilot interview and the 

interview itself did change over time as a result of such analysis. When all interviews had 

been completed a more formal process of analysis began. Sound recordings had been made of 

all the interviews. Silverman (2006, p20) offers the following advice about the analysis of 

such audio recordings, ‘Transcripts of such recordings based on standardised conventions 

provide an excellent record of‘naturally occurring’ interaction.’ The recordings were fully 

transcribed by the researcher. Multiple copies of the transcripts were made. The next stage 

involved analysis of the data to enable identification of the most common issues raised by 

principals and the way they addressed the issues in their responses. This process began by a 

careful reading and re-reading of all the transcripts. As issues began to become apparent, 

transcripts were examined for references to these issues and all references to each area were 

cut out from the individual transcripts and collated. Next came a consideration of the totality 

of views on the individual issue to discover whether there was broad agreement on points or 

diversity of opinion and if so, what level of any agreement existed. At this point there was
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also an opportunity to identify any cases where an individual view was expressed which 

seemed to be at odds with the general agreement of other participants. This stage also 

provided the opportunity to identify any particularly interesting points raised in the interviews 

and to identify potential linkages between issues. Eventually, some areas of the data which 

had first been considered as discrete were merged with other areas to enable more 

comprehensive categories to be created and a more coherent overview of the findings to 

emerge. Finally, conclusions were recorded for each area and the transcripts re-examined to 

verify the trustworthiness of these conclusions against the data collected.

Ethical considerations

As in any research project ethical issues have arisen in this study. In the quantitative study 

participants were given assurance that no school or individual would be identified and that 

data would only be shared with supervisors. Individual pupil data was anonomised and all 

quantitative data, received from schools and relating to the study is to be destroyed within six 

months of the end of the study. Identifying codes were stored separately. At all stages of the 

work the principle of informed consent operated and participants of course had the right to 

withdraw from the study at any time.

In the interview research, three main ethical issues were addressed with participants. These 

were confidentiality, informed consent and consequences of the interviews. In initial 

telephone conversations with respondents, any questions potential interviewees might have 

concerning the work, its uses and its audience were answered to the satisfaction of the 

individual. The concept of anonymity at all levels was stressed. It was explained that the 

work was being undertaken as part of a doctoral study, and that if of an acceptable standard, 

it would become a document in the public domain but that, other than very generalised 

inferences which might be drawn, great care would be taken so that no one would be able to 

identify any school or individual as a result. It was explained to participants that the result of 

this study would be to increase awareness of adverse issues facing children in rural schools 

and that this would be a positive benefit to participants. No form of monetary inducement or 

other compensation was offered to participants, but in both qualitative and quantitative work 

respondents were offered the opportunity to receive a summary of the findings.
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A comment that seems particularly relevant for anyone undertaking qualitative research work 

and considering ethical issues was made by Fontana and Frey (2003, p90) who state that ‘As 

Punch (1986) suggests, we as field workers need to exercise common sense and 

responsibility, and we would like to add to our subjects first, to the study next, and to 

ourselves last.’ Hopefully this work lives up to that aspiration.
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Chapter 4
Empirical evidence and principal awareness

This chapter will outline the results of the quantitative work based on the InCAS data 

returned by schools and will begin to analyse the interviews conducted with principals. The 

first part of the chapter is given over to discussion of the initial research question - Is there 

any empirical evidence that the impact of social disadvantage for individual pupils is less in 

rural areas where social disadvantage is more socially distributed as compared with urban 

areas where social disadvantage tends to be more concentrated?

Response rate

Before beginning to examine the evidence the response to the request for individual school’s 

data will be considered. Response at school level initially was around 15% return and a 

follow up letter increased this to just over 22% of schools. This represented a return of about 

16% of all pupils in the board area in the appropriate age range and when the children 

attending urban schools were removed from the sample and the number of rural school 

children for whom I had data was compared to the overall number of children in rural schools 

in the Board area, these data relate to between one fifth and one quarter of all the children in 

such schools.

The low response was disappointing but not unexpected. The introduction of InCAS testing 

was not universally welcomed by primary school principals who continue to have a 

seemingly endless stream of initiatives piled on them and this unpopularity may have 

contributed in some way to the low response. Combined with this is the overall bureaucratic 

burden to which school principals, and in particular teaching principals, are subjected. I 

freely admit that many requests for information which arrive on my own desk receive low or 

no priority and are on occasions ignored due to pressure of other work. A third factor is, of 

course, the sensitive nature of attainment data for any school.
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Principals may be reluctant to provide school level data to someone who has access to other 

schools data and is therefore in a position to make comparisons (whether that is the intention 

of the researcher or not).

The process for respondents actually obtaining the data and sending it to the researcher, may 

also have been slightly off-putting despite the assurances in the letter that it should not take 

too much time. The almost total absence of response from larger schools may well have been 

due to the fact that with large numbers of pupils the processing of the data would have taken 

longer.

Results

Having acknowledged the low response rate, the fact remains that this is a sizeable group of 

students drawn from 42 Schools and the results are certainly indicative of the situation as it 

pertains to these groups of children.

The most easily accessible information from the data and therefore that which was used to 

inform the interviews was a consideration of the mean RA, MA and DA of the children when 

contrasted with their CA and differentiated on the basis of FSM. Given the weight of 

evidence from other settings the results of this exercise are perhaps not surprising. Simply 

stated the children who are entitled to FSM in this study do not reach the same heights of 

academic achievement as their more affluent peers.
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MA

FSM N Mean

Std.
Deviation

Not FSM 623 108 17.6

FSM 168 101 19.7

All pupils 791 107 18.4

Fig 4.1

This diagram shows clearly that Yr 5 children in this study are on average 7 months behind 

their non FSM peers in terms of Mathematical Age (MA).

The situation when Reading Age (RA) is examined in the same way is even more striking.

RA

FSM N Mean

Std.
Deviation

Not FSM 622 106 23.5

FSM 170 96 22.1

All pupils 792 104 23.5

Fig 4.2
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In this case the FSM children are 10 months behind the achievement of their peers.

When Developed Ability Age(DA) is considered the situation appears more difficult. On an 

admittedly smaller sample, as fewer schools used this non-statutory aspect of the InCAS 

tests, FSM children were assessed as being 14 months behind.

DA

FSM N Mean

Std.
Deviation

Not FSM 162 108 23.2

FSM 77 94 22.1

TOTAL 239 104 23.8

Fig 4.3

More detailed analysis of the data reveals two other vitally important points first, that the 

relationship between FSM and achievement is not a deterministic one and secondly that 

whether a child attends an urban or rural school is not statistically significant in any of the 

results but that FSM status is significant in all cases (see Appendix 8). In other words, free 

school meal status has an influence on a pupils’ outcome, regardless of whether that pupil is 

in an urban or a rural school.

This evidence suggests that social disadvantage is an issue that should be of great importance 

to principals as social disadvantage appears to be no less associated with low achievement in 

rural areas than it is in urban areas. The next section of this chapter addresses the second 

research question- If there is significant evidence that the effects of social disadvantage are 

linked to lower academic attainment in small rural schools, do the principals of such schools 

identify social disadvantage as a key factor mediating pupil performance in their schools?
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Success factors, principals’ perspectives

The principals were drawn from a range of rural primary schools both Maintained and 

Controlled. None of the schools whose principals were interviewed had enrolments in excess 

of 120 and most were considerably smaller. Of the principal teachers interviewed 8 were 

from Controlled schools and 13 were from Maintained schools. Percentages of FSM pupils 

in the schools ranged from under 5% to around 40%. All the principals interviewed had some 

FSM children in their schools.

In analysing the interview data which refer to the initial question, the first area to be 

examined are the factors principals feel influence children’s chances of success or failure at 

school. The approach to the interviews was greatly influenced by the comment of Bell (1993, 

p.95) that ‘it is even easier to lead in an interview than in a questionnaire.’ For this reason 

terms like poverty, social inequality or low income were not introduced in the initial part of 

the interview as it was important to get clear information, free from any bias introduced by 

the interviewer, as to what respondents felt were the main factors influencing success in 

education. Interestingly, these terms did not feature explicitly in the responses given and 

economic factors were rarely mentioned by principals in responding to this question.

Parental support

The only factor mentioned by all respondents as having a major influence on children’s 

success at school was parental support. Manifestations of this parental support were 

described in a variety of ways, by principals. Several mentioned children’s pre-school 

experiences as being one area where ‘good’ parenting could enhance children’s chances of 

maximising their educational attainment. One principal, Ciaran, said.

‘Factors which help children to succeed? It’s parental backup especially in the 
years 0-4, before they come to school. You know, love of books things like
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that, if they get a start like that from their parents, they come to school and 
they’re flying. If they don’t have that it’s obviously much more difficult.’

Another, Ashley, commented,

’Parental input is very important, to me it’s the main thing. If you have 
children coming to school ready for it, if they’ve had stories read to them, if 
they’ve been talked to and given time that’s extremely important.’

The importance of this parental input in the early years was stressed by Jennifer who said.

‘Good input from parents means children come to school set for a good 
learning experience. If they don’t have that at home you’re always trying to 
compensate for it at school. You can see by P2 there’s a gap forming between 
that child and another.’

The value of parents providing good outside school experiences in general and not just in the 

early years, was cited by several principals as having a major bearing on children’s success.

Parental attitude to school and school work was seen as an important contributory factor to 

the type of support that benefited children. Most principals seemed to feel that children from 

homes where parents had a positive attitude to school and were interested in seeing their 

children succeed were more likely to experience success. One expressed it in this way.

‘I think parents who are keen on success will transplant this idea onto children 
and they will come to school keen to succeed - children need a desire to 
succeed embedded from home.’

Others mentioned parental attendance at school events like fairs, parent nights and 

information meetings as being significant in demonstrating to children that parents
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considered school as important. Parental supervision of homework was also mentioned by a 

number of principals as a very important influence on success. One of the principals, Gwen, 

having mentioned some of the issues above summed this area up by saying.

‘If children are not seeing any interest at home, school is a little box that 
you’re doing between 9 and 3 and that’s it. Whereas, if in their background all 
these things are seen as being important they are therefore given more value.’

She went on to state clearly that she felt that if parents were not seen to be supportive of the 

school, children were more likely to fail.

When questioned about possible causes of negative parental attitudes towards schooling, 

principals clearly felt that there was a link between parents’ own negative school experiences 

and their attitudes towards their children’s school and educational experiences. Ina related an 

incident when a parent had come to her and stated.

‘When I was at school I got no help and I hope you’re not going to treat my 
child like that.’

Sidney also had experience of similar parental views of schooling and said.

‘I think parents’ bad experience of school is a major factor. Sometimes a 
parent will say ‘Oh I had a bad experience at school, I didn’t achieve anything. 
I’m going to make sure the same doesn’t happen to my child’ but more often it 
works the other way especially if both parents have had a negative experience 
- then their children are much more likely to fail.’

The possibility that negative parental experience also affects expectations was raised by Kim 

who stated.
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‘You often get parents who come to you and say ‘Oh, but I was no good at 
maths so you can’t expect him to be any good.’

The question of attitudes to education and any potential link between positive or negative 

attitudes and economic status will be further examined later in this work but before leaving 

the area of parental support and its influences on children’s outcomes, an experience related 

by Freda seemed to encapsulate the feeling of many principals. Freda said,

‘If parents are not with you, you have very little influence - you can make 
some difference, but if parents are on board you can really see them make a 
difference. I have one particular child whose mum is from Eastern Europe and 
whose father is from Ireland. Because he was bom here and his father is from 
here he does not fall into the English as Additional Language category. His 
mum finds it very difficult to understand how we have letters and letter sounds 
- she is traumatised by the whole thing and is constantly at the door saying 
T’m sorry I don’t understand this, have you got a few minutes to explain it to 
me?’ Now, her child is succeeding really well at reading but if she was of a 
different type who said to herself, ‘Oh, I don’t understand this, it’s not for me,
I’ll not worry about it’, then her child would not be succeeding as a reader.’

Replies in this area begin to indicate that social disadvantage is certainly not to the forefront 

of these principals’ thinking when considering factors which influence academic success in 

their schools. However it can be suggested that here we see a manifestation of the Bourdieuan 

concept of cultural and social capital at work in the way children, parents and the experiences 

and attitudes they bring with them are regarded by principals. Many of these principals seem 

to have the idea that there is a ‘right’ way to prepare children for school and to encourage 

them whilst they are there. They stress how important it is that children have books to read, 

that they have lots of rich experiences outside school and that parents should have a positive 

attitude towards school. There was no mention by any of the principals as to how low 

economic status could impact on these areas. For example no one pointed out how difficult it 

would be for a poorer parent with limited access to public or private transport to take a child 

to visit a museum (the nearest major museum being almost 100 miles from many of these 

schools.)Nor was there any recognition that parents from poorer backgrounds were possibly 

more likely to be the ones with negative attitudes towards schools due either to their own
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probable lack of academic success or the cultural clash caused by social class issues with 

teachers. It is noticeable that the parental comments reported by Ina and Sidney do seem to 

suggest that some parents do see teachers as part of the problem. Response in this section of 

the work also indicated that whilst principals were aware that inequalities were already 

evident when children started school these were blamed on parents rather than the adverse 

social conditions and experiences which parents and children had endured. Such a mind-set 

from principals would perhaps appear to indicate a gap in professional knowledge as to the 

causes of these difficulties or possibly an attitude of acceptance reminiscent of the Biblical 

quotation in the first chapter of this work.

Other factors

There was considerably less agreement on the other factors which have a major impact on 

children’s chances of success. These factors have been organised into four groups. School 

centred factors, Child centred factors, Home centred factors and Community factors. This 

grouping is for ease of access to the data only and it does not suggest that these factors are 

exclusive for clearly they may impinge on each other.

School centredfactors

Given the huge emphasis on school improvement over the past two decades, it is not really 

surprising that schools, teachers and the curriculum would be mentioned as factors. The 

majority of principals interviewed identified one or more of these areas. The importance of 

the quality of the school as an institution was clearly identified, with the phrase ‘Good school 

ethos’ featuring in several responses. Breda suggested

‘The school environment needs to be constant, unchanging ...., a caring 
environment.’
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Although the revised curriculum was suggested by two of the principals and home/school 

relationships by another, overwhelmingly the most important of the school factors was 

perceived as being the quality of the teachers. Several respondents suggested that a child’s 

first teachers were a vital ingredient in determining success or failure. Brenda stated.

‘I think their early experiences in the foundation years - the first teachers I 
think would be the most important, I think they’re vital. They will form the 
child’s attitude to school in their first year or two. If they have bad 
experiences at the beginning they will be turned off.’

Similarly Genevieve suggested.

Tf teachers go out of their way to help children who are having difficulty ... 
and identify it early on ... and put mechanisms in place to help the child that is 
a big factor as well. Otherwise they have this sense of failure early on and 
that’s compounded year on year.’

Another principal, Eric, made an impassioned case for quality teaching when he said,

‘The quality of teaching has a very big impact on success and it depends how 
enlightened and vibrant that is. I always remember a quote ‘He who learns 
from one who has ceased to learn drinks from a stagnant pool - he who leams 
from one who is still learning drinks from a running stream.’ I think if we can 
afford to let teachers out on quality in-service work we gain immensely from 
it. If their minds aren’t closed our children will benefit.’

In light of some of the comment regarding benchmarking data in a later section of this work, 

it is worth noting that Eric was the only principal who made comment on the analysis of 

quantitative data as having relevance to children’s success.
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‘I think analysis of scores in assessment can have a very big impact. Some 
time ago we started to look at scores in standardised assessments. We had 
always looked at them with more severe learning difficulties say a score in the 
70’s or low 80’s, but taking 96 as our cut off point meant we began to look at 
children who were scoring between 85 and 95. Now we’ve become more 
conscious of these it has changed our focus - we’re naming these children and 
setting targets for them. I would have been oblivious to these children three 
years ago. The high fliers are easily identified, the ones in major difficulties 
who need outside help are easily identified - now we’re beginning to identify 
a third group.’

One of the most important observations to be made about the replies in this section is to note 

that school centred factors were not to the forefront of principals’ thinking about influences 

on children’s success. It is very noticeable that some respondents did not mention school at 

all as a major influence on children’s success whereas all mentioned parents. This again 

poses the possibility that some principals seem to expect and accept that children from ‘bad’ 

homes will not do well at school and there is little schools can do about it. Again, Bourdieuan 

concepts may have relevance in this area. It is clear that many principals do not see children 

facing a universe of ‘perfect equality of opportunity’ because some arrive at school better 

prepared, in these principals minds, to avail of the opportunities provided by schools. Also, 

the fact that some of the inequalities that children bring on their first day at school are 

economically based does not seem to occur to these principals.

Child centred factors

Children’s health was mentioned by some of the respondents who obviously had experience 

of children in their schools who had physical health problems which had either caused 

educational difficulties for the child due to the nature of the illness itself or due to resultant 

absences. Apart from such obvious considerations, the broad areas which emerged here 

could loosely be described as psychological and emotional attributes and traits.

The first and most often mentioned area was what some principals seemed to see as 

children’s innate ability, closely followed by emotional factors and children’s attitudes. 

Georgina referring to children’s ability said.
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‘Some children, I really do believe this, have a higher IQ and the potential to 
understand quicker and to be able to grasp a concept more quickly. Another 
child might find that concept difficult, harder to comprehend all of it, might 
never comprehend a little bit of it and immediately the first child would have a 
lead.’

Many other respondents seemed to agree that children came to school with varying levels of 

ability to learn. This they felt had a major bearing on children’s potential to succeed and was 

an area over which schools and teachers have little control. Seamus and some of the other 

interviewees disagreed with this and suggested that children’s attitudes played a more 

important role in success than ability. Seamus stated.

Tf you’d asked me 10 years ago. I’d have said it was ability but now I’m more 
inclined to think its attitude because even kids with quite significant 
difficulties can achieve amazing results. So I think it’s down to the will to 
achieve and the work rate.’

Another respondent, Brenda, in a comment on more negative aspects of children’s attitudes 

said that.

‘Over the years I have seen children coming in and you find them having 
attitudes that are not of their own making. They come to school with these 
attitudes and it’s very hard to change that. When you meet the parent you find 
out why. The attitude has been ingrained and may go back generations. They 
see no use for education in their life at all - it’s just something that has to be 
done and they just go through it.’

Emotional factors featured in many responses. Ina drew attention to this area by stating.
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‘You do see children who along life’s way have had a knock and started to fail 
as a result, a death maybe, a separation. Maybe something’s not in place for 
them or has fallen apart and their life isn’t as straight forward as it used to be.’

In a similar view Cecilia stated.

‘1 always feel first and foremost that if a child is happy they will learn, second, 
if they are not scared. If a child is sad or there is fear, those are major 
obstructions to a child’s learning.’

Evidence that emotional factors are playing an increasing role in rural schools was given by 

Eilis who said.

‘We find children are coming in with more and more emotional needs and 
until you give them some kind of emotional stability you can’t begin to do 
anything educationally.’

Children’s self-esteem was suggested by a number of people as having bearing in success, 

Georgina ranked it equally with ability and parental input as having a major role to play.

Finally in this area, the ability of the child to form relationships with both adults and their 

peers was highlighted by a number of respondents. A typical comment was made by one 

principal who stated.

‘A child who sits in isolation may do well academically but normally I would 
say their overall achievement wouldn’t be great.’

Response in this area indicates that principals feel that individual children’s educational 

outcomes are affected by health, ability, attitudes, emotional factors and ability to form 

relationships.There was no mention by any of those interviewed as to how social deprivation 

could impact on any of these areas yet to take but one example, the work of Bourdieu, Rist
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and others mentioned in Ch 1 would suggest that relationships are closely linked to social 

class factors and hence will be adversely impacted upon by differences in the social class 

backgrounds of pupils and teachers.

Home factors

Only one factor related to children’s families emerged and in many ways it could be 

combined with the emotional factors above. A great number of respondents in this area 

mentioned family stability as being very important to success. Brenda suggested that many 

children suffer as a result of disruptive backgrounds. She said.

‘A lot of the time there is emotional disturbance within the family home and a 
lot of the time you would recognise this in the morning. You would know by 
the way they walk and the way they hold their head. These influences are 
really strong.’

Community factors

Only one of the respondents spoke at any length about the influence of the community and 

the peer group but my own experience of work in rural schools suggests that this area should 

not be neglected. Eric talked about the positive or negative influences the child’s peer group 

could have.

T think the child’s peer group is a major influence especially in a small school. 
We would have year groups here that we would consider good - a good 
standard - good competitiveness. Another year group might be weak and that 
competition wouldn’t feed through and have the contagious effect within the 
peer groups .... A good year means a higher standard for all because they are 
constantly striving to do well in comparison with their peers. An indifferent 
year has the opposite effect.’
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Eric also mentioned the community dimension.

'In this area if you seek to redress problems and look to outside bodies for 
help, or if a child is withdrawn from class, there’s a stigma attached and 
parents are very reluctant to have their children identified.’

Whilst accepting that area based approaches to the amelioration of social disadvantage have 

shortcomings, there are apparently differences between catchment areas of rural schools and 

this may be due to the fact that rural life is not a uniform experience. The fact that only one 

respondent spoke about the community dimension may be an indication that there were 

particular circumstances in that area which made the community factor more important. An 

example of such a situation, and one which has occurred in other rural areas, is the small 

village which grew up around a particular industry, perhaps a mill, and when the mill closed 

there was near 100% unemployment in the village. The inhabitants of such a village would 

have a huge shared experience that might enhance community influence. There was no such 

obvious factor in this case but this example may point to the fallacy of assuming that one 

solution suits all cases.

From the responses above it is obvious that one area - parental support - gains almost 

complete agreement on its primacy in ensuring success. Other areas do not attract the same 

level of agreement on their importance. As stated at the outset of this section the issue of 

economic deprivation did not feature in many responses and references to it tended to be 

passing and general rather than explicit. It is clear that it is not an issue which is foremost in 

principals’ thinking about the difficulties children face in education. For this reason the 

question of whether poverty was a factor was raised with each respondent after they had 

given their responses to the initial question on what they saw as the most important factors in 

determining success. The question was normally asked in the following manner.

‘One of the issues that some people feel may have a bearing on children’s 
educational success is economic deprivation. Do you think that you have a 
child or children in your school who are suffering the effects of economic 
deprivation or poverty?’

95



This was one of the most important areas of the interview as discourse in this section would 

allow an initial assessment of both how widespread principals felt poverty was in their rural 

school enrolments, and how important an influence principals felt poverty was in determining 

children’s success.

Is poverty an issue in rural schools?

Responses to the question about children suffering the effects of poverty began to indicate the 

extent to which rural poverty is a hidden issue. Exactly 1 in 3 of the principals interviewed 

stated that poverty was not an issue for any children in their schools. Responses to the 

question reveal that the term poverty was only understood in terms of absolute poverty by 

many of these principals. Negative answers to the question tended to be quite direct and on 

occasion indicative of attitudes towards disadvantaged people. Georgina said,

‘No. Listen what’s poverty? There is no one in this society who is starving - 
there is no body without clothes - so what do you class as economic 
deficiency? 1 see these children in my school who are classed as being ... 
maybe in the lower pay bracket, ... their parents don’t work ... the 
government gives them benefits.’

Similarly, Eugene stated.

‘No, I think not now. Years ago economics did play a part but we are in 
situations now where there is plenty of money available - there may be 
unemployment in the home but there’s still the large plasma TV and the 
money is spent the wrong way.’

Interestingly, these comments were made by principals of schools which had between 25% 

and 33% of their children on FSM. The fact that FSM was not equated by some principals 

with poverty or that for them there is an acceptable level of poverty was demonstrated by 

another respondent who said,
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‘I don’t think poverty is a big issue here. Our free school meals are very low 
at the moment just about 20%. Our numbers have dropped dramatically since 
the new criteria came in,’

Two of the other principals who suggested that poverty was not an issue were in schools 

where FSM exceeded 30%. The prevalence of the idea that poverty is an urban rather than a 

rural issue arose with some of the respondents in this group. Eilis said,

‘No, I have never experienced any kind of rural poverty syndrome that some 
people talk about. Poverty would be more prevalent in large schools in town 
areas.’

In a similar statement, Patrick recalled poverty in his previous job.

‘Before I came here I worked in a large town with high unemployment and 
most of the children came from a huge housing estate.’

One of the principals commented that she wouldn’t know very much about poverty as she 

had.

‘never worked in a city area where there would be a lot of poverty and where it 
would be passed from generation to generation.’

Before going on to examine the responses of principals who felt that poverty was an issue in 

their schools it is important to point out that some of the principals quoted above did in fact 

go on to outline very clearly some of the problems experienced by poorer people in their 

schools. However the most striking finding to emerge from response in this area is the fact 

that so many principals did not appear to recognise poverty as a factor in their schools at all.
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The comment above from one principal who suggested that poverty was not a big issue 

because, only (my emphasis) about 20% of children were FSM indicates that this principal at 

least, does not recognise poverty as a phenomenon that affects individuals rather than 

communities. This would suggest that this person has, perhaps not surprisingly, given the 

social class makeup of the teaching force, never had personal experience of poverty or 

conversely if they have had personal experience of it, have forgotten how poverty impacts on 

individuals and families.

Yet, whilst remembering that poverty was not mentioned by any of these principals as a 

major factor in educational opportunity, there was quite a high degree of recognition of 

poverty at some level in their schools from the other two thirds of rural school principals 

surveyed. Those who said that there were children suffering the effects of poverty were all 

asked to state, if they had not already done so, how they made a judgement about whether a 

child was in this situation. Most of the principals referred to FSM in their answers to the 

question. Brendan who might understandably have overlooked the issue in his school stated.

Tf you think of the FSM band we only have one child (in the school) who 
would be in that group and I would say very definitely there would be an 
economic struggle there.’

The other principals interviewed had numbers of FSM children that ranged from 2% to 

almost 40% of their school’s total enrolment.

Many of these principals, whilst referring to FSM as an indicator of poverty also mentioned 

other indications and the shortcomings of using FSM. Ciaran stated.

‘Yes we’d be a poor school. You could judge that by FSM but I’m thinking 
about the sort of jobs people have. We have no professional parents at all.’

Similarly Cecilia stated.
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‘We’re a small village, there is a lot of unemployment, we have a lot of young 
mothers on their own and money is a major problem.’

Some of the other respondents, as already noted, questioned the use of FSM as an indicator of 

poverty. Many of them seemed to feel that although FSM usually did equate to poverty, there 

were poor families who either did not claim or were not entitled to FSM.

Brendan thought.

‘We would have a lot of children at this school who would not maybe be in the 
FSM band, but would be in the lower income bracket.’

Seamus in agreeing with this stated.

‘There are people in our society who are very good at claiming benefits - they 
know the system - equally there are those who do not and I feel that not 
everyone who is entitled to FSM gets them nor is everyone who gets them 
really deserving.’

Brenda suggested that.

‘Some of the children on FSM are not really in straitened circumstances, 
whereas some of the ones who are working and paying for everything are in 
very difficult circumstances.’

Failure to uptake FSM benefit as a matter of choice was raised by several people. Sidney felt 

that.
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‘There are children in our area who should be getting FSM but don’t access 
them. I put it in the school newsletter especially in September. I think there is 
a stigma still, especially in the controlled sector. I’m sure there are a few in 
our school.’

Freda talking about poor children in her school said.

‘Some are on FSM, not all are on FSM ... There is definitely a problem here 
with uptake of benefits. We have only a small percentage of children on FSM 
but the majority of small farmers who are in economic deprivation will not 
apply, even with the new transfer system where being on FSM might offer an 
advantage when applying for grammar school. It’s not acceptable. I tried 
suggesting it recently to one family and the look I got left me in no doubt they 
would not be going down that route. I’ve tried from every angle to get people 
to apply for FSM but the stigma means they can’t be seen to be doing it.’

Changes in the economic situation in the countryside and the current recession were cited by 

many of the principals as indicators of falling incomes. Speaking about numbers of poor 

children in her school, Freda said she had.

‘more and more recently. If you’d asked me a few years ago I’d have said 
very few but I’m becoming much more aware of it. I’d estimate that 50% of 
our families are experiencing great poverty.’

She also suggested that the economic situation in farming was a major issue.

‘All these families would have relied on farming as a full time income and 
now the farming is not able to provide that income particularly as some of the 
farms are small. They’ve had to go to look for other jobs to supplement their 
income and some of them haven’t been able to get other jobs or to get casual 
jobs. Of course the recession means that in some of these families mum and 
dad had worked but are now out of work.’
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Poverty on small farms featured in several other responses as did the downturn in the 

construction industry. Two principals drew attention to long term high levels of 

unemployment. Seamus noted that unemployment amongst parents in his area had risen 

dramatically as a result of the end of the building boom. Both Eric and Breda said that they 

had noted an increase in the number of fathers, who would traditionally have been working in 

construction, but now were collecting children from school in the afternoon. Breda went on 

to say that.

‘Where previously there might have been a child minder lifting two families, 
now they are all lifting their own children,’

A small minority of those surveyed viewed poverty as a self-inflicted problem. Asked why 

she thought people in her locality were poor, Kim said,

‘Lazy - they see no reason why they would have to get out to work, they get 
things handed to them easily.’

Kim went on to say that she thought some people were better off because.

‘They work hard, they are careful with their money, they have a sensible 
attitude — I’d say history repeating itself in quite a few cases as well.’

The idea of history repeating itself in terms of the low socio-economic status of succeeding 

generations was mentioned by several principals who had knowledge in their areas of the 

cyclical nature of poverty. Those who were teaching in the locality where they had grown up 

themselves had often good insight into this phenomenon. Freda outlined this particularly 

clearly.
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‘I can identify the richer and poorer people who were at school with me and 
they are the mums and dads of the richer and poorer children who are here 
now. It’s a cycle. They can’t get out of it. I know these families grandparents 
and parents. There’s a lot of these families who were up here (wealthy) in 
their grandparents time and they’ve never changed - a few were up here and 
have moved down a bit due to the recession. I think and hope that’s temporary 
but generally speaking the families are where they were in past generations.’

Gwen stated,

T think it seems to be a bit of a cycle - each generation doing the same thing 
as the previous generation. You’ve got young parents, single parents, and 
their mum had children when she was young and on her own and when you 
come to the next generation they do the same thing and there doesn’t seem to 
be any way to break the cycle.’

(The literature suggests and comments later in this work agree that there is a close 

relationship between poverty and single parent families. The importance of the issue of 

single parenting means that there is a discrete section of this work devoted to it.)

Response in this area reveals that whilst some principals do in fact recognise poverty as a 

feature of life in their school community, a considerable number do not and these are 

sometimes in schools with large proportions of FSM children in their enrolment. As the next 

section of this work will reveal, some do have insights into how poverty impacts on the lives 

of children in their schools in very specific ways. The surprising point here is that given the 

policy context in which these principals operate, (the system seeming to place great 

importance on the educational problems linked to social deprivation) there is not a 

recognition that these impacts also have detrimental effects on educational outcomes.
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Principals’ knowledge of rural poverty in their area and its effects

A number of the issues discussed in the literature as being phenomena that impinge on the 

lives of disadvantaged people, particularly those in rural areas, were specifically discussed 

with participants. It is worth reiterating the point that many of those quoted above as thinking 

poverty was not an issue in their schools did in fact provide ample evidence in this section of 

the realities of life for poorer children in their schools. This lack of recognition of poverty as 

a rural issue needs to be borne in mind as in this section of the work, some aspects of the 

hidden nature of rural poverty are revealed through the fact that many of the respondents did 

not mention quite a number of the areas that are discussed below.

Diet

A number of principals referred to a link between poor diet and economic status. Cecilia was 

one of a small number who mentioned the fact that she felt some of her children were coming 
to school hungry.

'We know a lot of our children were coming without a breakfast in the 
morning - how can you expect a child to learn if they’ve had no food in the 
morning. We started up a breakfast club last year, that’s been really 
beneficial.’

In a similar vein Freda stated.

‘One other thing I’ve noted about some of our poorer children is that they are 
the ones who always clean their plate at lunch time. I would try to make sure 
they got a little extra because some of them do appear to be hungry.’

The other issue which arose in this area, apart from lack of food, was lack of a healthy 

balanced diet. Several principals referred to an over reliance on take away food, with a
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consequent impact on available funds, and others talked about the lack of fresh fruit and 

vegetables in children’s diets. Packed lunches were one area referred to by Gwen who said.

‘You see these lunch boxes filled with sweets, fizzy drinks - all sorts of 
rubbish and there is certainly a link between this and low income.’

Health

Closely related to the area of diet is of course health, and here again some principals did 

comment on health issues which were affecting children in their schools. Eugene suggested.

‘The major challenges we face in education are caused by poor diet, obesity, 
lack of family stability and lack of exercise. These tend to be working class 
problems.’

Several principals made reference to poor dental health amongst some pupils and whilst 

unable to provide solid quantitative data, felt that this issue was related to the poor diet noted 

above and so was possibly related to low economic status in some way.

Some comments were also made in relation to general hygiene amongst pupils and whilst 

these comments were only made by a small number of principals there does appear to be an 

issue in some cases. Gwen made the following point,

‘Some children have a pretty clean uniform on a Monday morning, but as the 
week goes on it’s definitely not. You might see yesterday’s dinner on today’s 
jumper when they come in - sometimes there are problems with hair and 
smells. It could be a clue that shows there’s not as much care at home as there 
might be or it could be a lack of options because, if you’re on low income, 
maybe there’s only enough money to buy one uniform so it has to last Monday 
to Friday no matter what.’

104



Ciaran stated that he had no major health issues in his school and that overall the pupils have 

good attendance. When asked about any difference in the attendance rates of FSM children 

and others he was not sure whether their attendance would be as high as those who were not 

FSM.

The issue of teenage pregnancy was mentioned by some respondents as a difficulty in their 

area. About 20% of the principals interviewed talked about drug or alcohol abuse being a 

problem in some of their pupils’ families. Alcohol was mentioned more often than illegal 

drug use. Particular problems related to alcohol abuse were: neglect of children (in a small 

number of cases), domestic violence and particularly money being spent on alcohol when 

necessities including healthy food were not provided. Breda in talking about this issue said,

T find so many children come with such an amount of baggage especially if 
there’s domestic violence or alcohol abuse. We have been able to identify 
several cases here where children’s intellectual abilities had been damaged by 
the mother’s drinking during pregnancy.’

Although illegal drug use did not appear to be as widespread a problem as alcohol abuse, it 

was mentioned by a few principals. Georgina related an experience she had of a family 

where the children returned home one day to find that their older brother had sold their table 

and chairs to fund his drug habit.

Whilst poverty in rural areas is a hidden issue, an even less visible issue is poor mental 

health. Two respondents talked about the prevalence of these conditions and the stigma 

attached to any individual or family who admitted to a mental health condition. Seamus said.

‘These kinds of problems are definitely increasing, I think the lack of work 
currently is creating a psychological problem for some of our parents. It 
creates stress in the home and is a very negative influence.’

Freda stated.
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‘We have a lot of mental health problems among our families here - we have a 
lot of mothers with mental health issues and some fathers as well. Getting 
them to recognise that they have a difficulty never mind being open about it is 
a huge problem. We actually had a child here who I felt was having great 
difficulty as a result of his mother’s mental health and I referred him to the 
educational psychologist. Yet when his parents talked to the psychologist they 
painted a totally false picture of their home life never mentioned that mother 
had serious health issues and had been frequently hospitalised as a result.’

Isolation and low selfesteem

In some ways these two concepts seemed to be linked and they are dealt with together in this 

work. Whilst some principals did not really recognise these issues, others talked about 

isolation as it affected the disadvantaged, both adults and children, in their communities. 

When asked if she felt children were ever excluded by their peers because of their poverty, 

Brenda said,

‘I’m sure this is definitely the case but I’m not really aware of individual 
cases. I think that in the same way that children know who’s best in their class 
at maths, 1 think there might well be children in my class who could rate the 
children from 1 - 20 in terms of economic wealth.’

Another principal, Eimear, felt that rich parents in her school were contributing to the 

isolation of the poorer parents, she said,

‘We have a few affluent families and they’ve got together. They want to 
introduce a summer uniform. We’re trying to resist it because I know poorer 
families can’t afford it. This is splitting the parents in my school into two 
groups largely based around wealth.’
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Genevieve described a physical isolation that existed for poor families who lived in some 

parts of her school catchment area.

‘We are isolated here, (at the school) but where some of our families are 
living, they go out the front door and look north, south, east and west and not 
even see another house within a radius of a mile. So, if one of the parents is 
working and they only have one vehicle they are totally isolated.’

Freda talked about the isolation that some of the parents in her school feel and how it is worse 

for the poor.

‘I’ve had parents who’ve actually phoned me and I’ve wondered why they 
phoned. I think it’s more for a chat. I always try to make time to talk to them. 
For many of these people it’s a good half mile to the nearest house so without 
a vehicle it’s easy to see how they would become totally isolated.’

Freda went on to explain that this isolation was in many cases the result of sectarianism as 

well as location of homes.

‘When I returned to this area after living elsewhere for a number of years, I 
was astounded to discover that people hadn’t moved on even given the peace 
process. They are still living in their little pockets, the majority of them don’t 
know their neighbour and they won’t communicate with their neighbour 
because they are of a different background. That has a really massive impact 
and people will use any excuse to continue to reinforce these attitudes.’

Cecilia also mentioned the legacy of the troubles as contributing to isolation and having a 

bearing on the life chances of poor people in her community.
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‘The village is extremely nationalist. There would have been a lot of political 
trouble here - a lot of young people would have ended up in prison - long 
term that impact hasn’t gone away. The people who were victims of the 
troubles, those who went to jail, it hasn’t brought them a huge dividend - 
definitely not. There is a stigma attached to being from the village - the 
people in the town have a nickname on people from here.’

Concentrations of poverty

In an attempt to discover whether principals had any sense of areas within their school 

catchments in which poverty was concentrated and whether any general conclusions could be 

drawn, principals were asked if there were particular places where disadvantaged families 

were found in their area. Most responded that whatever level of poverty they perceived to 

exist, if any, was spread throughout the area but a few who had villages in their area did 

suggest that public authority housing around the village contained concentrations of poverty.

Difficulties in paying for items in school

Morgan’s (2007) finding about large numbers of children having difficulties in paying for 

things like school trips was borne out by quite a number of the principals interviewed. 

Brendan, when asked about children who would have had difficulty paying for trips out and 

similar activities said,

‘As I say we have only one child - FSM and he would have difficulty paying 
for things, but we have an arrangement. For example if we go swimming and 
we need a fee we would reach an arrangement with his parents where they 
would pay up over a period of time - we know they will do their best, but I do 
know that a couple of times he hasn’t been able to afford to go on a school trip 
so we have had to try to subsidise it a little bit for him.’
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Such arrangements were quite common, in the schools surveyed and in general principals 

seemed to have an awareness that asking parents for money created a difficulty for some. 

Patrick stated.

‘I know for certain that’s the case. The mothers will send in a note and say 
can we wait until next month when we get our family credit and we’ll pay it 
then. Also we’d have some families who’d pay for milk and tin whistle 
lessons which comes to £6 or £7 each per term and we’d have some who’d pay 
that £12 or £14 off at the rate of £2 or £3 per week rather than all at once and 
these are not FSM families.’

This point about the families who had difficulties in paying not necessarily being those on 

FSM was made by several other respondents. Eilis who said that a lot of parents from her 

school were now not working much due to the downturn in the construction sector stated,

‘We would have seen with the recession a lot less children paying for school 
meals - they bring their own packed lunch now. At one stage we would have 
had maybe 40 out of 60 taking school dinners now it’s down to 20 out of 60.’

Jennifer described a practical example of this problem. She said,

‘A lady had four children here and she said she just couldn’t afford the forty 
odd pounds a week (for school dinners). It’s £10.50 a week now and that 
would be £42 per week and she said she wouldn’t have that on a Monday 
morning and yet she was working and her husband was working but not for 
very high wages.’

Ina, when asked if she had families in her school who had difficulties in paying for anything 

said.
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‘Yes, the FSM children again. We only have a few but they’re the ones who 
would have said to me. Now with the recession I’ve had an approach by all 
the parents. We get our uniforms through a local retailer and his prices are 
quite high and the parents have asked me to have a talk with him about this.’

Principals clearly think that some activities which are important to pupils and that the school 

does not have resources to pay for them and so parents are asked to contribute. Principals 

recognise that this causes difficulty for some families but clearly as we shall see when we 

examine how funds are used, principals do not use these funds to help socially disadvantaged 

parents cover the cost of these activities.

Resources

Principals were asked if they noticed any lack of educational and other resources amongst 

families in their area. As discussion in this area continued it ranged into computers and status 

items like mobile phones, clothes and electronic games equipment. Replies to the initial 

question about a lack of resources amongst poorer families were split with about twice as 

many principals saying that there were families suffering resource deficits as a result of poor 

economic status as those who stated that there were no children in their school suffering from 

such deficits.

The type of educational resources mentioned as being in short supply in poor houses were 

predominately reading materials, but Genevieve suggested that.

‘Children of poorer families wouldn’t have access to educational toys or even 
things like colouring pencils. Just yesterday I gave homework about decimals 
and in one part of it they had to colour in say 0.12 red or whatever and there 
was one child in the class who said T don’t have colouring pencils at home’.’

Several principals mentioned that as they were in rural areas where access to books was more 

limited they ran book clubs or fairs to enable children to get books but there was a general
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recognition that FSM children would not purchase books as frequently. Eimear summed up 

the general feeling on the issue when she said.

‘There would be a shortage of resources in some of our families. I’m thinking 
about things like books in the home, lack of toys and creative things.’

In addition to these items, Freda stated that she had discovered that many of the poorer 

children in her school did not have access to a ball or a bicycle at home with consequent 

impacts on their physical well being.

With regard to what might be called status items - latest model mobile phones, electronic 

games, clothing etc. Eugene echoed the comment of Adam Smith quoted earlier about 

possessions indicating status when he said,

‘There are pressures to have unnecessary material goods - a 4x4 or an extra 
T.V. People feel they need these things to be accepted.’

Eugene felt that this led to people working long hours with the absence from their home 

causing problems for children. Many of those interviewed felt that these items did give status 

and that a great number of children especially from poorer families did in fact have 

fashionable clothes, phones and electronic games. Cecilia was in agreement with many when 

she said.

‘They all seem to have their playstations and things like that but its more basic 
things they lack like a car or a dishwasher.’

Similarly Gwen said.
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‘They have the PS3’s and the OS’s and all these really expensive things. You 
know where they’re living and there’s not a lot of money there and they are on 
lower incomes so I can’t figure out how the two things go together. If you’re 
on low income, and a lot of our families are reliant on benefits and state 
provision, there’s only going to be a certain pot in that house and if it’s going 
on the games, the new trainers and all that then something else has to be 
missing and I don’t know if it’s the parents or the house.’

That poorer people went without certain things themselves so that their children could have 

other things - often things that were not necessary but could be seen as status items by their 

peers - was noticed by a sizeable number of respondents. The danger that the purchasing of 

these items could well be leading these families into debt was mentioned by Eimear and 

Genevieve who quoted the two examples below. Eimear said.

‘At first communion the ones you would least expect have the most expensive 
outfits - way over the top - whether their parents go into debt I don’t know.’

Similarly Genevieve stated,

T think parents make big sacrifices to get things. When they come back after 
Christmas and they relate what they got I’m amazed at some of the things from 
families you would associate with being poorer. They must be making huge 
sacrifices to be able to do it or else putting themselves into awful debt.’

Having said that, some other principals did notice that there was a problem for children who 

did not have these items because their families could not afford them and they tried to ensure 

that these children were not bullied or teased about it. One principal, Sidney commented that 

it was not just amongst the children that these status items were important and that a lack of 

them could lead to adverse comment. He said,
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‘Within the school I’d hope not, certainly not, but there would be those in the 
community who would. I’ve heard a bit of it. You would have the parents 
who come up in the brand new 4x4 and someone else comes up in their 10 
year old Cavalier and it’s ‘Oh it’s them!’ There are parents out there who 
make it difficult for poorer people. I’ve also noticed that these people’s 
children also tend to exclude the poorer child in class. Obviously I try hard to 
make sure this doesn’t happen but I know it does despite my efforts.’

As noted in the literature, the growth of technology also has the potential to have an adverse 

effect on the life choices of poorer children. Particular attention was given to the issue of the 

availability of computers in the homes of poorer children in the interviews. In the schools 

surveyed most children did seem to have access to a computer at home, but in almost all 

cases where principals felt able to comment on this they did note that a minority of children 

did not have a computer at home. Ina said,

‘No I’m quite sure they don’t all have access to computers at home. I know 
that of the three FSM children here none of them have access to computers at 
home.’

Brendan said.

‘They’ll nearly all try to be able to afford a computer and be connected to the 
internet although I do know several families who are not connected and that’s 
because they say it’s too expensive. That to me is a huge disadvantage.’

The difficulty and increased cost of getting broadband in more remote areas was mentioned 

by several principals. Genevieve stated.

‘Broadband is a big issue here for some of the families. We are far from the 
exchange here. We have a few families who have invested in satellite 
broadband.’
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Likewise Brendan said.

‘Some would be outside the zone and to get broadband they would have to get 
a satellite dish. That makes it more expensive and for that reason some of 
them have no internet.’

Cecilia felt the cost of repair of computer equipment was also an issue for poorer children in 

her school. She said.

‘Quite a few have computers but what you’ll always hear is ‘my printer’s not 
working’ or something like that.’

Finally in this section Ciaran agreed that.

‘Better off families would have access to a computer and access to the internet 
which less well off families might not have. The better off family will have 
Powerpoint on their computer the less well off might not. I think the better off 
are more likely to have access to technology that is likely to have a beneficial 
effect on education.’

Lack of a computer linked to the internet will of course mean that children cannot access 

social networking sites and this one assumes could lead to further exclusion for socially 

disadvantaged children.

Transport and access to services

The question of whether transport posed a problem for poorer children generally met with an 

affirmative answer. Only four of the principals stated that there was no issue with transport 

but many confirmed that there was an almost total lack of a suitable public transport system
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and that there were also difficulties surrounding the issue of private vehicles. Breda echoed 

the comments of many others when she said,

‘Public transport is almost non-existent. If parents are unemployed, maybe 
don’t have transport, they can’t bring the children to the town - to go 
swimming - to join different teams and groups - hip hop or whatever. You 
see other parents who can take their children to everything and they’re signed 
up to drama groups, dance groups, football teams. Other children only get to 
one thing or nothing because parents don’t have a car or don’t have the access 
to it. In this area there’s not a lot here just the youth club in the school and 
even that is not in walking distance of most of the children so you really need 
to drive even to that. Even if there is a car in the house it’s not always 
economically viable to keep going back and forward to the town. It’s not a 
great distance but if you take on a commitment to do that two or three times a 
week it takes quite a few litres of petrol and that would make a difference to a 
family who have ever penny counted.’

Although some principals did claim that transport was not an issue, others claimed that lack 

of transport was having a detrimental effect on children’s educational opportunities. Patrick 

said,

‘We have a homework club two afternoons a week and we have a number of 
children who can’t come to it because they would have to be collected as they 
are not able to arrange transport and that’s not an unusual thing - it’s very sad, 
they would love to be here, but if the parent doesn’t drive or doesn’t have a car 
and can’t arrange anything else . . .’

There appeared to be considerable diversity amongst the schools as to the number of parents 

who did actually have access to cars, with some principals reporting 100% car ownership 

amongst all families regardless of economic status and some like Cecilia stating,

‘A lot of our parents don’t have cars and there is a very poor bus service.’
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This lack of transport of course poses problems for parents who need to access services 

outside the locality. Cecilia reported that amenities were very scarce locally. She said,

‘The school and the GAA (Gaelic Athletic Association) are at the heart of the 
community. There is one shop and one pub nothing else. No community 
centre, nothing.’

Perhaps not surprisingly for educationalists, many of the principals mentioned access to a 

library as something that poorer children lacked. Gwen raised a point in her answer that 

might have particular importance. She stated,

‘A lot of our parents wouldn't have transport options and the buses out here 
are not good, so the children don’t get to the swimming pool and they don’t 
get into X or Y (large towns) to get to the bigger shops. They can’t go to any 
after school provision except what we’ve got here - there’s a library van that 
comes once a week and a shop and for those families without transport, that’s 
it and of course there’s the possibility that they might not want to go anywhere 
else as their experience is limited.’

There may be, Gwen seems to suggest, a fear of the unknown or just a lack of knowledge of 

what is available. Several others made points not directly related to transport but which did 

have relevance to access to services. Freda said.

‘It’s not just physical access although that can be a problem, it’s getting people 
to realise that these services could actually benefit them. Many of our families 
come from a tradition that feels that they are letting their family down if they 
access some services and it’s almost as if the proud Protestant family doesn’t 
do this you know. We can’t suffer from mental health difficulties for example 
- there’s a big stigma about accessing the service before you start to physically 
access it.’
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Seamus made another point about poor people and services which is worth recording. He 

said,

‘Poorer people in our area are as able to access services as anyone else, but 
they might not be articulate enough to put the right kind of arguments to 
statutory bodies for example to have a child statemented. The better off might 
be more articulate, would know the right things to say to be able to work the 
system to their advantage. Poorer people in society, I feel always have less of 
a voice. They might know some parts of the system but would be a lot less 
likely, for example, to get a grammar school place on appeal.’

Is context important?

Given that the literature suggests that many people do seem to miss the relevance of poverty 

as a rural issue and given the undoubted fact that percentage rates of FSM are higher in 

certain urban schools than in almost all rural schools, the question as to whether it was easier 

in terms of issues of self esteem to be a poor child in a ‘poor’ school or a poor child in a 

‘richer’ school arose with some respondents. Almost all the respondents felt that it was easier 

for a child who was poor if the overwhelming majority of his peers were also poor. Many of 

the responses were along the lines of Gwen’s who said.

‘Its got to be a lot easier if you know there’s a lot of other people in the same 
situation. I would imagine it would be very different if you were coming from 
a low income family and you were in a class with 15 or 20 other children who 
were going to Florida for the summer.’

Commenting that it could be different to be poor in a school like hers with small numbers 

overall and few FSM children, Ina said.

‘The children here could tell me who has what because we’re such a small and 
close community. You might be anonymous in a big school.’
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Eilis disagreed with this view point seeming to suggest a certain reality in the concept of the 

rural idyll and thought that life would be harder for children in urban schools with high 

poverty rates. She said,

‘We haven’t got extreme poverty - families support each other. Often 
grandparents will make sure children want for nothing. We still have a 
community here. In urban areas that might not be the case. In rural areas 
family is still important and people look out for each other.’

Fuel and housing

Before leaving this section it is worth noting that no one made any comment on poor housing 

and that there was almost no recognition that provision of fuel in some houses might be an 

issue. Whilst this could be interpreted as yet another manifestation of lack of awareness of 

the nature and effects of poverty, the comments of the principals on how poverty impacts on 

people in their areas does indicate some degree of understanding that poverty is a rural issue 

with some principals. The point that they do not see links between poverty and lower 

attainment as an issue in their schools has already been made and the reasons for this are 

investigated later in this work. Their responses do however provide useful insight into the 

range of other issues including health, transport, isolation and the legacy of the troubled past 

that they see as linked to rural poverty and these may well be issues that need to be addressed 

by policy makers. The other aspect that emerged clearly from this part of the work was the 

fact that these principals did not describe rural poverty as a phenomenon which affects 

everyone in the same way. Two illustrations of this are that clearly the issue of the legacy of 

the troubles was seen as a major issue by some of the principals but others did not mention 

this at all nor is the widely dispersed and isolated population in Genevieve’s area a significant 

factor in other areas.
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Language

The entire question of the language development of children seems to be of general concern 

to these principals. Many concurred with the views of one principal, who said,

T think there are major problems with language development with all our 
children, not just the poorer ones. Well not 100% but there are definitely more 
speech and language problems than ever before. I don’t think parents talk to 
their children the way they used to. The quality time is being reduced.’

Various reasons were advanced for this lack of language development. Eimear suggested.

‘... the rat race people have been living for the last 6-10 years - both parents 
out working, huge mortgages - everybody rushed, everybody stressed, nobody 
with time to cook a meal or give the children time - everybody too tired.’

Eric, in common with many others, blamed electronic devices for the increase in language 

problems. He said.

‘They have lots of T.V’s, playstations, even computers but books and conversation 
aren’t important.’

A clear majority of respondents felt that there was a greater likelihood of language difficulty 

amongst children from poor families. Seamus’ view was quite representative. He said.

T think there is always a correlation between language problems and some 
other factor whether it be poverty, lack of resources or some strain in the
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family. Something not quite ideal. There is a correlation between language 
difficulties and poverty.’

In an attempt to explain this Seamus returned to the problems he and others perceived as 

being created by electronic gadgets. He continued.

’Poorer people in general do not recognise the value of talking and listening to 
their kids and are more likely to spend time watching T.V. instead. Children 
would be better interacting with another human being. People see the 
playstation as being great for keeping children occupied but they’re missing 
out on other things and they’re definitely detrimental to their development.’

In an attempt to describe the nature of this problem, Breda said,

T would find that good language skills are related to affluence. We do the 
BPVS (British Picture Vocabulary Scale) in October for Year 1 and you 
definitely see that children from more affluent homes have a broader 
vocabulary and can talk at greater length on a picture and use very good words 
to describe things.’

Patrick suggested that there was a probability of a difference in language development 

between more affluent and less affluent families because.

‘Wealthier families are better educated and have a better standard of 
knowledge - if they’re better educated and have a better standard of 
knowledge then you would expect them to have better speech and language.’

As well as a difference in oral language standards amongst children, several principals 

commented on problems with written language amongst parents. Sidney said,
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‘I would notice that some of our low income families would be reluctant to 
communicate in writing and then you find out that they have difficulties there.’

Breda suggested that a lack of confidence in communication both oral and written was a 

problem for poorer families. She said,

‘The more affluent parents are more confident about speaking to you and have 
probably gone through a good school, had a strong, successful education 
themselves, maybe the grammar school or whatever and they feel you’re not 
going to say anything to them that’s going to throw them. Their self esteem is 
better. There are the other parents who maybe you get a note in from and it’s 
full of spelling mistakes and God help them they probably worry about that as 
well.’

Breda went on to suggest that this lack of confidence is transmitted to children with 

disastrous consequences for their language development.

Perhaps allied to the lack of self confidence and esteem mentioned is also the problem of 

language difficulties not being remediated by some poorer families. A number of principals, 

in line almost with what Eric had said about the problems of stigma attached to having 

children withdrawn from classes for special needs work, or what Freda said about mental 

health and wishing to keep the issue hidden, noted that some parents were reluctant to avail 

of help for speech and language problems. Georgina stated.

T think sometimes the poorer Mummy doesn’t want to know about language 
problems because that seems to be a disability and there might be nothing 
done until they get into PI and then we might have to bring mummy in three 
or four times before we get her to agree to speech therapy or assessment.’

Gwen noted that even after assessment,
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‘A very high proportion haven’t kept their appointments and have been 
dropped off the list or some who have attended haven’t improved because they 
haven’t been doing the back up. I get letters like that quite often saying 
someone hasn’t been attending their appointments and have been dropped off 
the list and you feel you’re banging your head off a blank wall. How do you 
teach phonics to a child with speech and language difficulties? If you can’t 
teach phonics, it makes teaching reading more difficult.’

Interestingly none of the respondentsmentioned the work of Bernstein (the interviewer had 

been made aware of restricted and elaborated codes during initial training in the 1970s) nor 

any other language theorists, but there was evidence that, in the eyes of many of these 

principals, more affluent families had children with better language skills. They also seemed 

to feel that more affluent parents had superior skills which enabled them to have better 

communication with schools.The point about electronic games, TV etc was made extensively 

but it is worth pointing out that Bernstein’s work began in a time when such games were non 

existent as was daytime television. Finally in this section, none of the principals who 

commented on the non attendance of parents at Speech and Language appointments 

mentioned that transport might possibly have been a factor although it had been quite 

extensively highlighted previously.

Issues of culture and attitude

The attitude of the parents above who do not see value in remediation activities can be 

compared with the replies of many principals as to whether they found the attitudes of poorer 

people more or less positive towards school. The majority clearly felt that the attitudes of the 

more affluent parents were generally more positive towards schools, teachers and schooling 

than the attitudes of the less well off although a minority did suggest that some poorer people 

were very positive about schooling and very determined that their children would succeed. 

Those who supported this view argued along the line taken by Cecilia who said of some 

poorer people.

‘There is almost this drive within them that their child will do better than they 
did’
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This view was echoed by one of the principals, Patrick, who said of his own parents and his 

economically deprived background.

‘My parents always said that if they could help it their children would never 
have to do the things they did to make a living. They always pushed us. My 
parents had that push that they did not want us to suffer like them.’

This view point is not one which principals seem generally to attribute to poorer parents. The 

view of Seamus was,

‘Poorer parents have a less positive attitude to education I think but it’s not 
across the board its more complex than that.’

This would seem to be generally reflective of the views of those interviewed. Manifestations 

of the difference in attitudes of parents towards education were described by many of those 

interviewed. Many seemed to think that education was not a priority for poorer families.

Eric said.

‘There would be some who come to me and who have a cosmetic approach to 
school. It’s a statutory requirement. They have to be here but they do the bare 
minimum. They don’t have the same interest in school - they don’t see the 
necessity because the father might have a small farm or a part time job and the 
children will follow the same pattern.’

Eilis said,

‘Poorer parents don’t have the expectations that the more wealthy ones would 
have - they’re almost complacent in their attitudes to school - you do your 
job - a lot of them would never question what you do - they give support in
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the best way they can - but a lot of them wouldn’t see education as an 
enormous priority.’

In an endeavour to explore the reasons, principals were asked for their explanation as to why 

poor people’s attitudes in general were less positive towards education. Once again the issue 

of parents own negative school experience was mentioned by several principals as colouring 

their attitudes towards their children’s school experience. Gwen suggested.

‘Most of our parents would have gone here themselves and I don’t know if it’s 
that they themselves didn’t have very positive experiences of school and they 
just don’t like being here and they don’t want to be back where they were 
unhappy. Some parents I’ve spoken to didn’t have very positive experiences 
of education - don’t think their child is going to do very well anyway and it’s 
very much ‘Ah well, what does it matter’ kind of thing.’

This type of negative attitude was cited by a number of principals as contributing to parental 

non-attendance at school events which concerned children’s education. Breda said.

‘If I send home notes - very often the reply won’t come back and the parent 
won’t turn up. We do a focus for development for every child - we bring 
parents in, we talk to them. Quite a few are very keen, the other parents don’t 
turn up. They won’t come to meetings, forms won’t come back. They’re not 
interested and very often have no idea what the child’s doing.’

Quite a lot of evidence along these lines was provided and the issue of whether there was any 

cultural capital at work in school/parent relationships was also investigated. One of the ways 

in which this was approached was by suggesting to principals that there was more likelihood 

of them being on first name terms with some parents than others. This led to the conclusion 

that in many cases it is more likely that principals and teachers are on first name terms with 

the more affluent parents. Patrick said.
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‘Yes, that could be true - parents here who know me on a first name basis are 
ones I would bump into outside of school whether it would be pub, shop 
whatever. Whereas some of the others - I’m just thinking about yesterday -1 
was doing my parent interviews and some of them were first names, some 
were Mr and Mrs. There is a big difference and a lot of it is class based. I 
really never thought about that but it definitely is right.’

Eimear similarly stated,

T definitely would say that parents who are better off are more confident 
about coming into the school. They don’t put schools and teachers up as 
authority figures but more as peers and on a par, whereas the lower income 
person or single parent comes in and they’re more apprehensive, not as 
confident and maybe distrustful of authority.’

Eric also found it easier to talk to more affluent parents.

T could say things to them about their children that I could not say to FSM 
parents. It’s easier to be honest with people who have a genuine interest. You 
can say, your child has a reading difficulty can we address it, or, your child’s 
behaviour isn’t good - they’re on the same side as you - it’s a team effort and 
they value it. Whereas there’s more conflict with parents of children on FSM. 
There’s also this thing of it’s your job - you do it. There’s no team work.’

Whilst some of this problem may emanate from the attitudes of parents, several principals 

laid the blame for it at least partially on teachers. Seamus said.

‘It’s important to have really good relationships with parents. If parents 
support us and we support them, children are much more likely to succeed. If 
parents and school are at loggerheads children are more likely to fail.
Possibly the social circle matters, it certainly matters with some teachers. I'm 
sure you’ve come across some teachers for whom it does matter a lot.’
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Referring to the same issue, Cecilia said.

‘I want the parents to know that I do not make a difference in those who are 
professional and those who aren’t. I do treat them fairly and I try very hard at this.’

When it was suggested that it sounded as if this problem of some parents being valued more 

highly than others was one she had been aware of elsewhere and was trying hard to avoid. 

She replied,

‘Definitely. It’s something that can and does occur. I know places where it’s 
very much a them and us situation. I think you should treat people the way 
you would like to be treated yourself’

Responses in this area show very clearly of social cultural and economic capital at work in 

the relationships between teachers, pupils and parents. Most principals seem to expect and 

accept that more affluent parents will have better relationships with the school and a more 

positive attitude. Although many suggested that parents own negative school experiences 

were at least partly responsible for this, there was little discussion as to how this situation 

could be improved. The fact that almost all principals admitted being more likely to have a 

first name terms relationship with the more affluent parents was seen as normal. Many of 

these who reported this also felt that more affluent parents would come to them to discuss 

issues more readily. Few principals seemed to consider that they might be seen as having 

more power than some parents and that simply by making themselves more approachable 

they could help overcome this gap. A small number of the principals clearly felt that some 

teachers created very negative relationships by their attitudes towards parents.

Single parents

One specific point that was raised in the interviews was the question of single parent families 

and whether there were any issues of poverty connected with them. Often the issue did not
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have to be raised specifically by the interviewer as the interviewees alluded to it themselves. 

The major points which were discussed concerning single parent families were, how common 

single parent families are in rural schools, whether there is any stigma attached to single 

parent families which could lead to low self esteem issues for these families and finally 

whether in the experience of the principals interviewed there is a greater likelihood of low 

income and related difficulties in single parent families.

One of the most interesting things about this area was the wide variation in the numbers of 

single parent families in these schools. The figures quoted in the literature review (1:16 in 

1973 and 1:3 in 2006) were mentioned to principals and whilst some of the schools were 

around one in three families a single parent family, others had almost no children in a single 

parent situation. This huge diversity existed even in the case of neighbouring schools. Three 

of the schools surveyed were within a 5 mile radius of each other. One principal said.

“We have just one child from a single parent family at the moment. For 15 
years we hadn’t a single parent family.”

A principal from another of the schools said.

“Single parent families are almost non existent. In the last 15 years we’ve 
only had 3 children. Currently we have no single parent families in the 
school.”

In contrast, the other principal, just a few miles away had,

“Quite a number, almost one in four surprisingly, maybe not surprisingly 
when you think of society in general but certainly it’s always on the increase.”

The question of any stigma attached to being from a single parent family was in general 

denied by principals with many answers similar to the one given by Breda who said.
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“No, there’s no real stigma anymore, there’s no doubt there was a problem in 
the past but we’ve cleared that hurdle. There’s still a few people have 
reservations but here it’s never made obvious.”

However, Freda had noticed what she thought was a very serious problem in her school 

where almost one third of all the families in the school were single parent families mainly as 

a result of marital breakdown.

Tf you asked those kids, they’ll not tell you their daddy’s not there and if 
someone else in the community was speaking to their mother she’ll not tell 
them either. I’m the only one who’s privy to that information. I have a child at 
the moment who’s going through such trauma because of his parents’ 
separation but he can’t talk to anybody about the separation - he doesn’t want 
to tell anyone, his mother and father won’t talk about it, his granny who 
would normally be a great gossip isn’t telling anybody this particular piece of 
information. I think it’s a big problem for that child, he cries over everything, 
he’s incredibly frustrated mainly due to the fact that his home life has to be so 
concealed. Another example was a parent who came to me recently, she was 
really concerned about her child’s welfare she said ‘My problem is we’re the 
only family in the school who have split.’ She didn’t know that there were 
others.’

So, there certainly appears to be some problem in that location with a stigma surrounding 

being from a single parent family.

As to whether single parent families were, in the opinion of the principals interviewed, likely 

to be experiencing greater poverty than others, there was general agreement that they were, 

although there were also some who felt that there was no real issue of low income for single 

parent families. One principal felt that those who relied on benefits had.

‘plenty of money but it isn’t used wisely.’
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Brenda cited a particular area where she felt poverty really had a major impact on single 

mothers. She stated that.

“They can’t afford help with their family. They are single mothers with 3 or 4 
children under 5 and they are close to breaking point because of what they 
have to cope with on a daily basis. They can’t afford help and they never get a 
break.”

Whilst there is clearly little perception of stigma attached to single parent families by these 

principals there is also understanding from many but not all of these principals that children 

from single parent families are the most likely to be in poverty. Again one of the most 

striking findings is the diversity of the phenomenon with some rural schools having almost no 

children from single parent families and others having a substantial number.

Reactions to findings

At this point in the interview the results of the quantitative work were presented to the 

principals. The results of the earlier work in one school (see Appendix 6) were initially 

presented followed by the results of the 42 schools obtained from the InCAS survey. The 

results of the InCAS survey were presented in the form shown in Appendix 5, with average 

Reading Ages, Maths Ages and (to a lesser extent, due to smaller survey size) Developed 

Ability scores of both FSM and non FSM children providing the basis for discussion. 

Reaction to the work fell into two categories. A slightly larger group, who when discussing 

the reading and maths scores from both surveys were surprised at the difference between the 

performances of the FSM and non FSM children and an almost similar number who stated 

that they would have expected such a result.

Patrick said,

‘That’s shocking isn’t it? That has really amazed me. I would never have 
expected that.’
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Likewise, Eimear stated.

‘I would never have expected that. There’s some difference. I would never 
have been aware of that. I wonder if it would be the same in my own school.’

Similarly Georgina said,

‘That’s a huge difference and at the end of day that’s salutary thinking. I 
would not have expected that.’

Amongst those who would have expected such results, Freda stated bluntly,

‘My experience would suggest that almost anyone who is on the FSM register 
is automatically a low achiever. These figures wouldn’t surprise me at all.’

Genevieve said,

‘Those statistics wouldn’t surprise me. Down the years if I think of all the 
children who have been on the special needs register, those needing constant 
support in the classroom from the classroom assistant, are generally the ones 
who have free school meals.’

Eilis, in agreeing with that general sentiment suggested,

‘No, I’m not surprised - along with FSM comes an attitude to education that 
is maybe not as healthy as it should be. It’s a kind of make do attitude and the
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expectation from parents is not very high. These attitudes are not formed by 
us, they are formed at home. They’re only with us a few hours a day.’

There was almost no discemable difference in reaction to the InCAS work and the work in 

Appendix 6. In general those who were surprised or not surprised by one were respectively 

surprised or not surprised by the other. With regard to the individual areas Reading, Maths 

and BP VS scores in Appendix 6 work and Reading, Maths and Developed Ability, in the 

InCAS work, in general there was no surprise at the differences in achievement between the 

subject areas. One principal, Brendan did comment on the variation on BPVS scores in my 

original work.

T’m surprised that, even on the BPVS the IQ scores are lower - I can 

understand why the maths and the reading aren’t maybe as good but not the 

IQ score.’

An interesting point arose, almost by default, in this part of the research. There was no 

suggestion from any of the principals that the data sets used were unfit for purpose. This will 

be seen to be in stark contrast to attitudes to the benchmarking data provided to schools and 

discussed in a later section of this paper. A very telling fact was the number of principals who 

made comments in line with those of Eimear above that they would like to carry out similar 

analysis of their own schools’ performance data over the years to begin to develop an 

appreciation of the extent of the problem which they had. One, Seamus, had in fact begun to 

analyse some data just prior to my visit to his school, and stated,

T would say if I did this (i.e. analyse his school results as those in Appendix 
6) we would be following a similar pattern. We’ve just started using 
Assessment Manager, (software designed to assist in analysis of assessment 
data) so I’ve been backdating a lot of our results and I have a lot of them fresh 
in my mind at the moment. I would say that more than likely we’re in a 
similar position.’
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Another very important point arose with several of the principals when we discussed the huge 

differences (in the Appendix 6 data) in the number of FSM children who went to grammar 

schools as compared to the number of non FSM children who went. Most of the principals 

interviewed were aware of this as a problem in their own schools although none made any 

comment as to how they had tried to overcome it. Freda stated that,

‘In ten years I have never known anyone on FSM to go to grammar school.’

The obvious point that the achievement of FSM children in general is lower and that 

therefore they would have less chance of obtaining a grammar school place was not the only 

reason suggested by principals as to why numbers of FSM children going to grammar schools 

was lower. Some other comments were made and it is worth quoting these in full to illustrate 

the difficulties with enrolment in grammar schools which seem to arise for FSM children 

from these small rural primary schools. When commenting on the graph showing second 

level school (Appendix 6, Fig 10) Ina said,

‘There’s something I think is very important here. I’ve heard parents say to 
me: ‘Oh, I couldn’t afford to send my child to grammar school. I’ve tried 
saying ‘Oh you know education is free.’ But they talked about all those school 
trips, how the uniform is far more expensive and the fees are so high. How, if 
you do cooking, you’re expected to bring your own ingredients. Whereas in 
the secondary school you pay £15 for the whole term and that covers 
everything. I think, out there, there is a perception that it takes a lot of money 
to send your child to a grammar school. So, if you don’t have a lot of money, 
your child just opts out and goes to the high school. Maybe grammar schools 
are seen as places for rich people - I think it’s always been the case that social 
status comes into it. Certain people’s children will be expected to go there you 
know the doctors, lawyers, professional people. Others might think that they 
couldn’t afford to keep up with them.’

This, then, if it is the case could make the chances of FSM children seeking a grammar 

school place, with its attendant benefits as set out earlier, even more unlikely than the already 

lowered chances of the group due to overall lower attainment. Eilis seemed to agree with this 

analysis. She said,

‘There is a social class element about grammar schools, even children pick it 
up. I was at an open night recently in our local grammar school with my own 
child and his friend and they picked it up. One of the other parents rang me
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the day after and said ‘I don’t think it’s for my son. It’s too big. I don’t think 
he’d cope.’ I felt it was a feeling of unworthiness on her part that was really 
behind it.’

Brendan also commented on the hidden costs of grammar school education.

‘Yes I would have noticed that FSM children just transferred to the local 
secondary school. I’ve often wondered if it was maybe because they would 
have had to get transport in and out of the area to get a bus to the grammar 
school, whereas for the local secondary school, they were picked up at the 
door. I think that might have been a factor and again that will tie in with the 
poverty thing.’

(INTERVIEWER ‘Are you suggesting that they would have had to use private 
transport to get to the pick up point for the school bus?’)

‘Yes, they would have needed a car to get to the pick up point for the bus. In 
this part of the world all the grammar schools are well out of the area. So as 
well as the private transport most of them would have had to get two buses en 
route to the grammar school, whereas for the local secondary school the bus, 
went past the door and involved no expense. I have had children who had A 
grades in the Transfer Test and would have chosen secondary school rather 
than grammar school. I always put it down to that factor and the fact that 
people realise with some of these grammar schools there are certain fees that 
you have to pay, and other things, but in the local secondary school you don’t 
have these.’

Having had the differences in attainment of the FSM and non FSM groups in both sets of data 

presented to them, principals were asked to comment on what they felt would be the cause of 

such differences. The comments were along the lines of those already examined in this piece 

with the same explanations being offered - lack of support at home, lack of resources, less 

opportunities to travel and have new experiences, lack of reading material in the home. 

Certainly no single clear explanation emerged, but one comment from Georgina, who it must 

be remembered did not expect such differences before seeing the data, is worth noting, not 

just for its humour but also as an indication that something can and must be done to address 

this issue. When asked why she thought such a difference existed, Georgina said,

‘Well I really don’t know and many things need to be in place for a child to do 
well when they come to school, but I do not think that God looked down and 
said I’m going to leave some things out of FSM children. I’ll give them less 
brain power and give it to those who are not on FSM!’
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Reactions to the findings of the quantitative work are interesting in that almost half of the 

principals interviewed were not surprised to find FSM children were not scoring as highly as 

non FSM children, yet, in answering the initial question in the interview as to factors which 

influence educational success none had mentioned FSM status. So evidently they do not 

accord it high importance in influencing success. The fact that just over half were surprised 

is, given the policy context, unexpected. Overall, the answer to the second research question, 

Do principals of small rural schools identify social disadvantage as a key factor? has to be 

‘No.’ Up to this point the analysis of the interviews suggests that the principals of rural 

prinary schools fail to recognise the significance of factors associated with cultural capital or 

linguistic codes and, to that extent, inadvertantly reinforce the advantages already held by 

pupils form more affluent backgrounds. This would suggest that the principals of rural 

primary schools are, in these respects, no different from principals of urban primary schools. 

In the next chapter, however, we will explore if there are any additional factors which 

influence the views of principals of rural primary schools in this area. Before doing this we 

will examine their actions within schools by exploring the ways in which they use the 

funding allocated to them to target social disadvantage: it is possible that despite the fact they 

do not appear to recognise the importance of social disadvantage in their schools when they 

talk about it, they do act to address some of the consequences of social disadvantage on 

pupils.?

We now turn to the third research question. How do principals of small rural schools use the 

funding allocated to them to target social disadvantage?
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Chapter 5

Funding and lack of awareness

Funding

In dealing with the issue of funding which schools receive to address difficulties created by 

social deprivation, the interview focussed on examining the amount of funding schools 

actually receive to help them alleviate the effects of poverty on their pupils and how this 

money is used. Schools may receive TSN and Special Needs funding in relation to the 

proportion of pupils they have on FSM and may also receive Extended Schools funding on 

this basis and on an electoral area basis. This area of investigation clearly revealed that many 

principals of rural schools are not fully aware of the extent to which poverty is an issue in 

their school. Principals were asked in this part of the interview about whether or not they 

received any money to help them alleviate the effects of poverty on their pupils. Surprisingly 

as many as 8 of the principals interviewed, who all received either TSN or Extended Schools 

funding or both, replied that they did not receive any funding to help alleviate the effects of 

poverty. Whilst the overwhelming majority of schools in the sample received both TSN and 

ExtendedSchools funding, only 3 of the principals interviewed identified both of these 

sources of funding without prompting by the interviewer. A typical reply to questioning in 

this area was the one below where the questions and answers were.

T want to talk to you about funding that some schools get to help alleviate the 
effects of social deprivation. Does your school receive any funding for this?’

‘No, we don’t.’

‘Do you receive any Extended Schools funding?’

T do, yes.’

In another case the principal replied to the initial question,

‘We don’t really get anything for targeting poverty. No, I don’t think so.’
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'Do you receive Extended Schools funding?’

‘Oh, I do.’

Whilst prompting was required to remind most principals of some or all of the funding their 

school received in this area, after establishing that they were in fact in receipt of funding, all 

were asked to describe, how both the TSN and Extended Schools funding was used in their 

schools. In general the replies in the TSN area were not as clear as the explanations of how 

the Extended Schools funding was utilised. With regard to TSN money Seamus’ answer was 

typical of many,

‘TSN money, yes, it goes into the pot and it is spent across the board not 
particularly targeted towards social need. Maybe it should be but it isn’t.’

This type of answer and the one given by Breda who said,

‘We just put it into special needs resources.’

seemed to cover most of the ways in which TSN money is used in rural schools. Many 

principals talked about the difficulties of maintaining staffing levels and how TSN and 

Special Needs elements of the budget went to preserve jobs. Apart from this type of 

expenditure which, it could be argued helps keep a higher adult /child ratio in the school if 

the job of a classroom assistant or a teacher is maintained by use of this funding, there was 

not much clear evidence of resources being targeted specifically at the socially deprived. 

However, a small minority of principals talked about resources which had been purchased 

specifically for this purpose.

Seamus raised what he saw as both a moral and practical dilemma with targeting money at 

those who are socially deprived. In talking about how his school’s Extended Schools funding 

was spent he said,

‘Extended schools money - again it is spent across the board. It is open to 
anybody and everybody it’s not particularly targeted towards people who are 
more socially deprived. One of the problems is - if we do the same for 
everybody we bring everybody up and the gap will still be there. I don’t know 
how to deal with that because there’s something in me that says if I’m 
providing a trip out for this child then this other child should be entitled to go
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as well. You don’t look on anybody less favourably or more favourably 
depending on what they have.’

Before turning to look at the kinds of activities schools provide under the Extended Schools 

initiative, another and very relevant issue arose in discussion with some principals. This was 

the question of the allocation of Extended Schools funding. It was not at all clear to principals 

that the system of funding treated all poor rural dwellers equally. In fact it appeared that the 

allocation of funding to certain geographical areas meant that extended schools funding was 

not allocated to all deserving pupils. Three examples serve to illustrate this issue. Patrick 

said,

‘Well we get Extended Schools funding because this area is one of the most 
socially deprived areas of Northern Ireland. We are in the bottom 200 of the 
900 wards. It’s supposed to be a socially deprived area but sometimes I 
wonder. There isn’t much sign of deprivation here. We only have a few 
children on FSM (less than 10%) One of the strange things is that in the next 
village to me there are two schools only a few hundred yards apart and one of 
them gets Extended Schools money and the other one doesn’t. They both have 
a lot more children on FSM than I do.’

Art also felt that there was a lack of fairness in the present system of allocating Extended 

Schools funding.

T have a lot of children here on FSM (just over 15%) Some of them I know 
are in real poverty. Yet I get no Extended schools money for them. Why
should the doctor’s son in .........(nearby village) get Extended Schools
money and lots of extra activities whilst my children on FSM get nothing?’

This can be seen to demonstrate that the ‘ecological fallacy’ has a rural dimension as well as 

the more common interpretation of the problem which tends only to identify large urban areas 

as benefiting from ameliorative measures. Brenda had a similar complaint,

‘We used to get Extended Schools money - well one year we did and I don’t 
understand why we don’t get it now as we actually have a higher percentage 
of FSM children now than we had in the year we got it. They tell me it’s to do 
with postcodes, that some of our children come from an area where there isn’t 
social deprivation. I find the whole thing hard to believe, we have over 30% 
of our children on FSM, There’s nothing to stimulate children beyond school.’
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The fact that schools have to prepare much more detailed and costed plans associated with 

Extended Schools expenditure, than for TSN funding, may explain why principals were able 

to give more detail about how this money was used than they were for TSN funding. It was 

obvious that a wide range of outside school opportunities were offered to children and parents 

through the Extended Schools scheme. Principals discussed such diverse activities as 

breakfast clubs, free fruit at break time, homework clubs, ICT, parenting groups, first aid and 

sports. Not surprisingly, given that many of the principals had failed to make the connection 

between ExtendedSchools funding and deprivation, some of the links between the activities 

and overcoming the effects of poverty were not stated clearly. However, in the case of some 

principals it was obvious that they had given careful consideration to deprivation when 

drawing up their plans. Freda was one such principal. She said,

‘A lot of those I deem as disadvantaged, they’re not getting the experiences 
they should be getting as a child. Tm always trying to make sure those 
individuals needs are met. I think of them first in terms of Extended Schools 
money. If it benefits them then I run the programme.’

Eimear, whose school received no Extended Schools money despite have over 20% FSM 

children, tried hard to provide extra activities for her disadvantaged children out of an already 

stretched school budget. She said,

‘You try and supplement what they would miss out on by coming from a low 
income family by putting in extra. It’s something I work hard at as a principal.
Our children are as entitled to these activities as anyone from Belfast, Derry 
or anywhere else.’

Whilst these principals did claim to try hard to help disadvantaged children, with or without 

the aid of Extended Schools funding, one other principal appeared to have quite a different 

agenda when it came to use of this funding. This principal said,

‘We use our Extended Schools money in the Autumn term for a P.7 
homework club. You can put that in inverted commas if you like. We could 
call it literacy and numeracy revision. (Laughs. Obvious reference to 
preparation for grammar school entrance tests.) That’s what I use it for and 
strangely enough the three weakest children in the class didn’t go this year. In 
the Spring and Summer term we have a Primary 6 homework club.’

This was in a school with low numbers of FSM children and he did admit that the three 

children mentioned above were all FSM.
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Another issue which has already been highlighted - transport - was important in this area as 

well. Do poorer children experience any difficulty in accessing after school activities due to 

transport problems? Many of the principals interviewed did not consider this to be a problem 

in their schools but a minority did. Ina was one of these. She stated

‘Some of the families live quite a distance away and only have one car.
Sometimes they can’t attend. It can be a difficulty for parents as well.
Sometimes they can’t attend things in school because they have no transport.’

The brevity of this section of the work should not obscure three facts that have emerged.

First, over one third of these principals appeared to be unawarethat they receive funding to 

alleviate the effects of social advantage. Second, the majority of the other principals did not 

recognise that they received two types of funding, TSN and Extended Schools funding. Third, 

many poor children in rural areas fall outside the funding support net because they attend 

schools which do not receive Extended Schools funding. The related point above that more 

affluent children benefit from Extended Schools in other schools is also important. Clearly 

there is a need for investigating more equitable methods of distributing this funding. The 

question. How do principals of small rural primary schools use the funding allocated to them 

to target social disadvantage? , can best be answered succinctly by stating that many are 

unaware of the purpose of the funding. Some of the funding is used in ways that perhaps have 

not clear links to overcoming the problems created by social disadvantage, some of it is used 

in ways that address areas such as diet of lack of experiences and at least one principal uses it 

for purposes which appear to have little or nothing to do with overcoming social 

disadvantage. The reasons for this lack of appropriate use of this funding and the lack of 

recognition of the issues of social disadvantage generally by small rural principals will be 

addressed in the final section of this work.

The last research question is, If social disadvantage can be related to lower academic 

achievement in small rural schools and principals do not recognise or take specific measures 

to address this issue then the final question must be why do principals not recognise this as an 

issue of importance in their schools? Part of the answer to this lies in the evidence of the 

previous chapter that principals in rural primary schools are no different than principals in 

urban primary schools in that they appear to inadvertently reinforce the cultural capital 

advantages already held by pupils from more affluent backgrounds. In the analysis below we 

want to look further at the measures taken by the system to make principals aware of the 

issue or from investigation of principals’ attitudes and backgrounds. Response in this area of
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the work is analysed under 4 headings: Target setting and benchmarking, Training, School 

problem or societal problem?. Principals own socio-economic backgrounds.

Target setting and bench marking

The efficacy of the bench marking data supplied to schools to enable them to compare their 

performance with that of other schools deemed to be similar, as a result of the percentage of 

their pupils in receipt of FSM, is an area of particular importance to this work as it is a major 

aspect of the Department of Education system for monitoring school performance in relation 

to social deprivation. A system of setting targets for individual schools in relation to their 

own end of Key Stage data to bring about a year on year improvement in individual school 

performance is also an important part of the DENI strategy to bring about school 

improvement. The attitude of principals of small rural schools to this data emerged very 

clearly from the interviews. Almost all had reservations about the data. Only one principal 

found it in any way beneficial but even he had issues with the process. Problems with the 

process related to two main issues. One was the small number of children involved in these 

schools with consequent high overall percentages of failure to reach DENI targets, if, for 

example, in a year group of three pupils two were low achievers. The other problem related to 

the levels themselves, whether the levels were in fact awarded with adequate rigour to ensure 

that they were sufficiently reliable to enable comparison between schools.

It would be difficult to overstate the degree of unhappiness amongst the principals over this 

issue but the comments below will give some idea of the strength of feeling it generates.

Freda stated bluntly,

T detest the process. It’s unrealistic. I have 3 children in P.5 this year. Flow 
can I possibly compare the 5 I have in P.4 with the performance of those 3 last 
year. If you started to compare the economic circumstances of the children 
that would be a start but there’s also the fact that some of them might be on 
the Special Needs register and the numbers are so small. 33% is one child.’

Breda had a similar view. She stated,

‘Last year, we had 4 children in P.7 One with a statement, two others on the 
special needs register and one average, so we were never going to get 
anywhere near the target. Not if we worked 24 hours a day with the children.
There’s a huge difficulty for small schools because of the small numbers of
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children we deal with and there’s a variation from year to year which can be 
very dramatic if we are talking about percentages of 3 or 4 children. It might 
be realistic to use this type of data in a large school with a full range of ability 
that reflected a normal distribution but in a small school we don’t have that.’

Genevieve also felt strongly about this point.

‘I don’t pay much attention to that kind of data. You can have such variations 
from one year to the next. You can have a very strong P7 one year and the 
next year it could be at the opposite end of the spectrum. You just haven’t got 
the numbers in a small school to make those kinds of comparisons. You need 
more than 4 children in a class before the results of that class can be compared 
with another class in your school or another one. It’s a nonsense to me at 
present and that’s basically just down to the size of the school.’

Ina said,

‘I’ve got 8 children in one of my year groups at the moment, 2 high flyers, 3 
in the middle and three who are really struggling. So when you look at the 
levels they will get it’s going to look as if we’re not doing that great. But you 
can’t see the base line where they started.’

However, it is not just the issue of small numbers and a blunt analysis of quantitative data 
that causes principals a difficulty with this process. The extent to which the KS data can be 

trusted is a very real problem to principals as well. There are two main reasons for this. The 

first is that principals see the process itself as not sufficiently rigorous and as such it cannot 

and does not produce numerical data which can be considered as comparable on a school to 

school or teacher to teacher basis and the other difficulty is that there is a perception amongst 

principals that results are artificially inflated as a result of external pressures. With regard to 

the comparability of data on a school to school basis no principal felt confident that, for 

example a Level 5 (L5) in one school meant the same as a L5 in another. Breda’s comment 

was reflective of the general view.

‘No, I’ve never felt that the levelling of work was the same everywhere. Some 
teachers are reluctant to give L5s, others give them freely.’

Eric commented on another aspect of the levelling process which again was typical of many 

responses. This time the comment was about the nature of the numerical levels and what they 

actually represent. He said.
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‘The levels cover one and a half to two years of schooling. There are 5 of 
them to cover all children from PI -VI. Only the very best get L5 therefore 
for most there are 4 levels for 7 years. How do you award a level? Are you 
content that a child hits the bottom of the level? Is it alright if they sometimes 
can work to that level or do they have to do it consistently? 1 question the 
whole thing. If you think about it, if two children are awarded Levels - one a 
L3 one a L4 the difference between them could be huge, between three and 
four years progress, or it could be minute. One child struggling at the bottom 
of L3, another almost L5 at the top of L4. Or it could be one at the top of L3 
the other at the bottom of L4. It’s nonsense. All Level 3’s are not the same.
The levels are too broad and to use them to compare schools is just silly!’

Pressure to award levels that were artificially inflated was seen as coming from several 

sources and was related to the way in which the quality of schools was judged by certain 

groups of people to be directly related to the end of KS levels. Eugene thought that,

‘There is a danger in any assessment system when it’s used to judge the 
quality of your school. If people feel that school X down the road is doing 
better then it can lead to problems and teachers will try and influence the 
results.’

Ciaran compared the system with the old Transfer system which was abandoned in 2009/10 

school year.

Tn the old system if I had 10 children in P7 and 6 of them got an A grade then 
I was the greatest teacher in the world. But, next year I might have had only 1 
child who passed the test and I was a really bad teacher as far as some people 
were concerned. Anyone who knows anything about education would not 
judge a teacher on that basis and the Levels are even worse. At least the 
Transfer results were out of schools’ hands. An unscrupulous person, or to put 
it more kindly, a generous person might well have a positive influence on the 
levels.’

Given these attitudes it is not surprising that principals paid little attention to this data several 

making comments similar to the one Seamus made,

‘It’s poor quality data. I don’t make much use of it. I only use it to draw up 
targets for the Department that’s all. It only becomes a priority when you have 
to do it and send it off and when the inspector comes through the door.’

The role of the inspectorate was mentioned several times in connection with this issue. 

Having made her opinion of the lack of usefulness of the data abundantly clear, Breda felt 

very aggrieved by a recent inspection report on her school.
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‘We had a good report, but we didn’t get a Grade 1 because our Y7 hadn’t 
achieved above the DENI target. We had just those 4 children I told you 
about, one statemented, two on the special needs register and one average. We 
couldn’t have done any better with them.’

Some of the principals who had discussed this issue with their school inspectors felt that there 

was a growing realisation of the shortcomings of the system amongst the inspectorate. Ciaran 

was one principal who felt this. He said

‘I’ve a big problem with L5 English, I’ve said this to inspectors when they 
come out here. I’ve said I don’t see any of the fantastic L5 English work and 
I’ve asked them if they’ve seen it and one of them actually admitted to me that 
he had seen very, very few.’

Cecilia had a similar conversation with an inspector. She said,

‘I don’t trust these levels. You’re expected to get so many percent at Level 3 
at KS1 or L5 at KS2 and if you don’t you’re viewed as an underachieving 
school. Depending on the principal and how they view that, you might well 
think I’ll tick the boxes and keep myself safe. I actually talked about this to 
one inspector and he was very open and actually agreed with me. Our 11 + 
results, when it was in existence, would have been very high in comparison to 
other schools but our levels would not.’

Responses to questions about the benchmarking data and related target setting indicate clearly 

that these principals do not consider the system as producing trustworthy results. The type of 

issues raised suggests that this system’s lack of creditability with principals means that is of 

very limited, if any, utility in trying to overcome the effects of social deprivation.

Training

Given the priority that DENI has placed on narrowing the achievement gap between 

disadvantaged children and others and the funding packages that are in place to help with the 

process, the training received by principals as to how to achieve this was another area of 

importance to this work. Each principal was asked the same question.
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‘What particular training have you received on how to close the achievement 
gap between disadvantaged children and others?’

Almost all gave a simple one word reply,

‘None.’

The most positive answer was given by Eric who said,

T’ve received a certain amount of training on data, how to look at it, how to 
analyse it and they just say put in intervention. There is no training on what 
you actually do.’

Some of the other principals made reference to a limited amount of special needs training 

they had received but the stark reality was that for this group of principals there was no 

clearly focussed training in how to overcome the problems faced by disadvantaged children 

in education.

Explanations for this lack of training were discussed with the principals. Several possible 

explanations were offered. Eilis and others suggested that it was purely financial. She said,

‘It’s a budgetary thing. The money. It would have to be centrally paid for. The 
Department aren’t prepared to spend the money, but if CatrionaRuane 
(Minister for Education DENI) is serious about this she needs to ensure that 
the money is available.’

Eric and Seamus were more cynical in their explanations. Eric said,

T think we don’t get training because politicians are more interested in 
cosmetic remedies that appease parents rather than genuine improvements. 
It’s too expensive. Parents like to hear how their children are being prepared 
for life and how the people who teach them are supposed to be answerable. 
It’s cosmetic rather than real. Appeasement rather than real change.’
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Seamus contrasted the issue of social deprivation and how it is treated by DENI with the 

issue of child protection. He stated.

‘We don’t get training because it’s not a real priority. The unvoiced people 
don’t have the power. Look at what happened over child protection. The case 
in Bangor right under the noses of the Departmental officials, involving rich 
people’s children at a grammar school. That caused a huge stir - booklets, 
policies, focus in inspections, the lot. The people who are suffering here don’t 
have the voice. It’s not politically expedient for the government to put money 
into that.’

The other suggestion which was mentioned by just over half the principals interviewed was 

the possibility that the expertise to provide such training did not exist in the present 

structures. Georgina suggested that the situation as regards the lack of training arose,

‘Probably because they don’t know what to do themselves. The people in 
CASS only tell us what the Department tell them. The Department have no 
answers in the same way as they have no answers to the transfer problem.’

Jennifer asked.

‘Do you think there is somebody out there who knows what to do? I think 
they have no idea. Certainly not the people who provide the training. When 
you were given your Extended Schools money did anyone say to you, ‘This is 
a really good programme, by doing this you will cure this, this and this.’ No. 
Nobody knows.’

Again in this section there is little room for discussion of results. These principals are 

unequivocal in suggesting that they do not and have not received training in how to deal 

with the issue of social deprivation. This lack of training is possibly not unconnected with the 

lack of clear response as to how funding to alleviate social deprivation is used to address the
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issue. It seems surprising when large amounts of money are expended though TSN and 

Extended Schools funding that there is not a programme of trying to suggest how this money 

should best be spent in schools.

School problem or societal problem?

The views of the principals interviewed as to whether the achievement gap is a school 

problem requiring a solution in the school, or whether it is in fact a societal problem which 

requires solutions at a societal level were sought. None of those interviewed felt that it was 

exclusively either a school or societal problem but all felt that there was a role for schools in 

overcoming this issue. Several principals pointed out that a lot of the problem seems to arise 

before starting school and that children only spend a small proportion of their time at school 

and that meant that for them it was more of an issue for society. Given the remarks earlier 

about what principals felt the major factors in ensuring childrens’ success at school are, it 

was not unexpected that many principals again stressed the role of parents in ensuring success 

for children. Eilis said.

T’d say it’s a mix of both (school and society) - even your data there shows 
that some FSM children get to grammar school. It doesn’t always follow that 
low economic status leads to poor outcomes. If the interest is there at home 
and the parents are giving a bit of co-operation and the school is working hard 
they will achieve their potential.’

Ciaran said,

T don’t think schools can do it on their own. I think a lot of the problem arises 
before children start school. I’m not talking about nursery provision, it starts 
even before that and how do schools overcome that? I don’t know. By the 
time they get to school it’s too late. It’s like someone with problems coming 
to me in Yr7 - they’ve already had 6 years at school -1 can do some things to 
help but I won’t make a weak reader suddenly become great in one year. I’ll 
do my best but will have great difficulty. I might have some success but it’s 
very late to try to change them.’
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The school improvement agenda did not attract much positive comment from principals with 

regard to its effect on the low achievement of the socially deprived. There was criticism of 

the amount of money that had been spend on what were perceived as largely valueless 

initiatives. Eimear suggested that there was a lack of clarity and no clearly thought out 

strategy behind many of these initiatives. She said,

‘They threw hundreds of thousands of pounds to Extended Schools and yet 
offered no training. Millions were wasted on the literacy and numeracy 
strategies for what? They’re now discovering that literacy and numeracy is no 
better than it was years ago.’

Eugene clearly felt that the school improvement agenda was focused in the wrong place. He 

said.

Tn the end improvement comes about through good classroom teaching. 
You’re bom to teach you cannot make a weak teacher good. I’m not 
convinced that things like Every School a GoodSchool and Together Towards 
Improvement have any effect. Often ineffective teachers are very hard 
working. We need to improve the quality of our teaching force. Attract the 
right sort of people at the beginning.’

The pre-occupation of DENI with statistical data to inform the process of school 

improvement was also further criticised at this point in the interviews. Eilis said.

‘There are very few things we do that can be measured in numbers. I can say 
T put a smile on that child’s face. He’s more confident now than he used to 
be.’, but that seems to be such a small thing to the Department.’

On a similar note, Breda suggested,



‘The sooner ETI get rid of the numbers strategy for measuring school 
improvement and look at what is being provided for children on a group or 
individual basis, the better it will be. This will provide them with a much 
more accurate measure of good teaching and who knows they might even be 
able to recommend examples of good practice to the rest of us.’

Views of principals in this area show that there is interest from principals in attempting to 

overcome the problem of social disadvantage at school level, but clearly the quantitative 

approach taken by DENI and the lack of training are again identified by principals as major 

deficiencies in the current system.

Principals ’own socio-economic backgrounds

Partially in an attempt to discover whether Eugene’s ‘right sort of people’ could be identified 

by looking at their socio-economic background and to try and analyse whether there was any 

link between principals’ own socio-economic background and their attitudes towards the 

issue of social deprivation, principals were asked to reflect back on their own primary school 

education - think about who the most affluent children in their year group were, who were 

the least well off, and place themselves on the scale below

Least Most

Affluent Affluent

None of the principals interviewed had any problem about discussing where they perceived 

themselves to be on this line in comparison to their classmates. This in itself probably reflects 

the veracity of Breda’s comment earlier that she thought it likely children could rate other 

children’s economic circumstances quite clearly. Several interesting points arose from this 

part of the work. There was a clear split between the socio-economic background of the 

controlled school principals and the maintained school principals. Only one of the controlled 

school principals, Sidney, placed himself in the bottom half of the diagram, describing how 

he had not been on FSM but on reduced price meals due to his family’s economic situation.
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He was the only one of the controlled school principals who had not gone to grammar school 

All the other principals in controlled schools described themselves as being, in 4 cases at the 

most affluent and in the other 3 cases between Middle and Most Affluent. Two were almost 

apologetic about their families’ wealth when compared to others in their Primary school. As 

this survey was carried out in rural areas and the vast majority of principals were from rural 

backgrounds, another important factor may come into play at this point. Many of those 

surveyed were from a farming background. Historical factors in N. Ireland have meant that 

most of the good quality agricultural land and most of the large farms are in the hands of 

people from a Protestant background. This fact appears to have had a major impact on the 

family economic status of the controlled school principals interviewed, none from a farming 

background described themselves as at the least affluent end of the scale. All the maintained 

school principals from a farming background described themselves as being at the least 

affluent end of the scale. Two other aspects of some principals’ experience were discussed 

with them. Those who described themselves as being from poorer backgrounds were asked, 

given the likely educational outcome for poorer children, how they accounted for their own 

academic success. In addition these people were asked if they themselves had memories of 

any negative experiences, from their time as pupils, which they felt related to their economic 
circumstances. Once again the influence of parents was described as being a major factor in 

success. Patrick said.

T was down at the bottom end of the scale. We were a large family who had a 
small farm. Up to 1964 we milked cows by hand every day. My parents 
always said that if they could help it their children would never have to do the 
things they had to do to make a living. They always wanted to push us.’

Similarly Ciaran said.

‘Both my parents wanted their children to go to college. I had a cousin who 
was very academic, the first grandson of the family to have gone to college. 
He was revered, that may have been part of it. My parents were very pleased 
when both their children went to college. They put no pressure on us but we 
knew that was something that would really please them.’
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Sidney likewise felt that his parents helped him a lot by allowing him to,

‘stay in the house doing homework rather than be out helping on the farm.’

The 11+ was cited by a number of individuals as a further factor in ensuring their success, in 

fact only one of the principals interviewed had not passed the 11+. Brendan was very clear on 

this point. When asked how he accounted for his academic success he stated,

T suppose it was down to passing the 11+. I was probably one of the more 
intelligent ones in the class and there was an idea in my family that education 
was important. So my mother pushed me to do the 11+’

Eric who was from an urban socially deprived background said.

‘We were conscious that there were other people in the school with a lot more 
money than us. At that time education was seen as a way out of that - 
education was very important. My own success came because of that attitude 
and because there was free education. If you passed that all important exam, 
doors opened. You got to the grammar school.’

However he did go on to sound a note of caution.

‘If you didn’t pass it, you were condemned to the life that your mother and 
father had because you didn’t get into this wonderful institution that would 
enable you to get a better job. Maybe some of the bad attitudes to education 
that I have talked about earlier have come about as a result of the resentment 
created by this system. It worked alright for us, but for most people it didn’t.’
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The only other reason advanced by some of the principals for their success was their own 

positive attitude to education. Sidney felt that this had been a major factor for him.

T think 1 just bought into the whole educational ethos. I enjoyed education, 1 
found it interesting. I had no extreme educational needs. I found it easy. I saw 
that education could bring you to places that your parents and grandparents 
never had the opportunities to go. Fortunately my parents saw that too.’

Cecilia also thought a large part of her success was due to her own attitude.

T came from a home where schoolwork would never have been a big priority. 
Yet there was something in me that meant I worked at and enjoyed school 
work. Of the seven people in our family only two of us have a degree. Some 
of my brothers and sisters had no interest in school. My love of learning 
definitely didn’t come from my parents. Maybe some of the children from 
families like mine where learning wasn’t all that important can have a spark lit 
within them by a teacher and we can help them to succeed in spite of any 
expectation you might have when you think about their background.’

Interestingly, Cecilia was the only principal from a less affluent background who mentioned 

teachers as perhaps having a positive role in their success. There were however other 

mentions of teachers when the negative experiences of these principals were discussed. 

Seamus said,

T have witnessed situations where teachers who saw themselves as being of a 
higher social order looked down on pupils. It was disgusting. I saw this both 
as a pupil and later as a teacher. Tm not so sure it’s as prevalent now, but I 
have come across it big time. A sort of sneering mistreatment of people 
because teachers thought they were better than their pupils.’

Brenda who gave a very graphic description of an extremely impoverished rural background 

recalled that.
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‘At school I was always very conscious of my social position - well not at 
second level, there we were always treated fairly - but at primary school we 
weren’t. The principal in our primary school really made you know you were 
worthless. She used to insult us and call us names because of our poverty.’

Being aware of their own deprived background whilst at school was mentioned by other 

principals as well. Genevieve who was also from very economically deprived circumstances 

said she had been acutely aware of this and the feelings of inadequacy that resulted from it.

‘At the grammar school, all the conversations were about what had been 
bought for them and where they were going. Holidays were non-existent in 
our house, we just could not afford it. I remember being in Upper Sixth and 
other children driving to school in their own cars. We were walking a mile 
and a half to get the bus and then had an hour’s journey. We were leaving the 
house at quarter past seven and not back until five in the evening.’

Breda recalled something from her own experience that echoed some of the comments made 

earlier about the cost of grammar school education. She said,

T was the only one in my family who passed the 11+. My parents wouldn’t 
send me to grammar school because there was money involved. I went to the 
secondary school and did well at GCSE and transferred, still as a secondary 
school pupil, to the grammar school for A Levels. I still wore the secondary 
school uniform. I was always aware that there was a very marked social class 
difference between the pupils there and my friends from the secondary school.
They were very rich compared to us and they had things that I didn’t have, 
even simple things like lovely art folders. There was no money for things like 
that.’

In this section of the work there are no clear conclusions to be drawn about the effects of 

principals own socio-economic backgrounds on their approach to alleviating the problems of 

socially disadvantaged pupils. Some of the principals from disadvantaged backgrounds were 

able to give very vivid descriptions of their own memories of schooling and how their
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economic position impacted on their opportunities and experiences but it must be noted none 

of these cited economic factors as having significance for educational opportunities of their 

pupils. It is also noticeable that it was not only those principals from disadvantaged 

backgrounds who were able to discuss the effects of poverty in a detailed way earlier in this 

work.

In this chapter and the previous one, the results of the semi-structured interviews with 

principal teachers have been reported. The major themes examined have included principals’ 

views on the main factors that influence academic success, principals’ perceptions of whether 

poverty is an issue in their schools, its nature and any effect it has on pupils. Also examined 

were principals’ reactions to the quantitative data which indicates a link between low 

attainment and social deprivation in small rural schools. The funding schools receive in this 

area and the uses it is put to in addressing social deprivation were also discussed. There was 

also an examination of training which principals have received in the area of social 

deprivation and their perceptions of what causes the problem of low attainment amongst 

socially deprived pupils and any steps that they feel can be taken to overcome it.

Some interesting points have emerged. There is a considerable lack of awareness amongst 

these principals of the issue of poverty and low attainment in small rural primary schools, 

despite a strong anti-poverty discourse from DENI and the funding they receive which is 

identified by DENI (but apparently not recognised as such by many principals) as being 

specifically to help overcome problems created by poverty. Some principals seem to feel 

almost powerless in dealing with this issue, some seem to feel that little can be done to 

address the attainment gap and all indicate that they have received no training in appropriate 

steps to take. There is also the suggestion that the gap arises from causes other than poverty. 

There is little support for or recognition of any value in present quantitative measures used to 

evaluate schools success in overcoming disadvantage. These issues will be discussed in the 

concluding chapter.
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Chapter 6

Findings, implications and reflections

This work has examined the extent to which poverty impacts on certain aspects of children’s 

academic achievement in a number of rural primary schools in Northern Ireland. It also 

provides an analysis of the extent to which the phenomenon of rural poverty and its impact on 

educational achievement is understood by school principals in rural schools and any measures 

taken in those schools to address the issue of poverty and its effects.

Findings

The work attempted to find answers to the research questions outlined at the end of Chapter 

2. The first question concerned empirical evidence on the impact of social disadvantage on 

pupils in small rural schools. At a fundamental level the basic results emerging from this 

study are consistent with what is already well known, that is, there is a link between social 

disadvantage, as measured by eligibility for free school meals, and academic performance; 

and this link is not deterministic, which implies that the relationship may be amenable to 
intervention measures. It is clear from the quantitative data collected for this survey that 

poverty does have a significant impact on the educational opportunities of these pupils. More 

specifically in the context of this study, there is no significant difference in the sample 

between the performance of children attending rural and urban schools, so in other words, the 

problem of social disadvantage and its effect on educational attainment appears to have a 

major impact on poorer children in both environments.

The second research question was; If there is significant evidence that the effects of social 

disadvantage are linked to lower academic attainment in small rural schools, do the principals 

of such schools identify social disadvantage as a key factor mediating pupil performance in 

their schools? In this case the answer is clearly, ‘No’. Many other factors are given higher 

priority in their thinking than poverty. There is no doubt that when presented with the 

quantitative evidence in this study, all the principals interviewed acknowledged that there did 

appear to be a link between low attainment and FSM. (Before seeing the evidence, a number 

had made brief and passing reference to such a link but it was obviously not to the forefront 

of their thinking as to the major factors that affect academic achievement.)
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The third question was; How do principals of small rural schools use the funding allocated to 

them to target social disadvantage? Evidence in this area was twofold, first was the somewhat 

unexpected lack of awareness that such funding was allocated to schools and second was the 

lack of clear knowledge of the steps that might be taken to ensure that this funding was used 

in appropriate ways.

The final question was; If social disadvantage can be related to lower academic achievement 

in small rural schools and principals do not recognise or take specific measures to address 

this issue then the final question must be why do principals not recognise this as an issue of 

importance in their schools? The conclusions that can be drawn from the interview data are 

more complex and whilst there are some pieces of very clear data which suggest relatively 

simple solutions other areas are undoubtedly more complex. Obviously there is no dedicated 

training routinely available in this area. There is a general lack of faith in the testing system 

used by DENJ to provide data on the quality of schools and their response to social 

disadvantage. There are however other issues which may be relevant in this area and which 

are not specifically examined in this work. The role of cultural and social capital cannot be 

ignored and there is some evidence in the interview data that these issues are at work in the 

relationships between principals, parents and pupils and that some principal’s perceptions of 

social disadvantage are influenced by their own social class position.

Implications

These findings have important implications particularly for policy makers but also for 

principals of small rural schools and ultimately for teachers in those schools. First the 

implications for policy makers should be considered. As we know, most ameliorative 

measures aimed at social disadvantage focus on areas where the disadvantaged are 

geographically concentrated. These tend to be urban contexts. As rural schools are often 

located in areas where a lesser percentage of FSM children exists, they often fall outside the 

funding net which tends to skew funding towards schools with higher percentages of FSM 

children (mainly urban schools).Thus, disadvantaged pupils in rural schools may be denied 

access to the additional support and hence further disadvantaged. This approach to funding 

which is designed to help overcome the effects of disadvantage has been referred to earlier as 

the ‘ecological fallacy’ and is evident in the opening remarks in DENI (2008b, pi) which 

outlines a strategy for raising achievement in literacy and numeracy and suggests that
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‘Previous whole -school and other initiatives here have not succeeded sufficiently in bringing 

about the level of improvement in standards of attainment in literacy and numeracy that we 

all want to see, especially for lower attaining pupils and notably in areas of high social and 

economic disadvantage.’ However, whilst emphasising disadvantaged areas DENI (2008b, 

p3) does go on to accept ‘the need for targeted and supportive action to support those most at 

risk of underachievement. ’ This work would suggest that in the future, support should be 

directed at socially disadvantaged people rather than socially disadvantaged places, but in a 

way which recognises the different demographic contexts and constraints caused by social 

disadvantage,

A further implication for policy makers is to be found in the lack of awareness of the issue of 

poverty as a key factor in underachievement. DENI (2008b, p8) notes that ‘The impact of 
socio-economic disadvantage on levels of attainment in literacy and numeracy, and on 

educational standards generally, is highlighted consistently in research findings....’

(Emphasis in original.) Given this statement, it is perhaps surprising that none of the 

principals interviewed for this present work, when asked what they felt were the major 

factors impacting on children’s academic success, mentioned economic circumstances as a 

major factor. (It is worth reiterating that this question was posed before the quantitative 

evidence in this study was presented to the interviewees.) Equally surprising and perhaps 

related to this lack of awareness would be the fact that, given the clear and unequivocal 

statement from DENI (2008b) above, none of the principals said that they had ever received 

any training (initial or in-service) which dealt with overcoming the effects of disadvantage. 

Nor apparently had the impact of socio-economic disadvantage on levels of attainment in 

literacy and numeracy, and on educational standards generally, been highlighted consistently 

to them in a way which led to high levels of awareness of the issue.

A further dimension in this work is the hidden nature of rural disadvantage generally. This 

hidden nature appears to be demonstrated by the fact that a substantial number of principals 

did not think poverty was an issue in their schools at all. This suggests that much needs to be 

done to make principals aware of the nature of disadvantage, its prevalence and its effects as 

an issue in all schools, and that disadvantage is a rural as well as an urban issue. There is also 

a need for training to ensure that there is a coherent and fruitful approach to addressing the 

consequences of disadvantage. This is not to underestimate the difficulties of finding such an 

approach, but a realisation that there is no quick fix available would be better than the present 

situation where the problem is invisible to, or worse, ignored by, many. The disjuncture
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between DENI policy and principals’ knowledge and attitudes is one of the major findings of 

this work. It could be suggested that the lack of emphasis, placed by the system, on 

overcoming disadvantage (i.e. lack of training, both initial and in-service and lack of 

monitoring as to how funding is used.) may indicate the type of cynical ‘cosmetic’ approach 

to the problem which was suggested above by one of the principals interviewed; it may, on 

the other hand, reflect genuine misunderstanding of the nature and impact of social 

disadvantage in different contexts, or a more urban-centric bias in education policy. Yet, it 

could also be suggested that the lack of awareness, even of the funding available to them, 

indicates an attitude amongst some principals that it is not worthwhile trying to overcome 

disadvantage. Whether either of these suggestions reflects the true nature of attitudes to this 

issue it is obvious that neither approach will benefit disadvantaged children. What is also 

clear is that when funding is directed towards those who are suffering disadvantage, then not 

only should it be spent on activities that are clearly designed to help overcome disadvantage, 

but, there should also be mechanisms that directly examine the outcomes of these activities to 

ensure that this expenditure has had beneficial consequences for the educational attainments 

of those it is directed at. Linked to this, there is also a need to identify ways of using financial 

resources successfully to overcome the effects of economic disadvantage and making these 

strategies explicit to principals and teachers. It is also worth noting that there was no 

discernible difference in lack of awareness of this issue between principals who had 

undergone initial training within the past decade and those who were older. There is then 

perhaps an implication for initial training providers to become cognisant of this issue and to 

ensure that students are made aware of it.

Principals’ attitudes to the measures used by DENI in primary schools to describe attainment 

- the end of Key Stage assessments and the ways in which these assessments are used to 

evaluate schools’ response to and success in overcoming the effects of poverty - may also 

contribute in part to the lack of emphasis placed on social disadvantage. Principals’ 

comments on these assessments do indicate an almost total lack of faith in their suitability or 

indeed accuracy for describing attainment. It is worthwhile to note that the measures used in 

this study, both the standardised test results and the InCAS results, were accepted readily by 

the participants. The findings of this report show clearly the limited faith which principals 

have in the present DENI system for evaluating school’s success in overcoming the effects of 

disadvantage. The lack of credibility of the present system means that principals in these
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schools pay scant regard to it. This work indicates that a system with greater support and 

credibility is required if it is to enhance understanding in schools of how disadvantage 

impacts on their children and whether their practice is more or less effective than that of other 

similar schools. Regardless of the suitability of the measures used, the present system of 

presenting data does not appear to focus attention sufficiently on breaking the link between 

FSM and low attainment. The present system recognises that schools with lower percentages 

of FSM children have average levels of attainment which are higher than those in the higher 

percentage FSM bands and, as can be seen in Appendix 7, presents the data in a way that 

takes FSM bands into account. Whilst contextualising the data may show the reality of the 

situation, merely requesting schools to compare their children’s performance with the 

performance of others in similar economic circumstances does not encourage principals and 

teachers to recognise that the difference in performance between children from more and less 

affluent backgrounds is not something which is pre-destined and that solutions to the problem 

should be sought.

The issues addressed above constitute the main emergent themes from this study but a range 

of other issues also emerged and are discussed below. One point is that there does appear to 

be a general acceptance amongst those interviewed that when asked directly whether they felt 

this issue was a school issue or a societal issue, all suggested that schools have some role to 

play in overcoming disadvantage. This may indicate that if the system made a more concerted 

attempt to address the problem, then principals would be willing to participate more fully 

than they do at the moment. As stated above, there is an obvious need for DENI to look at the 

issue of why policy is not translated into action at present and why funding that is targeted at 

social need is not recognised as such (and may not be spent on the disadvantaged). Perhaps 

the overload of initiatives and the bureaucratic burden of recent years have contributed to 

this. Certainly, any future emphasis on tackling the effects of disadvantage should not be seen 

by teachers as another manifestation of dissatisfaction with the work of the profession. 

Hargreaves et al. (2007) make frequent mention of teacher morale having been lowered in 

recent years and Hargreaves and MacIntyre (2007, p!31) in reporting the comments of 

teachers about how they perceive their own status stated that there were ‘some positive 

comments but it must be emphasised that these were a very small minority of the comments 

made.’ So it does appear that teacher morale is not at a very high point at present and 

additional criticism can only serve to further lower it, possibly further compounding the
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difficulties of the disadvantaged. Future initiatives in this area need to acknowledge failure at 

a systemic level and provide support for principals and teachers to address the issue.

The fact that the link between parental support and academic success was mentioned by all 

the principals is something that should not be overlooked. Given that deprivation can be 

linked to low achievement there may be a need for work to be done with parents of 

disadvantaged children to ensure that their attitudes towards schooling are as positive and 

supportive as possible. It would also be important for principals and teachers to recognise that 

some of their attitudes and actions can be less than helpful for children from deprived 

backgrounds. In this regard close attention should be paid to ensuring that those who enter the 

teaching profession have a very high level of knowledge of deprivation, its effects on 

children’s attainment and ability to succeed academically and in particular the negative 

impacts that a lack of social capital can have on children and parents in their relationships 

with schools and teachers. A point which featured in a number of responses concerns 

grammar schools. FSM pupils make up a very small part of the enrolments of grammar 

schools. DENI (2010) reports that 6.4% of the total enrolments in grammar school are FSM 

whereas over 25 % of non-grammar school pupils are FSM. Although there may be other 

reasons for the fact that FSM pupils do not enrol in grammar school, there is obviously a 

perception amongst some, both principals and parents, that grammar schools are more 

expensive places to attend than other schools. If this is indeed the case then it means in effect 

that for some pupils who are suffering the effects of poverty these schools are not an option 

and this is a matter which should be dealt with by those who responsibility for such schools.

Reflections on methodology

This work has adopted the still somewhat unusual tactic of combining two methodological 

approaches which are often seen as exclusive. It is worth spending a few moments reflecting 

on the success or otherwise of this approach. First, the topic under review required that 

evidence be available to indicate that there was in fact an issue of rural underachievement 

linked to social deprivation which had to be addressed. This evidence was not readily 

available in the public domain and so it had to be sought specifically for this work. The 

evidence gathered gained wide acceptance amongst principals, none questioned the basis for 

it, unlike the almost universal distaste for the Key Stage data which DENI uses to inform 

their assessment of schools and their relative success. One possible criticism of this data

159



would be the sample size yet other than devote more time to personal contact with principals 

of schools who did not respond to the request for data, it is difficult to see how this could 

have been improved. Nevertheless, there was a substantial data set on which to base analysis 

and clear conclusions could be drawn. Having established that there was an issue of 

underachievement linked to social deprivation in small rural schools, it was then possible to 

use this data with principals in interviews to ascertain their reactions to the findings. The 

positive reaction of principals to the findings and the way in which they accepted them meant 

that much richer data could be obtained in the second part of the interviews. This idea that 

more valuable research results can be obtained by a combination of methods is supported by 

Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004, p23) who suggest that ‘ By utilising quantitative and 

qualitative methods within the same framework, mixed methods research can incorporate the 

strengths of both methodologies. ‘ Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004 ) also suggest that 

adoption of mixed methods research means that researchers are more likely to select methods 

on their merits for answering particular questions rather than adopting methods as a result of 

bias towards one of the research paradigms. One aspiration in this work was that the methods 

adopted would be appropriate for the research questions.

Reflections on the journey

A research project of this type requires that a considerable amount of time be devoted to it. 

One of the results of devoting time to this work is that both my personal and professional 

thinking have changed. I am now more intensely aware of the problems poverty poses for 

children in small rural schools. Prior to carrying out the initial work in my own school setting 

I was, as I have stated, only vaguely aware of the issue despite having held a managerial role 

for many years. I am now aware that many of my colleagues have shown themselves in the 

course of this work to be equally ill informed in this matter. Indeed in many of their 

responses I could see my own earlier lack of awareness reflected. This lack of awareness of 

the issue is something which requires urgent attention. I have also begun to appreciate the 

huge difficulties that confront any policy makers who attempt to ameliorate this negative 

influence on children’s lives. This is not just as a result of lack of training. Whilst some of the 

principals interviewed have shown themselves to be acutely aware of the difficulties poverty 

poses for many rural dwellers, I have also become aware of the negative attitudes of some of 

my colleagues towards poor people. Again, this lack of awareness of the causes of poverty is 

an issue that requires action from the system if ameliorative measures are to have maximum

160



effect. The research process involved a great deal of new learning and new experiences for 

me and has certainly led to changes in my approach to my post as manager of a small primary 

school in a rural area, as well as changes to my school’s approach to parents and pupils. 

Conducting this research has enabled me to develop other skills particularly in interviewing 

that will, I hope, be useful in my professional life in the future. Whilst undertaking a project 

of this magnitude is not something that I would advocate for all principals it has undoubtedly 

helped me to address some shortcomings in my professional life, hopefully this has already 

begun to be reflected in improvements in the opportunities of the children who attend my 

school and should this work gain any further publicity perhaps it may encourage others to 

begin to look critically at their own practice and seek improvements.

Conclusion

This work has indicated quantitatively that eligibility for free school meals is a significant 

factor in children’s academic performance in rural schools. In many cases principals of small 

rural schools are not sufficiently aware of the nature and consequences of social disadvantage 

amongst their pupils. This may in part be due to the approach taken by the system in terms of 

training and the measurement techniques used. Some disadvantaged children in small rural 

schools are further disadvantaged by a system of funding which is primarily focussed on poor 

areas rather than poor people. Frequently, socially disadvantaged children in rural schools 

(which do receive such funding) are not targeted by funding designated for ameliorating the 

effects of social disadvantage. The current economic climate is unlikely to enhance the 

possibility of upward adjustments to levels of funding available to support disadvantaged 

children. Commitments by the current Minister (Ruane, 2011) indicate that certain areas of 

funding will be protected, including the Extended Schools initiative, but unless there is 

improved awareness of the issue of social disadvantage amongst rural school principals, a 

concerted effort to identify and disseminate good practice as well as changes to the system of 

funding so that poor children rather than poor areas are targeted, it is likely that the issue of 

lower academic achievement amongst socially disadvantaged children in rural schools will 

continue to be an unresolved and largely hidden problem.
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Appendix 1

School Data

The table below concerns all the schools in the Education and Library Board (ELB) area in Northern 

Ireland where this work was carried out. The elements include total enrolment data for each school, 

percentage of children entitled to FSM and whether the schools are designated as urban or rural. 

(School names have been removed)

* is used in original ELB data to denote small rural schools with FSM children but these make up less 

than 5% of total enrolment.

Total Enrolment FSM % Urban/Rural

422 26.78% URBAN

221 12.22% RURAL

114 13.16% RURAL

32 18.75% RURAL

27 0.00% RURAL

47 14.89% RURAL

43 ★ RURAL

144 9.03% RURAL

180 * RURAL

64 18.75% RURAL

45 2.22% RURAL

72 6.94% URBAN

32 18.75% RURAL
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42 * RURAL

69 * RURAL

264 15.53% URBAN

17 * RURAL

232 11.64% RURAL

238 15.13% URBAN

47 31.91% RURAL

415 9.64% RURAL

112 * RURAL

63 * RURAL

46 * RURAL

63 28.57% RURAL

185 26.49% RURAL

98 15.31% RURAL

59 0.00% RURAL

78 17.95% RURAL

37 0.00% RURAL

40 22.50% RURAL

54 * RURAL

365 12.33% URBAN

45 15.56% RURAL

246 21.54% URBAN

36 * RURAL

104 34.62% RURAL

185 24.86% URBAN
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265 26.79% URBAN

186 15.59% RURAL

275 39.64% URBAN

307 16.94% URBAN

82 ★ RURAL

91 47.25% URBAN

89 19.10% RURAL

126 11.11% RURAL

444 9.91% URBAN

57 8.77% RURAL

553 19.71% URBAN

238 7.98% RURAL

79 25.32% RURAL

123 17.07% RURAL

68 22.06% RURAL

60 ★ RURAL

544 13.79% URBAN

308 23.38% RURAL

112 54.46% URBAN

92 11.96% RURAL

155 15.48% RURAL

284 27.46% URBAN

331 38.07% URBAN

287 68.29% URBAN

183 11.48% RURAL
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51 11.76% RURAL

78 33.33% RURAL

147 36.05% RURAL

141 12.06% RURAL

89 19.10% RURAL

146 4.79% RURAL

66 7.58% RURAL

77 22.08% RURAL

79 6.33% RURAL

40 17.50% RURAL

100 8.00% RURAL

51 21.57% RURAL

102 12.75% RURAL

53 * RURAL

234 20.51% RURAL

280 20.71% RURAL

160 35.00% RURAL

115 18.26% RURAL

52 13.46% RURAL

96 21.88% RURAL

350 9.71% RURAL

89 8.99% RURAL

600 22.83% URBAN

198 5.05% RURAL

25 28.00% RURAL
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28 0.00% RURAL

184 47.83% URBAN

209 24.40% URBAN

77 15.58% RURAL

58 24.14% RURAL

74 18.92% RURAL

411 20.68% URBAN

34 * RURAL

59 13.56% RURAL

22 ★ RURAL

53 37.74% RURAL

43 18.60% RURAL

21 33.33% RURAL

81 13.58% RURAL

58 8.62% RURAL

19 * RURAL

32 * RURAL

51 19 61% RURAL

34 20.59% RURAL

253 21.74% RURAL

32 15.63% RURAL

36 * RURAL

40 ★ RURAL

419 29.12% URBAN

90 26.67% RURAL

166



90 26.67% RURAL

62 17.74% RURAL

135 8.89% RURAL

65 9.23% RURAL

60 13.33% RURAL

18 27.78% RURAL

85 10.59% RURAL

40 12.50% RURAL

34 * RURAL

32 * RURAL

113 23.01% RURAL

127 19.69% RURAL

282 18.09% RURAL

126 22.22% RURAL

92 36.96% RURAL

41 * RURAL

142 36.62% RURAL

588 44.90% URBAN

410 21.95% RURAL

183 25.14% URBAN

533 27.02% URBAN

165 13.33% RURAL

319 16.30% RURAL

511 46.18% URBAN

50 22.00% RURAL
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79 * RURAL

248 41.94% RURAL

188 20.74% RURAL

354 31.92% URBAN

94 9.57% RURAL

92 6.52% RURAL

79 12.66% RURAL

444 17.12% URBAN

343 52.77% URBAN

167 46.71% URBAN

49 14.29% RURAL

88 6.82% RURAL

63 * RURAL

86 18.60% RURAL

148 12.16% RURAL

133 8.27% RURAL

183 75.41% URBAN

67 7.46% RURAL

70 22.86% RURAL

341 34.90% URBAN

451 14.63% URBAN

129 20.16% RURAL

98 9.18% RURAL

55 27.27% RURAL

271 39.48% URBAN
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120 10.00% RURAL

145 57.93% URBAN

35 22.86% RURAL

142 36.62% RURAL

426 56.34% URBAN

151 37.75% URBAN

448 52.23% URBAN

516 34.50% URBAN

311 54.34% URBAN

425 8.24% URBAN

227 35.24% URBAN

35 25.71% RURAL

163 40.49% URBAN

880 20.11% URBAN

647 23.03% URBAN

117 26.50% URBAN

116 52.59% URBAN

22 40.91% RURAL

38 28.95% RURAL

39 15.38% URBAN

235 16.17% URBAN

291 18.56% URBAN

467 23.13% URBAN

73 28.77% URBAN

169



Appendix 2
Exemplar school budget calculation

School Name: Xxxxxxx

Job Seekers Allowance FTE Pupils 0.00

School Type: Controlled Primary School Job Seekers Allowance FTE %

School Code: Xxxx Free School Meal Pupils 16.00

DE Reference Number: xxx-xxxx Free School Meal % 25.00%

(A) AGE WEIGHTED PUPILS UNITS

AWPU Cash Value £1,966.16 (for a weighting of 1.0)

Actual Pupil Nos Oct

2007

Weightings AWPU

Totals Funds Allocated £

Nursery Class Part-time 0.00 0.895 0.00 0

Nursery Class Full-time 0.00 1.35 0.00 0

Reception 0.00 1.04 0.00 0.00

Year 1 5.00 1.04 5.20 10,224

Year 2 12.00 1.04 12.48 24,538

Year 3 7.00 1.04 7.28 14,314

Year 4 5.00 1.04 5.20 10,224

Year 5 11.00 1.04 11.44 22,493

Year 6 13.00 1.04 13.52 26,582

Year 7 11.00 1.04 11.44 22,493

Special Unit Primary Years 1-7 0.00 0.78 0.00 0

Total Pupil AWPU Funding 64.00 66.56 130,868
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OTHER FUNDING Number of

Units/ Band

Funding

per Unit £

Premises By Area 702.79 8.30

Pupil Related 64.00 120.26

Nursery TSN Class Social Deprivation 0.00 628.79

Primary TSN Social Deprivation 16.00 321.35

SEN-Free School Meals 16.00 195.92

SEN-Warnock Factor 11.52 235.68

Small Schools Support Factor 64.00 Assessed

Teachers Salary Protection 3.00 44,467

Sports Factor -

Banding

64.00 0.38

Irish-medium - Curriculum Materials 0.00 108.14

Irish-medium - Lump Sum Allocation 0.00 39,195

Service Children 0.00 393.23

Traveller Children 0.00 983.08

EAL Children 0.00 983.08

Special Unit Lump Sum 0.00 3,000

Total Other Funding

(C) Total OFF Allocation(Sections A & B)

Funds Allocated £

5,830

7,697

0

5,484

3,135

2,715

46,367

3,210

950

0

0

0

0

0

0

75,387

£206,254
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Appendix 3

The calculation of TSN allowances in Northern Ireland Primary Schools

This DENI document explains how TSN allowances are calculated.

TSN in primary schools

3.22 Social Deprivation Element

In the primary sector, funding under the social deprivation element will be distributed on an 

incremental basis as the proportion of children entitled to free school meals at a school 

increases. The Department will obtain details of the numbers of pupils in individual schools 

identified as being entitled to free school meals (FSME) from the annual census return.

Funding allocations for individual schools will depend on the percentage of FSME pupils 

enrolled in the school. The number of FSME pupils enrolled at each school will be expressed as 

a percentage of the overall children enrolled in the school (FSME %).

3.23 Each year, the Department will determine two percentage values and these will be used to set 

three Funding Bands. The two percentage values will be determined as follows:

• the profile of all FSME pupils in all primary schools will be examined and an average 

percentagevalue will be set; and,

• schools with above average percentages will be examined and a "mid percentage 

value" equivalent to the middle point of schools with above average FSME % will be 

set.
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3.24 Following the setting of the two percentage values, funding will be allocated using 

three bands:

• a baseline BAND 1 for all FSME pupils numbers within a primary school at or below the 

average FSME percentage value;

• BAND 2 for all FSME pupils within a primary school who lie above the average 

percentage value up to and including the mid percentage value; and,

• BAND 3 for all FSME pupils within a primary school above the mid percentage value.

3.25 The following diagram illustrates the funding Bands that will be to applied to each 

school for those pupils which fall into the relevant % band.
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All Primary schools sorted by FreeSchool Meal percentages

Band 3

Mid Percentage Value

>•

Band 2

Average Percentage Value ^

Figure 2

For example a Primary school whose total percentage of FSME pupils places it in the 

highest Banding (Band 3), will receive funding at Band 1 for all pupils up to the 

average, at Band 2 for its pupils above the average but below the mid-percentage value 

and receive funding for the remainder of its cohort at Band 3. Annex G provides details 

of the percentages and cash values for each Band in this financial, year along with 

illustrative examples of the above arrangements.
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3.26 Educational Need Element

The educational need element within formula funding is aimed at addressing educational 

underachievement and low attainment. It is designed to assist schools in addressing the extra 

support required by pupils performing below the expected level for their age. Within the 

primary sector, funding under the educational need element will be distributed using two 

indicators of need. Part of the funding will be distributed on the basis of a Warnock-type 

factor and part on the basis of the number of pupils entitled to free school meals. Funding for 

individual schools will be allocated as follows:

• Warnock-type Factor - 18% of the pupils enrolled in a primary/infant school (excluding 

pupils in special or nursery class units) will attract a fixed cash value.

• Free School Meals - pupils entitled to free school meals will attract a fixed cash value.

Aanex G provides details of the cash values currently applied and illustrative examples 

of the above arrangements.

Annex G

Primary Schools

Funding is distributed under the Social Deprivation and Educational Need elements of the TSN 

Factor.
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Social Deprivation

All Primary Schools

Average FSME % 19.37%

Mid-pointFSME % 31.42%

Total funding distributed £11,264,870

Weighted FSME bandings for Primary Schools

Band Weight % JSA/IS Cash value

1 1.00 up to 19.37% £310.18

2 1.25 up to 31.42% £387.72

3 2.00 above 31.42% £620.36

EXAMPLE 1
A Primary school has a total pupil count of 100, with 18 pupils entitled to free school meals (18.00%). 

The school will be allocated funding as follows:

Band FSME % FSME pupils Cash value Funding

1 18.00% x 100 18.00 x 310.18 = £5,583

Total funding £5,583

EXAMPLE 2

A Primary school has a total pupil count of 120, with 30 pupils entitled to free school meals (25.00%). 

The school will receive allocations for those pupils up to the average percentage as well as funding 

for the proportion of pupils above the average percentage as set out in Band 2. The school will be 

allocated funding as follows:
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Band FSME % FSME pupils Cash value Funding

1 19.37% x 120 23.24 x £310.18 = £7,209

2 5.63% x 120 6.76 x £387.72 = £2,621

Totals 25.00% 30.00 Total funding £9,830

EXAMPLES

A Primary school has a total pupil count of 200, with 110 pupils entitled to free school meals 

(55.00%). This school will receive funding for FSME pupils across the three Bands as follows:

Band FSME % FSME pupils Cash value Funding

1 19.37% x 200 38.74 X £310.18 = £12,016

2 12.05% x 200 24.10 X £387.72 = £9,344

3 23.58% x 200 47.16 X £620.36 = £29,256

Totals 55.00% 110.00
£50,616

Total funding

Educational Need

Funding under this element is distributed partly on the basis of pupils entitled to free school meals 

and partly on the basis of a Warnock-type factor.
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All Primary Schools

Funding per unweighted FSME pupils £189.11

Funding per pupil based on the Warnock Factor £227.49

Total funding distributed £12,182,101

EXAMPLE

A Primary school has a total enrolment of 250 pupils including 10 pupils in a Special Unit. It 

has 35 pupils entitled to free school meals. The school will be allocated funding as follows:

a) Funding based on FSME

FSME pupils FSME cash value

35 x £189.11 = £6,619

b) Funding based on Warnock Factor

Total mainstream pupils
Warnock Pupils for Warnock Factor cash

Factor % funding value

240 18% 43.20 x £227.49 = £9,828

Total for Educational Need (a + b) £16,447
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Appendix 4

Letters to principals

Letter to principals requesting InCAS data.

Dear ,

I am involved at present in doctoral level study at Queen's University Belfast. This work concerns the 

effects that poverty and social disadvantage have on children in primary schools. As part of this work 

I wish to collect some of the InCAS data which was gathered last October for children in Yr 5. If you 

are able to help in this process it should take no more than 10 minutes of your time. Instructions for 

collecting these data are included with this letter.

I have obtained permission from the Department of Education and from CEA to approach schools for 

these data which belong to the individual school.

Confidentiality will be maintained at all times and no school, pupil or teacher will be identified as a 

result of this research, I simply wish to use the data collected to compare the performance of 

children who are entitled to Free School Meals(FSM) with those who are not. The information 

obtained will not be made available to anyone else or used for any other purpose.

To improve the trustworthiness of this work I require as high a response as possible from schools 

and whilst I cannot offer any financial inducements or chances to win a free holiday I can assure you 

that I will be grateful for your help and will provide a summary of the findings to anyone who 

requests them.

If you require any further information please feel free to contact me on the Tel. No. or e-mail 

address above.

Thank you

Davy Stinson
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Instructions for getting InCAS information

No school, teacher or pupil will be identified in this research

(This whole process should take no more than 10 minutes)

(You will need a list of children in last year's Yr 5 who were/are entitled to Free School meals, your 

school's InCAS username and password, a pen and a pair of scissors.)

1. Go to the InCAS home page. Available at 

http://www.cemcentre.org/RenderPage.asp?LinklD=11310000 or simply Google 

incasproject (no spaces) and follow the first link - InCAS Home Page.( if a survey form 

appears click Cancel Survey)

2. At the top of the page double click INCAS+ LOGIN.

3. Enter your username and password as supplied by InCAS for your school. Double click 

Submit.

4. Go to Results/Analysis. Double click Feedback Form.

5. The Feedback Form page should now appear. Under Feedback Type make sure the Version is 

NI2007/8. Double click Custom Feedback.

6. At Custom Feedback Level click on the arrow to the right of pupil and select Class from the 

menu. Click GO.

7. At Class Level Feedback ensure Version is NI2007/8 and click GO.

8. At Select a class you should select your Yr 5 class. Click GO

9. At Select an Assessment, ensure Achievement appears in the menu box and double click the 

third option - Class Scores Table. (NOT Class Scores Chart)
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10. SAVE the file. My documents should open, click SAVE. OPEN the file. ENABLE MACROS. Print 

the resulting page.

11. On the printed sheet, identify pupils who are entitled to a Free School Meal (FSM) with an 

asterisk. Please write your school name below the table to enable me to know who has 

replied. Next cut off the names of pupils, class details etc to ensure anonymity. You should 

end up with something similar to the list below. (Obviously you may have more or less pupils 

in your list and asterisks may be in different places!)

Actual

Age

Yrs:Mths

Age Equivalent

YrsiMths

Reading

Age Equivalent

Yrs:Mths

Maths

8.9 5.9 8.7

8.9 10.6 9.7

•*8.10 5.7 6.8

8.7 7.8 7.4

^9.2 11.5 12.0

8.8 9.6 9.5

Close that window. DO NOT SAVE changes. Close Excel. Close next small window and you 

should return to Select an Assessment. Click the arrow to the right of Achievement. Select 

Developed Ability.(Some schools do not have this option available.llf you do not have 

Developed Ability data available for your school please send Achievement data only as this

will be extremely useful.

12. Double click Class Scores Table. SAVE the file. My Documents should open, click SAVE. OPEN 

the file. ENABLE MACROS.
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13. Again print off the resulting page - write the school name below the table - remove all 

identifying information and indicate with an asterisk the FSM pupils. What you send me 

should look something like the list below. (Again, you may have more or less pupils in your 

list and asterisks may be in different places.)

Actual Age Equivalent

Age Yrs:Mths

Yrs:Mths

Developed Ability

8.9 7.9

8.9 11.7

4^ 8.10 8.9

8.7 9.8

* 9.2 10.3

8.8 8.8

8.11 7.9

Please send the table (or tables) to me in the return envelope provided 

Thank you for your help in this work. Hopefully it may be of some benefit to children in the future.
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Follow up letter:

Dear Principal,

In June I wrote to schools asking for InCAS data for a study which I am conducting into how poverty 

impacts on pupils. I have already had many replies to this and thank those of you who have taken 

the time to respond. Obviously I need as complete a picture as possible to enable me to carry out 

this work and I would ask you if possible to take the 10 minutes (or less!!) to send me your data. I 

intend to only use data received by 10thOctober so it would be very useful if I could have your data 

by that date.

Once again I wish to stress that confidentiality will be maintained at all times and no school, pupil or 

teacher will be identified as a result of this research, I simply wish to use the data collected to 

compare the performance of children who are entitled to Free School Meals(FSM) with those who 

are not. The information obtained will not be made available to anyone else or used for any other 

purpose. I have obtained permission from the Department of Education and from CEA to approach 

schools for these data which belong to the individual school.

As a teaching principal myself, I realise that this is a busy time of year but I would be extremely 

grateful if you could take a short time to provide the data to help me with this work help me with 

this work.

Thank you,

Davy Stinson
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Interview Letter

Dear

I am involved at present in a doctoral study with Queens University Belfast into factors which 

influence children's chances of success in education. As principal of a rural primary school for almost 

30 years I have a particular interest in rural schools and have chosen to carry out this work in rural 

settings. I have already gathered some quantitative data on rural school children's performance 

(which incidentally, though not the purpose of this survey, shows little difference between their 

performance and that of children in larger more urban schools.)

This part of the work is now complete, but in addition to this I wish to speak to principals of some 

rural schools. Your school is one that has been randomly chosen for this work. I have already 

trialled some of these interviews with principals of some schools in Fermanagh and Tyrone and the 

interviews have taken between 20 and 45 minutes. The interviews, which are of course totally 

voluntary, are taped so that I can analyse responses to the issues raised - the recordings will not be 

heard by anyone other than myself and all information will be confidential and only shared with 

Prof. Tony Gallagher QUB or Dr John Milliken QUB who are supervising the project. No teacher, 

school or pupil will be identified in the final report and all data relating to it will be destroyed within 

6 months of the end of the project.

I hope to be in touch with you by phone in the next few days to establish whether or not you would 

be prepared to participate in this research and hopefully to arrange interviews in the period Monday 

1st February and Friday 12th February 2010.

Yours sincerely,
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Appendix 5

Interview Schedule

Due to the semi-structured nature of the interviews this schedule should be seen as a guide 

and aide-memoir only. For the convenience of the reader the main headings and areas to be 

covered have been highlighted. Views of participants were sought in all these areas. Although 

some sections and questions were read verbatim, at other points there are reminders to the 

interviewer of areas that might be discussed and these subjects may not have been raised at 

all at this point in the interview as they had already been highlighted by the interviewee 

earlier or perhaps the interviewee had raised some other area which it was important to 

pursue. Diagrams, tables of figures and the line which was used for participants to indicate 

their own socio-economic status as a child were presented on separate sheets of paper.

Introduction

(Verbatim to all)

I am carrying out research into reasons why some children succeed in school and others do not. I 

chose to talk to a number of school principals in rural schools because of their significant teaching 

and managerial experience. I felt that they would be in a good position to comment.

Obviously your participation in this interview is entirely voluntary. I hope I don't ask you any 

questions that you do not wish to answer but if I do please tell me and we can terminate the 

interview or leave that question out. My purpose in being here is to carry out educational research 

not to embarrass or cause offence in any way!!
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I will be recording the interview and I might make a few notes as we go along to help me to clarify 

some issues and to ensure that I cover all the points I want to cover. All interview materials, notes, 

recordings etc will be destroyed within 6 months of the completion of the project.

As I have already explained to you in my letter, all reporting of this research will be such as to ensure 

anonymity of respondents and no school nor individual will be identified.

Are you happy that we continue the interview?

Questions/Areas

Factors which influence academic performance

The first question is what do you see as the main factors affecting children's academic performance 

in schools? (Verbatim to all)

Social Disadvantage in rural settings / Education and social disadvantage

Provided poverty, social disadvantage or a related term has not been used and no discussion of the 

issue has already taken place, the following question will be used.

One of the major factors that has been suggested as having a major impact on children's academic 

success, or lack of it is their economic status. Do you feel that there is a child or children in your 

school who are suffering the effects if poverty?

Other possible questions as appropriate:
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How many? How do you judge that? Is there a particular place where poverty is concentrated?

Do you think that poverty has a significant impact on children's academic success?

What are the particular problems of poor families in your area that cause this? 

Areas that might be addressed in this part of the interview:

Access (Services, broadband, shops, transport),

Housing (Room, Place to do school work).

Cost of living,

Diet,

Food poverty,

Fuel poverty,

Low level of wages (Poor conditions, long hours),

Low level of benefits,

Non uptake of benefits,

Poor health,

Shorter life expectancy,

Social isolation (hopelessness),

Higher cost of living/ borrowing,

Teenage pregnancy,
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Domestic violence,

Suicide,

Obesity.

Have poorer parents a more positive/ a less positive attitude to school?

Do poorer children have a lack of any resources that the more affluent have?

Possible areas to mention - books, crayons, outings, computers.

Do you have any families who would have problems paying for school dinners, uniforms, trips?

Discuss status deficits - phones/ toys/ clothes.

Single parent families

Mention that single parent families have increased in the past 4 decades - 1973 = 1:16 

2006 = 1:3

Are single parent families more likely to be in poverty?

Is there a stigma?
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Cultural/ Social Capital

Explain briefly.

Do you think this matters? Are there any examples you can give me?

Language

Do you think that less affluent children have more difficulty with language than other

children? If so - Why do you think this is the case.

Parental attitudes/ Expectations

Do you think that there is any difference in attitudes towards schooling or education

amongst the parents of the less affluent children? (if this has not been discussed above)

Context
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Does being the only, or one of few poor children in the class make things worse or better?

Or is the poor child in a better position when most of their classmates are also poor?

Introduction of quantitative data

Explain the background to the initial work. The methodology and measures used.

Present findings of the earlier work. (The diagrams below were all used and explained as

necessary. Each area - Reading, Maths and BPVS on separate sheets. Information on

secondary schools was presented also.)
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14

Frequency

FSM

12

10

Mean = 90.2 
Std. Dev. = 16.485 
N = 41

60 80 100

BPVS Quotient
120 140



Not FSM

Frequency

BPVS Quotient

Mean = 99.05 
Std. Dev. = 10.982 
N = 61

In receipt Free

School Meals Mean N Std. Deviation

FSM 90.20 41 16.485

Not FSM 99.05 61 10.982

Total 95.49 102 14.082

BPVS Quotient
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FSM

Mean = 91.9 
Std. Dev = 12.255 
N = 41

Reading Quotient
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Not FSM

Mean = 101.69 
Std. Dev. = 10.928 
N = 61

Reading Quotient

Reading Quotient

In receipt Free

School Meals Mean N Std. Deviation

FSM 92 41 12.3

Not FSM 102 61 11.0

Total 98 102 12.4
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FSM

Mean = 91.76 
Std. Dev. = 15.58 
N = 41

Mathmatics Quotient
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Not FSM

Mean = 109.26 
Std. Dev. = 14.56 
N = 61

100 110 120

Mathmatics Quotient

In receipt Free

School Meals N Mean Std. Deviation
Std. Error

Mean

FSM 41 92 15.580 2.433

Not FSM 61 109 14.560 1.864

Mathematics Quotient
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100.0%

80 0%

60.0%

Percent

40.0%

20.0%

0.0%

Secondary School Grammar School

In receipt Free 
School Meals

□ FSM
□ Not FSM

Second Level School

Following presentation of these data, the InCAS data were presented as below and each table 

explained.
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MA

FSM Mean N

Std.

Deviation

Not FSM 108 623 17.6

FSM 101 168 19.7

TOTAL 107 791 18.4

RA

FSM Mean N

Std.

Deviation

Not FSM 106 622 23.5

FSM 96 170 22.1

TOTAL 104 792 23.5
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DA

FSM Mean N

Std.

Deviation

Not FSM 108 162 23.2

FSM 94 77 22.1

TOTAL 104 239 23.8

(At this point discussion took place wherein interviewer explained his surprise at the results in his 

own school and that following this initial finding not so surprised by InCAS results which were 

collected later.)

Views on generalizability of these findings.

Do you think this might be replicated in your setting?

Again the following areas might be explored:

How do you think poverty might be adversely impacting on pupils?

What particular problems would poor families in your catchment area have?

Why do you think a link between poverty and low attainment exists?

Funding
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Verbatim to all:

I want to talk to you about funding that some schools get to help alleviate the effects of

social deprivation. Does your school receive any funding for this?

How is this money used?

TSN funding / Extended Schools funding (as appropriate)

Training

I would like to ask you about particular training that you have received in dealing with the issue of 

poverty or social deprivation. What particular training have you received on how to close the 

achievement gap between disadvantaged children and others? Have you attended any dedicated in- 

service courses in this area? How useful did you find it? How much attention was paid to the 

education of socially deprived children in your initial training?

Benchmarking Data

How useful do you find these data in helping you to overcome the effects of social disadvantage in 

your school?

School or Societal Problem
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There are those who would suggest that if schools were better we could overcome the problems 

created by poverty - there are those who say that schools cannot do this the problem is too great 

for us to deal with. I wonder if you have any comment to make?

Participants own socio-economic status as a child

(Verbatim to all) Thanks for that. There is one final section of a few brief questions. I would like you 

to take a look at this line. The line is a representation of individual families' position in a school as 

determined by their economic status and you can probably identify families in your own school who 

are at this end of the scale and some who are at this end (indicate the two extremes. Pause.).

What I would like you to do is to reflect back on the primary school you attended as a pupil and think 

about other people who were at school with you. Can you identify people at each end of this scale 

during your own time as a primary school pupil? Would you feel happy to indicate where you were 

yourself on this line?

Least Most

Affluent Affluent

At this point if participants indicate that they were from the less affluent end of the line 

discussion as to their memories of their own education to take place. Points to be 

covered to include how they account for their own academic success given their 

economic status and whether this status had any positive or negative effects in terms of 
the issues covered in the interview including status defects, resources, social capital. 
Concluding remarks and thank participants.
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Appendix 6

Single school data

This Appendix sets out the data gathered in my own school and used to stimulate discussion 

in the interviews. All the graphical representations below (Figs 1-10) were used and detail of 

what they represented was explained to respondents in the interviews. Also included for the 

information of the reader is some further clarification of the data used in the original study.

Information for the reader

The data in this study were gathered over a number of years from 102 children near the end of their 

final year in the primary school in which I work. It was gathered as a matter of routine in line with 

the school's assessment policy and normally used to make some judgements about the success or 

otherwise of teaching and learning in the school.

The data used were as follows: The children's verbal ability score was determined using the British 

Picture Vocabulary Scale (BPVS). Several authorities have reported a close correlation between 

vocabulary tests of this kind and IQ scores including Wechsler, (1974, p74) who found that 'the 

vocabulary subtest scores correlated more closely with Full Scale IQ than any other sub test'. More 

recently McCormick et al. (1994) reported that the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, of which the 

BPVS can be said to be a British derivation, was the best predictor of cognitive ability in young 

children. A Reading Quotient for each child was obtained by use of the Young Cloze Test and a 

Mathematics Quotient was established by the NFER Maths 11 Test. Reliability and Validity data for 

the BPVS are reported in Dunn et al. (1997), for the reading test in Young (1982) and for the NFER 

maths test in Flagues and Courtenay(1994).

For the purposes of the original piece of work, the children's eligibility for FSM was ascertained and 

compared with performance on the measures used. The children's placement in Secondary or 

Grammar school was identified and also compared with FSM status.
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BPVS Scores

The most striking finding here was that 44% of the FSM children had scores below 85, and only 20% 

had scores in excess of 100. As can be seen from Fig. 1 below, this produced a distribution that was 

negatively skewed.

FSM

14

Frequency

Mean = 90.2 
Std. Dev. = 16.485 
N = 41

BPVS Quotient

Fig 1

In the non FSM group only 5% of the children had scores below 85 and 46% had scores exceeding 

100. As can be seen Fig Sindicates that this group followed a much more normal curve of 

distribution. A simple comparison of the mean scores for the two groups shows that there was
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almost 9 points of a discrepancy between the two groups with the FSM children having a mean score 

of 90.

Frequency

Not FSM

Mean = 99.05 
Std. Dev. = 10.982 
N = 61

BPVS Quotient

Fig 2
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In receipt Free

School Meals Mean N Std. Deviation

FSM 90.20 41 16.485

Not FSM 99.05 61 10.982

Total 95.49 102 14.082

Fig 3

Use of these data in interviews

The three tables above (Figs 1, 2 and 3) were presented on one sheet in the interviews and the data 

discussed with the respondents. In the case of the reading scores below and the maths scores the 

data were presented in the same way, ie Figs 4, 5 and 6 were used for reading and Figs 7, 8 and 9 

were used for maths scores. The graph at Fig 10 was also used in the interviews

Reading Scores

The reading scores produced similar and somewhat less encouraging results as, not only were the 

lower scores of the FSM children replicated on this measure, but the gap between the mean scores 

of the FSM and non FSM groups actually widened slightly. In this case, at the lower end of the 

range, 27% of the FSM children had quotients below 85. At the upper end of the range 22% of the 

FSM group had a score above 100 but 62% of the non FSM group had scores above 100 and only 8% 

had scores below 85. These figures produced a negatively skewed distribution for the FSM children 

as can be seen from Fig 4 and a positively skewed distribution for non FSM (see Fig 5). The mean 

scores (Fig6) not only produced a greater difference between FSM and Non FSM but FSM children 

were now falling further behind the group average than in the B.P.V.S data.
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FSM

Mean = 91.9 
Std. Dev. = 12.255 
N = 41

Reading Quotient

Fig 4
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Not FSM

Mean = 101.69 
Std. Dev. = 10.928 
N = 61

Reading Quotient

Fig 5

Reading Quotient

In receipt Free

School Meals Mean N Std. Deviation

FSM 92 41 12.3

Not FSM 102 61 11.0

Total 98 102 12.4

Fig 6
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Mathematics Scores

Turning now to the mathematical data; the situation here for FSM children was even worse. First, 

taking scores below 85, 37% of FSM children fell into this category whereas only 5% of non FSM 

children were in this group. At average and above (>100) the FSM children on this measure at first 

appear to do quite well with 29% of them represented here, yet this is where the greatest contrast 

in the two groups appears, for 74% of the non FSM children have scores above 100. As one would 

expect from these figures this area produces the greatest difference (17.5), between the mean 

scores of any of the three measures used. (See Fig 9) Again not surprisingly the graphs show a 

strong negative skew for FSM children and a positive skew for non FSM children.

FSM

Mean = 91.76 
Std. Dev. = 15.58 
N = 41

Mathmatics Quotient

Fig 7
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Not FSM

Mean = 109.26 
Std. Dev. = 14.56 
N = 61

Mathmatics Quotient

Fig 8

Mathematics Quotient

In receipt Free
School Meals N Mean Std. Deviation

Std. Error
Mean

FSM 41 92 15.580 2.433

Not FSM 61 109 14.560 1.864

Fig 9
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Second Level School

40.2% of the children in this sample were eligible for FSM. This figure is considerably above the 

Education and Library Board average of 26.4% but interestingly, given the fact that public exam 

results seem not to favour the disadvantaged, 40.2% (the same figure) actually attained a Grammar 

school place by getting an A or B1 or B2 grade which grades were, in the area concerned in these 

years, sufficient to gain a Grammar school place.

What is most interesting about this was that only 35% of all children were awarded these grades due 

to the marking system in the Transfer Test so, despite having a higher than average number of FSM 

children, this group actually had an above average result in the Transfer Test. Yet, a closer analysis 

of the figures makes clear that there was certainly a problem, for, when the two groups, FSM and 

Non FSM, are separated a much bleaker picture emerges which seems to support Gallagher's (2001) 

contention about the particular effects of disadvantage in Northern Ireland and certainly seems to 

indicate that Gardner and Cowan's findings on the prospects of FSM candidates are borne out by 

this group. When the figures for each group are examined separately, the vast majority (85%) of 

FSM children went to Secondary School and 57% of Non FSM children went to Grammar School. The 

graph below shows these figures more clearly.
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100.0%

80.0%

60.0%

Percent

40.0%

20.0%

0.0%

In receipt Free 
School Meals

□ FSM
□ Not FSM

Fig 10
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Appendix 7

Exemplar School Data

The data below are an example of the type of information supplied to schools. The first part of the 

document is general information issued to all schools,(Benchmarking data) the second part contains 

individual school data (Spring pack). Some figures and other information have been changed to 

ensure confidentiality.

Part 1

Benchmarking Data 

Primary Schools 

2009\10
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Benchmarking Data

Primary Schools

2009/2010
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INDEX

Tables Page No.

Northern Ireland averages 2009/10 2

Gomparative Data 3

Primary Schools: Key Stage 1 by Free School Meal bands

Percentage of children achieving level 2 and above and level 3 and above 5-6

Primary Schools: Key Stage 2 by Free School Meal bands

Percentage of children achieving level 4 and above and level 5 and above 7-8
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BENCHMARKING: NORTHERN IRELAND AVERAGES 2009/10

Headline Indicator English Maths

% of pupils achieving level 2 or above in

Key stage 1 teacher assessments
94.3 95.1

% of pupils achieving level 3 or above in

Key stage 1 teacher assessments
41.4 47.5

% of pupils achieving level 4 or above in

Key stage 2 teacher assessments
81.4 82.5

% of pupils achieving level 5 or above in

Key stage 2 teacher assessments
30.9 41.8
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BENCHMARKING: COMPARATIVE DATA 2009/10

Guidance on interpreting the tables

Individual schools are not identified in the data. The tables have been constructed using the 

following method:

• Schools have been grouped together according to the proportion of pupils entitled to free 

school meals.

• Within each group the school results have been ranked from the lowest performing school to 

the highest.

• The data within each table is presented in terms of:

lower quartile 

median 

upper quartile 

95th percentile

• The lower quartile figures in each line of a table are the actual results of the school which was a 

quarter of the way up the scale, i.e. the results achieved or bettered by 75% of schools in the 

group.

• The median figures are the actual results of the school in the middle of the scale, i.e. the results 

achieved or bettered by 50% of schools in the group.

• The upper quartile figures are the actual results of the school three quarters of the way up the 

scale, i.e. the results achieved or bettered by 25% of schools in the group.

• The 95th percentile figures are the actual results of the school 95% of the way up the scale, i.e. 

the results achieved or bettered by the top 5% of schools in the group.
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You may also find the following (fictional) example useful in understanding how the benchmarking 

data have been calculated.

■Example

A. primary school has 15% Free School Meals eligibility, and 78% of their pupils achieved level 4 and 

above in Key Stage Two Assessments in English. To compare their result in this indicator, the school 

would look at the table with 0-19.99% Free School Meal band. It has been partly reproduced below:

Key Stage Two: Percentage of Children achieving level 4 and above

Schools with 10 — 19.99% of children entitled to free school meals (238 schools):-

Lower guar tile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English
Mathematics

100.0

The school has a result of 
78.0% - this places it 
between the median and 
lower quartile of results 
of school’s in the same 
FSM band.

The top 25% of school’s 
in this FSM band achieve 
at least 90.9% - this 
could form the basis of a 
target for the school, with 
78.0% currently 
achieving.

The median is the middle 
value when all the results are 
ranked in ascending order. In 
this example, the 119th school 
has a result of 81.8%, higher 
than the school’s result of 
78.0%.
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BENCHMARKING

Key Stage One: Percentage of Children achieving level 2 and above 

Free School Meal Bands

Schools with 0 — 9.99% of children entitled to free school meals (301 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile OS'1' Percentile
English 95.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mathematics 96.2 100.0 100.0 100.0

Schools with 10 — 19.99% of children entitled to free school meals (260 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 90.0 97.4 100.0 100.0
Mathematics 91.7 100.0 100.0 100.0

Schools with 20 — 29.99% of children entitled to free school meals (146 schools): -

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 87.5 93.6 100.0 100.0
Mathematics 87.5 94.7 100.0 100.0

Schools with 30 — 39.99% of children endtled to free school meals (60 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 86.7 94.1 100.0 100.0
Mathematics 88.2 95.2 100.0 100.0

Schools with 40 — 49.99° o of children entitled to free school meals (40 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 84.6 95.2 100.0 100.0
Mathematics 87.5 93.2 100.0 100.0

Schools with 50 — 59.99% of children entitled to free school meals (31 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 79.3 88.0 97.1 100.0
Mathematics 77.3 88.9 100.0 100.0

Schools with 60+'Vo of children entitled to free school meals (22 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95tii Percentile
English 81.3 96.4 100.0 100.0
Mathematics 75.0 93.8 100.0 100.0
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BENCHMARKING

Key Stage One: Percentage of Children achieving level 3 and above 

free School Meal Bands

Schools with 0 — 9.99% of children entitled to free school meals (301 schools)

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile OS'1' Percentile
English 33.3 46.2 62.5 85.2
Mathematics 33.3 52.9 67.9 87.4

Schools with 10 — 19.99% of children entitled to free school meals (260 schools): -

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95lh Percentile
English 29.0 39.1 50.0 67.2
Mathematics 33.3 45.2 56.3 75.0

Schools with 20 — 29.99% of children entitled to free school meals (146 schools): -

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 20.0 33.3 44.0 62.5
Mathematics 25.0 40.0 52.9 75.0

Schools with 30 — 39.99% of children entitled to free school meals (60 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95,h Percentile
English 21.2 34.2 46.7 61.8
Mathematics 25.0 36.7 53.8 68.8

Schools with 40 — 49.99% of children entitled to free school meals (40 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 14.3 25.0 33.3 51.4
Mathematics 23.5 33.3 40.0 50.0

Schools with 50 — 59.99% of children entitled to free school meals (31 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95tl' Percentile
English 5.3 27.0 42.2 53.3
Mathematics 5.3 27.6 40.0 55.6

Schools with 60+% of children entitled to free school meals (22 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 0.0 19.1 31.4 50.0
Mathematics 0.0 18.8 33.3 50.0
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BENCHMARKING

Key Stage Two: Percentage of Children achieving level 4 and above 

Free School Meal Bands

Schools with 0 — 9.99% of children entitled to free school meals (299 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95'h Percentile
English 82.1 90.0 96.5 100.0
Mathematics 83.3 90.9 97.0 100.0

Schools with 10 — 19.99% of children entitled to free school meals (260 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 75.0 84.6 92.6 100.0
Mathematics 78.6 85.7 93.6 100.0

Schools with 20 — 29.99% of children entitled to free school meals (146 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 72.7 80.0 88.9 100.0
Mathematics 73.2 80.0 88.5 100.0

Schools with 30 — 39.99% of children entitled to free school meals (59 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 64.3 78.3 87.1 100.0
Mathematics 667 79.4 87.5 100.0

Schools with 40 — 49.99% of children entitled to free school meals (40 schools):-

Lower quartile Median LTpper quartile 95* Percentile
English 57.5 66 7 81.8 95.8
Mathematics 59.4 70.0 77.8 92.9

Schools with 50 — 59.99% of children entitled to free school meals (31 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95'h Percentile
English 50.0 64.5 73.9 85.7
Mathematics 55.6 66.7 76.5 90.0

Schools with 60+'Vo of children entitled to free school meals (22 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 40.0 62.1 71.4 85.7
Mathematics 42.9 67.9 83.3 100.0
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BENCHMARKING

Key Stage Two: Percentage of Children achieving level 5 and above 

Tree School Meal Bands

Schools with 0 - 9.99% of children entitled to free school meals (299 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 25.0 35.7 47.2 67.4
Mathematics 36.0 50.0 63.8 82.4

Schools with 10 — 19.99% of children entitled to free school meals (260 schools): -

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 17.6 30.8 40.5 57.1
Mathematics 31.8 42.3 50.0 66.7

Schools with 20 — 29.99% of children entitled to free school meals (146 schools): -

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95,h Percentile
English 15.8 24.4 33.3 47.2
Mathematics 25.0 34.6 45.2 66.7

Schools with 30 — 39.99% of children entitled to free school meals (59 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 12.5 22.2 33.3 47.8
Mathematics 20.0 33.3 44.4 62.5

Schools with 40 — 49.99% of children entitled to free school meals (40 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95,h Percentile
English 0.0 12.5 22.7 417
Mathematics 10.0 23.3 31.3 47.7

Schools with 50 — 59.99% of children entitled to free school meals (31 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 0.0 6.5 20.0 33.3
Mathematics 3.4 13.6 28.6 41.7

Schools with 60+% of children entitled to free school meals (22 schools):-

Lower quartile Median Upper quartile 95th Percentile
English 0.0 0.0 13.3 26.2
Mathematics 0.0 5.6 24.3 34.4
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Appendix 7 
Exemplar School Data 

(Spring Pack) (Benchmarking Data)

Enrolment 51

Enrolment Band 1

Reception 0
Full-Time Nursery 0
Part-Time Nursery 0

Year 1 6
Year 2 7
Year 3 8
Year 4 5
Year5 12
Year 6 7
Year 7 6

KS1 & KS2 Enrolment 51

Total Enrolment 51

Free School Meal pupils 20
% Free School Meal pupils 39.22%
FSM Band 4
Average FSM (04/05 - 10/11) 24.75%

EAL Pupils 0
Pupils from Travelling Community 0
Pupils in Care 0
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Statemented Pupils 1
SEN pupils stage 1-4 11
Total SEN pupils 12
% SEN pupils 23.53%

Attendance 09/10 95.5%
WELB Attendance Ave (09/10) 94.9%

Number of Suspensions (09/10) 0
Number of Pupils Suspended (09/10) 0
% Pupils Suspended (09/10) 0.00%
WELB Ave (09/10) 0.12%

Number of Teachers (09/10) 3.2
Pupil/Teacher Ratio (09/10) 16.9%

Number of Pupils from an NRA (09/10) 0 
% Pupils from an NRA (09/10) 0%

223



Exam Performance 2009/2010
Free School Meal Band 3* (128 schools)

Key Stage 1 English

Level No.
achieving

level

% achieving 
level

Nl FSM 
Benchmark

% Res from 
next quartile

Nl
Average

WELB
Average

2+ 11 100% Upper Quartile 0 94.3% 93.9%
3+ 0 0% Lower Quartile 22.7 41.4% 35.5%

Key Stage 1 Maths

Level No. achieving 
level

% achieving 
level

Nl FSM 
Benchmark

% Res 
from next 
quartile

Nl
Average

WELB
Average

2+ 11 100% Upper Quartile 0 95.1% 94.9%
3+ 0 0% Lower Quartile 28.6 47.4% 41.9%

Key Stage 2 English

Level No. achieving 
level

% achieving 
level

Nl FSM 
Benchmark

% Res 
from next 
quartile

Nl
Average

WELB
Average

4+ 10 90.9% Upper Quartile 9.1 81.4% 81.6%
5+ 3 27.3% Above Median 6 30.9% 29%

Key Stage 2 Maths

Level No. achieving 
level

% achieving 
level

Nl FSM 
Benchmark

% Res 
from next 
quartile

Nl
Average

WELB
Average

4+ 10 90.9% Upper Quartile 9.1 82.5% 82.2%
5+ 2 18.2% Lower Quartile 4.9 41.8% 40.3%

* The school was in FSM Band 3 in 2009/2010
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Exam Performance 2009/2010

Key Stage 1
Total Boys 
Assessed

Number 
Achieving 
Level 2+

% Achieving 
Level 2+

Number 
Achieving 
Level 3+

%
Achieving 
Level 3+

English 8 8 100% 0 0%
Maths 8 8 100% 0 0%

Total Girls 
Assessed

Number 
Achieving 
Level 2+

% Achieving 
Level 2+

Number 
Achieving 
Level 3+

%
Achieving 
Level 3+

English 3 3 100% 0 0%
Maths 3 3 100% 0 0%

Total Pupils 
Assessed

Number 
Achieving 
Level 2+

% Achieving 
Level 2+

Number 
Achieving 
Level 3+

%
Achieving 
Level 3+

English 11 11 100% 0 0%
Maths 11 11 100% 0 0%

Key Stage 2
Total Boys 
Assessed

Number 
Achieving 
Level 4+

% Achieving 
Level 4+

Number 
Achieving 
Level 5+

%
Achieving 
Level 5+

English 8 7 87.5% 2 25%
Maths 8 7 87.5% 1 12.5%

Total Girls 
Assessed

Number 
Achieving 
Level 4+

% Achieving 
Level 4+

Number 
Achieving 
Level 5+

%
Achieving 
Level 5+

English 3 3 100% 1 33.3%
Maths 3 3 100% 1 33.3%

Total Pupils 
Assessed

Number 
Achieving 
Level 4+

% Achieving 
Level 4+

Number 
Achieving 
Level 5+

%
Achieving 
Level 5+

English 11 10 90.9% 3 27.3%
Maths 11 10 90.9% 2 18.2%

Boys Girls
% Achieving % Achieving

Nl WELB Nl WELB

Key Stage One 
Teacher
Assessments

Level 2 or above English
Mathematics

92.3
94.1

91.7
93.7

96.4
96.1

96.3
96

Level 3 or above English 35 29 48 42.4
Mathematics 47.1 40.9 47.8 42.9

Key Stage Two 
Teacher
Assessments

Level 4 or above English
Mathematics

77.1
81

77.4
80.3

85.9
84

85.9
84.2

Level 5 or above English 26 23.7 36 34.3
Mathematics 41 39.4 42.7 41.4
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Key Stage 1 Level 2+

Key Stage 1 Level 3+

2007/2008 2008/20092005/2006 2006/2007 2009/2010

□ English 
■ Maths
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Key Stage 2 Level 4+

Key Stage 2 Level 5+

100

90
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Comparisons 2009/2010 
Key Stage 1 English Level 2+

100.0

SCHOOL 1 SCHOOL 2 SCHOOL 3 SCHOOL 4 YOUR PS

Comparisons 2009/2010 
Key Stage 2 English Level 4+

100.0

80.0 —

SCHOOL 1 SCHOOL 2 SCHOOL 3 SCHOOL 4 YOUR PS
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Comparisons 2009/2010 
Key Stage 1 Maths Level 2+

100.0

SCHOOL 1 SCHOOL 2 SCHOOL 3 SCHOOL 4 YOUR PS

Comparisons 2009/2010 
Key Stage 2 Maths Level 4+

100.0

SCHOOL 1 SCHOOL 2 SCHOOL 3 SCHOOL 4 YOUR PS
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Appendix 8

More detailed investigation of InCAS results

The tables below show each of the three measures with the means broken down for pupils in 

urban/rural schools and of FSM/NonFSM status. There are also three graphs which show the 

relationships: it is very clear from these, that the mean scores are higher for Non FSM pupils, whether 

they are in urban or rural schools, and that there are no interaction effects between the variables.

Urban

Rural

Not FSM

MA FSM Not FSM

Urban 99.05 107.21

Rural 102.01 108.92

Fig 8.1
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RA
108

106

104

102

100

98

96

94

92

90
FSM Not FSM

Urban

Rural

RA FSM Not FSM

Urban 95.59 106.64

Rural 97.26 105.66

Fig 8.2

DA FSM Not FSM

Urban 94.44 107.03

Rural 92.8 109.67

Fig 8.3
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From the data above, it is clear that, in terms of their performance in the InCAS tests, whether a child 

attends an urban or rural school is not significant in any case, but their FSM status is significant in ail 

cases.

The diagram below (Fig.8.1) shows clearly that there is a wide distribution of scores amongst FSM 

children on the measure used, in this case MA, with some of the FSM children scoring highly, albeit 

not as highly as the non FSM children and with a predominance of below average scores.

200-

150~

ioo-

JJ 43

Not FSM

Urban/Rural School
IS Urban 
Cl Rural

Fig 8.4

Explanatory Note. The diagram above, known as a boxplot, has been described as follows:
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The horizontal line in the middle of the box represents the median for the variable. 
The box itself represents the interquartile range or in other words, the middle 50 
percent of the distribution. As such the lower edge of the box represents the first 
quartile and the upper edge the third quartile. The ends of the two whiskers 
protruding from the box represent the lowest and highest values of the distribution 
(barring any outliers and extreme values.) These whiskers, therefore, give a better 
sense of the range of the distribution without it being distorted by any extremes. 
Finally, any outliers and extreme values are indicated individually. (Connolly 2007,
p60)

A broadly similar picture emerges from the work on reading. Once again, in Fig 8.2 which compares 

the RA of the sample group, FSM children's scores are seen to be on average lower than their non 

FSM peers but again there is evidence that some of these FSM children are scoring quite highly.

200-

150-

Not FSM

Urban/Rural School
□ Urban
□ Rural

Fig 8.5
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When the results for DA are examined they produce a slightly different depiction of the nature of 

the problem but once again the disadvantaged position of the FSM pupil in both urban and rural 

environments is clear.

<
D

Not FSM FSM

Urban/Rural School
□ Urban
□ Rural

FSM

Fig 8.6

234



References

Adelmann, L., Middleton, S, and Ashworth, K. (2003) Britain’s Poorest Children, London, 

Save the Children.

Adler, N.W., Boyce, T., Chesney, M. A., Folkman, S. and Syme, S. L. (1993) Sociometric 

inequalities in health: no easy solution. Journal of the American Medical Association, 269, 

pp3140 - 3145

Adler, P.A. and Adler, P. (2001) The Reluctant Respondent in Gubrium, J. F. and Flolstein, J. 

A. (Eds). Handbook of Interview Researc/j. Thousand Oaks. Sage

Alexander, K., Entwhistle, D.R. and Thompson,M.S. (1987) School Performance, Status 

Relations and the Structure of Sentiment. Bringing the Teacher Back In. American 

Sociological Review (52), pp665-682.

Allen, G. (1991) Qualitative Research in Allen, G. and Skinner, C. (Eds) Handbook for 

Research Students in the Social Sciences, London,Falmer.

Angus, L., Snyder, I. & Sutherland-Smith, W. (2004)ICT and educational (dis)advantage: 

families, computers and contemporary social and educational inequalities,fir/YAA Journal of 

Sociology of Education, 25(1), pp3-18

Archbishop’s Commission on Rural Areas (ACORA) (1990) Faith in the Countryside, 

Worthing, Churchman.

235



Association of Teachers and Lecturers (2008) The hidden inequality of the rural idyll. 

Available at:http://www.atl.org.uk/ruralpoverty (Last accessed 23/02/2011)

Atherton J S (2011) Doceo; Language Codes

Available at: http://www.doceo.co.uk/background/lanauage codes.htm ( Last accessed 

19/07/2011)

Bain, GX2()()6)Schools for the Future: Funding, Strategy, Sharing. Available 

at:http://www.deni.gov.uk/strategic-review-of-education-contents-foreword-and- 

summary.pdf(Last accessed 23/02/2011)

Beatty, C. and Fothergill, S. (1997) Labour market detachment in rural England, Rural 

Research Report 40, Salisbury, Rural Development Commission.

Becker, S. (1997) Responding to Poverty. The Politics of Cash and Care, Harlow, Longman.

Beez, W. V. (1970) Influence of Biased Psychological Reports on Teacher Behaviour and 

Pupil Performance in Miles, M. B. and Chartess, W. W.(Eds) Learning in Social Settings, 
Allyn and Bacon.

Bell, A. & Sigsworth, A. (1987) The small rural primary school: A matter of quality, 

London, The Palmer Press

Bell, J. (1993) Doing your research project, (2nd Edition) Buckingham. Open University 

Press

236



Bernstein, B. (1966) Restricted and Elaborated Codes: Their social origins and some 

consequences. American Anthropologist, 66(6), 2.

Bernstein, B. (1977) Class and Pedagogies: Visible and Invisible, in Karabel, J. and Halsey, 

A. H. (Eds) Power and Ideology in Education, Oxford, Oxford University Press.

Biddle, B. J. (2001) Poverty, Ethnicity and Achievement in American Schools, in Biddle, B. 

J. (Ed) Social Class, poverty and Education. Policy and Practice, London, Routledge Palmer.

Bierlein, L. A. (1993) Controversial Issues in Educational Policy, London, Sage.

Blair, T. (1999) Beveridge revisited: A welfare state for the 21st century, in Walker, R. 

{Ed)Ending child poverty: Popular welfare for the 21s1 century, Bristol, Policy Press.

Booth, C. (1892-1897) Labour and life of the people in London, London, MacMillan.

Booth, C. (1903) Life and Labour of the People in London, London, Macmillan.

Bourdieu, P. (1986) The forms of capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.) Handbook of Theory and 

Research for the Sociology of Education (New York, Greenwood), 241-258.

Available at: http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/fr/bourdieu- 
forms-capital.htm (Last accessed 23/7/2011)

Bourdieu, P. (1991) Language and Symbolic Power,Cambridge MA, Polity Press.

237



Brewer, M., Clark, T. and Goodman, A. (2002)77ze Government's Child Poverty Target: How 

Much Progress Has been Made? Commentary No. 88, London, Institute for Fiscal Studies.

Brewer, M. Clark, T and Goodman, A.(2003) What really happened to child poverty in the 

UK under Labour’s first term? The Economic Journal, 113 (June), pp240-257.

Bryman, A. (1998) Quantity and Quality in Social Research, London, Unwin Hayman.

Burke,E. (1748) Editorial on Irish Poverty. Available at:http://praxeology.net/EB-EIP.htm 

(Last accessed 30/11/2008 )

Burtless,G. and Smeeding,T. M.(2001) The Level, Trend and Composition of Poverty, in 

Danziger, S.H. and Haveman, R.H. (Eds) Understanding Poverty, New York, Russell Sage 

Foundation.

Byme, A. (1991) North West Connemara: A Baseline Survey of Poverty, Galway, Corrib 
Printers Ltd.

Cawley, M. (1999) Poverty and Accessibility to Services in the Rural West of Ireland in 

Pringle, D. G, Walsh, J. and Hennessy, M. (Eds) Poor People, Poor Places. A geography of 

Poverty and Deprivation in Ireland, Dublin, Oak Tree Press.

Central Advisory Council for Education (England) (1967) Children and their Primary 

Schools (The Plowden Report) London. H. M. S. O.

238



Chapman, P., Phimster, E., Shucksmith, M, Upward, R. and Vera-Toscano, E. (1998) 

Poverty and Exclusion in Rural Britain: The Dynamics of Low Income and Employment, 

York, York Publishing Services.

Children in Northern Ireland (2007) Written submission to Committee for the Office of the 

First and Deputy First Minister (2007) Interim Report on the Committees ’ Inquiry into Child 

Poverty in Northern Ireland, Belfast, The Stationery Office.

Available at:

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/centre/2007mandate/reports/Report 07_07_08r.htm 

(Last accessed 10 December 2008)

Christie, T. (1990) Monitoring the effectiveness of the National Curriculum: Receiving and 

interpreting feedback,in Brighouse, T. and Moon, B. (Eds) Managing the National 

Curriculum, London, Longman, ppl91-208.

Cloke, P. (1977) An index of rurality for England and Wales, Regional Studies, 11(1), pp 31- 

46.

Cloke, P., Milboume, P. and Thomas, C. (1994) Lifestyles in Rural England, London, Rural 

Development Commission.

Coleman, J. (1987) Families and Schools, Educational Researcher, 16, pp32-38.

Combat Poverty Agency (1996) Foreword to Curtin, C, Hasse, T. and Tovey, H. (Eds) 

Poverty in Rural Ireland. A Political Economy Perception, Dublin, Oak Tree Press.

239



Combat Poverty Agency (2001) Foreword in Cantillon, S., Corrigan, S., Kirby, P. and 

O’Flynn, J. (Eds) Rich and Poor. Perspectives on tackling inequality in Ireland, Dublin, Oak 

Tree Press.

Commins, P. and Keane, M. (1994) ‘Developing the Rural Economy: Problems, Programmes 

and Prospects’ in NESC, New Approaches to Rural Development, Dublin, National Economic 

and Social Council, Report No. 97.

Committee for the Office of the First and Deputy First Minister (COFMDFM) (2007) Interim 

Report on the Committees ’ Inquiry into Child Poverty in Northern Ireland, Belfast, The 

Stationery Office. Available at:

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/centre/2007mandate/reports/Report 07_07_08r.htm 

(Last accessed 10 December 2008)

Connolly, P. (2007) Quantitative Data Analysis in Education. Abingdon, Routledge

Conway, J. (1999) Housing Policy, London, Routledge.

Cregan, A. (2007) From Difference to Disadvantage, Talking Posh. Sociolinguistic 

Perspectives on the Context of Schooling in Ireland, Dublin, Combat Poverty Agency.

Croll, P. (2002) Social Deprivation, school-level achievement and special educational needs, 

Educational Research, 44(1), pp43-53.

Curtin, C., Haase, T. and Tovey, H. (1996) Poverty in Rural Ireland. A Political Economy 

Perspective, Dublin, Oak Tree Press.

240



Dale, R.R. and Griffiths, S. (1965) Down Stream, Routledge and Kegan Paul.

Davis, J., Mack, N. and Kirke, A. (1997) New Perspectives in Farm Household Incomes, 

Journal of Rural Studies, 13(1), pp57-64.

Demie, F., Butler, R. and Taplin, A. (2002) Educational Achievement and the Disadvantage 

Factors: empirical evidence, Educational Studies, 28(2), ppl01-l 10.

Denzin, N. K. and Lincoln, Y. S. (Eds) (2003a) Strategies of Qualitative Inquiry (2nd 

edition), Thousand Oaks CA., Sage.

Denzin, N. K. and Lincoln, Y. S. (2003b) (Eds) Collecting and Interpreting Qualitative 
Materials, Thousand Oaks CA., Sage.

Department of Education (DENI) (2006a) Budget 2006-8 Children and Young People 

Funding Package - Available at:http://www.deni.gov.uk/children-and-young-people-funding- 

package-2.pdf(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Department of Education (DENI) (2006b) Extended Schools. Schools families communities - 

working together. Available at: http://www.deni.gov.uk/extended_schools_-_revised_18-9- 

06.pdf(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Department of Education Northern Ireland DENI (2008a) Location of Primary Schools in 

Northern Ireland. Available at:

http://www.ninis.nisra.gov.uk/mapxtreme/viewdata/Location/Schools_Primary_2008.xls

241



(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Department of Education Northern Ireland DENI (2008b)E'ver>’ School a Good School 

A strategy for raising achievement in literacy and numeracy.

Available at:http://www.deni.gov.uk/literacy_and_numeracy_strategy_-_english.pdf 

(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Department of Education (DENI) (2010) Enrolments at schools and in funded pre-school 

education in Northern Ireland 2009/10.

Available at:http://www.deni.gov.uk/february_press_release_2-4.pdf (Last accessed 

12/02/2011)

Department of the Environment (1977a) Unequal City - Final Report of the Birmingham 

Inner Area Study, London, HMSO.

Department of the Environment (1977b) Inner Area Studies: Liverpool, Birmingham and 

Lambeth - Summaries of Consultant's Final Reports, London, HMSO.

Department of Social Development (DSD) (2006) Households below average income. 

Northern Ireland2005/06. Available at: http://www.dsdni.gov.uk/ch4_children-2.doc (last 

accessed16/03/2011)

Dingwall (1997) Accounts, Interviews and Observations in Miller, G. and Dingwall, R. (Eds) 

Context and Method in Qualitative Research, Thousand Oaks, Sage.

242



Dorling, D. (2005) Book Review. International Journal of Epidemiology, 31 (2), pp505-506.

Douglas, J.W.B.(1964) The Home and the School, London, MacGibbon and Kee.

Duncan, G. and Brooks-Gunn, J (2000) Family Poverty, Welfare Reform, and Child 

Development, Child Development,!\{\), ppl88-196.

Dunn, Lloyd M., Dunn, Leota M., Whelton, C. and Burley, J. (1997). The British Picture 
Vocabulary Scale (2nd Edition) Testbook, Windsor, NFER - Nelson.

Duru-Bellat, M. (2000) Social Inequalities in the French Education System: the joint effort 

of individual and contextual factors. Journal of Education Policy, 15(1), pp33-40.

Dworkin, G. (2005) No Child Left Behind Act. Accountability, High Stakes Testing and roles 

for Sociologists, Sociology of Education, 78 (April), ppl 70 -174.

Fabes, R., Worsley, L. and Howard, M. (1983) The myth of the rural idyll, London, Child 
Poverty Action Group.

Finnic, R. (2000) Welcomes publication of Social Exclusion in Rural Areas. Available at 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/News/Releases/2000/06/67b55765-e6ca-4727-94bc- 

46f977e8e53b(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Floud, J., Halsey, A. H., and Martin, F. M. (1956) Social Class and Educational 

Opportunity, London, Heinemann.

243



Fontana, A. and Frey, J. FI. (2003) The Interview: From Structured Questions to Negotiated 

Text in Denzin, N. K. and Lincoln, Y. S.(Eds) Collecting and Interpreting Qualitative 

Mater/a/s, Thousand Oaks CA., Sage.

Fraser, E. (1959) Home Environment and the School, London, University of London Press.

Gallagher, A. M., Shuttleworth, I. and Gray, C. (1998) Improving Schools in Northern 

Ireland, Research Monographs 7, Belfast, Northern Ireland Economic Council.

Gallagher, A. M. and Smith, A. (2000) The Effects of the Selective System of Secondary 

Education in Northern Ireland, Bangor, Department of Education.

Gallagher, A. M. (2001) Flazelwood College Belfast in Maden, M. Success against the odds 

- Five Years On, London, Routledge Falmer.

Galton, M., and Patrick, H. (eds.), 1990. Curriculum provision in the small primary school, 

London, Routledge.

Gardner, J. and Cowan, P (2000) Testing the Test, Belfast, Graduate School of Education, 

Queens University Belfast.

Glennerster, H. (2002) United States poverty studies and poverty measurement: The past 

twenty-five years. Social Service Review, (Mar.), pp83-107.

244



Glennerster, H. (2004a) The context for Rowntree’s contribution, in Glennerster, H., Hills, J., 

Piachaud, D. and Webb, J. (2004) One hundred years ofpoverty and policy, York, Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation. Available at:

httpV/www.jrf.org.uk/bookshop/ebooks/l859352227.pdf(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Glennerster, H. (2004b) Poverty policy from 1900 to the 1970s, m Glennerster, H. Hills, J. 

Piachaud, D. and Webb, J. (2004) One hundred years ofpoverty and policy, York, Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation. Available at:

http://www.jrf.org.uk/bookshop/ebooks/1859352227.pdf (Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Gordon, D. (2006) The concept and measurement of poverty, in Pantazis, C., Gordon, D. and 

Levitas, R. (Eds) (2006) Poverty and Social Exclusion in Britain: The Millennium Survey, 
Policy Press, Bristol.

Government of Ireland (1997) Sharing in Progress, Dublin, Stationery Office.

Greene, M. (1991) Justice and Fairness in Education. Paradigms, Contradictions and 

Critiques,in Verstegen, D. A. & Ward, J.G. (Eds) The 1990 American Education Finance 

Association Yearbook: Spheres of Justice in Education, New York, Harper Business, ppl73 - 
194.

Gubrium, J. F. and Holstein, J. A. (Eds) (2001) Handbook of Interview Research, Thousand 
Oaks, Sage.

245



Haezewindt, P (2004) Education, Training and Skills in Babb, P., Martin, J. and Haezewindt, 

P. (Eds) (2004) Focus on Social Inequalities, London, Office for National Statistics. Also 

available afiwww.statistics.gov.uk

Hagues, N. and Courtenay, D. with Patilla, P. (1994) Mathematics II, Teachers Guide, 

Windsor, NFER - Nelson.

Hall, K. and Harding, A. (2002) Level descriptions and teacher assessment in England: 

towards a community of assessment practice, Educational Research, 44(1), ppl-5.

Hammersley, M. (2000) The Relevance of Qualitative Research, Oxford Review of 

Education, 26(3 & 4), pp 393-401.

Hanafin, J. and Lynch, A. (2002) Peripheral Voices: parental involvement, social class and 

educational disadvantage, British Journal of Sociology of Education, 23 (1), pp35-49.

Hargreaves, L., Comber, C., Galton, M., (1996) The national curriculum: can small schools 

deliver? Confidence and competence levels of teachers in small rural primary schools, British 

Educational Research Journal, 22 (1) pp89-99.

Hargreaves, L. and McIntyre, D., (2007) Individual teachers’ perceptions of their status and 

the status of the teaching profession, in Hargreaves, L., Cunningham, M., Everton,

T.,Hansen, A., Hopper, B., McIntyre, D., Oliver, C., Pell, T., Rouse, M. and Turner, P. The 

Status of Teachers and the Teaching Profession in England: Views From Inside and Outside 

the Profession. Available at:

http://www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/RR831B.pdf 

(Last accessed 09/02/2011)

246



Hargreaves, L., Cunningham, M., Everton, T., Hansen, A., Hopper, B., McIntyre, D., Oliver, 

C., Pell, T., Rouse, M. and Turner, P. (2007) The Status of Teachers and the Teaching 

Profession in England: Views From Inside and Outside the Profession. Available at:

http://www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/RR831B.pdf

(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Harrop, A. and Palmer, G. (2002) Indicators of Poverty and Social Exclusion in Rural 

England 2002,London, The Countryside Agency.

Hills, J. (2004a) Inequality and the State, Oxford, Oxford University Press.

Hills, J. (2004b) The last quarter century. From New Right to New Labour, in Glennerster, 

H., Hills, J., Piachaud, D. and Webb, J. (2004) One hundred years ofpoverty and policy. 

Joseph Rowntree Foundation. York. Available at:

http://www.jrf.org.uk/bookshop/ebooks/1859352227.pdf (Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Hillyard, P., Kelly, G., McLaughlin, E., Patsios, D. and Tomlinson. M. (2003) Bare

Necessities: Poverty and Social Exclusion in Northern Ireland, Belfast, Democratic 

Dialogue: Reportlb.

Hitchcock G. and Hughes D. (1989) Research and the Teacher: a qualitative introduction to 

school based research, London, Routledge.

247



Morgan, G. (2007) The impact ofpoverty on young children's experiences of school, York, 

Joseph Rowntree Foundation.

Howe. K. R. (1988). Against the quantitative-qualitative incompatability 

thesis, or. Dogmas die hard. Educational Researcher, 17, 10-16.

Jackson, J. A. and Hasse, T. (1996) Demography and the Distribution of Deprivation in Rural 

Ireland, in Curtin, C., Hasse, T. and Torey, H. (Eds) Poverty in Rural Ireland. A Political 

Economy Perspective, Dublin, Oak Tree Press.

Johnson, L. B. (1964) State of the union address 1964. Available at: 

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speechless/lbjl964stateoftheunion.htm

(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Johnson, R.B. and Onwuegbuzie, A.J.(2004) Mixed methods research: a research paradigm 

whose time has come. Educational Researche, 33 ( 7) ppl4-26

Joseph, K. and Sumption, J. (1979) Equality, London, John Murray.

Kahlenberg, R. D. (2003) All together now, Washington D. C., Brookings. (Paperback 

Edition).

Kelly, A. (1995) Free school meal contextualisation of G.C.S.E examination results, Report 

of the National Consortium for Examination Results, Stockport LEA January.

Keynes, J.M. (1919) The Economic Consequences of the Peace, London, MacMillan.

248



Kvalsund and Hargreaves, L. (2009) Reviews of research in rural schools and their 

communities: Analytical perspectives and a new agenda. International Journal of 

Educational Research. 48 (2) pp 140-149

Labour Party (1997) New Labour because Britain Deserves Better: Labour Party Manifesto, 

London, Labour Party

Lareau, A. (2001) Linking Bourdieu’s Concept of Capital to the Broader Field. The case of 

Family - School Relationships in Biddle, B. J. (Ed) Social Class, Poverty and Education. 

Policy and Practice, London, Routledge Falmer.

Le Compte, M. and Preissle, J. (1993) Ethnography and Qualitative Design in Educational 

Research. London, Academic Press Inc.

Levin, B. (2004) Students at Risk: A Review of Research, University of Manitoba

Lister, R. (2004) Poverty, Cambridge, Polity Press.

Littlejohn, S. (2002). Theories of Human Communication. Albuquerque: Wadsworth 

Available at: http://www.doceo.co.uk/language codes.htm

MacLeod, J. (1995) Ain’t No Making It, (2nd Edition) Boulder, CO., Westview Press.

249



Maden, M. and Hillman, J. (1996) Lessons in success, in National Commission on Education 

Success against the Odds, London, Routledge.

Malthus, T. (1798) An Essay on the Principle of Population.

Available at: http://www.esp.org/books/malthus/population/malthus.pdf (Last accessed 

11/02/2011)

Mason, J. (1996) Qualitative Researching, Thousand OaksCA., Sage

Marx, K. and Engels, F. (1848) Manifesto of the Communist Party.

Available at http://www.marxistsfr.org/archive/marx/works/download/manifest.pdf (Last 
accessed 11/02/2011)

Marx, K. and Engels, F. (1 &67)Capital. A Critique of Political Economy 

Available at: http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-cl/ (Last accessed 
11/02/2011)

McCormick, C.E.,Stoner, S.B. and Duncan, S. (1994) Kindergarten predictors of first-grade 

reading achievement: a regular classroom sample. Psychological Reports, 74 (2) pp403-7.

McKeown, P., Byrne, G., Barnett, R., Fee, R. and Leith, H. (1997) An Initial Analysis of the 

Impact of Formula Funding and Local Management of Schools on the Management of 

Northern Ireland Schools: A Schools ’ Perspective, Bangor, Department of Education 
Northern Ireland.

McLaughlin, B. (1985) Deprivation in Rural Areas, London, Department of the Environment.

250



McLaughlin, E. and Monteith, M. (2006) Child and Family Poverty in Northern Ireland. 

Office of First and Deputy First Minister. Belfast. Available at: 

http://www.sportni.net/NR/rdonlyres/EEBA616C-863A-4D78-BE0E- 

5 E2CD476EBBD/0/Childand_fami ly_poverty_in_Northern_Ireland.pdf

(last accessed 16/03/2011)

Merrell, C. and Tymms, P. (2005) InCAS (Interactive Computerised Assessment System) 

Using Individual Diagnostic Profdes in Assessment For Learning. Paper presented at EARLI 

Conference, Nicosia, Cyprus, August 2005.

Milboume, P. (2004) Rural Poverty: Marginalisation and Exclusion in Britain and the 

United States, London, Routledge.

Monteith, M. and McLaughlin, E. (2004), The Bottom Line: severe child poverty in Northern 

Ireland, Belfast, Save the Children.

Morelli, C. and Seaman, P. (2006) Still Hungry for Success? Targeting the poor and the case 

of Free School Mea/.v. Available at: www.dundee.ac.uk/econman/discussion/DDPE_l 89.pdf 

(Last accessed 11/02/2011)

Morris, E. W. (2005) From ‘Middle Class’ to ‘Trailer Trash:’ Teachers’ Perceptions of White 

Students in a Predominately Minority School, Sociology of Education, 78 (2), pp99-121.

Morrison, H. and Wylie, C. (1999) Why National Curriculum testing is founded on a 

methodological thought disorder. Evaluation and research in Education, 13(2), pp92-105.

251



Mortimore, J. and Blackstone, T. (1982) Disadvantage and Education (SSRC/ DHSS studies 

in deprivation and disadvantage; 4), Aldershot, Gower.

Mortimore, P. and Whitty, G. (2000) Can School Improvement Overcome the Effects of 

Disadvantage, inCox, T. (Ed.) Combatting Education Disadvantage, London, Palmer.

National Economic and Social Council (NESC) (1978) Rural Areas: Social Planning 

Problems, Dublin, National Economic and Social Council.

Newby, H. (1987) Country Life. A Social History of England, London, Weidenfield and 

Nicholson.

Noble, M. and Wright, G. (2000) Identifying poverty in rural England, Policy and Politics, 28 

(3), pp293-308.

Northern Ireland Anti-Poverty Network (NIAPN)(2007) Written submission to Committee 

for the Office of the First and Deputy First Minister (2007) Interim Report on the 

Committees’ Inquiry into Child Poverty in Northern Ireland, Belfast, The Stationery Office. 

Available at:

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/centre/2007mandate/reports/Report 07_07_08r.htm 

(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People (2007) Written submission to 

Committee for the Office of the First and Deputy First Minister (2007) Interim Report on the 

Committees ’ Inquiry into Child Poverty in Northern Ireland, Belfast, The Stationery Office. 

Available at:

252



http://wvAv.niassembly.gov.uk/centre/2007mandate/reports/Report 07_07_08r.htm 

(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA) (2005) Report of the Inter- 

Departmental Urban-Rural Definition in Groups. Available at:

http://www.ninis.nisra.gov.uk/mapxreme_towns/Reports/ur_report.pdf (Last accessed

12/02/2011)

Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) (2000a) Improving City Schools, London, 

Office for Standards in Education.

Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED), (2000b). Small schools: How well are they 

doing? A report by OFSTED based on data from inspections and national test results. 

Available at:http://www.oficialdocuments.co.uk/document/ofsted

(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

O’Mahoney, A. (1986) The Elderly in the Community: Transport and Access to Services in 

Rural Areas, Dublin, National Council for the Aged, Report No 15.

Oppenheim, A.N. (1992) Questionnaire design, interviewing and attitude measurement, 

London, Pinter.

O’Shea, E. (1996) Rural Poverty and Social Services Provision, in Curtin, C., Hasse, T. and 

Tovey, H. (1996) Poverty in Rural Ireland. A Political Economy Perspective, Dublin, Oak 

Tree Press.

253



Paine, T. (1791) The Rights of Man. Available at:

http://www.libertarian.co.uk/lapubs/libhe/libhe022.pdf (Last accessed 10/02/2011)

Piachaud.D. and Webb, J.(2004) Changes in poverty in Glennerster, H., Hills, J., Piachaud, 

D. and Webb, J. (2004) One hundred years of poverty and /w/Zcy, Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation, York. Available at:

http://www.jrf.org.uk/bookshop/ebooks/1859352227.pdf (Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Power, S., Whitty, G., Gerwirtz, S., Halpin, D. and Dickson, M. (2004) Paving a ‘third way’? 

A policy trajectory analysis of education action zones. Research papers in Education,\9(4), 

pp453-475.

Rassool, N. & Morley, L. (2000) School Effectiveness and the displacement of Equity 

discourses in Education, Race Ethnicity and Education, 3(3), pp237 - 258.

Ravallion, M. (1994) Poverty Comparisons, Fundamentals of Pure and Applied 

Economics,56, Chur, Switzerland, Harwood Academic Press.

Ravallion, M. (1996) Issues in Measuring and Modeling Poverty, Economic Journal, 106 

September), pp 1328-1344.

Reagan, R. (1988) State of the Union address Jan 1988. Available 

at:http://www.reagan2020.us/speechless/state_of_the_union_1988.asp(Last accessed 

28/1/2011)

254



Rist, R. (1970) Student Social Class and Teacher Expectations: The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy 

in Ghetto Education, Harvard Educational Review, 40, pp411 -451.

Rowntree, B.S, (1901) Poverty. A Study of Town Life, London, Macmillan.

Rowntree, B.S. and Lavers, G. R., (1951) Poverty and the welfare state: A third social survey 

of York dealing only with economic questions, London, Longmans.

Ruane, C. (2011) Ruane sets out challenges ahead. DENI Press Release.

Available at: http://www.northemireland.gov.uk/index/media-centre/news-departments/news- 

de/news-releases-de-january-201 l/news-de-13011 l-ruane-sets-out.htm

(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Rural Development Council (RDC) (2008) Striking the Balance- Towards a Vision and 

Principle for Education in Rural Northern Ireland: A Rural Proofing Study, Available at: 

http://www.rdc.org.Uk/download/l/pub_schools.pdf (Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Rural Poverty and Inclusion Working Group (RPIWG) (2001) Poverty and Social Exclusion 

in Rural Scotland, Edinburgh, Stationery Office.

Rural Scotland Price Survey (2003). Rural Scotland Price Survey. Available at: 

http://www.hie.co.uk/Rural_Scotland_Price_Survey_2003 (Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Sainsbury, M. and Sizmur, S. (1998) Level descriptions in the National Curriculum: what 

kind of criterion referencing is this? Oxford Review of Education, 24 (2), ppl81-193.

255



Sammons, P., Hillman, J. and Mortimore, P. (1995) Key Characteristics of Effective Schools: 

a review of school effectiveness research, London, Institute of Education/ Office for 

Standards in Education.

Sapp, J. (2009) How School Taught me I Was Poor, Teaching Tolerance, Number 35. Spring 

2009. Available at http://www.tolerance.org/magazine/number-35-spring-2009/how-school- 

taught-me-i-was-poor (Last accessed 10/02/2011)

Save the Children(2007) Written submission to Committee for the Office of the First and 

Deputy First Minister (2007) Interim Report on the Committees ’ Inquiry into Child Poverty 

in Northern Ireland, Belfast, The Stationery Office. Available at:

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/centre/2007mandate/reports/Report 07_07_08r.htm(Last 

accessed 12/02/2011)

Save the Children (2008) Northern Ireland NGO Alternative Report. Available at:

http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/en/docs/NI_NGO_ALTERNATIVE_REPORT.pdf (Last 

accessed 12/02/2011)

Schnepf, S.V. (2002) A sorting hat that fails. The transition from Primary to Secondary 

school in Germany. UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, Florence, Italy

Scottish Government (2008) Scottish Government Urban Rural classification 2007-2008. 

Available at:http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2008/07/29152642/2 (Last accessed 

12/02/2011)

Scottish National Rural Partnership (2001) Services in Rural Scotland, Edinburgh, Stationery 

Office.

256



Seale, C. (1999) The Quality of Qualitative Research, London, Sage.

Shucksmith, M. (1996) Rural Scotland Today. The best of both worlds? Aldershot, Avebury.

Shucksmith, M. (2000) Exclusive Countryside? York, Joseph Rowntree Foundation.

Shucksmith, M. (2004) Social Exclusion in Rural Areas: a review of recent research London 

DEFRA. Available at:

http://vvww.defra.gov.uk/rural/pdfs/research/social_excl_litreview.pdf 

(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Shucksmith, M. and Philip, L. (2000) Social Exclusion in Rural Areas: a literature review 

and conceptual framework. HMSO.

Sieber, S. D. (1973). The integration of fieldwork and survey methods. 

American Journal of Sociology, 73, 1335-1359.

Silverman, D. (1993). “Beginning Research’’. Interpreting Qualitative Data. Methods for 

Analysing Talk, Text and Interaction, London, Sage Publications.

Silverman, D. (2006). Interpreting qualitative data: methods for analysing talk, text and 

interaction, London, Sage Publications.

Smith, A. (1776) An Inquiry into the Nature & Causes of the Wealth of Nations

257



Available at: http://www.aub.edu.lb/fas/cvsp/Documents/Adam-SMITH.doc 

(Last accessed 10/02/2011)

Stinson, D. (1998) The role of the teaching principal, Unpublished M.Ed Thesis, School of 

Education, Queen’s University Belfast.

Stobart, G. (2001) The Validity of National Curriculum Assessment, British Journal of 

Educational Studies, 49(1), pp26-39.

Strand, S. (1997) Pupil progress during Key Stage 1: A value added analysis of school 

effects, British Educational Research Journal, 23(4), pp471-48.

Sutherland, A. and Purdy, N. (2006) Attitudes of the Socially Disadvantaged Towards 
Education in Northern Ireland, Bangor, Department of Education.

Swartz, D. (1997) Culture and Power: The sociology of Pierre Chicago,University
of Chicago Press.

Tashakkori, A., & Teddlie, C. (Eds.). (2009). Foundations of mixed methods 

research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Taylor, B.K. (1990) Imagine No Possessions. Towards a Sociology of Poverty, 

Kernel Hempstead, Harvester Wheatsheaf

258



Thorpe, R. and Williams, 1.(2002) What makes small school federations work? An 

examination of six instances of small school federation in Wales, Welsh Journal of Education 

11 (2), pp. 3-25

Tooley, J. with Darby, D. (1998) Educational Research a critique, London, Office for 

Standards in Education.

Tovey, H. (1999) Rural Poverty - A Political Economy Perspective in Pringle, D. G., Walsh, 

J. and Hennessy, M. (Eds) Poor People, Poor Places, Oak Tree, Dublin.

Tovey, H., Haase, T. and Curtin, C. (1996) Understanding Rural Poverty in Curtin, C., Hasse, 

T. and Tovey, H. (Eds) Poverty in Rural Ireland. A Political Economy Perspective, Dublin, 

Oak Tree Press.

Townsend, P. (1979) Poverty in the United Kingdom: A survey of household resources and 

standards of living, Harmondsworth, Penguin.

Townsend, P. (1987) Conceptualising Poverty in Ferge, Z. and Miller, S. Dynamics of 

Deprivation, A Cross-National Study, Aldershot Hants, Gower.

Vulliamy, G. and Webb, R.(1995) The implementation of the national curriculum in small 

primary schools, Educational ReviewAl (1), pp. 25^41

Walker, A. (1978) (Ed) Rural Poverty, London, Child Poverty Action Group.

259



Walker, R. (1999) (Ed), Ending child poverty: Popular welfare for the 21st century, Bristol, 

Policy Press.

Walkerdine (1995) Subject to change without notice: psychology, post modernity and the 

popular in Pile, S. & Thrift N (Eds) Mapping the Subject Geographies of Cultural 

Transformation, London, Routledge.

Watson, D., Whelan, C. T., Williams, J. and Blackwell, S. (2005) Mapping Poverty: National 

Regional and County Patterns, Dublin, Combat Poverty Agency.

Wechsler, D. (1974). Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children - Revised, San Antonio,TX: 

The Psychological Corporation

Wedge, P. and Prosser, N. (1973) Born to Fail? Arrow Books.

Western Education and Library Board (WELB) (2008) Free School Meals Update Targeted 

in Pilot Initiative between Western Education and Library Board and Advice NT Available 

at: http://www.welbni.0rg/index.cfm/g0/news/date/0/key/68:l (Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Western Health and Social Services Board (2007) Written submission to Committee for the 

Office of the First and Deputy First Minister (2007) Interim Report on the Committees ’ 

Inquiry into Child Poverty in Northern Ireland, Belfast, The Stationery Office. Available at:

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/centre/2007mandate/reports/Report 07_07_08r.htm

(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Weininger, E and Lareau, A. (2007) Cultural Capital

260



Available at: httpiZ/ww^w.brockport.edu/sociology/facalty/Cultural_Capital.pdf 

(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Wilber, G. L. and Bishop, C. E. (Eds) (1967) Rural Poverty in the United States. A Report by 

the President's National Advisory Commission on Rural Poverty. Washington DC.,

U.S. Government Printing Office.

Williams, K. (2008) Ireland case study report 2. Giving Children an Even Break: Support in 

areas of socio-economic deprivation. Available at: 

http://www,epasi.eu/CaseStudyIE2.pdf(Last accessed 12/02/2011)

Wiliam, D. (1998) Enculturating Learners into communities of practice: raising achievement 

through classroom assessment. Paper presented at the European conference on Educational 

Research(ECER), Ljubljana, Slovenia, September.

Wiliam, D. (2003) National Assessment: how to make it better. Slides from RSA talk 

available at:http://www.kcl.ac.uk/depsta/education/papers/RSA_talk.ppt (Last accessed 

12/02/2011)

Wilson, V. and McPake, J. (1998) Managing change in small Scottish primary schools. The 

Scottish Council for Research in Education, Edinburgh

Wilson, V. (2007) Leadership in Small Scottish Primary Schools, Scottish Council for 

Research in Education.

261



Young, D. (1982) Cloze Reading Tests. Manual, Sevenoaks, Hodder and Stoughton 

Educational.

Zakariya, S. (1984) In school (as elsewhere) the rich get computers, the poor get poorer, 

American School Board Journal, (March), pp29-32.

262


