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This Breaking the Link document is intended as the first in a series, each of which will go into more 

detail on narrowing gaps in outcomes for specific groups, and the implications for different 

services and delivery partners – covering the Department’s wider agenda for children and families.



Breaking the link between disadvantage and low attainment – Everyone’s Business38

The education system has available some very useful levers to narrow gaps and break the link. 

These include:

new national and local targets, less burdensome and more focused on underperformance, zz

based on accurate pupil level data and good analysis of trends

existing school self-evaluation arrangements, backed up by a revised Ofsted framework for zz

inspection and monitoring

planned changes in the school accountability regime, notably the introduction of school zz

report cards (on which we have just completed a first round of consultations)

a vision for the well integrated school of the 21st century, which we intend to publish in our zz

White Paper in May.

But as always, real and lasting change will come not through levers operated from above, but 

rather from commitment and action at school and local level. We will need to translate national 

strategies into local action that engages and gets behind the efforts of school leaders, classroom 

teachers and the wider school and children’s workforce. Breaking the link means a radical change 

in the way schools link up with other services.

This is a challenge particularly to headteachers and their senior staff: to secure the best possible 

progress for their disadvantaged pupils. But schools can’t do this on their own. The solutions do 

not lie uniquely with schools, but stretch out across all other services. So the challenge applies to 

local authorities, and to the leaders of every service which supports young people, from early 

years to age 19 and beyond. And, of course, our commitment to abolish child poverty by 2020 is 

a key part of our long term strategy.

Inspired by the example of the best schools which are leading the system and breaking the link, 

we are determined to back schools and teachers across our country so that every child – and not 

just some – can succeed.
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There are different proxies for disadvantage and the Government uses several of them, singly or in 
combination, for different purposes. In section 2 of Deprivation and Education – the evidence on pupils in 
England (published simultaneously with this document) we explain the relationship between the two main 
ones used in analysis of school results, namely eligibility for free school meals (FSM) which is a binary 
measure based on family income, and area-based measures notably the Income Deprivation Affecting 
Children Index (IDACI).

These and other proxies are acknowledged to be imperfect, but are still very useful in analysis of the 
impact of deprivation on attainment. The Department recently analysed the relationship between the four 
main ones: (FSM, IDACI, IMD and ACORN) and found that when converted to comparable format as binary 
variables, these measures have a similar relationship when applied to (for example) GCSE results and 
contextual value added measures.

FSM has particular value because it is a longstanding measure (its definition has barely changed over two 
decades); it is available at school as well as system level; it links objective and checked information about 
family income to the child’s full school record including attainment; and being binary, it focuses on a 
relatively small group, roughly the bottom 15% by family income. The weaknesses of FSM include the 
following: not all children eligible for FSM are registered accordingly, either for administrative reasons or 
reluctance of parents to claim; a few children are ineligible who are in fact equally poor; and there is 
variability in local practice concerning encouraging parental applications and in registering and recording 
eligibility. 

Acknowledging all these weaknesses, the Department’s view is that assessments based on FSM have a 
fairly high level of credibility, so long as it is remembered that FSM is a proxy for deprivation and not a 
definition of it. This means that, especially at school level, professionals within the education service should 
look also at the deprivation-related needs of a broader group of vulnerable children. This group should 
include most or all FSM children, but also others known or believed to be in comparable circumstances.

A further point is that FSM is a measure which brings value and benefit for the children themselves when 
they are correctly registered for it. First, of course, it confers eligibility for its primary purpose, namely a 
daily free school meal; there is clear evidence linking good nutrition with pupils’ health, behaviour, 
concentration, well-being and wider outcomes at school. For this reason, take-up of school meals is a 
National Indicator. Beyond this, however, there is an indirect link between FSM eligibility and the 
deprivation factors which underpinned historic calculations of the deprivation element of Dedicated 
School Grant (DSG), worth some £3 billion in the current year, or over 10% of the DSG total of £29 billion. 
This historic deprivation element was based in part on numbers of adults eligible for income support and 
certain other benefits, and these are also the determinants of current eligibility for FSM, 

If the whole of the notional deprivation element of DSG (£3 billion) were divided by the current number of 
FSM children (some 15% of the total school population) the unit value would be £2,615. Thus the notional 
funding per deprived pupil, using FSM as the proxy for this, is £6,010 or 75% higher than the £3,395 
notional unit value for each non-deprived pupil. 

Many local authorities’ local formulae for distributing funding to schools use eligibility for FSM as an 
explicit factor. This reinforces the importance of ensuring that eligible parents are given every opportunity 
to apply for FSM, since under-registration could mean that the school their child attends may not receive 
its full funding entitlement.

As discussed elsewhere in this document, the national school funding formula is currently being reviewed 
and any changes made would feed into school funding arrangements from 2011. 

6. �Annex: Note on proxy indicators of 
deprivation
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