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SCRUTINY COMMITTEE REPORT

To:  Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen

The performance of groups of vulnerable learners

1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

1.1 The performance of groups of vulnerable learners is improving over time and is 
currently adequate overall.

1.2 In order to bring about improvements the focus is on

 Ensuring that there are high expectations of all pupils, regardless of need and 
background

 Building the capacity of all schools to meet the needs of all pupils
 Enabling schools to improve levels of parental engagement

2.0 RECOMMENDATION(S)

2.1 Scrutiny notes the content of this report.

3.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

3.1 This report provides an update on:

 the outcomes of pupils with Additional Learning Needs in 2014-15;
 the outcomes of the main groups of vulnerable groups in 2014-15;
 progress against targets; and
 key issues that need to be addressed

3.2 The document Inclusion and Pupil Support National Assembly for Wales Guidance 
document No: 203/2016, list the groups of vulnerable leaners.  The local authority 
collects, collates and analyses data for most of the groups.  For some groups the 
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data is on attainment, attendance and exclusions and for other groups it is only 
attendance and exclusions.  One of the next steps is to collect, collate and analyse 
data on all groups.

3.3 The list of groups identified by Welsh government is:

 boys 
 pupils eligible for free school meals (e-FSM)
 pupils with special educational needs (SEN) including pupils with a disability 

and/or moderate, severe or complex learning difficulties and those with medical 
needs

 pupils from minority ethnic groups
 pupils learning English as an additional language (EAL),
 pupils who are at risk of underachieving or of becoming NEET
 more able learners
 those who are looked-after by the local authority
 pupils who are pregnant or who are young parents
 young offenders
 Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children
 young carers
 Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender pupils
 asylum-seeking and refugee children
 children of migrant workers 

4.0 WHERE WE WERE

4.1 In 2013-14, outcomes for pupils with ALN and for vulnerable groups were judged as 
adequate, as they were at the time of the Estyn inspection in 2012.  Significant 
improvements have been made in the performance of boys, of pupils eligible for free 
school meals, pupils who are looked-after, pupils from ethnic minority backgrounds, 
and those who have EAL. (See Appendix 1)

4.2 In 2013-14 the data on the categorisation of pupils at School Action (SA) and School 
Action plus (SA+) remained unreliable.  Overall, the percentage of pupils with SEN 
classified at School Action remained high at 52.8% and the percentage of pupils with 
SEN classified at School Action was too low at 39.8%.  It was  difficult to use 
comparative data to identify and address underperformance 

5.0 WHERE WE WANT TO BE

5.1 Our ambition is to be ranked within the top 10 local authorities in Wales by 2017.  In 
order to achieve this, the performance of all vulnerable groups needs to improve and 
the attainment gap between the performance of all pupils and the performance of 
vulnerable groups needs to reduce. 

5.2 The strategies for improvement focus on

 the quality and use of data to inform service planning for pupils with ALN and who 
belong to vulnerable groups



 the capacity of mainstream schools to meet the needs of all pupils
 the levels of parental engagement

6.0 WHERE WE ARE NOW

6.1 Pupils with SEN

At the 2016 Pupil Level School Census (PLASC), the percentage of pupils of the 
statutory school age population who were categorised at School Action was 19.1%, 
and at School Action Plus 10.0%.  Those who were in receipt of a Statement of SEN 
are 2.0% of the school population.  In addition, the balance of SA to SA+ has fallen 
in line with the national average.  This data is far more reliable, and is because 
schools are working with the LA to implement a more accurate classification system 
using agreed threshold criteria.

Attainment of pupils categorised at School Action and School Action Plus is 
adequate overall.  Pupils identified with Special Educational Needs are outperformed 
by pupils not identified with SEN at all key stages, when compared to national figures 
for 2014 for pupils with SEN.  Compared to similar pupils nationally performance at 
Foundation Phase is good.

 Outcomes for pupils at SA are above similar pupils nationally 
 Outcomes for pupils at SA+ are in line with similar pupils nationally.

This is because of improvements in the capacity of schools to undertake assessment 
and early intervention for pupils.  However, at all other key stages the outcomes of 
pupils at SA and SA+ are lower than similar pupils nationally.

6.2 Gender

Girls outperform boys in all key indicators at each key stage.  The trend in 
performance for both boys and girls at the foundation phase, key stage 2 and key 
stage 3 is positive.  The rate of progress of both boys and girls is faster than at a 
national level across all key indicators at each key stage, with the exception of 
foundation phase language, literacy and communication skills in welsh first language 
and key stage 2 welsh first language.  At key stage 4 the gender gap has increased 
at the level 2 threshold including English\Welsh and Mathematics, from 10.8 in 2014 
to 22.5 in 2015 because of the declining performance of boys.  The gap has also 
widened at the Level 2 threshold, the capped points score and the core subject 
indicator.  Schools have implemented a variety of strategies and the performance of 
boys in key stage 4 is predicted to improve in 2016.

6.3 Pupils eligible for Free School Meals

At the 2016 Pupil Level School Census (PLASC), 22.0% of the statutory school age 
population were in receipt of free school meals.  Those not eligible for free school 
meals outperform pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) at each key stage. 
However, the performance of both groups of pupils has increased in 2015, and the 
performance of pupils eligible for FSM has improved at a faster rate therefore the 
gap has closed since 2014.  Schools continue to place high priority on improving the 
performance of pupils e-FSM and the CSC also target support in this area.



6.4 Pupils with English as an Additional Language (EAL)

At the 2016 Pupil Level School Census (PLASC), 6.3% of the statutory school age 
population have English as an Additional Language.  This figure has increased year 
on year since 2006, with the biggest increases being in pupils from Poland and 
Portugal.  At Foundation Phase, KS2 and KS3, pupils who are in categories A to C 
(at the earlier stages of language development) do not perform as well as pupils who 
have English or Welsh as a first language.  Pupils who are in categories D and E (at 
the later stages of language development) perform better than those who have 
English or Welsh as a first language.  At Key stage 4 pupils with EAL needs 
receiving the Level 2 + Threshold has increased from 55.2% in 2013-14 to 57.7% in 
2014-15.

6.5 Ethnic minority pupils

At the 2016 Pupil Level School Census (PLASC), 7.8% of the statutory school age 
population were from ethnic groups other than White British, of which the largest 
ethnic group was Polish (3.2%).  There are small numbers of pupils within each 
ethnic group which makes comparative analysis less reliable.  Whilst pupils from a 
non-White British ethnic background achieve slightly better than pupils from a White 
British ethnic background at Foundation Phase, they do not achieve as well as pupils 
from a White British ethnic background at any other key stage.  The overall 
performance of Polish pupils in 2013/14 was lower than that of pupils from a White 
British ethnic background.  This improved in Foundation Phase in 2015 where 91% 
of Polish pupils achieved the FPOI compared with 86% of white British pupils.  This 
is because of increased capacity within schools to support pupils with EAL and more 
targeted bilingual support provided by the LA, especially for Polish pupils

6.6 Looked After Children

At the 2016 Pupil Level School Census (PLASC), 0.9% of the statutory school age 
population were looked after.  The performance of looked after children is variable 
due to the small numbers of pupils within the cohort.  However the achievement 
levels of looked after children remain some way below that of all other pupils, 
although their attendance is above that of the WA at both primary and secondary.  
This is because of good relationships between key staff supporting and engaging 
with these pupils in the area of attendance.  Underperformance may be due to the 
balance of support being focused mainly on wellbeing needs rather than equally 
between wellbeing and performance.  For 2016-17 PDG LAC interventions will be 
more focused on raising attainment

6.7 Pupils Educated Other Than at School (EOTAS)

At the 2016 Pupil Level School Census (PLASC), less than 1% of the statutory 
school age population were educated other than at school on a full time basis, all of 
these pupils being either Key Stage 3 or Key Stage 4.  At key stage 3, despite 
improvements, absolute performance remains unsatisfactory across all key national 
indicators.  At key stage 4 the data is good when compared with the Welsh average 
for similar pupils, with 100% of pupils attending educational provision other than at 



school attaining a Level 1 threshold.  Both rates of attendance and exclusions have 
improved.

This is as a result of:

o consistent monitoring of performance on a half termly basis;
o close links with the schools to ensure appropriate support, curriculum and 

interventions are put in place in a timely manner;
o excellent multi-agency support links to ensure that pupils are supported in the 

community as well as in education;
o consistent support from Year 9 from the NEET support team;
o closer monitoring of attendance and behaviour; and
o introducing alternatives to exclusion for incidents of extremely challenging 

behaviour.

7.0 WHAT WE NEED TO DO NEXT 

7.1 The key priorities for improvement are: 

 Ensure that there are high expectations of all pupils, regardless of need and 
background

 Build the capacity of all schools to meet the needs of all pupils
 Enable schools to improve levels of parental engagement
 Use data well to analyse the attainment, attendance and exclusions of all groups 

of vulnerable learners and share with schools
 Develop Greenfield Special School as an outreach centre to support schools in 

building capacity to manage pupils with ALN and who belong to vulnerable 
groups

 Ensure LA service delivery enables schools to meet the needs of most pupils with 
SEN and ALN and the LA to meet the needs of pupils with the most complex 
needs

7.2 Next steps

 Ensure schools and LA officers are well informed about the Draft ALN Bill and are 
well prepared for the implementation of the new legislation and guidance

 Consult with head teachers on improving county wide provision for pupils with 
ALN

 Review and revise the strategies to address underperforming groups of pupils 
with ALN

 Promote and facilitate further joint working between Greenfield Special School 
and mainstream schools

 Implement updated provision map in all schools
 Provide advice and guidance for schools on effective use of behaviour support 

strategies
 Share good practice to further enable schools to use early preventative measures 

to support behaviour
 Meet with schools to review attendance and behaviour profiles to enable further 

improvement around targeted resources e.g. persistent absentees
 Establish closer links with Focal Point and set up Reading Cafés in the primary 

faith-based schools to improve outcomes for EAL learners.



 Further develop the use of the community centre on the Gypsy Traveller site
 Ensure training builds capacity in schools to meet the needs of pupils with ALN 

and EAL. 

8.0 CONTRIBUTION TO CORPORATE PRIORITIES

8.1 The Single Integrated Plan and Sustainability Impact Assessment has been 
completed and the report positively impacts on all aspects of the Corporate Plan and 
Single Integrated Plan; including people in Merthyr Tydfil having the opportunity and 
aspiration to learn and develop their skills to maximise their potential; and children 
and young people enjoying a vibrant, attractive, safe and sustainable place in which 
to live, work, play and visit.  No negative impacts have been identified. 
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