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Who is eligible for free school meals?

Characterising free school meals as a

measure of disadvantage in England

Stephen Gorard*
University of Birmingham, UK

This paper presents a description of the background characteristics and attainment profile of

pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) in England, and of those missing a value for this var-

iable. Free school meal eligibility is a measure of low parental income, widely used in social pol-

icy research as an individual indicator of potential disadvantage. It is routinely treated as context

for judging both individual and school-level attainment, as an indicator of school composition,

and has been proposed as the basis for the pupil premium funding policy for schools. Knowl-

edge of the quality, reach and limitations of FSM as an indicator is therefore fundamental to

accurate decision-making in a number of important areas. This paper uses a national dataset of

all pupils (PLASC) for 2007. It looks at the relationship between different indicators of pupil

background and attainment to help decide how useful FSM remains in relation to its suggested

alternatives, and how to handle the crucial question of missing data and to describe more fully

than previously the national picture of who is eligible for free school meals. The results show

that, while the distinction between take-up and eligibility has been eroded, FSM remains a use-

ful and clear stratifying variable for pupil attainment patterns in school, linked to type of school

attended, school mobility, living in care, special needs, first language and minority ethnic group.

The pupils missing FSM values fall into two groups, based largely on their type of school and

how long they have been there. One group attends fee-paying schools and is most similar to

non-FSM pupils elsewhere and could be aggregated with them in future analyses that do not

want to omit them. The remaining missing FSM pupils form a deprived and perhaps super-

deprived group. These should not be omitted, nor assumed to be like non-FSM pupils, as cur-

rently happens in official school performance figures in England in a way that disadvantages

schools with very deprived intakes. The proposal here is that missing FSM pupils in state-

funded institutions should be treated in future as a third distinct group. If these issues about

missing data are resolved, and other limitations accepted, FSM remains a better indicator of low

socioeconomic status than the current alternatives discussed in the paper.
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Introduction

Several developed countries offer free or reduced rate school lunches to pupils at

state-maintained schools if the pupil is known to be from a financially disadvan-

taged background. This is an important welfare issue in its own right. However,

the official procedures for entitlement to a free meal and for registering and then

taking that meal have also traditionally offered social science researchers a useful,

wide-ranging and pre-existing indicator of potential pupil disadvantage (Harwell &

LeBeau, 2010). This paper briefly describes the derivation and uses of this mea-

sure, before presenting some recent changes, queries and suggested limitations.

The paper continues by describing an investigation into the wider characteristics

of pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM), looking at what else we know about

these pupils, what crucial data are missing, how we might best handle such miss-

ing data and what the future might hold for analyses involving FSM.

In England, FSM has been used as an indicator of poverty since at least 1998/

1999, when all UK state-funded schools were required for the first time to provide

figures, on a specific day, to the Department of the Secretary of State for Educa-

tion (currently the Department for Education in England or DfE) for the number

of pupils taking free meals. From 1992/1993, this annual schools census (ASC)

also recorded the number of pupils known to be eligible for free school meals on

that day, even if the pupils did not take the meal. There are a number of individ-

ual, cultural and dietary reasons why an individual who is entitled to a free meal

does not actually take it. The school-level figures for FSM since 1989 have been

used to track the extent to which pupils from poorer backgrounds are more or less

clustered in the same schools or the same types of schools (e.g. Gorard et al.,

2003). From 1995/1996, the census also began to collect other summary statistics

about pupil backgrounds and context, such as special needs, ethnicity and first

language.

By 2003/2004 the DfES (now DfE) had designed an individual pupil-level cen-

sus (PLASC) and begun to merge these census characteristics with a National

Pupil Database of test and examination results. The range, quality and usefulness

of these figures has grown to be remarkable and the official data have been widely

used both in isolation for secondary analysis and in combination with new datasets

produced by primary research. For example, the existence of such datasets has

made it easier to demonstrate the clear aggregate link between attainment at

school and disadvantage and how this changes over the lifecourse of an individual

(Gorard & See, 2009) or over historical time (Gorard, 2010a). The strong inverse

link between FSM and attainment at school had also led to FSM being used as an

explanatory context for differences in raw-scores between schools and regions—

both by itself (Gorard, 2000) and in combination with other background factors in

the official contextualised value-added analyses (CVA) that form the basis for

league tables and OFSTED inspection results (Gorard, 2010b). The new adminis-

tration in England at the time of writing is planning a financial pupil premium in

which schools taking pupils eligible for FSM will receive slightly advantageous per
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pupil funding. Eligibility for FSM is therefore important for social policy research.

How good is it as an indicator of pupil disadvantage?

What is FSM?

In the USA, eligibility for free and reduced price lunches has been used as a com-

mon measure of student socioeconomic background for a long time. Eligibility is

certified by the National School Lunch Program and determined by a household

income of less than a specified federal guideline, receipt of food stamps, having

foster children or otherwise participating in a federal poverty scheme. As such, it is

largely an indicator of a child poverty threshold, rather than of social and cultural

resources, or of the capacity to consume these resources (or indeed economic

resources). Harwell and LeBeau (2010) point out that schools with high propor-

tions on free school lunches tend to be in urban settings with more African Ameri-

can students than average. They also report that a high proportion of cases could

be misclassified, partly because of the complexity of the eligibility requirements,

and that there are some missing data. They explain that we know little of the other

characteristics of the students concerned. These are the issues that this new paper

addresses for FSM in England.

Until relatively recently the legal definition in England has been simpler and so

misclassifications and missing data ought to be rarer than in the USA. Eligibility

for FSM is an indicator of a pupil living in a family with an income deemed to be

below the poverty line. The latter is defined as any family entitled to Income Sup-

port, and more recently Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance or support under

Part 6 of the UK Immigration and Asylum Act 1999. It applies to between around

13 and 20% of pupils in England, depending upon historical and economic period.

The indicator is of those known to be eligible for free meals, either because they

take the meals or from data collected for another purpose. There will be some stu-

dents who are legally eligible but not known about, but these have been relatively

rare in secondary schools until recently (Gorard et al., 2003). Hobbs and Vignoles

(2010) suggest that one defect of using FSM as an indicator of the lowest income

households is that FSM itself is part of a means-tested benefits system in England

that can lift poor families out of the lowest income households. They also point

out an unintended consequence of the use of FSM as context for assessing the

performance of pupils and schools. Because allowance has been made, in measures

of school performance like CVA and PANDAs, for the proportion of FSM pupils

in any school, schools have been given an incentive to ensure that all pupils who

could be registered as eligible for free school meals are registered. This brings

down the ‘expected’ raw score results for that school and suggests that the school

is doing better. In the short term, this focus on finding all pupils who might be eli-

gible may have increased the quality of recorded data (Gorard et al., 2003). But

originally the census was completed on the basis of local knowledge. Now, to pre-

vent possible corruption, simply knowing that a child comes from a poor family is

Free school meals as a measure of disadvantage 3
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not deemed sufficient for reporting eligibility. The family must register their eligi-

bility officially.

The notes on the census say ‘Pupils should be recorded as eligible (true) only if

a claim for free school meals has been made by them or on their behalf by parents

and either (a) the relevant authority has confirmed their eligibility and a free

school meal is currently being provided for them, or (b) the school or the LEA

[local education authority] have seen the necessary documentation (for example,

an Income Support order book) that supports their eligibility, and the administra-

tion of the free meal is to follow as a matter of process’. But families have no clear

incentive to register as eligible unless they actually want to claim the meals. So the

difference between eligibility and take-up is likely to have been eroded. This

change is also a part of what this paper tests.

Methods

This paper uses data from the ASC, 1997–2010 and the PLASC, 2007. The ASC

figures are used to assess trends in the proportion of pupils in England who are eligi-

ble for and take FSM. They are also used to calculate a measure of how clustered

pupils who are eligible for and taking FSM are in specific schools. The measure of

clustering used is the dissimilarity index and the precise steps in calculating it have

been covered elsewhere (e.g. Cheng & Gorard, 2010). The PLASC figures are used

to calculate how many pupils are missing data on FSM and other background and

attainment variables and how these various background and attainment variables

are linked to FSM. Only the near 700,000 Key Stage 4 (KS4) pupils are used,

involving all pupils in the 15-year-old cohort linked to their KS4 examination results

(the national qualifications framework, including GCSEs, in England). The fre-

quency tables present the percentage of missing FSM data, non-FSM and FSM eli-

gible pupils with each categorical background characteristic or indicator of

attainment. Other tables show the mean score for each real number background

characteristic or indicator of KS4 attainment, for each category of missing FSM

data, non-FSM and FSM pupils. Where needed, columns appear for missing FSM

data divided into an overall picture and one column for only those pupils in main-

tained schools. The reasons for this are made clear during the analysis.

The quality of FSM records

Until the recent economic downturn in 2009/2010, the number and proportion of

pupils in England both eligible for and taking FSM had declined (Figure 1). At the

same time the difference between the two measures of FSM has been dwindling

since around 2002 and continues to decrease even with the recent upturn in FSM

figures. This could well be the result of the tightening up on how eligibility is now

officially recorded, as suggested by Hobbs and Vignoles (2010).

The trend is even more evident where the two figures are used in a more com-

plex analysis. For example, Figure 2 shows two estimates of segregation by poverty

4 S. Gorard

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
ir

m
in

gh
am

 C
ity

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 1

2:
17

 1
7 

A
pr

il 
20

12
 



between schools. Over one third of pupils, expressed by the dissimilarity index,

would have to change schools in any year in order for FSM pupils to be evenly

spread between schools. In the past there has been a clear difference in the level of

segregation measured using eligibility (the top line in Figure 2) and take-up. Since

2002 this difference has all but disappeared, which suggests that both estimates

are more nearly measuring the same thing. It used to be helpful to have both fig-

ures. Some might argue that eligibility had analytical primacy as it represented the

legal position irrespective of dietary and other considerations. Others could argue

that take-up represented the essence of true poverty as pupils from the poorest

0.34

0.35

0.36

0.37

0.38

0.39

0.4
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Figure 2. Dissimilarity index between schools, all pupils eligible for (top line) and taking
(bottom line) free school meals, England, 1997 to 2010

Source: Gorard and Cheng (2011)
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Figure 1. Proportion of all pupils eligible for (top line) and taking (bottom line) free school
meals, England, 1997 to 2010

Source: ASC 1997–2010
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families might be less willing to allow dietary and other considerations to hinder

access to a free meal. But probably because government has used FSM as a con-

text figure to help judge school performance, there is now almost no point in them

collecting and recording both figures. Something fine-grained appears to have been

lost.

Turning now to the pupil level data (PLASC), in 2007 there were 673,563 KS4

students in England. Of these, 78.2% are recorded in PLASC as not eligible for

FSM, 11.5% as eligible and 10.2% are missing values in this variable column.

This means that any social policy calculation based on these figures will be

Table 1. Percentage from each FSM category in each type of school, England, 2007

Not FSM eligible FSM eligible Missing FSM code

Other independent 0 0 69.5

Further education 0 0 12.6

Community 59.6 65.1 6.1

Pupil Referral Unit 0 0 5.6

Foundation 20.1 13.1 1.9

Voluntary aided 14.4 12.6 1.3

Independent approved for SEN 0 0 0.9

Other independent special 0 0 0.6

Community special 1.2 4.4 0.5

Voluntary controlled 3.4 1.7 0.3

Academy 0.8 2.6 0.2

City Technology College 0.3 0.3 0

Non-maintained special 0.1 0.1 0

Foundation special 0 0.1 0

Source: PLASC 2007.

Note: ‘0’ represents any small value less than 0.05%. Sixth form centres, hospitals and miscellaneous schools

all have 0 in each cell.

Table 2. Percentage from each FSM status category with other background characteristics

Not FSM
eligible

FSM
eligible

Missing FSM
code (all)

Missing FSM code
(maintained)

Student joined in latest 2

academic years

1.9 3.3 13.1 13.2

Student joined mid-year 5.2 10.7 30.0 29.4

Been in care while at this

school

0.7 0.8 3.4 3.2

Source: PLASC 2007.

Note: 11.9% of cases have missing values for these three context variables.
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affected by the very high level of missing data. The aggregate data used in Figures

1 and 2 will be affected by it. The school performance measured published by the

DfE will be very seriously affected by it (Gorard, 2010b). Missing data have con-

sequences in real-life for school choice, inspections, league tables and teacher pro-

motion. Therefore, one of the purposes of this paper is to look for the first time at

the other characteristics of the pupils for whom no FSM status is recorded and see

if this suggests how we might treat these missing cases in future analyses. Are they,

for example, more like FSM or non-FSM pupils? And why are those in state-

maintained schools missing this value at all? Given that the description of the

FSM column is shown as ‘pupils known to be eligible for FSM’, surely anyone

else is simply not known to be eligible?

Who is eligible for FSM?

Of the pupils who are missing a code for FSM in one year, a clear majority are

recorded as attending ‘other independent’ schools (Table 1). These are the tradi-

tional independent or fee-paying schools of England and they are unlikely to have

many FSM pupils at all. So in nearly every respect the total pool of missing FSM

pupils is likely to be more similar to non-FSM pupils in state-maintained schools

than to FSM. The analysis that follows has therefore been conducted twice—once

with all missing FSM pupils involved and once with fee-paying schools omitted.

Ignoring all pupils attending other independent schools, whether special or main-

stream, and in non-maintained special schools (7.3% in total), there were 624,247

KS4 pupils in England in 2007. Of these 84.3% were not eligible for FSM, 12.4%

were eligible and 3.3% were still recorded with no FSM data.

Children from poorer families (FSM eligible) are more likely to be in commu-

nity schools, both mainstream and special, and in Academies that, in 2007, were

still designed to re-launch so-called ‘failing’ schools in inner city areas (Gorard,

2009). Conversely, there are more non-FSM pupils in Foundation, Voluntary-

aided and Voluntary-controlled schools, which may be sited in more affluent areas

or have involved some sort of inadvertent or covert selection process when allocat-

ing places (Allen & West, 2009). The differences are not large, but they are in the

direction predicted by prior work on school intakes. They are also consistent with

the fact that FSM pupils, on average, live in more deprived areas (Income

Deprivation Affecting Children Index [IDACI] of 0.37) than non-FSM pupils

Table 3. Percentage of each FSM category with SEN

Not FSM eligible FSM eligible

No special provision 82.7 64.4

Statement of SEN 3.5 8.5

Source: PLASC 2007.

Note: pupils with missing values for SEN are largely the same as those missing FSM.
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(IDACI of 0.19). Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index scores are

measures of deprivation representing the percentage of low-income families in any

super-output area. Around 10.4% of cases are missing IDACI scores and this is a

serious drawback for any analysis involving them. The cases missing FSM but not

IDACI scores live, on average, in areas with an IDACI score of 0.28 (and this is

true whether fee-paying schools are included or not). Therefore, on this measure

at least, pupils missing an FSM value are about halfway between the characteris-

tics of FSM and non-FSM pupils.

Pupils eligible for FSM are more often in care than non-FSM pupils and more

likely to have moved schools recently and at a non-traditional time in the year. So,

they are both more disadvantaged and more mobile than their peers (Table 2).

Perhaps more importantly, it is clear that more mobile pupils are more likely to

have missing FSM scores (and this is true for the maintained sector and overall).

This may provide a large part of the explanation for missing values in the main-

tained sector. Many missing FSM pupils are in fee-paying establishments. Many

of the rest are relatively new to their schools and the schools may therefore know

less about them. What do schools know about them?

Pupils with any kind of special needs provision are considerably more likely to

be also eligible for FSM (Tables 3 and 4). Overall, 17.3% of non-FSM pupils

have some kind of learning difficulty, disability or other noted special need (and

82.7% have not), of whom 3.5% have a statement of special needs. But 35.6% of

FSM pupils require some kind of special provision and 8.5% have a special need.

This is a considerable difference.

The available figures for pupils missing FSM data but having SEN data show

that missing FSM pupils are again somewhere between FSM and non-FSM.

Around 83.7% of pupils not FSM eligible and around 66.0% of FSM pupils

are White in ethnicity. Pupils who describe themselves as not White UK in ethnic-

ity are considerably more likely to be eligible for FSM (Table 5). In particular

they are more likely to be Black African, Pakistani or Bangladeshi in origin. Chi-

nese and Indian origin pupils are the only minority groups to be less likely to be

FSM eligible. Those pupils without FSM scores are even more likely to be from

most ethnic minorities than FSM pupils are.

Table 4. Percentage of each FSM category with SEN School Action

Not FSM
eligible

FSM
eligible

Missing FSM
code (all)

Missing FSM code
(maintained)

SEN School

Action plus

5.9 14.0 10.1 10.2

SEN School

Action

9.7 17.9 9.8 10.0

Source: PLASC 2007.

Note: 11.9% of cases missing values for these two context variables.
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Pupils speaking a first language other than English are considerably more likely

to be eligible for FSM than English speakers, whereas almost all of those pupils

missing FSM scores are believed to speak English (Table 6).

Around 50% of FSM and 49% of non-FSM pupils are female, suggesting no

difference in sex patterns (and why would there be?). Around 14.6% of pupils not

eligible are identified as Gifted and Talented compared to only 7.5% of eligible

pupils. So, either the programme is not correctly identifying gifted and talented

children from poorer families or poorer families are less likely to have gifted and

talented children. How do both groups perform in national qualifications?

FSM and school attainment

There is a clear aggregate distinction between the examination results of FSM

and non-FSM pupils (Table 7). Overall, pupils from the poorer families achieve

lower total points scores at KS4, lower scores even when these are capped at the

eight best GCSEs or equivalent and lower results per examination entered. This

is well known and part of the reason why FSM is deemed such a useful and

Table 5. Percentage of each FSM category by ethnic minority group

Not FSM
eligible

FSM
eligible

Missing FSM
code (all)

Missing FSM code
(maintained)

White Irish 0.4 0.5 0.2 0.1

White Irish Traveller 0.3 0.2 0 0

Gypsy-Roma 0 0.2 0 0

White other 1.8 2.6 5.0 5.0

Mixed White/Black

Caribbean

0.8 1.8 0.2 2.0

Mixed White/Black

African

0.2 0.4 0.4 0.4

Mixed White/Asian 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.6

Mixed other 0.8 1.2 1.7 1.6

Indian 2.2 1.8 2.8 2.8

Pakistani 1.8 6.5 4.3 4.4

Bangladeshi 0.5 3.8 4.3 4.3

Asian other 0.6 1.1 2.4 2.3

Black Caribbean 1.2 2.5 3.0 3.0

Black African 1.2 4.5 9.0 9.1

Black other 0.4 0.9 1.0 1.0

Chinese 0.3 0.3 0.9 0.9

Other ethnic group 0.6 2.0 3.9 4.0

Unclassified 1.9 1.9 2.8 2.8

Source: PLASC 2007.

Note: 11.9% missing values for all ethnicity. Many of same cases as missing FSM.
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powerful indicator of disadvantage in social policy. Again, pupils missing FSM

data are between the other two groups and more similar to non-FSM pupils, but

if fee-paying schools are excluded (fourth column) then FSM-missing pupils have

considerably lower scores even than FSM pupils. Some of these will be in hospi-

tals and pupil referral units and will not enter many examinations, which perhaps

explains why overall missing FSM pupils including fee-payers actually score more

points per entry than non-FSM pupils. Some missing FSM pupils will have been

registered in FE colleges, perhaps having been unsettled in schools (Gorard &

See, 2011) and followed courses not leading to recognised KS4 qualifications.

A very similar picture appears when considering threshold data from examina-

tions at KS4 (Table 8). Non-FSM pupils score higher on all threshold indicators

of attainment, such as the percentage reaching level 2 at KS4 (defined as five or

more GCSE or equivalent at grade C or higher). As has been observed before, the

attainment gap is much larger at the higher threshold of grade C than at grade G

(Gorard et al., 2001) and it also increases at level 2 when English and Maths are

included in the threshold requirement. More of the FSM pupils are taking quasi-

vocational courses, like the BTEC in ICT.

Again, pupils missing FSM data are more similar to non-FSM pupils, but if fee-

paying schools are excluded (fourth column) then FSM-missing pupils have

considerably lower scores even than FSM pupils. The level 1 indicators show,

however, that it is not largely pupils who are not taking any qualifications who are

missing FSM values. Over 94% of pupils missing FSM scores, while in state-main-

Table 7. Means of KS4 attainment scores by each FSM category

Not FSM
eligible

FSM
eligible

Missing FSM
code (all)

Missing FSM code
(maintained)

Uncapped GCSE and

equivalent points score

385 281 345 144

Capped GCSE and

equivalent points score

304 231 300 131

Average points score per

entry

37 28 42 27

Source: PLASC 2007.

Table 6. Percentage of each FSM category by first language

Not FSM
eligible

FSM
eligible

Missing FSM
code (all)

Missing FSM code
(maintained)

English not first

language

6.6 20.0 0.9 2.9

Source: PLASC 2007.

Note: 99.7% of pupils with missing values for first language are the same as those missing FSM.
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tained institutions, achieved at least one subject pass and 40% achieved five or

more GCSE or equivalent passes. They are mostly taking qualifications but not

reaching the level 2 indicator in their results.

Conclusion

Understanding the nature and quality of FSM as a measure of relative depriva-

tion is important for its own sake, both for its application to areas of public pol-

icy like measuring the performance of schools and the planned pupil finance

premium and for its use in social policy analyses such as exploring the nature,

impact and extent of socioeconomic segregation between schools and regions.

The implications from this new analysis of FSM pupils are organised in three

broad areas: a reminder of the patterning of FSM pupils in terms of other

indicators, a recommendation for how to treat missing FSM values in the future

and a consideration of the value of FSM relative to other measures of

socioeconomic status.

Who are FSM pupils?

As in many other studies, this paper has demonstrated that FSM eligibility can be

a powerful indicator beyond family income. On average, FSM pupils obtain fewer

and lower grade national qualifications at age 16, they obtain lower grades even

when their lower number of entries are included and they are less likely to reach

the level 2 threshold, especially when English and Maths are included. They are

Table 8. Percentage attaining each qualification threshold by FSM status

Not FSM
eligible

FSM
eligible

Missing FSM
code (all)

Missing FSM code
(maintained)

5+ GCSE/GNVQ A⁄–C 59 31 65 9

5+ GCSE or equivalents

A⁄–C - Level 2

63 36 67 14

5+ GCSE/GNVQ A⁄–G 91 76 71 18

5+ GCSE or equivalents

A⁄–G - Level 1

92 79 78 40

1+ GCSE/GNVQ A⁄–G 97 92 95 86

Any passes in GCSE or

equivalent

98 94 98 94

Level 2 with GCSE English

and Maths

49 21 44 7

Level 2 with functional

English and Maths

51 23 45 8

Source: PLASC 2007.
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more likely to be non-White than non-FSM pupils and are especially likely to be

Black African, Pakistani or Bangladeshi. They are less likely to speak English as a

first language, much more likely to have any indicator of special need, to have

been in care and to have moved schools recently. They are more likely to be in

community schools and to live in areas with higher densities of other low income

families.

How to treat missing values

A relatively high proportion of the school population of England has no value

for the FSM variable, even in state-funded education. We genuinely do not

know if these children are from poor families or not and this has been a major

problem leading to likely bias in many analyses using FSM. We cannot solve

the problem, as some commentators mistakenly advise, with derivatives from sta-

tistical sampling theory. This is not a sampling problem. It seems to be a sys-

tematic bias in data collection for a census of population. For the first time, this

paper has run analyses with pupils divided into four groups: FSM, non-FSM,

all missing FSM and missing FSM in state-funded schools and institutions. This

has suggested that missing FSM pupils in fee-paying provision are most like

non-FSM pupils in state-funded provision. Analyses can either ignore these

missing value cases or aggregate them with non-FSM, as appropriate to the

situation.

However, missing FSM pupils are otherwise like a third category of low achiev-

ing students, often not taking traditional qualifications at KS4, who are ‘mobile’

between schools and about whom their schools know less. They are frequently

disadvantaged in other ways as well and have some appearance of a

super-deprived and very low achieving group. They could be aggregated with

FSM pupils, with whom they share some similarities, but otherwise their compo-

sition suggests that they should not be ignored but treated in analyses as a new

category. Therefore, to include as many pupils as possible the proposed classifica-

tion would be: missing FSM (state-funded, super-deprived), FSM (otherwise liv-

ing in poverty) and non-FSM (assumed to include fee-paying pupils). There may

of course be a few FSM pupils on scholarships in fee-paying provision and a few

non-poor children who have moved schools very near the ASC date and so who

have no FSM data. But these misclassifications will be much fewer than if all

missing FSM pupils are ignored or all are treated as either FSM or non-FSM. A

clear example of the importance of this comes in the calculation of CVA for

schools. At present, pupils with missing FSM are assumed to be non-FSM (Gor-

ard, 2010b). As this paper has shown, these missing FSM pupils in the state

schools using CVA will be deprived and actually tend to be super-deprived. But

the DfE CVA calculations do not even treat them as FSM eligible. This means

that all schools with any of these pupils will have their CVA scores loaded against

them from the start.
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How good is FSM as an indicator?

Eligibility for FSM in England has several key advantages as an indicator of gen-

eric disadvantage for social policy research. It is officially and routinely collected

annually for nearly every pupil, has a relatively simple legal binary definition, is

strongly related to educational and other outcomes and has been collected since

1989, giving analysts enough data to consider long-term trends at national, regio-

nal, local and institutional level. Of course, it only divides the school population

into two groups of those living in poverty and others. But if our concern as ana-

lysts is, as it often is, what happens to the poorest in society, then that is not

necessarily a limitation. As this paper has shown, it is possible to handle the

missing data in such a way as to either exclude fee-paying students or classify

them as non-FSM and then form a third group of missing FSM who might rep-

resent the most deprived of all. The distinctiveness of eligibility and take-up may

have been eroded since 2002 but, when handled with suitable compositionally

invariant analyses, both have tended to show the same substantive results anyway

(Gorard et al., 2003). It is also the case that FSM pupils may not always be the

poorest once other welfare benefits are accounted for, but then FSM is usually

seen as an indicator of state dependency as much as of eventual income

equivalent. In summary, FSM is imperfect but it is currently better than the

alternatives.

Alternatives would include having a more complete picture of household

income, home resources, parental occupation(s) or social class. There are two

major additional problems for these (over and above those that they share with

FSM, like any missing data). They are not and have never been collected

routinely, making analysis of historical trends impossible. Collection would be

expensive to implement, and current analyses based on these variables are based

on samples and cohort studies as opposed to population data, with all of the bias,

dropout and sampling variation that these involve. This alone would make FSM

preferable. But the second additional problem is even worse. The measures

involved depend on multiple definitions and compromises with data of a kind that

the legal definition of FSM solves. For example, the task of asking for, cleaning

and coding parental occupation(s) is a hugely difficult research task about which

experts disagree. Is class a continuum or a classification, is a housewife the same

class as other economically inactive individuals, what if parents live apart or are in

different classes, are we assessing responsibility, salary, prestige, skill or line man-

agement and does the same answer to these questions apply across time and place?

These dilemmas faced by all analyses using social class or equivalents are just

some of the most obvious areas where compromises and judgements are needed,

on a scale that means different results from different analyses are often simply the

result of different decisions taken by the analysts (Gorard, 2008).

Another alternative, growing in popularity, is to use aggregated measures of

socioeconomic status for the area in which an individual lives. It is usually easier

to get standardised measures for an area, from the national census of population
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for example, than to get individual data. Several problems with this approach are

immediately obvious. It does not overcome the difficulties of classification dis-

cussed in the last paragraph, it merely hides them by passing control to someone

else. It does not overcome the problem of missing data, with 10.4% of pupils miss-

ing addresses for IDACI in the analysis in this paper as a good example. It tells us

nothing about the individual other than the kind of small area they live in. Some

of the most deprived families actually live in heavily polarised areas (such as inner

London boroughs), which the average scores disguise. It is a clear example of the

ecological fallacy, but one now widely accepted as valid for some reason. And the

approach relies on figures that become increasingly out of date in the period

between the census every decade. They are out of date both for the characteristics

of the area and for where individuals lived then and live now. The IDACI is a sin-

gle areal measure—ranking areas in terms of the proportion of low-income house-

holds in each. Many other areal measures are multiple indices of deprivation,

constructed from scores based on a number of figures available from the local area

census of population, such as the number of adults out of work. These compound

the problems of IDACI in two further ways. They involve adding together figures

for housing, health, employment and so on. There is no clear justification for this.

And by using multiple indicators (including, for example, average educational

attainment of the local population) there is a danger of tautology in any analysis of

educational outcomes. More people with no educational qualifications live in areas

where more people have no educational qualifications, and so on. It is hard to

imagine how this approach could be better than relying on FSM. Being aware of

its limitations, accepting its threshold nature and the possible erosion of eligibility

as distinct from take-up, analysts need not apologise for continuing to work with

FSM.
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