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Target 1: Continue to develop your critical awareness to investigate contradictory or incomplete information and make strong, persuasive, arguments.
Target 2: Continue to demonstrate how your understanding of the concepts of the subject are well-informed by current research.
Target 3: Where appropriate (and if requested to do so) use your knowledge and understanding to indicate how these will impact on your future practice, by making links to Professional Standards.


How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.


Introduction

School Development Plans (SDPs) are intrinsic to informing a school’s priorities in their evolution. It should be used to address the national priorities outlined by the Welsh Government (2014) in “raising the standards of education in relation to literacy [...] numeracy [and] reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment”. A critical evaluation of a local school’s SDP will be made in relation to how they aim to raise its literacy standards, in order to close the attainment gap between learners eligible for free school meals (eFSM) and non-free school meal learners.
	School X – which has been named so in order to maintain its anonymity (BERA, 2018) – is an eleven to sixteen, mixed-gender, English medium secondary school in Swansea (Welsh Government, 2022a). Thirty-three percent of learners attending School X are eFSM, which is much higher than the national average (ibid, 2022a, 2022b). Additionally, the average Capped 9 points score for eFSM learners at School X is 331.9, whereas non-FSM learners score an average of 373 points; when compared to the total national average of 354.4 points, the large attainment gap between these categories of learners at School X is clear (Welsh Government, 2019). This attainment gap pattern is mirrored when comparing literacy points scores, however non-FSM learners also underperform. It is possible that this is the reason School X has chosen to place an emphasis on raising literacy standards as part of the SDP, in order to work towards the national mission, as aforementioned. 



Literature Review

The school self-evaluation (SSE) process is outlined by the Welsh Government (2014, p. 7) as a continuous cycle of planning, developing and reviewing in order to improve schools in an ever-changing world. Academics such as Goldstone (2022), argue that SSE should be “led by the school, and for the school” as the process should be recognised as valuable to the school’s evolution in its own right, and not just as a precursor to inspection. Goldstone (2022) also implies that SDPs should be made accessible to all stakeholders of a particular school, and involve their participation in their creation, noting how the process embeds “collaborative reflective practice”. Essentially, SSE and SDPs should be decentralised and allow input from all members of the population that are linked to the school, whether that be from within or the wider community.
	Brighouse and Woods (2004, p. 133) also promote collaboration within SSE processes, noting that “families” of schools – schools which share similar statistics including prior attainment and the number of eFSM and English as an additional language (EAL) learners – should share their successes in raising the attainment of disadvantaged learners. Brighouse and Woods (2004) believe that targeting attendance and behaviour patterns are significant influences on learner progress and individual target setting should be a priority in the “action” stage of the school development cycle (Welsh Government, 2014). Not only does this recognise learners as individuals within a school, but it also acknowledges the wider influences on a learner’s progress, as highlighted by Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) Ecological Systems theory. It also places an emphasis on the need to establish small, achievable and tangible goals for learners to meet the expectations of them at their own pace. Whilst Brighouse and Woods’ (2004) research is based on outdated notions and English education systems, the fact that it was conducted in a school in one of the most deprived areas of Birmingham means that these ideas hold some relevance to School X’s SPD, due to the similar socioeconomic circumstances. However, Brighouse and Wood (2004, p. 133) argue that targets should be quantitative and outline “what is expected of each pupil, class or group”, so the implication here is that targets should, whilst individual, be generated as statistics, such as exam results, and learners should be grouped based upon these expectations. In subsequent discussion, it will be examined how School X employ these tactics as part of their SDP and how this contradicts up-to-date research. 
	Demetriou and Kyriakides (2012, p. 151) conducted a study to understand the impact of SSE on attainment. Whilst this research was conducted in Cyprus, which has a different curriculum to Wales, the “emphasis on the evidence stemming from theory and research” concluded from this study is in-line with the role of teaching in Wales as it transforms into an inquiring profession. Demetriou and Kyriakides’ (2012) findings were that SSE in any form is more beneficial to learner achievement than a lack of self-evaluation, and that the use of research in improvement was the most effective method. From this, it can be interpreted that not only is self-evaluation an incredibly positive process for the academic prospects of learners within a school, but the necessity of research-based decision-making is equally important.

	Closing the attainment gap between eFSM and non-FSM pupils is of priority for School X. Whilst many researchers argue that there are problems with using eFSM statistics as an indicator for socioeconomic inequality, there is an understanding that the Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated an issue that was already a disadvantage to many families (Choudry, 2021). In the aftermath of this pandemic, we will only now begin to understand its true impact on learners as we await the outcomes of the 2023 GCSEs and A levels after a return to ‘traditional’ exam conditions. However, Smith (2018) believes that underachievement based on results alone is an unjust means of measuring ability; instead, changing the attitudes to learning of underprivileged learners is paramount. She argues that learners from poorer socioeconomic backgrounds are likely to have been influenced by their caregivers’ outlook on education, and if this does not align with the school’s beliefs, then these learners are immediately disadvantaged. Despite this, numerous schools are believed to be driven by outcomes of Estyn inspections, so this will often dictate how a school will form their SDP. On the other hand, the introduction of new inspection areas, is highlighting the holistic nature of education, so examining attitudes to learning has become a significant focus for many schools. Therefore, many schools are placing high expectations on eFSM learners, in accordance with ‘raising the attainment of disadvantaged youngsters’ (RADY), to close the attainment gap between eFSM and non-FSM learners (Challenging Education, 2023). The principles of RADY highlight that learners need to be set the same expectations no matter their socioeconomic background, and then be provided extra support to meet these expectations. This form of educational social justice aims to provide equitable learning experiences and removes the presumption that learners should be set low standards because one may hold preconceived low expectations.
	
	Many researchers believe that improving literacy skills in learners will contribute to the closing of this attainment gap. Kennedy’s (2009, p. 1 and p. 7) research found that “levels of motivation, engagement and sense of self-efficacy” have a powerful influence over learners’ academic achievement and developing literacy skills can improve their “independence, resilience and persistence at academic tasks”. This study also discovered that when books for casual reading were made available to learners on topics or stories they were interested in, learners became more motivated to learn. Therefore, the implications are that teaching literacy through subjects learners enjoy will improve those skills, which will thus have an impact on their comprehension of texts to improve attainment across the curriculum. Hemphill and Tivnan (2008, p. 444) contend that the foundations for improving literacy skills through reading lay in the extent of a learner’s vocabulary, stating that this can be a “predictor of reading comprehension”. Whilst this research is based in an American equivalent of primary school-aged learners, the urban community school with a high percentage of its learners that are eFSM where this study took place makes the context of this research similar to School X, and highlights that improving vocabulary can lay the foundations for further development, so links between secondary schools and their cluster primary schools should be of great concern.

Developing an Action Point

One of School X’s visions, as previously mentioned, is to close the attainment gap between their eFSM and non-FSM learners. Aforementioned statistics indicate the high percentage of eFSM learners within the school and how the large attainment gap between the two categories of learners is a trend across all aspects of the curriculum, whether that be through literacy scores or GCSE results (Welsh Government, 2019). Additionally, School X’s most recent Estyn (2015) report offered their insight into what the inspectorate believe should be addressed in their SDP; two of the three recommendations made by Estyn address the literacy ability, particularly writing skills, and the performance of learners at KS4. It is for this reason that School X placed a heavy emphasis on evaluating their standards and practice of teaching as part of their three-year SDP, from 2020 to 2023.

	As part of their strategic planning, School X divided their SDP into inspection areas before breaking these down into subsections. Whilst speculative, it could be inferred that the motivation behind this decision is because School X’s catchment area overlaps with two other local schools; by basing their development around the Estyn inspection areas, School X are actively opposing recommendations by Goldstone (2022) by using their SDP as a precursor for inspection, possibly to improve their inspection outcomes to compete with other schools in the area to gain higher enrolment numbers and thus, more government funding. Nevertheless, School X relied heavily on data analysis to establish their areas for development. Teacher Z highlighted that the school frequently use MidYIS testing to calculate learners’ Global Grades from Year 7, so that pupils can work towards the top grades at GCSE at their own pace. This is in-line with suggestions from Brighouse and Wood (2004), and also Donaldson’s (2015) second pedagogical principle that good teaching sets high but achievable standards for learners. 
However, School X also use these results to place learners into teaching groups based on their attainment, which are made flexible in order to motivate learners to maintain high standards as they can move both up and down sets. Research on attainment grouping is controversial and remains poorly understood. The most recent study on this matter by Hodgen et al. (2023) found substantial evidence that setting learners in this way is widening the attainment gap, particularly in English and, whilst having a significantly positive impact on those in higher sets, those placed in lower sets were largely disadvantaged, and their attainment barely improved across the duration of the study. There are two factors that could have caused these results: firstly, the Pygmalion Effect can have a large impact on learners for whom, teachers have preconceived low expectations of learners based on their prior attainment or socioeconomic status, consequently setting them low standards and limiting their attainment capability (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968). Additionally, learners could develop a lack of self-worth and may hold a more negative attitude to learning, thus losing motivation to meet the expectations set for them (Francis et al., 2017). Whilst Hodgen et al.’s (2023) study is well researched, results do not show whether higher-set learners would have achieved so well if they were placed in mixed-ability learning groups as there is a lack of a control sample. Also, the study only took place over the first two years of the participants’ secondary education, so it would be interesting to see if School X’s approach could be transformed into a longitudinal study into the impact of attainment grouping into KS4 and beyond.

School X also respected learners’ contributions in the creation of their SDP, with an entire section dedicated to suggestions from their pupil voice. Whilst their proposal for a new library space – as the school does not currently have one – has not come into fruition, School X is currently undergoing a rebuild, so this may yet be seen in future action. Despite this, there is action being taken to close the attainment gap between eFSM and non-FSM learners through improving their literacy skills, as advised by researchers such as Kennedy (2009). Through working closely with School X’s English department, it is clear that the responsibility of developing learners’ literacy skills falls heavily on these teachers, with the English teachers conducting one literacy lesson with their classes every week, no matter the attainment or year group, and skills practice is based around issues that arise from book scrutiny. On the other hand, literacy strategies – such as building vocabulary and lessons being taught through reading strategies, as suggested by both Kennedy (2009) and Hemphill and Tivnan (2008) – are integrated throughout the school’s curriculum and seems to be the subtle responsibility of all teachers, as recommended by the Welsh Government (2017). Moreover, Hemphill and Tivnan’s (2008) conclusion to improve vocabulary at a young age has been taken on by the school, with inset days organised with their cluster of primary schools organised to plan a progression path for learners before they enrol at the school.

All-in-all, with the exception of their attainment grouping strategy, School X’s action plan to close the attainment gap between eFSM and non-FSM learners seems to be research-backed. Whilst the extent of their improvement-in-action is yet unknown due to the interruption of the Covid-19 pandemic, the end of their three-year cycle is upcoming, so the full impact will soon by known. However, this strategy could also be criticised, as this apparent ‘teaching for testing’ by waiting for GCSE results to be published to measure the impact does not reflect suggestions by Bevan (2021) that schools should also use qualitative data to monitor the progress of eFSM learners. Nevertheless, time will tell whether School X’s strategies produce the desired outcomes, or whether their action plan will need to be further developed or entirely revised in the coming months.


Reflection and Evaluation

As aforementioned, it would be intriguing for a longitudinal study to be conducted into the impact of School X’s flexible attainment grouping, where learners move up or down sets based on both their attainment and attitude to learning. Only when we understanding the impact of this strategy into key moments in a learner’s education – such as their GCSEs – could we begin to understand if there is a benefit to attainment grouping in the long term. However, more significantly, research seems to show that learners have lower self-confidence and motivation, so if one of the main purposes of education in Wales is to produce “healthy, confident individuals” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 30), then the question arises as to whether this is the correct and ethical way to move forward, simply for the purposes of research. Whilst I have not yet had sufficient time to understand the implications of their school-wide approach to integrating literacy strategies within every subject on their curriculum, School X demonstrates their understanding that literacy is “a cross-curriculum responsibility for all teachers” (Welsh Government, 2017). The research basis of building vocabulary and reading skills is evident in this element of the school’s action plan, and in time, the impact of this may be clear through the quantitative data they use to monitor learner progress. However, the idea of monitoring progress through examination results alone should also be revised, as it opposes recommendations for the creation of the new Curriculum for Wales which says that reports should offer an assessment of a learner’s holistic development not necessarily acquired from the classroom (Donaldson, 2015).

	On reflection, School X should review its attainment grouping strategy, especially in English lessons, as the negative impact on both attainment and well-being is made profoundly clear in the studies conducted by Francis et al. (2017) and Hodgen et al. (2023), and the recency of these findings is an indication of the urgency for this action to take place, due to the relevance of modern contexts highlighted by the publication dates of both papers. By doing this, it is possible that the attitude to learning of all learners may improve, and thus their motivation to contribute towards the setting and achieving of the high standards held of them will be more fluent. Finally, in relation to School X’s SDP document itself, a ‘how’ section could be included to convey what action will be taken to bridge the gap between their vision and current state. This way, the document can be easily comprehended by the school’s other stakeholders, and if produced in an accessible language, it could encourage further collaboration between the school and its community, as highlighted by Goldstone (2022).

Conclusion

This research has proven the importance of community-wide collaboration and research-based decision-making in professional teaching practice. I intend to play an active role in improving learners’ attainment and confidence to achieve, no matter their socioeconomic backgrounds by setting high standards for all learners and providing equitable support throughout their education to ensure they achieve these high expectations. Developing literacy skills will form the foundations of supporting learners in maintaining high attainment and this research has proven how, if all teachers take on the responsibility of cross-curriculum frameworks, school-wide collaboration can ensure these high expectations for learners are reflected across the curriculum. The role of reflective practice will be fundamental to how I monitor the progress of learners through their time in school, using both quantitative and qualitative data to assess their achievement, but also their attitudes to learning and general wellbeing. Ultimately, the way in which this research has informed how schools currently conduct themselves, as well as how I will conduct my future practice, is centred around the role of the school and its community in benefitting their learners so that they can be successful in the future, no matter what disadvantages they have faced early in their lives.
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