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A Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School Development Plan: Actions, Impact and Evidence-Based Reflections
Introduction
The strategic use of evidence-based programs aimed at improving student outcomes is essential to effective school improvement. The purpose of this assignment is to critically evaluate the development and impact of a key action point from the School Development Plan (SDP) within the context of a medium-sized school in South Wales. Specifically, the focus is on the implementation of a reading strategy aimed at improving literacy across the school, with particular attention to pupils with English as an Additional Language (EAL) and those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. Given the school’s Free School Meals (FSM) eligibility rate of 32.4%, significantly above the Welsh national average, and an EAL population of 20.4%, targeted interventions to support reading development are crucial in closing attainment gaps and creating long-term academic success (Welsh Government, 2024).
The significance of reading as a key focus is supported by extensive literature highlighting its role in cognitive development, academic achievement, and social mobility (Biancarosa & Snow, 2006; EEF, 2021). This assignment will first examine the rationale for selecting reading as a priority within the SDP, referencing policy frameworks and research-based best practices. It will then critically analyse the actions taken, their impact on learners, and the challenges encountered. Finally, the discussion will engage with counterarguments and alternative perspectives on reading intervention and to evaluate the effectiveness of the strategy within the school’s unique context.

School Development Planning and the Importance of Literacy Interventions
The SDP is a structured process aimed at improving educational outcomes through systematic goal-setting, evidence-based interventions, and continuous evaluation (Day et al., 2016). The Welsh Government (2023) emphasises that an effective SDP aligns with national priorities, ensuring that schools address both local needs and broader educational policies. The SDP process typically consists of several key stages. First, a requirements study is carried out, in which schools use data analysis and stakeholder interaction to identify areas that need improvement. Following the identification of critical goals, schools use the target-setting step to create SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound) objectives. The second phase implementation, involves staff training, resource allocation and pedagogical adjustments as strategies and interventions are put into effect. Finally, the monitoring and evaluation phase reviews the impact of interventions using both qualitative and quantitative data, ensuring necessary refinements are made to enhance effectiveness.
In Wales, the SDP process is guided by the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), which places literacy and communication at the heart of educational priorities. Additionally, the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) provides structured guidance for developing reading proficiency, particularly for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds (Estyn, 2023). Given the school’s above-average proportion of FSM and EAL learners these national frameworks are particularly relevant in ensuring access to high-quality literacy education.
Barriers to Literacy Development
Reading is a foundational skill essential for academic success, yet research highlights significant barriers to literacy development in schools for economically deprived and diverse communities (Goodall, 2019; EEF, 2021). One of the primary barriers is socioeconomic disadvantage, as pupils from low-income backgrounds often have limited access to books at home, which causes gaps in vocabulary development before formal schooling starts (Hart & Risley, 2003). Research also suggests that children eligible for FSM are more likely to experience weaker reading comprehension skills, increasing educational inequalities (Sibieta, 2020).

EAL learners face additional challenges related to language proficiency, including limited exposure to academic English and difficulty accessing age-appropriate texts (Cummins, 2000). Additionally, low parental engagement presents another obstacle to literacy development, as parental involvement is a strong predictor of reading success. Nevertheless, parents in low-income communities may face barriers such as low literacy levels themselves or time constraints due to employment demands (Goodall & Vorhaus, 2011). Research indicates that family literacy programmes can create a culture of reading beyond the classroom, benefiting both children and parents (Williams & Coles, 2007).
Evidence-Based Approaches for Improvement
Several research-based strategies have been identified as effective in addressing literacy challenges within schools. One of the most well-supported approaches is systematic synthetic phonics, which is widely regarded as an effective method for early literacy instruction (EEF, 2022). An analysis by (Castles et al. 2018) found that phonics instruction significantly improves reading accuracy in the early years, although it must be combined with comprehension strategies to support long-term development.
Reciprocal teaching and metacognitive strategies have been found to be effective for developing reading comprehension skills. Reciprocal teaching involves guided dialogue around reading comprehension strategies, such as summarising, questioning, predicting. Research suggests this enables pupils to become more independent readers (Palincsar & Brown, 1984; Rosenshine & Meister, 1994; Quigley, 2018).
For EAL learners; translanguaging, where pupils use both their home language and English as part of the learning process, has been shown to improve comprehension and engagement (García & Wei, 2014). Creese and Blackledge (2018) argue that schools should actively value and integrate home languages within reading instruction rather than enforcing a rigid monolingual approach.
Targeted literacy interventions can be helpful for struggling readers. One-on-one reading therapies offered by the Reading Recovery Programme have been shown to improve reading proficiency over time (Hurry & Holliman, 2009). Similarly, new research from the UK indicates that structured treatments like Read Write Inc. and Lexia have been very successful in improving literacy levels in high-FSM schools (EEF, 2021).
Contradictions, Gaps, and Emerging Trends
While the research overwhelmingly supports structured reading interventions, debates persist around the most effective approaches for diverse learning groups. One such debate concerns the balance between phonics and comprehension-based approaches. The phonics-first approach, as mandated in England’s Synthetic Phonics Screening Check, has been questioned by experts who argue that reading comprehension should be developed alongside decoding skills (Wyse & Bradbury, 2021). Goodman (2020) suggests that over-reliance on phonics may not support older struggling readers, particularly those who require greater emphasis on comprehension strategies.
Another debate relates to EAL instruction, specifically the use of translanguaging versus an English-only approach. While translanguaging has been widely endorsed for EAL learners, UK policymakers have historically favoured an English immersion approach, raising concerns about conflicting educational priorities (Leung & Lewkowicz, 2022). Further research is needed to determine the long-term academic impact of bilingual reading within mainstream UK schools.
Technology and digital literacy have become emerging areas of research in reading development. With increasing access to digital resources, studies have begun exploring the impact of technology-enhanced reading interventions (Neumann et al., 2021). However, concerns persist regarding the digital divide, as pupils from lower-income backgrounds may have limited access to high-quality educational technology at home (Livingstone & Helsper, 2007).
Finally, researchers have highlighted the importance of reading motivation and engagement in sustaining long-term literacy development. Studies suggest that strategies such as reading for pleasure, independent choice of texts, and exposure to diverse literature are crucial for making lifelong reading habits (Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000; Cremin et al., 2014). Schools must therefore ensure that literacy interventions not only improve reading skills but also enhance a genuine love for reading.




Developing an Action Point
The priority of reading within the SDP reflects the school’s commitment to enhancing literacy and oracy among pupils, ensuring that all learners develop strong reading skills. This strategic focus aligns with the school’s broader mission to promote fair access to education, improve pupil attainment, and promote a culture of reading within the school and home environments.
The decision to prioritise reading resulted from community needs and student outcomes. Research consistently highlights the correlation between socioeconomic status and literacy attainment (Sibieta, 2020), with children from low-income backgrounds often starting school with a smaller vocabulary and limited exposure to reading materials (Hart & Risley, 2003). Similarly, EAL learners face additional challenges in acquiring reading fluency, particularly in understanding academic English (Cummins, 2000).
Furthermore, school evaluations and stakeholder feedback played a crucial role in identifying reading as a key priority. Communication with parents revealed concerns about home reading habits, with many families expressing difficulties in supporting their children’s literacy due to language barriers or limited access to books. Additionally, Estyn’s inspection feedback on Welsh schools (2023) emphasised the importance of embedding structured reading interventions within schools with diverse and deprived communities. As a result, the school developed a whole-school reading initiative, ensuring that pupils engage in daily reading, parental engagement activities, and peer-supported reading schemes to reinforce literacy development.
Implementation of the Reading Strategy
The school’s reading intervention follows a measured approach aimed at increasing reading habits and improving literacy outcomes. Several key actions have been implemented as part of this strategy.
Daily organised reading sessions, in which students spend brief, concentrated time reading every day, are one of the essential elements. These sessions incorporate independent reading, guided reading, and whole-class discussions to support comprehension, with teachers utilising scaffolding techniques such as pre-teaching vocabulary for EAL learners to enhance accessibility.
Parental engagement has also been a major focus within the reading strategy. Parents are encouraged to monitor home reading through reading logs, with regular communication from teachers to provide guidance and support. Additionally, the school has introduced parental workshops, aimed at helping families engage their children in reading activities. These sessions are particularly beneficial for families where English is not the first language, as they provide bilingual resources and practical strategies to reinforce literacy at home.
To promote peer learning, the school has established a buddy reading initiative, where older pupils mentor younger children in paired reading sessions. This initiative has been effective in developing reading fluency, confidence, and social interaction. Research on reciprocal teaching highlights the benefits of peer-assisted reading in developing comprehension and metacognitive skills (Palincsar & Brown, 1984).
For struggling readers, the school provides targeted interventions, where pupils identified as having low reading ability receive additional support through small-group interventions and structured phonics programmes. Elements of synthetic phonics have been implemented to support early readers, aligning with research that highlights its effectiveness for disadvantaged learners (Castles et al., 2018).
Finally, reading is embedded across the curriculum, ensuring that pupils develop cross-disciplinary literacy skills. Teachers incorporate subject-specific vocabulary building in lessons, which is particularly beneficial for EAL pupils in acquiring academic language and improving comprehension.

Impact Measurement and Evaluation
To assess the effectiveness of the reading strategy, the school employs a combination of quantitative and qualitative evaluation methods.
One method is Parental Feedback Surveys where regular surveys gauge parental engagement with home reading and identify barriers to participation. Another method utilised by the school is Reading Assessments. Reading assessments track pupil progress in fluency, comprehension, and vocabulary development. 
Furthermore, Teacher Observations and Pupil Voice is another method used as this is when the classroom observations and pupil discussions provide insight into engagement levels and attitudes towards reading.
Early findings indicate positive engagement, particularly through the buddy reading programme and daily reading sessions. Teachers have reported improved confidence and fluency among struggling readers, while pupils express greater enjoyment of reading. 
Strengths of the School’s Reading Initiative
One of the greatest strengths of the school’s reading strategy is its alignment with research-based best practices. The initiative incorporates structured daily reading, phonics instruction, and peer-assisted learning, all of which have been shown to positively impact literacy development (EEF, 2021). Additionally, the approach is culturally responsive, integrating scaffolding strategies and engaging parents in reading support, which is particularly beneficial for EAL learners (García & Wei, 2014). The peer mentoring within the buddy reading programme has also been highly effective, as it improves confidence, fluency, and social interaction, contributing to a collaborative reading culture (Creese & Blackledge, 2018).

Challenges and Areas for Improvement
Despite its strengths, the initiative faces challenges, particularly in sustaining parental engagement. While parental involvement is encouraged, many families face barriers such as limited literacy skills or time constraints (Goodall & Vorhaus, 2011). Further innovative approaches, such as digital reading platforms or bilingual resources, could enhance accessibility for non-English speaking parents.
Another challenge is the monitoring of long-term impact. Although early indicators suggest progress, there is currently limited data on the sustained effects of the reading strategy. Introducing tracking systems to follow pupils’ reading progress over multiple years could provide greater insights into intervention effectiveness.
Finally, differentiation for high-level readers remains an area for improvement. While the reading strategy effectively supports struggling and EAL learners, it is important to ensure that high-attaining pupils remain challenged. Implementing advanced comprehension tasks, critical literacy discussions, and engagement with diverse literary texts could support reading for depth and encourage higher-order thinking skills.

Reflection and Evaluation
The implementation of the reading-focused SDP target has provided valuable insights into the strengths and challenges of promoting literacy and oracy within the school context. My involvement in supporting daily reading sessions, buddy reading, and parental engagement initiatives has reinforced the importance of structured, research-informed approaches to reading development.
One of the key strengths of the school’s approach has been its whole-school commitment to literacy, ensuring that reading is embedded into daily routines and promoted through peer learning. Research highlights the positive impact of structured daily reading on fluency and comprehension (Quigley, 2018), and observations within the school confirm increased pupil confidence and engagement with reading. Additionally, the buddy reading initiative has been particularly effective, promoting collaboration and reading fluency among both older and younger pupils (Palincsar & Brown, 1984).
Moreover, one of the key challenges identified in the current strategy is sustaining parental involvement, particularly among families with low literacy levels or limited English proficiency. Research suggests that providing audiobooks, bilingual e-books, and online literacy workshops could support these parents in engaging with their children's reading development (Neumann et al., 2021). By offering multilingual resources and digital reading materials, schools can create accessible, home-based literacy opportunities for families who may struggle with traditional reading support.
Additionally, the introduction of a parent-child reading app with interactive guidance on reading strategies could further bridge the home-school literacy gap. Such an app could provide tailored recommendations, video demonstrations of reading techniques, and interactive storytelling features, helping parents to actively participate in their child's literacy journey regardless of their own reading ability.
Sustaining and Monitoring Long-Term Impact
While the initial impact of the reading strategy has been positive, it is essential to ensure that improvements in literacy and reading engagement are sustained over time. To achieve this, the school could develop a long-term assessment framework to track reading progress over multiple years, offering deeper insights into intervention effectiveness (EEF, 2021). By monitoring reading attainment trends, schools can identify patterns of progress or stagnation and refine strategies accordingly.
In addition to formal assessments, regular pupil voice surveys could be implemented to evaluate reading motivation, confidence, and attitudes towards literacy. Engaging students in self-reflective feedback would provide valuable qualitative data, enabling teachers to adapt reading interventions based on pupil perspectives and ensure that engagement remains high across different year groups.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this assignment has critically evaluated the development and implementation of a reading-focused action point within the SDP, considering its alignment with literacy and oracy priorities and the unique challenges of the school context. It has highlighted the importance of daily reading, peer learning through buddy reading, and parental engagement in supporting pupils’ literacy development. While the strategy has demonstrated positive early impacts, challenges still remain.
This experience has reinforced the importance of evidence-based decision-making in school development, ensuring that interventions are research-informed, data-driven, and responsive to pupil needs. Key lessons learned include the critical role of stakeholder engagement, the need for adaptive, differentiated strategies and the value of ongoing assessment and reflection in measuring effectiveness.
From a professional perspective, this experience has deepened my understanding of school improvement processes and inclusive practice. Moving forward, I will integrate structured reading strategies, differentiation and stronger home-school relationships into my teaching, ensuring my practice aligns with professional standards for inclusive, research-informed education.
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