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	Targed/target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn
What I have done in this assignment...


	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	Read even more relevant and peer-reviewed books and journal articles, as well as WG and Estyn, when researching
	I have tried to make more use of journal articles and academic literature 

	Targed/Target 2
	Continue to develop a supported critical approach throughout, offering the opposing view whenever possible
	I have tried to develop my criticality throughout the assignment further

	Targed/Target 3
	Synthesis research into your writing to aid the support of your key points.
	I have tried to back up the points I have made with research





























Evaluating The Purpose Of The School Development Plan On Improving Learner Outcomes: A Critical Examination Of A Policy Area Underpinning Research And Potential Impact


Introduction

The overarching purpose of school improvement is outlined by the Welsh Government (2022a) as a process that supports schools in providing the best possible learning experiences and outcomes for all learners, regardless of their background or circumstances. As part of this process, effective self-evaluation and improvement planning are key to enhancing learner progression and well-being. This is particularly key when considering the point made by the Welsh Government (2024a) that learner progress is a central principle of the Curriculum for Wales and, as such, should be a key consideration in school evaluation, self-improvement, and accountability processes.
The Welsh Government (2023) highlight that addressing the impact of poverty on learner attainment is central to Wales' National Mission', which aims to achieve the highest standard and aspirations for all. This is significant when considering that Estyn (2023) highlight a potential twenty-seven percentage point gap in attainment between learners eligible for free school meals and their peers. 
This essay will first examine the theoretical and policy context of school improvement in Wales, including key research and the role of Welsh Government policies in shaping school development planning. The writer will then use poverty as a critical policy focus, analysing the scale of child poverty in Wales and its implications for education before considering a classroom intervention that aligns with school development planning to support disadvantaged learners, considering existing research and potential implementation challenges. Finally, the essay will conclude by reflecting on the significance of these strategies for both teachers and learners and consider the broader implications on education in Wales. 

2. Literature Review: Theoretical and Policy Context

2.1 Understanding School Improvement

Kalman (2020) states that school improvement is a continuous process which is aimed at enhancing educational standards and learner outcomes through effective leadership, quality of teaching and learning and overall school culture as the primary key factors of school improvement, however also acknowledges that human aspects such as teacher behaviours, and student and parental engagement, as well as structural factors such as the school facilities and budget also play a role in school improvement. This is further reinforced by Oude Groote Beverborg, A. et al. (2021), who states that for school improvement to succeed, there must be changes in teacher actions and attitudes, ultimately affecting student learning environments. Chapman and Muijs (2014) also look at the broader implications for school improvement and find that school-to-school collaborations in school improvement can also have positive impacts on student outcomes. Additionally, Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins (2020) feel that leadership is central to effective school improvement to influence student achievement significantly. 
However, Feldhoff et al. (2022) warn that school improvement is an essential yet flawed concept, which, while it has the potential to improve educational systems, can often suffer from unrealistic assumptions and policy-driven distortions. They also feel that there is an over-reliance on indicator-based metrics such as student test scores or teacher effectiveness, which do not fully capture the nuance and complexity of the teaching and learning process. 

2.2 National Policy Frameworks 

In the Welsh context, there have been significant educational reforms and changes to the school improvement over the past decade. The Welsh Government (2024a) emphasises rigorous self-evaluation, collaboration and a shift from high-stakes accountability towards sustainable improvement. To achieve this, changes have been made; the School Development Plan (SDP) model has been introduced, allowing a school to define their priorities from a wide range of indicators, including learning well-being. The Welsh Government (2024a) believe taking a more holistic approach allows schools to engage in continuous, enquiry-based evaluation while developing collaboration across the school community. In contrast to this belief, Sibieta (2024) believes that there may be an overreliance on self-evaluation in Welsh schools, which, whilst this approach does create ownership, also risks inconsistency and weaker accountability due to varying leadership strengths. 
Estyn (2024a) has reformed its approach to school inspection by removing its summative inspection gradings and shifting towards a more supportive, formative evaluation model. Inspections in Wales will prioritise a school's ability to self-evaluate and improve themselves, with Estyn highlighting best practices and providing professional guidance to support improvement. However, Evans (2025) argues that whilst school leaders agree, there has been a shift away from high-stakes inspections. There is encouragement for self-evaluation, but some leaders found that this was based more on perceived Estyn expectations rather than authentic reflective practice. They also raised the concern that a less judgemental system must still ensure adequate external scrutiny for schools.

Overall, it remains to be seen what impact the approach to school improvement will have in Wales; however, in the latest PISA tests, the Welsh Government (2023a) acknowledged that scores were lower across the board in the latest round of tests than in 2018. However, we must also consider the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the testing sample not having the Curriculum for Wales implemented. As we move forward, the Welsh Government (2024c) says that sustained school improvement will be driven by a commitment to professional learning, curriculum refinement and evidence-based assessment practices; over time, this process will serve to strengthen leadership, enhance the quality of teaching in Wales and create equity in education to ensure all learners make meaningful progress.

2.3 Poverty in Welsh Education 

According to the Welsh Government (2023b), tackling the impact of poverty on academic attainment is a key priority in Wales. As a result, several actions have been taken to remove barriers that may hinder learners from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds. The scale of the task explored by the Children's Commissioner for Wales (2025) highlights that currently, 30% of children in Wales are living in poverty, with 26% of children from working households also in poverty, evidencing that child poverty in Wales is not an issue caused purely by socioeconomic inactivity, which could be a potential factor used in mitigating any potential stigma in families requiring additional support. One of the Welsh Government's (2024b) action points includes the pupil development grant (PDG), which is a strategic initiative aimed at raising the educational attainment and outcomes for disadvantaged children and young people in Wales, eligibility for the PDG for learners aged five to fifteen are based upon learners who receive school meals (eFSM) with current 2024/2025 rates being £1150 per eligible child. The school in receipt of the PDG must plan and spend the funds in alignment with the terms and conditions of the grant, which may be used for the benefit of all students but must prioritise the needs of eligible learners. Schools are also expected to focus on evidence-based interventions and are required to publish a PDG strategy on the school website.  Other initiatives from the Welsh Government (2023b) include the school essentials programs, which provide funding for families eligible for free school meals that can be used for school uniforms and equipment, 

However, despite the intentions of the Welsh Government, the Child Poverty Action Group (2024) claims that the actions taken so far have lacked measurable targets and a clear action plan, which has made assessing progress and effectiveness problematic; they also criticise efforts for being over-reliant on past commitments without introducing new initiatives or credible solutions to the issues. Overall, they believe that despite the Welsh Government challenging the stigmas for families around poverty, the current strategy is seen as less ambitious than similar efforts in Scotland.

In addition to the Pupil Development Grant and the School Essentials programme, the Welsh Government (2024d) has also deployed the Flying Start programme to allow families from most deprived areas to access free high-quality childcare, which may enable low-income parents to work or study to reduce financial pressures and reliance on benefits. Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2024e) have also introduced universal free school meals for all primary school children in Wales, again to tackle child poverty by ensuring that no child goes hungry at school. Estyn (2024b) says that these initiatives have improved educational engagement, attendance and access to resources. Despite the substantial efforts being made by the Welsh Government (2023b) in achieving the national mission for education, the Bevan Foundation (2025) highlights that Wales is on course to reach its highest level of child poverty in 30 years with an estimated 34% of children in Wales expected to live in low-income households by the end of the current decade, this shows the scale of the task at hand and further reinforces the need for schools to be proactive in having school improvement priorities which aim to reduce attainment gaps for learners living in poverty. 
3. Explore a classroom intervention that would support the implementation of this policy area

3.1 Examine the research that underpins this strategy

One possible strategy that could be used to tackle poverty in the local community is suggested by Jones (2022), who discusses a "Big Bocs Bwyd" project in Wales, where a school allotment or community garden and local food surplus donations are distributed to families in the local community on a "pay what you can afford" basis. This project addressed food poverty and enhanced community engagement and children's understanding of nutrition and sustainability. The approach of this project would be compatible with the Welsh Government's (2022b) ambition for all schools to be community-focused, as well as aligning with the targets set out by the Future Generations Commissioner for Wales (n.d.), especially in terms of having cohesive communities. Additionally, making learners aware of the impact of the project in alleviating food poverty potentially not only at home but in the broader community, makes the project compatible with the four-purpose driver "ethical, informed citizens" in the Curriculum for Wales as outlined by the Welsh Government (2022c) 

Holloway et al. (2023) discuss that the use of a school community garden can have several benefits; these include improved social and emotional well-being for learners, as the activity would be beneficial in creating social interactions, which could have a positive impact on learner self-esteem and a sense of community and belonging due to the closer working nature of families and the school. Holloway et al. (2023) also state that a community garden project may also have the benefits of reducing stress and improving emotional well-being. Additionally, it is argued that embedding a scheme such as a community garden into the curriculum has a positive impact on academic performance and cognitive development. This is further reinforced by the British Dietetic Association (2025), which advocates that a well-rounded diet with a variety of foods can positively impact children's mood, behaviour, and learning outcomes. 

From a theoretical standpoint, this scheme would also be compatible with Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory, which is outlined by Bates (2023) as influencing the child by overlapping systems, which would include family, school and the community. A classroom intervention such as the community garden would span across multiple systems where teachers, schools and the wider community would come together to help create a supportive microsystem around the child by firstly alleviating some of the stress and worries in the home around finances and being able to provide food, by creating a strong mesosystem where all of these immediate environment participants are working together, by taking the approach of Jones (2022) and reaching out further into the community for food donations and surplus food from local businesses, they would also be expanding the influence of the child's exosystem to create positive and holistic outcomes. Based on the evidence, this project would be highly compatible with the Welsh Government's (2023) ambitions to tackle poverty to mitigate the impact of poverty on academic achievement, even at a local level.  

3.2 Discuss the challenges and barriers to implementation

Despite the potential benefits of a community garden, its implementation is not without challenges. A primary barrier to implementing a community garden as a classroom intervention and helping to tackle poverty in the wider community is funding. Whilst the Welsh Government (2024b) do make the pupil development grant available for schools, which would be compatible with community-focused school projects, however Copeland (2019) highlights that the accountability measures for using this funding would mean that the justification for this project would have to be very clear, an alternative option would be external grant funding. However, Mycommunity (2021) highlights the competitive nature of applying for such a grant and the time implications, with some grant funding having a lead time of up to six months for approval. 

Middleton et al. (2018) discuss another hurdle that may be present in a community garden project, which is the stigma associated with accessing subsidised or free food. Middleton et al. (2018 also state that whilst projects such as this will have the benefit of giving access to food on a pay-what-you-can-afford basis, many potential participants may be hesitant to participate due to feelings of shame, therefore potentially reducing uptake and undermining the effectiveness of the project, this shows that it would be vital for the school to frame this intervention as a community asset rather than a charitable scheme. 

With the Welsh Government's (2022b) commitment to schools to become more community-focused, the community garden project would undoubtedly provide opportunities for community engagement to occur; however, both the Welsh Government (2023c) and Arshad, Wrigley and Pratt (2020) who state that in instances where parents have had bad experiences of education in their lives may be more reluctant to engage with a school project, which undermines the intentions of the community garden scheme.

3.3. Explore the potential impact of the chosen strategic approach

However, the Welsh Government (n.d.) highlights that a Big Bocs Bwyd initiative has demonstrated significant benefits through implementing the pay-as-you-can hub, which the school community garden would have a role in supporting alongside broader support from businesses and the local community. These impacts have included providing gardening and cooking skills strengthening food security. Estyn (2024c), in a case study, highlights that learners participating in such a scheme showed increased school engagement as well as improvements in literacy and numeracy skills as the real-world applications of the scheme, such as budgeting, weighing and recipe writing, provide rich experiential learning opportunities, the scheme was also embedded into the broader school curriculum with lessons also being formed around persuasive writing to local businesses for further donations, as a result of its success this best practice has been shared with other schools. The impacts found demonstrate that the project is compatible with the Welsh Government's (2023b) national mission of tackling the effects of poverty on academic achievement 


4. Reflection and conclusion

In conclusion, for school improvement to be truly effective, there is a need for strong leadership within our schools, as well as collaboration and evidence-based interventions to achieve a school's objectives. However, we must also recognise the challenges that exist with self-evaluation and accountability procedures. 
Poverty is a key issue in Wales, and it is clear tackling this issue is at the heart of the national mission for education; with schemes such as the pupil development grant and universal free school meal provision for primary-aged children, however, concerns remain about the effectiveness of these strategies in delivering long term change, with some even highlighting that the landscape around child poverty is a worsening situation. The school community garden and Big Bocs Bwyd approach would allow schools to engage with the local community and help tackle poverty in the locality, which will impact learners by addressing food insecurity in homes and improving health and well-being. The project also provides teachers with a rich learning environment to provide real-life authentic learning contexts, which has been shown to positively impact academic achievement in schools, especially in the areas of numeracy and literacy, which are often objectives set out in school development plans. However, challenges such as funding and the stigma around accessing the scheme remain, which may impact its effectiveness. 
The school development framework does provide a structure for improvement. However, its overall success now depends on effective policy delivery, including continuing to build community links. Therefore, continued research and refinement may be required to ensure that any strategies intending to meet school development objectives lead to sustained, meaningful benefits.  
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