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Introduction

This assessment will focus on a strategic target within QEH school development plan [hereafter SDP].  Development plan targets are important, as they form the vision and way forward for a school.  A current target for QEH school is “to improve teaching practice with focus on challenge and questioning” (QEHS, 2024). The Expressive Arts, Area of Learning and Experience [AoLE hereafter] should consider how to engage with this target within a creative context.  As the four purposes form the foundation of learning, teachers are required to consider the purposes in alignment with the schools’ targets by challenging pupils through differentiation and develop questioning techniques to create more “ambitious and capable learners” (Welsh Government, 2022). As a department, the staff will collaborate to ensure that this target will be addressed within schemes of work, thus allowing teachers to understand the important responsibilities that are needed across the curriculum to contribute to the schools “ethos and vision”. (Welsh Government, 2019). 

The bilingual comprehensive school is located in Carmarthen with a total of “1511 pupils” (QEHS ,2025). Most pupils from 7 to year 13 come from Carmarthen and the surrounding area (Estyn, 2014). It includes an additional learning needs centre, Canolfan Elfed, which caters for pupils with a wide range of needs. According to the school development plan, a Red, Amber, Green system [hereafter RAG] is in place to monitor progress made in each department. This traffic light system provides a clear, universal code in terms of red being unacceptable, amber reflecting some progress with further areas of development that need attention, and green exemplifying an acceptable level. (QEHS SDP, 2023, pp. 6- 7). 

The chosen target is coloured red with the current RAG system, thus amplifying the need for the staff within the Expressive Arts AoLE department to target this within their planning.   

In this assignment it will look over critical …and action, impact and evidence-based reflection.

Literature review
This section focuses on the SDP and its purpose. The SDP “is the school’s strategic plan for improvement” (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 6). And is a clever strategy to improve schools (Agi, 2017). The plan aims to help pupils get the most out of their learning (Welsh Government, 2022).  The QEHS SDP follows the guidance of the Welsh Government framework this framework has been implemented for improvement purposes (Welsh Government, 2022). The Welsh framework targets are to improve every school in Wales that aims to help every pupil move towards the four purposes (Welsh Government, 2022).  

The authority over the SDP is the governing bodies but when in use the headteacher will be in charge of developing a plan with the appropriate staff and governing bodies to create the SDP (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 4).  And is charged with undertaking necessary measures/ tactics to implement improvements (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 4). The four stages of the SDP process include: “Self-evaluation, Strategic planning, Improvement/ actions and reviewing impact” (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 5).  Within these stages, the SDP has data gathered by the school for self-evaluation. This data derives from the reports of the school this information relates to pupils’ mental health, comments from pupils, “parents/carers, staff, school banding information, tracking information on learners’ progress, National School Categorisation System, PISA” (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 9).  This data allows all stakeholders to help the school create suitable (Ben-Avie, 1998, p. 1). 

The SDP purpose is on par with Wales’ national mission, this is to help pupils achieve their best outcomes within the school curriculum (Welsh Government, 2023). The aim of the Expressive Arts AoLE SDP target is “to improve teaching practice with focus on challenge and questioning” (QEHS, 2024). By challenging pupils in the classroom will develop the curriculum with a focus on year 7-9 (QEHS, 2025, p.12). And will create “ambitious and capable learners” (Welsh Government, 2020).

Within QEH school, the Expressive Arts AoLE could run into some difficulties in achieving this SDP target as attendance are ragged red within the RAG system which enforces a barrier to learning.

In relation to attendance QEH, in 2024 the whole school average was “86.1%”, with female students’ attendance average being “85.4%” and male students’ average attendance being “86.9%” (Welsh Government, 2024). However, according to Wales average attendance in 2024 across all Welsh schools is “88%” with all female students’ attendance in school in Wales being “87.6%” and all male students’ average attendance in schools in Wales being “88.5%” (Welsh Government, 2024). In consideration, this data seems to be below the national average and looking closer at the data before Covid-19 pandemic, in 2018 the national average attendance in Wales and QEH school were on par. However, since Covid-19 struck in 2020, a significant drop was detected in the date from 2019 to 2023 suggesting that Covid-19 was difficult for teachers and pupils thus impacting lessons (Dorn et al, 2021). 

Estyn recorded that attendance in schools after covid-19 remained lower than before the pandemic hit creating constant absences that are increasingly difficult to stop (Estyn,2022).  And many comprehensive schools in Wales had difficulties with pupils participating in school engagements this created behaviour (Estyn,2022) & (Tomaszewski et al, 2022, p.3). Generating difficulties in numeracy and literacy, on average pupils are behind by four to five months of learning (Dorn et al, 2021). Further reasons for low attendance include “Poverty causing disadvantaged learners, Additional learning needs, Cultural issues - Gypsy, Roma and Traveller learners, Anxiety, mental health and wellbeing” (Welsh Government & Rowlands, 2022, p.17). In relation to disadvantages resulting from non- attendance, an experiment within secondary schools in Western Australia focusing on absence and achievements found that pupils attending advantaged schools had less absences but pupils attending disadvantaged schools had much higher absences (Hancock et al, 2017, p.1-5). The barriers mentioned relate to QEH school and pupils’ lack of engagement and attendance to challenge themselves or answer/ understand questions within the classroom setting. 

Welsh Government’s review of strategies for addressing absences within a Catholic secondary school in Carmarthenshire endorses their practice of creating an atmosphere that engages pupils and focuses on mental health this developes good relationships with families (Welsh Government and Rowlands, 2022, p.41). The school monitors attendance through percentages any percentage that is lower than 95% triggers support for pupils to help keep individuals on track, 95% will be monitored by teachers, 90% attendance will have support from attendance officers provided by the school and 85% will have pupils referred to local safeguarding authorities and welfare officers (Welsh Government and Rowlands, 2022, p.41). This approach allows pupils with low attendance to access support, to ensure improvement in attendance, as lack of attendance is proven to significantly “harm student learning,” (Liu, Lee and Gershenson, 2021). And allows pupils to miss “key information, skills and ideas” (Welsh Government, 2023, p.7). That could be vital to assessments and examinations. Having constant absences for a long period of time is associated with behaviour issues and affects pupils’ wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2023, p.7). In order to “challenge and question” (QEHS,2024) pupils in line with the QEH school SDP and the pedagogical principles of questioning all pupils (Welsh Government, 2022). QEH school SDP supports Welsh pedagogical principles and the school’s curriculum by challenging pupils’ thinking, but to do this pupils’ need to have constant attendance in school because high attendance is linked with good wellbeing and creates a confidant outcome on pupils’ work (Welsh Government, 2023, p.7).  This comes under the framework for Wales including “literacy and numeracy skills.” Pupils with strong attendance achieve one of the four purposes of being “healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Welsh Government, 2023, p.7) & (Tomaszewski et al, 2022, p.2).






Developing an action point
In QEH school the SDP embodies the school’s values and vision, in helping pupils regardless of background or ALN to reach good outcomes in classwork and to develop teaching in lessons by focusing on “challenge and questioning” (QEHS, ,2024). This is the Expressive Arts AoLE target within the schools’ SDP. This embodies the school’s vision and values by challenging and questioning pupils and allowing them to develop a pedagogical way of thinking by creating “critical, creative, problem-solving skills” and allows pupils to be responsible for their own work (Welsh Government, 2023). This methodology is on par with QEH school values of making sure every pupil “reaches their full potential” (QEHS, 2024). by challenging every individual.

This SDP target is a priority as highlighted in the RAM system referenced earlier, as it is coded red suggesting that this target is in dire need of reform. However, to achieve this target, there needs to be steps taken to improve the status of the SDP by addressing the success criteria such as: “lesson observations and learning walks” and  having proof of differentiation to question pupils in the classroom (QEH SDP target, 2024) This will encourage positive results within this target, to envision the success criteria of “challenge and questioning” (QEH SDP target, 2024, p.7). Which need to be at best (90%) with “lesson observations/learning walks/ work scrutiny exercises” (QEH SDP target 2024, p.7). This target has had some improvement regarding teachers who are following the success criteria by differentiating classwork and creating challenging questions. The results of a case study relating to the relationship between expectations and outcomes amongst Year 10/ 11 pupils in a school in New Zealand revealed that pupils with low objectives performed equally with pupils that has no objectives However, pupils with high objectives achieved much better than the other groups and finally the third outcome from this study showed that pupils with highly competitive objectives created high outcomes for achievement (Walkey et al, 2013). This research is compelling regarding differentiation in the classroom and the effect it has on pupils. There is further research suggesting that differentiation in the classroom creates competitive learners allowing them to develop (Tomlinson, 2014, p.3). Indeed, giving pupils opportunities in lessons can attract learners to develop their skills (this includes pupils work) at multiple stages (Tapper and Horsley, 2025, p.40).  Differentiation in classwork creates “ambitious” and competitive learners (Welsh Government, 2023).  That challenge each pupil’s ability in a positive way and can allow pupils to go at their own pace regarding classwork, therefore helping pupils with additional learning needs (ALN).

QEH school’ approach to improving their targets is moderate. The teachers understand that they need to improve certain areas of their teaching by using school data. Targets take priority within this system which is very beneficial for staff and faculty. The school’s approach to achieving this target seems subpar at best. This is due to the incredibly weak success criteria with “questioning” (QEH SDP target 2024, p.7). Pupils, with no additional guidance on type of questioning and its effect. This approach does not help pupils with improvement just by asking pupils questions in the classroom. Questioning methods are important as closed questions create a closed set of responses from the pupil, but open-ended questions leave open the opportunity for pupils to expand their answer beyond the original question (Schuman and Presser, 1979). Once the questioning has been conducted the results needs to be analysed as this would have been useful information that could have been included in the success criteria. This is an area of weakness however the positives for this target are how to achieve the goal and provides details in terms of “challenge” (QEH SDP target 2024, p.7). This term is considered to question pupils work within marking or differentiated workload, but it is possible that the term could also mean to develop pupils’ speech that can concur in multiple ways by referencing materials (Schuman and Presser, 1979) therefore, developing pupils learning further, as this is what is meant by the success criteria.

Reflection and Evaluation
With regards to QEH SDP the schools practise has shown development according to Estyn’s report majority of learners (includes ALN pupils) make steady improvement and many pupils can reference old knowledge accurately and apply it to new lessons (Estyn, 2022, p.5). The school has shown improvement but the unclear success criteria regarding how to add challenge into classroom teachings makes it difficult, however reviewing ways on adding challenges can be through differentiation, questioning pupils through marking classwork also known as “assessment for learning (AFL)” (Hammond and Lock, 2010). Asking pupils high academic standard questions.

Inspecting the first method to challenge through differentiation. Research proposes that (the experiment is conducted in a biology class in the Netherlands that has 115 pupils) the differentiation allowed pupils to work at three different levels of challenge in three different groups. The result of this experiment reveals major developments in differentiation and that these “findings are relevant and important” this experiment concluded that pupils did show slight improvement in the lesson through their work (Hammond and Lock, 2010). But due to the shortness of this study the effects were small but nonetheless made an impact on pupils learning (Hammond and Lock, 2010). Methods of differentiation are as follows, to rewrite directions for each pupil and to create challenging lessons (such as different levels of work that is suitable for each pupil) (Tomlinson, 2019, p. 9-11). To achieve differentiation in the classroom it is essential that the teacher adapts their teaching to the level of work and instructions/ success criteria to the individual pupils.

Reviewing AFL to challenge pupils work does develop learners progress in class by getting pupils to learn in a method that is thoughtful and helpful (Hammond and Lock, 2010). This is centred on clear learning goals and encourages pupils to take an active role in the process creating “enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work” (Welsh Government, 2022). A study was conducted on two different approaches of AFL, the first method was “ticks and-crosses style of marking” and the second approach of AFL was “comments-only style of marking” this study was conducted for year 7 learners in an English secondary school, the findings of this study revealed  that  out of the 24 pupils, 23 pupils (96%) “agreed that ticks and-crosses style of marking was not helpful” and “24 pupils (100%) preferred comments-only style of marking” (Hammond and Lock, 2010, p.14). These results of challenging pupils through AFL created positive results for comments only marking instead of tick/crosses style of marking.

Finally, looking at the third type of challenging by asking pupils high academic questions, this article provides evidence that pupils were much more engaged in lessons when asked challenging questions creating a lot of pupil feedback (Whittaker, 2012 ).This supports questioning pupils with more challenging questions keeps pupils more engaged in lessons and allows the pupil to develop their thoughts, therefore promotes pupils to understand the topic. Overall, all three of these methods of challenging are useful ways of developing pupils learning.

Conclusion
In conclusion, reviewing over QEH SDP target “to improve teaching practice with focus on challenge and questioning” (QEHS, 2024 ) the findings for this target reveals that challenging pupils in the classroom does benefit pupils work and understanding through methods such as :AFL, asking pupils high academic questions and differentiation but the most effective way of challenging pupils (that has the most research conducted in the academic community) is AFL and differentiation, unfortunately not as much research has been conducted on asking pupils challenging questions because there is a gap in the literature, their needs to be more research conducted on this topic.

Moving forward, what would be beneficial to bring into a teaching environment would be AFL and differentiation to achieve QEH school target. Using AFL, questions pupils, by marking their work on how the pupil can improve, creating thoughtful individuals and differentiation in a classroom challenges pupils’ ability on different levels, this helps individuals with ALN or without in lessons.

Overall, this target is beneficial to the learner along with the educator to become engaging/ innovative teachers (Welsh Government, 2019, p.16). In relation to professional teaching standards, AFL and differentiation will enable pupils’ ability to become “ambitious & capable learners” (Welsh Government, 2022) in the classroom and achieves QEH school target of developing ways of teaching that focus on challenging/questioning pupils.
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