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Introduction
This critical report will evaluate the approach of a school in developing numeracy skills across all Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLE’s). The focus will be on the impact of School Development Plans (SDP)’s and policy-informed practice within a Primary School. The selected school will be referred to as School X to abide by BERA (2018) Guidelines and Welsh Government (WG)’s (2018) General Data Protection Regulations. School X is a Christian, English-medium Primary School located in a deprived area of Swansea. As of November 2023, the school had 157 children on roll that has since increased. 25% of pupils are eligible for free school meals. Additionally, 40% of pupils have English as an Additional Language (EAL), and the school identifies there to be more than 26% of children with additional learning needs (ALN); with both statistics being significantly higher than the local authority average (School X, 2023). 

During the school’s most recent Estyn inspection in 2022, numeracy emerged as a focal point, highlighting the area needed enhancement across all AoLE’s (Estyn, 2022). The literature will therefore explore the broader Welsh educational context, which has been influenced by policies including the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) (2022) and the WG (2023) National Mission (NM); where the commitment to holistic development, community engagement and evidence-based practice underpins the Welsh ethos (WG (a), 2022). Within this report, social justice becomes a guiding principle, supported by policies including Donaldson (2015)’s Successful Features. Various socioeconomic influences will be considered and there will be a critical review on the understanding within school improvement and how this impacts educational quality and equity.



Literature Review
School development planning, as defined by (Department of Education, 2024), is a systematic process that aims to enhance a school’s effectiveness by identifying strengths and weaknesses. Brunderman (2022) extends by detailing how schools use the identified weaknesses to develop priorities and objectives. In the context of education in Wales, Donaldson (2015) and Rowlands (2021) present divergent views on the process of SDP’s, with Donaldson (2015) emphasising the role of the senior leadership team (SLT) in being the key practitioners responsible for shaping the school’s direction, whereas Rowlands (2021) advocates for a collaborative approach, highlighting the importance of involving various stakeholders. The differing perspectives demonstrate a broader debate, where the traditional model to leadership conflicts with contemporary views of a democratic model to decision-making. However, Jong, et al, (2022) a more recent study, agrees with Rowlands (2021), emphasising the significance that both a leadership-driven vision and collaborative input has on creating an SDP. 

SDP’s play a crucial role in shaping teaching, learning ad leadership, fostering continuous improvement, collaboration and reflection (WG (b), 2022). However, Philpott (2018) raises concerns that SDPs are becoming bureaucratic and detached from practical implementation, potentially due to compliance pressures. Such pressures can lead to a disconnection between the proposed strategies and the implemented strategies in practice. Walker (2023) also questions the efficacy of SDPs as the time and resources schools need to dedicate towards SDP’s can escalate workload concerns for stakeholders.  

However, in 2023, the WG released new SDP guidance to alleviate staff workload, introducing a clearer framework aligning with the WG (a) (2022) CfW. There is a clear priority to offer school’s flexibility in adapting the planning process based on the needs of the locality (WG (b), 2022). SNAP Cymru (2022) appraises how the new process promotes data-informed decision-making, which enables an evidence-based approach to practice. However, Meyers (2023) outlines concern of the flexibility, suggesting that schools may overlook or not address the diverse local challenges effectively due to inaccurate direction. Such flexibility could be viewed as contradictory to the more standardised approach outlined in the WG (2023) NM, which seeks to address disparities and ensure a more equitable education.

The WG (2023)’s NM for Education aims to ensure a broad and balanced education for all learners in Wales, addressing disparities in educational quality based on children’s geographical locations, particularly in deprived areas compared to higher-income regions. The emphasis on planning and preparing aligns with the principles of SDP’s (Senedd, 2022). The overarching goal of addressing poverty and the attainment gap resonates with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Maslow’s framework posits that individuals must have their basic physiological needs met before progressing to higher-order needs including self-esteem (Bates, 2019; Aubrey and Riley, 2019). In the context of embedding numeracy proficiency across all AoLE’s, the WG (2023)’s acknowledgment of disparities aligns with the foundational needs outlined by Maslow, emphasising the need to support and provide learners with an equitable environment and experience to enable the development of numeracy. However, despite the agreements the WG (2023) and Maslow, the ideas also contrast in their approaches as Maslow offered an individualistic perspective to meet children’s needs, whereas the WG (2023) emphasised an approach that addresses broader societal challenges.

Despite the disagreements, the objectives of the WG (2023) NM are parallel with the WG (2022) CfW; particularly in the realms of social justice and SDPs. Both initiatives prioritise providing an equitable education. In relation to the enhancement of numeracy across all AoLE’s, the WG (2023) CfW (2022)’s aims to promote cross-curricular learning, which can help to increase numerical proficiency. Summarily, the NM’s criteria for success outlines the implementation of cross-curricular learning to improve children’s learning experiences. Such ideas are consistent with Donaldson (2015)’s pedagogical principles. Donaldson (2015)’s vision was to integrate numeracy across all disciplines, which is present in the WG (2022) CfW and WG (2023) NM. Donaldson (2015)’s approach supports Erikson’s notion that success in mastering skills, including numeracy, contributes positively to a child’s sense of industry (MacBlain, 2018). The three policies were also in agreement in their recommendations, where the importance of empowering schools, fostering collaboration and continuous improvement are highlighted throughout. However, a critical perspective from Fearon and Henson (2022) acknowledges the ongoing challenge of balancing autonomy with national frameworks, ensuring that schools have the flexibility to address local needs whilst still adhering to the border educational objectives.

Whilst the NM encourages school and community collaboration, endorsing autonomy to address community-specific needs, the WG (2022) (a) CfW introduces an element of standardisation by providing a national framework for SDP’s (WG (b), 2022). Such contradiction between local autonomy and the expectations of national frameworks challenges the implementation of the policies. Additionally, the emphasis on numeracy as a tool for social justice in the NM contrasts with the broader, cross-curricular approach in the CfW, potentially diluting the targeted impact on addressing inequalities. Therefore, such a consideration should be made by WG to navigate these tensions within practice, ensuring that the policies enhance children’s education regardless of the local circumstances. 


Developing an Action Point
School X’s journey in reconciling the tensions between the WG (2023) NM and the WG (a) (2022) CfW is perceptible, reflecting the practical challenges of balancing local autonomy with national expectations. Following the Estyn (2022) report, School X sought to integrate numeracy across al AoLE’s, aligning with the broader CfW; raising questions about how autonomy in prioritising numeracy could be practically realised within national framework at School X. 

However, due to School X residing in a deprived area, there are various socioeconomic barriers that could hinder implementing Estyn (2022)’s recommendations. The limited access to materials, resources and space complicated School X’s efforts in achieving the numeracy goal, with the high percentage of EAL creating a language barrier between staff, children and the community (School X, 2023). Such challenges may lead to a resistance or lack of understanding of children and the community, potentially undermining autonomy and engagement. Despite the potential socioeconomic influences, School X persists in integrating numeracy across all AoLE’s (Estyn, 2022). Therefore, critical exploration of the school’s SDP process, covering self-evaluation, data analysis, stakeholder involvement and strategic planning, is imperative to measure the impact of the improvements. 

The first step of the SDP process, self-evaluation, involves the systematic reflection of the school’s strengths and weaknesses of practice cross various school functions (Bassot, 2020). School X claimed that the self-evaluation unravelled the weakness of numeracy presenting due to children not having opportunities to apply numeracy skills across all AoLEs (Estyn, 2022). However, considering that the identification arose during the Estyn (2022) inspection, Hopkins (2016) challenges the characterisation of it as ‘self-evaluation’. However, external inspections, according to the WG (b) (2022) are integral in driving continuous school improvements. Responding to the inspection, the school conducted further self-evaluation by analysing data on children’s numeracy performance, reviewing the quantitative data produced from the previous year’s Welsh National Testing results (School, X, 2023). The data revealed that 33% of children were performing below average, with 7% of these children with an extremely low score (ibid.). Therefore, School X prioritised numeracy across the curriculum, employing an evidence-based approach.

However, criticisms from Jerrim (2021) and Ismail, et al, (2022) outlined concerns on the reliance on National Testing for gathering data, highlighting potential limitations in assessing children’s abilities and the risk of prioritising memorisation over problem-solving. In contrast, Donaldson (2015) advocates for a holistic assessment approach that allows children to problem solve, think critically and apply creativity and numeracy in real-life contexts. Such ideas reflect Montessori’s theory, which provided a critical perspective of testing as her philosophy aimed for a child-centred, experiential education (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). However, Dickerson (2019) warns that the termination of testing would implicate the data analysis component to the SDP process as there will not be evidence for schools to measure the impact of the improvements. Therefore, School X should consider employing a qualitative methodology for a broader perspective of the needs of the children (Chase and Morrison, 2018).

Qualitative methodologies could include pupil voice (Moore, 2022). Whilst School X did not involve children in the data analysis phase, children were considered as valuable stakeholders by suggesting mathematical concepts they wanted to learn. Such feedback and decision-making allow learners to offer insights on the effectiveness on numeracy strategies and the impact on learning; promoting a sense of ownership and an inclusive culture. (Wood, 2011; Male, 2019; Skerritt, et al, 2021). Webb-Williams (2021) considers that pupils may face pressures from others to provide pleasing answers, however, School X countered this by fostering an anonymous approach. 

Recognising the importance of involving stakeholders, School X adopted a holistic approach to numeracy, engaging with staff members by expecting incorporation of numeracy in lessons. However, Hobbs (2021) considers the inequitable expectations of staff members, particularly those not specialising in numeracy. Therefore, School X appointed Numeracy leads responsible for providing necessary training. School X also engaged with community businesses, including HSBC, to provide children with authentic contexts for numeracy, teaching essential life skills. This idea aligns with the idea of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, emphasising that children learn life skills through interactions with different systems including the community (Bates, 2019). However, Bronfenbrenner received criticism for not fully addressing the variations of individuals cultural backgrounds and their values, which is crucial to School X due to high numbers of EAL (Zaatari, 2022; School X, 2023).

To shift focus from national expectations to local needs, School X developed a strategic plan considering the educational background of all children. Key strategies included providing opportunities for developing numeracy skills in real-life authentic contexts, ensuring clear feedback and feedforward for learners and further developing the role of the Numeracy AoLE. Philpott (2018) and Walker (2023) question the effectiveness of strategic planning, implying an implantation gap due to inadequate resourcing, unclear accountability and poor alignment with practitioner needs. Therefore, WG (b) (2022) outlines the importance of developing smaller success criterion. School X made such considerations by developing a success criterion to immerse children in outdoor learning experiences and provide opportunities to engage in enterprise skills.

To measure the impact of the implemented strategies, School X conducts learning walks, performance management reviews, lesson observations and visits from external businesses. Whilst these qualitative methodologies align with the visions of Donaldson (2015) and the WG (2023) NM, Wood (2011) suggests that the end evaluation should match the starting evaluation. Therefore, School X should  review National Tests at the end of the year to provide accurate evidence of the attainment improvement. 

Reflection and Evaluation
School X’s journey toward enhancing numeracy skills across all AoLE’s so far reflects a complex interplay of leadership, teamworking and child development theories, all within the context of Welsh Policies, aiming to improve social justice to children of all socioeconomic backgrounds. The SDP demonstrates a clear understanding of the socioeconomic challenges in the deprived community it resides in, emphasising inclusivity. 

Actively involving children in decision-making processes, collaborative experiences and authentic contexts showcases School X tailored approach to meet the diverse need of the children (Moore, 2022). However, challenges arise in reconciling local autonomy with national frameworks. Whilst the qualitative methodology School X used to measure impact aligns with modern educational philosophies of Donaldson (2015) and Montessori, national standards including National Testing are deemed crucial in the SDP’s success as these assessments are reviewed externally to measure performance (Bates, 2019; Hopkins, 2016). Therefore, it is coherent as to why School X initially used a quantitative approach to data analysis, as national pressures such as testing are often considered first. However, as detailed by Wood (2011) conducting different types of evaluations at the beginning and end of a strategy cannot be compared fairly. Therefore, School X should consider utilising the same methodology to self-evaluate and measure impact.

However, a further recommendation urges that School X should retire from using National Testing as a means to measure children’s performance in numeracy. The recommendation echoes the critiques of Jerrim (2021) and Ismail, et al, (2022), who suggest that testing does not provide an accurate representation of children’s attainment. However, also considering the research of Dickerson (2019), who counters that testing allows practitioners to evidence attainment, the recommendation would be for School X to use a qualitative data analysis alongside the quantitative results presented from the assessments. 

The recommendation aligns with Donaldson (2015) and Montessori, reflecting a child-centred approach. School X have already exhibited such pedagogical approaches by involving children in the decision making of mathematical concepts to promote inclusivity (Fitzgerald and Maconochie, 2019). School X have also demonstrated other pedagogical approaches to numeracy, including instructional learning; following Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which emphasises the importance of social interactions in shaping children’s understanding (MacBlain, 2018). Such practice, along with the school’s engagement with the community, aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, which recognises the impact of interactions and experiences different systems have on learning (Bates, 2019).

Such systems include the stakeholders School X had involved in the process. The school’s collaborative efforts demonstrate the principles of collective responsibility highlighted in Belbin’s Team Roles theory (Belbin and Brown, 2022). As outlined by Hobbs (2021) a challenge presents in the inequitable expectations of staff members, where some educators may not specialise in numeracy. However, School X have acknowledged this and therefore strengthened their SLT and appointed further numeracy AoLE leads. Such practice illustrates the distributed leadership model, which involves staff sharing leadership and decision-making responsibilities (Harris, et al, 2022). O’Shea (2021) outlines how the model empowers individuals at all levels to contribute to the team’s success. However, Harris, et al, (2022) highlights how distributed leadership depends on effective communication, which can be challenging to maintain. Therefore, School X should conduct ongoing reflection on team dynamics and adaptation to navigate complexities within the team. 

Conclusion
School X’s goal in enhancing numeracy across all AoLE’s has demonstrated an interplay of theories, collaboration and responsiveness to local needs within the context of national pressures. The SDP demonstrates a commendable understanding of the socioeconomic challenges within the community, emphasising inclusivity and a child-centred approach throughout. By actively involving children and other stakeholders in the decision-making processes, School X is clearly creating authentic contexts for numeracy that align with modern educational philosophies.

However, challenges arise in balancing local autonomy with national frameworks, particularly concerning the use of the quantitative data analysis to measure impact. One recommendation outlined is for School X to consider a qualitative data analysis alongside the quantitative result to align with a child-centred pedagogy. This will allow for a more comprehensive understanding of the children’s progress, reflecting the strategies implemented with the SDP. Whilst the school navigates the complexities of local needs and national pressure, it should also critically evaluate the pedagogical approaches used in practice to ensure these follow evolving educational theories and the diverse needs of the learners. A continuous commitment to critical reflection, collaboration and adaptability will be crucial for School X to effectively address the numeracy development.
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