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	Target
	What I have done in this assignment...


	[bookmark: cysill]Target 1
	Moving forward to Level 7 assignments, develop a stronger academic tone. Consider synthesising different authors at the same time to support your arguments (rather than 1 author 1 time). Avoid placing 1 author at the end of a whole paragraph - offer some critique and explanation of how they relate directly to the argument.
	I have changed the tone of my assignment and have adopted a more academic tone. I have utilised the work of different authors and used them in conjunction with one another. I have considered how the literature links, whether they support each other. Lastly, I have used more than one author to demonstrate the same arguments or points. 

	Target 2
	Consider proofreading your future writing to avoid any grammatical/spelling errors.
	I have drafted and proofread my work extensively to ensure there are little to no silly mistakes which can be avoided. 

	Target 3
	Use the Harvard Referencing Handbook to enhance your referencing skills (e.g. format of page numbers):
	I have read the handbook and adapted this in my work. I now know the correct page number format. For example using p. for one page and pp. for a range of pages. This was something that I was not doing in my previous assignment.



AI Statement- 
I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.

A Critical Evaluation  of the Development of a strategic Target in a School Development Plan: Actions, Impact and Evidence based reflection.

In this assignment I will be critically evaluating an aspect of my Schools departmental development plan. For the purpose of this assignment, I will be referring to the School as School A in line with Bera (2024). School A is located in an area of high social deprivation and poverty levels. There is a higher average percentage of people with no formal qualifications and benefit claimants than the Welsh average in this area (SDP, 2024-5). It is a large school of over a thousand pupils, 35% of which are entitled to Free School Meals. This is a substantial difference compared to the Welsh average which is 18% (Welsh Government, 2024). This statistic is indicative of the extent of poverty in the area. The target that I have chosen to focus on is to increase attainment in Religion, Values and Ethics with males as this is significantly lower than their female counterparts, the data highlights that 47.8% of female learners achieved A*-C compared to 20.83% of males (SDP, 2024-5). This statistic is particularly concerning because it is preventing the school from engaging in the national mission’s third objective of creating a positive education experience for all (Welsh Government, 2023). In this assignment, I will first review the existing literature and critically engage with academic opinions. In will then analyse School A’s approach to addressing the target and evaluate this.
Literature Review
The gender attainment gap has been a long-running issue : It was studied in 2004 and concluded that: ‘Those subjects perceived traditionally as ‘boys’’ subjects, subjects such as Mathematics (...) Information Technology, have been colonised by girls with increasing success, whereas boys have failed to engage to a similar degree with traditional ‘girls’’ subjects such as the Humanities’  (Younger & Warrington, 2005, p 23). 
The School Development Plan is a strategic framework designed to identify areas for improvement, set target and implement evidence- based strategies to improve. According to Stoll and Fink (1996, Ch 7) School improvement is a continuous, reflective practice that utilises data to monitor progress continuously which requires staff collaboration.  School A’s target for male attainment in RVE can use data to track and see improvements. School A has developed goals to improve male attainment in Religious Studies. The first being the introduction of vocational qualification Equality & Diversity for very low ability classes, to develop after-school provision for struggling pupils in Religious studies with a focus on male pupils but all pupils are welcome to attend for extra support. According to Welsh government policy we need to identify early struggling learners, and implement support and targeted actions ensuring that all learners gain knowledge, skills and experiences to be an active citizen. The target of School A is directly influenced by Welsh Government policy which believes in an inclusive educational system that breaks down barriers to education so positive outcomes can be attained by all (Welsh Government, 2023). Religious studies is a core subject and helps learners to develop into the four purposes, learning about the world, religions and diversity will allow learners to become ethically informed citizens. It is for this reason that the gender attainment gap in the subject needs to be addressed. The gender attainment gap has been a long-running issue
Barrier One- Lack of engagement 
There are a number of barriers that are associated with improving this target. Research suggested that boys are less likely to engage with subjects the perceive as abstract, discussion-heavy or lacking practical application. Boys tend to engage more with a variety of interactive, practical classroom experiences and more integrated use of technology (Younger & Warrington, 2005, p. 11). Religious studies often focuses on ethical debates and considering religious and philosophical discussions which boys may find less engaging in comparison to practical learning. This disengagement may lead to a lack of motivation and boys may develop a fixed mindset that they are unable to succeed in the subject. This fixed mindset needs to be turned into a growth mindset (Dweck, 2006).  This attainment issue with boys against girls whilst it is highly contextual, it does seem to be an issue across wales and is not contained to school A. According to Estyn in literacy heavy subjects girls perform considerable better than boys (2018, p33), they argue that this could be tackled by challenging the full ability range and provide stimulating tasks that develop the 
resilience of learners (p. 38). My opinion is that this barrier can be tackled by implementing alternative assessment methods such as digital tasks and presentations rather than literacy and writing heavy tasks all the time. There should be a mixture of these three methods to prevent an over-reliance on any of them and encourage engagement from both genders. This approach aligns really well with Curriculum For Wales and the Cross curricular skills framework (Welsh Government, 2019). However, it is important to note that these cross curricular skills activities do come with the risk of becoming more focused on just including the skill and ticking a box rather than providing authentic contexts and activities that will really enrich the Religious Studies learning. Therefore, these activities must be considered carefully to conclude whether they are relevant and pushing the learning forward. 
Barrier two: Lack of Authentic Contexts for Male learners
Another significant barrier to the male attainment in RVE could be the lack of perceived relevance and representation in the subject. The male learners may not see themselves or their experiences reflected in the RVE curriculum. Research suggests that some of the content of the course may not resonate particularly well with male learners (Younger & Warrington, 2005).  Educational institutions should encourage boys involvement and attainment in humanities subject by ensuring that the curricula are engaging to boys and do not reinforce gender stereotypes (Splitsburg and Plucker, 2023, p12). School A are attempting to do this by bringing a focus on more appropriate and relatable figures in RVE lessons at the years 7-9. 


Gaps and Contradictions 
Most of the sources I have investigated are about humanities as a whole subject combined and not specifically Religion, Values and Ethics. It is important to recognise this disparity, however I do still believe that these sources are relevant and applicable to RVE because the humanities subjects are widely combined in schools across Wales as there is so much crossover among them. In addition to this it aligns with Curriculum for Wales’ Areas of Learning Experience (Welsh Government, 2020). It is also important that working to develop males attainment in RVE does not negatively impact the girls because it needs ne equal and fair. Splitsburg talks about this in his research: ‘Engaging with the challenges boys  face need not come at the expense of girls.’ (Splitsburg and Plucker, 2023, p12). We want everyone to succeed in the subject as it important for learners too become ethically informed citizens (Welsh government, 2023).

Development 
School A’s action plan in development and practice
The target of improving boys attainment in Religion, Values and Ethics is important to school A because it has been picked up as a disparity among exam results. To address this target, School A has an action plan. Which is to introduce gender specific interventions by developing strategies aimed at improving boys’ engagement and performance through tailored teaching methods and mentoring programmes. They also introduced the BTEC vocational qualification as an option for students instead of GCSE Religious Studies. 
Looking at School A’s approach to tackling this target as a whole, I can see that it has not been entirely successful. I will firstly look at the introduction of the Vocational qualification.  The focus on equality and diversity fits well with preparing students to become ethical, informed citizens (Welsh Government, 2023). The qualification ties directly into topics such as racism, justice and morals which are central to the RVE curriculum. In addition to this, it supports the work on social justice from Emma Smith (2018) because it ensures that all learners have access to an RVE qualification even if they cannot excel with the exam-based GCSE. However, when this was put into practice, many of the students chose to do this qualification even if they were more than capable of completing the GCSE. Thus restricting themselves to the vocational qualifications when they could excel in the GCSE because they wanted to take the easy way out or be in the same class as their friends. It is my recommendation that the introduction of the qualification was a good idea, but it should not be left up to the students which qualification they do, there needs to be a means tested system to determine whether pupils should do it, with consistent communication  with parents because parental involvement is a big part of academic success (Jeynes, 2007). 
The next part of School A’s action plan was to incorporate gender-specific after-school interventions. Research has suggested that after-school interventions can improve academic outcomes for under-achieving students (Durlack et al, 2010). However, in the case of school A, they were not utilised effectively, there was no time given to teachers to plan for this and adapt their curriculum to suit these new plans. In addition to this, pupils had no incentive to come and try to engage with the GCSE curriculum when they could just opt in to do the vocational qualification thus attendance was low and the after-school provisions came to a stop. To improve this, I think that the after-school provisions should have a clear scheme of work to follow with teachers given PPA time to prepare this. They should be run by a team of teachers in the department to prevent teachers from feeling overloaded with the workload of these interventions. Introducing means-testing and communicating with parents to declare which qualification the child should do will then tackle the issue of low attendance. 
Implementation in my own Practice
 I recognise that it is important that all learners have fair access to education and this applies to Religion, Values and ethics. It is supported by Emma Smith’s work on social justice that all learners should have fair access to education regardless of the circumstances they were born into (2018). For this reason it is important to find ways to engage boys in the subject, under Curriculum For Wales the subject has gained the status it deserves and has become a core subject compulsory up to age sixteen (Welsh Government, 2023). So, it is even more important now that all learners engage in Religion, Values and Ethics.  To address this target in my own practice I have implemented two things: To follow the steps given by Splitsburg (2023) to improve boys engagement to get to know the learners better. The second thing I did was to run mentoring groups with year 9 boys that are currently under-achieving in the subject I chose to focus on year nine boys because I think it is important to tackle the barriers to RVE before GCSE level.
As a staring point I followed Splitsburg’s steps to engagement, I got to know the learners personally and showed that I cared about them individually. I paid attention to their interests and checked on their progress to ensure they are learning. I ensured I was passionate, committed, hard-working and knowledgeable (Splitsburg, 2023, p13). 
Next, I researched targeted interventions to ensure that it would be effective, I had to make sure that there were scholarly foundations for this. Targeted interventions for boys is good practice for encouraging engagement in humanities (Splitsburg 2023, p 13). My further research found that targeted interventions had evidence to support that they improve outcomes in under-achieving students. (Dietrichson, 2020). I learnt I need to tailor my interventions to the individual student needs to successfully overcome academic difficulties. These interventions took place in RVE timetabled lesson times. The targeted interventions were implemented with three groups of ten year nine boys who were identified through the school’s statistics as struggling or disengaged in RVE. I addressed the two barriers I have talked about in-depth in the literature review.  I addressed barrier one: Lack of engagement by using a range of assessment methods and reducing the literacy heavy load. I found that giving student’s a choice in what assessment they undertake could have positive impacts on struggling learners because allowing students to choose what suits them best gives them autonomy and they are more likely to engage (O’Neill, 2022). So I gave the learners in my intervention groups a choice of three assessment choices to encourage engagement and independence. This approach is further supported by Garside et al (2009), It also aligns with Curriculum For Wales and its student-centred approach to learning (Welsh Government, 2023).  They had the choice of a written task, a creative task or a digital task which addressed the cross-curricular skills. I also incorporated a range of activities in the lesson such as quizzes, debates and projects. 
To address the second barrier to boys progress in RVE during my interventions, I took extra care to include appropriate and relatable role models and local locations to provide authentic context. I did this in the hope that this would make the content more relatable and relevant and they could see the importance of it in their own lives. These figures included Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Desmond Tutu and figures in popular culture that are active in their faith and work for charity/fight for their beliefs such as Christiano Ronaldo, Hugh Jackman and Barack Obama.I also focused on places of worship, and I was sure to focus in on local examples. I measured the impact of my interventions through pupil feedback and monitoring assessments. The pupil feedback was generally positive, the learners said that they enjoyed their lessons more than they had previously and they were actively engaged.  

Reflection 
Whilst my interventions seemed to be successful, there will be no proof of impactful change until this intake of children get to year ten. However, there is evidence that my interventions have increased engagement because nineteen of the thirty pupils involved are doing the GCSE next year as opposed to the BTEC. Also, when comparing the assessments completed in the intervention groups to the assessments the boys had completed in their usual RVE class there was a significant difference in the quality and extent of independent and critical thinking. It is important to consider the realities of my interventions though, they are not sustainable for schools to carry out consistently, it would mean an extra member of staff would need to be available during RVE lessons and an extra teaching space which is not always feasible. To add to this, reducing the literacy load may work in the short-term, but in the long term at GCSE level, it is a subject immensely reliant on literacy, so the students will not be fully prepared for this if I have reduced the literacy load too much. Overall, there is no easy remedy to meeting School A’s target of raising boys attainment in Religion, Values and Ethics. This is nicely demonstrated here: ‘There needs to be a big picture change to make a real difference.’ (Splitsburg, 2023, p14). It needs to be integrated approach from Stakeholders that schools follow to be truly impactful. 
Conclusion
To conclude, throughout my research and writing of this assignment, I have learnt that school development is an integral part of the school’s day to day running. Previously, I had assumed that this was primarily the focus of the Senior Leadership Team, I know now that this will play a part in my everyday practice as an educator.  I have learnt the importance of innovation and collaboration in my practice, as school improvement need to be done through teamwork and collaboration. Finally, I have learnt that our pedagogy is so impactful on the students work and future, so everything needs to be evidence-based and backed up by research. In my future teaching career, I will be careful not to buy into trends and ensure that my pedagogy is research informed. 
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