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This piece aims to demonstrate how a school develops one aspect of its SDP (school development plan). The actions, impact and evidence base within the SDP will be critically evaluated by the writer to form a considered and academically informed piece. 
The aspect of the SDP that the writer has chosen to write about as the focus for this report is ‘Priority Four - To continue to work on approaches that reduce the attainment gap between EFSM and NFSM pupils’ (School ‘X’, 2020-2021). 
The writer understands the importance of the ‘rules of conduct; typically, to conformity to a code or set of principles’ (Robson, 2002, p. 65) that should be adhered to ensure the anonymity of the school. As Braun and Clarke (2013, p. 63) state, the use of pseudonyms is ‘best practice for protecting participant’s anonymity’; because of this, the school will be referred to under the pseudonym school ‘X’.  However, as McGinn states, good ethical practice is ‘more than simply the avoidance of being unethical or conforming to regulations’ (McGinn, 2015, p.159). Through reflection therefore, the writer understands that to ensure real efficacy in ethical practice, the contributions made by educational institutions such as school ‘X’ need to be respected and valued first and foremost. 
School ‘X’ is in a rural Pembrokeshire. The school has 416 pupils on roll aged 3-11, with two classes for each respective year group. English is the main language spoken. No pupils speak Welsh as their first language, although 6.5% of children speak English as a second language. 19% of pupils as classified as having additional learning needs (ALN), and 43% of pupils are entitled to receive free school meals (EFSM). 
SDP is a ‘strategic plan for improvement’ that is ‘informed by […] its own performance and contextual data’ (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 3). As stated, the drive of an SDP should be for the improvement of a specified aspect that is built around its own ‘contextual data’ – therefore, each SDP should be unique and tailored to the school to best enable that school to develop.
As stated, the school’s focus within its SDP is ‘Priority Four - To continue to work on approaches that reduce the attainment gap between EFSM and NFSM pupils’ (School ‘X’, 2020-2021). To best understand and be able to reflect and evaluate the school’s progress towards this priority, first the terms within the statement need to be understood. 
The terms ‘EFSM’ (eligible for free school meals) and ‘NFSM’ (not eligible for free school meals) refer to the eligibility of a child to receive free school meals. Children within a school are often categorised regards their EFSM or NFSM eligibility based on the associated socio-economic background of the child and their family; Those children and families who are classed as living in poverty - ‘not having sufficient resources to afford food, reasonable living conditions or amenities or to participate in activities’ (Welsh Government, 2015, b, p. 5) – are EFSM.
Free school meals are implemented as a method to reduce the stresses that parents and guardians may have in supplying their child with a healthy meal during their school day. It is one measure that Welsh Government see as positive step forward in overcoming ‘the additional barriers that prevent learners from disadvantaged backgrounds achieving their full potential’ (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 3). The theme that those from poorer backgrounds (both socially and economically) are in some way at a disadvantage to their peers who are not from ‘disadvantaged backgrounds’, is one that has a great deal of academic backing; As Estyn report, ‘children and young people who are trapped in poverty are vulnerable in many ways’ and are at a greater ‘risk of doing poorly in school’ (Estyn, 2014, p. 2). 
Estyn state that ‘the performance of both free-school meal learners and non-free school meal learners has improved over the last five years, the gap between them remains too wide’ (Estyn, 2014, b, p. 2), highlighting the need for further intervention and planned action to reduce the attainment gap between children that SDP intend to address. To be a successful school the planning and focus of interventions and SDP should be targeted on ‘improving the attainment of children from deprived backgrounds, specifically those who are eFSM’ (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 4).
The writer recognises that the broad sweeping generalisation that all children from disadvantaged backgrounds will be slaves to their unequivocal status as poor and impoverished is simply disrespectful and derogative to those families. No matter a child’s background, any child can exceed expectation and limitations associated with their status. However, the writer understands that in general, research indicates that there is a clear gap in educational attainment between those from poorer backgrounds compared to those who are not. As Ayala et al suggest, the availability of ‘equal access, and equal opportunity’ (Ayala et al, 2011, p. 2795) is an avenue that needs to be pursued further by all to ensure that every child has a fair chance to progress educationally and socially, regardless of their socio-economic status. This is echoed by Kirsty Williams, Minister for Education in the Welsh Government, where she stated that, the Welsh Government were ‘committed to the success and well-being of every learner, regardless of background or personal circumstance’ (Welsh Government, 2017, p. 2). The commitment to ‘every learner’ demonstrates the demand for progression and development. The writer hopes that this ‘commitment’ is realised and acted upon – one such way being through well thought and planned SDPs.
The writer understands however, that there needs to be a ‘fair and equitable distribution of power’ (Ayala et al, 2011, p. 2795) in some specific cases, as equality alone cannot be the sole sufficient measure to counteract such issues as the attainment gap between EFSM and NFSM children; at certain points, specific intervention or increased resources need to be allocated to mitigate the impacts that social injustices can have on the development of a child, hence the need for ‘equity’ over ‘equality’. 
To address the issues highlighted in ‘Priority Four - To continue to work on approaches that reduce the attainment gap between EFSM and NFSM pupils’ (School ‘X’, 2020-2021), the SDP model and the processes contained within this model should be explained. 
The SDP process is broken down into four stages (see appendix 1). Stage 1 of the model is ‘self-evaluation’ which is ‘a key tool in assisting a school to assess its performance’ (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 8). The need for self-evaluation within schools is, as Estyn state, key in ‘improving quality and raising the attainment and achievement of learners’ (Estyn, 2014, a, p.1). Not only is self-evaluation pivotal in the development of pupil ‘attainment and achievement’, self-evaluation as a process also enables ‘schools to get to know themselves better, identify their agenda for improvement and promote innovation and sector-leading practice’ (Estyn, 2014, a, p.1), helping those working educational practitioners to develop their own pedagogical knowledge and skills which will ultimately enhance the learning of those whom they teach. 
The theme of self-evaluative practice being a benefit within educational systems is reinforced in the work of Demetriou & Kyriakides, where they state that self-evaluation is a vehicle which allows schools ‘to improve the quality of the organisation and to improve teaching and learning’ (Demetriou & Kyriakides, 2012, p. 150).
Stage 2 of the SDP process (see appendix 1) is ‘strategic planning’. To ensure the effective implementation and adaptation of the SDP process, ‘it should involve all school partners and stakeholders; this is essential in ensuring that everyone has a commitment to the school’s improvement agenda’ (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 10). The importance of the ‘involvement of students, parents and the wider community is seen as a crucial factor’ (Demetriou & Kyriakides, 2012, p. 150) and an invaluable ‘asset in raising standards and improving learner outcomes’ (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 18). The ‘common vision and sense of belonging’ (DCSF Guidance, 2007, p. 3) that is nurtured because of the inclusion of ‘school partners and stakeholders’ is ‘integral to community capacity building’ (National Assembly for Wales, 2001, p. 25) and the attainment and development of pupil outcomes and their progression. 
Stage 3 of the SDP process (see appendix 1) is ‘making improvement/action’. Here, the school - and those other agencies and partners involved within the planning and implementation of the SDP - aim to act on the actions and planned strategies contained within the SDP. Those involved within the implementation of the SDP processes ‘will be aware of their responsibilities in implementing the actions necessary to bring about improvement.’ (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 16). However, for a successful and impactful implementation of the SDP, ‘the involvement and commitment of staff throughout the development process’ (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 16) is imperative. Without clear and strong commitment towards the processes of SDP, the impact on development and progress will be stunted.  Welsh Government state that ‘clear details of responsibilities, accountability, actions and timescales’ (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 16) are well understood by all those involved to ensure the best possible results and allocation of resources such as finances, staffing and time. 
Stage 4 of the SDP process (see appendix 1) is ‘reviewing impact’. Here, the ‘governing body must monitor, review and update the school development plan (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 17). The purpose of the reviewing of the SDP is to ‘ensure that the school’s improvement planning and strategies reflect the up-to-date context of the school’ (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 17). The need for consistent and ‘up-to-date’ reviewing of the processes within SDP is imperative to allow for meaningful and personal development regards the school’s unique SDP. Welsh Government state that ‘reasoned pedagogic decisions based upon relevant reading and research findings’ (Welsh Government, 2019) are important in the advancement of our educational institutions. The decisions that can be made because of the ‘reviewing impact’ process of the SDP allows for the making of future ‘reasoned pedagogic decisions’ as the information is based in the personal findings of the school which enables pertinent and effective development tailored to the school and its staff and pupils. 
Schemes and interventions within school ‘X’s SDP aimed to develop the links that could be made to ensure stronger engagement and involvement with the parents/guardians of those children who were classified as EFSM. As Estyn state, those children who come from poorer and disadvantaged backgrounds ‘have parents who are less likely to be involved in their children’s education’ (Estyn, 2012, p. 1). The importance to encourage the involvement and engagement of these parents/guardians in their children’s learning was a goal of paramount importance as parental feedback can help to enable teachers to ‘pay closer attention to what students do and do not understand well’ (OECD, 2008, p.10) in both the classroom and in school. This understanding that parental feedback and involvement can provide enables teaching practitioners to ‘adjust teaching strategies to meet identified student needs’ (OECD, 2008, p.10) which will help to address ‘Priority 4’ in the goal of reducing the attainment gap of EFSM children. Winthrop and McGivney state, ‘Content is not learnable if communication skills are not in place, and critical thinking operates on content, not in a vacuum.’ (Winthrop and McGivney, 2016, p. 14). The more personal and relevant information a parent can share with the teacher, the more ‘content’ that teacher has available to act upon, the more able they are to plan and adapt learning in the interest of the individual learner. 
Due to the recent COVID-19 situation however, the level of parental contact that educational practitioners have been able to have with parents has been limited. The school has been praised for its ‘effective use of the pupil deprivation grant to raise standards for disadvantaged pupils’ (Estyn, 2016, p. 3) in the past. As the Joseph Rowntree Foundation stated, ‘before coronavirus, almost a quarter of people in Wales were in poverty (700,000) living precarious and insecure lives.’ (JRF, 2020, p. 1). Poverty is a lack of ‘sufficient resources’ (Welsh Government, 2015, b, p. 5). To further develop positive and beneficial parent teacher relationships as a boon to help pupil attainment, further pupil deprivation grants – and other schemes which aim to provide equitable solutions to solve problems of inequality - could be used to improve the infrastructure of school to home communication e.g., the provision of tablets/computers etc. to provide that avenue of communication that is so important for both parent and child and the school itself.
The school has also been able to continue to implement initiatives such as ‘flying start’ which is a programme that can be used to ‘make a decisive difference to the life chances of children aged under 4’ (Welsh Government, 2012, p. 3), with earlier intervention and resources provided to young learners and their families to offer them a chance to be immersed in the educational setting as early as possible. This as a supplementary course of action to help bridge the attainment gap between EFSM and NFSM learners has proved effective in the school. However, COVID-19 again has hampered the progress made with this initiative as of late. At an early age, the provision of real-life authentic experiences is important for younger learners, as it is ‘through participation in experiential learning activities’ (Welsh Government, 2015, c, p, 40) that best provide suitable and effective learning environments. Due to the current restrictions posed by COVID-19 in education, systems, and theory such as this cannot be implemented as freely as would be desired. As a result, the transition of this style of learning into more virtual forms of teaching and learning is necessary. The school was able over time to implement such systems, however, due to the relatively embryotic nature of online teaching and learning, further alterations need to be made to these forms of learning to suit and benefit those being taught. 
To conclude, the SDP process is a which has clear benefits to those learners, educational practitioners, and government. The ability to be able to tailor a school approach based on the contextual and relevant evidence for a specific school is a brilliant step in helping to make learning more personal and relevant to learners, which in turn should help their progression within learning, both academically and socially. The limitations that can arise such as COVID-19 demonstrates the tenacity of our educational institutions and their ability to rise to a challenge and press forward. This is a theme and attitude that I wish to incorporate and embed into my own pedagogical practice. Educational institutions and settings can be incredibly volatile, and the ability to change and adapt to the current situation in a timely and effective way is something that I wish to be able to do. 
As Donaldson states, ‘Pedagogy is about more than ‘teaching’ in the narrow sense of methods used in the classroom.’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 63). The multifaceted and pertinent approaches that SDPs can provide to practitioners are invaluable to any educational practitioner, as it helps to steer education and its reform and development away from the ‘narrow’ methods that can and have dominated before. 
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Appendices:
Appendix 1 - School Development planning cycle:
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