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1. Try to be mindful of your voice as you write, avoiding generalisations or bias as much as possible.  
2. Adopting a greater critical stance will help here.  
3. Developing skills in using Harvard Referencing remains a target.

A Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School Development Plan: Actions, Impact, and Evidence-Based Reflections.

The focus of this essay will be in conducting a critical evaluation, on one action point from a school, which I will refer to through the essay as SDP. The school I will cite as School A. School A, pupils and teachers will remain anonymised in line with Bera (2024) guidelines. The target I will be exploring from School A’s SDP is that of bridging the attainment gap for FSM pupils, using differentiation techniques (School A 2025). Aligning with the Welsh Govt (2023) Mission statement, where Jeremey Miles spoke of aims to address the barriers of poverty, so that pupils could reach their full potential. This is an important target for School A, given its context of having an intake of 22.4% of pupils entitled to Free School Meals, which is above the National Average. School A is a mixed voluntary aided faith school. According to the SDP, (School A 2025), 57% pupils reside in 30% of Wales most deprived areas. There are 1237 pupils on roll, with 51% of pupils having English as an additional language with just over 5% of pupils on the first step of the language learning journey.  Classes are taught in diverse ability groups. Many pupils access extra support in developing literacy. One of the main challenges the school faces is in ensuring equity for the pupils within it.
Through this essay I will establish the purpose and stages of an SDP. Explore the challenges, strategies, thinking and decision behind School A’s choice of target. Example and reflect my own exploration of implementing differentiation techniques to address the attainment gap and conclude what I have learnt about the wider implications of target and decision making based on the summarised evidence. Linking to the Welsh Govt (2019) professional learning standard of wider reading and research, developing as a future educator. 
There have been recent changes to the purpose of an SDP, the traditional model highlighted by Kim Schildkamp (2019) in her research, showed schools often based their SDP objectives on how to get the best academic examination results, instead of using data pro-actively, to discover areas requiring targeted support. In their study of school self-evaluation, Demetriou, D and Kyriakides, L (2012) point out that many countries are seeking to improve the effectiveness of their schools, by updating their use of the developmental plan, to better serve pupils needs. Schools that recognise and understand the learners and communities is a necessity according to Tim Bridgehouse and Davis woods (1999) for understanding the support required.
The Welsh Governments (2022) School Improvement guidance, created in collaboration with stakeholders, places the progression of learners and their wellbeing at its centre. With the four purposes being an overview to focus pedagogical decisions on.  The main goal of this new format of a live SDP is for the schools to be actively engaged in their own ongoing self-assessment. The stages of this are to identify an area of need, target set, act, evaluate, and reflect on improvement on a continual basis. School A uses suggestions from the Evaluation and Improvement resource available on HWB (2024), to collect evidence via book looks, learning walks, pupil voice and data, they can also access training and other resources from here. Wales have echoed Education Scotland (2018) who seek to tackle pupil disadvantage by using pupil voice as an essential part of their SDP. Estyn (2020) says best practice in Wales includes all School staff working collaboratively with stakeholders, to create and develop the targets and practice in action they require.  Potential barriers to this type of approach, through Welsh govts (2022) impact assessment, reveal that some data driven schools may not be as motivated to change this culture. However, an exploration by Nadeem M (2024) into distributing leadership concluded the wealth of investment from staff working together can create a positive outlook for Education and when applied to equity result in targeted responses for more inclusive teaching. The target of Bridging the attainment gap, that has been adopted by School A, is one the Welsh govt (2024) reflects through its programme to boost attainment, as part of its commitment to address issues of poverty.
 The reasons for poverty and the attainment gap and how educators can do their best to target this is complex, and as a result there has been a great deal of literature that addresses these issues. Themes that re-occur within this are, the impact of poverty on attainment, assumptions made due to poverty, and best practice ideas on how to make the classroom more equitable. Poverty and its effects upon attainment have been recognised as early as 1922, emphasised by Emma Smith (2012) with a quote by R.H.Tawney who talks about the impact of the schooling of the time and the conditions of poverty that stopped pupils from entering higher education, calling them a “waste of capacity”. The capacity for better results exists, express Rowena Arshad and Terry Wrigley et al (2019, p61) pointing out that there are children in poverty who are doing well in their early education but are outperformed in the latter stages by less deprived pupils. Leaving a gap of attainment, states Sameena Choudry (2021, p30) of up to 28 points between disadvantaged students and their peers. Bruner suggests, say Karl Aubrey and Alison Riley (2016, p105), that the academic drawbacks of pupils are not due to ability, but impacted by the society and the conditions that they grow up in. Theo Cox (2000, p45) wonders whether the parents of children in poverty have had poor experience of schooling that they are now passing on to their children. However, Rowena Arshad, Terry Wrigley et al (2019 p60-64) identify that assumptions are made with regard the academic level and schooling of parents. Some parents in poverty may have higher level qualifications, and other factors such as lack of time, aspirations affected by low employment prospects, and stereotyping by society may impact learners’ self-esteem. Bart Shaw, (2016) draws attention to the strong links between pupils who have SEN needs and are also in poverty, which adds to the requirements of school support. This factor is also recognised by Sameena Chowdry (2021 p34) who posits that links between ALN and young people with EAL that are also entitled to free school meals are not often considered by people that write policies. Robert Balfanz et al (2023) states there has been too much concentration on the external factors of how poverty can affect pupils and puts forward three key areas that can be changed by educators, to help. These three being wellness, the opportunity to learn and how the pupil is treated within the school itself. Linda Darling-Hammond et al (2024) suggests that teaching the deeper thinking skills needed for the future would be of value but recognises educators may not yet feel confident in delivering these. Sameena Chowdry (2021 p37-79) offers more pedagogical suggestions, including identifying needs, pace, structured group work, use of multi-media, scaffolding and differentiation. Differentiation has been mostly used in classrooms to assist lower ability pupils, Nicholas. M et al (2024) observes, however there are many strategies that make it ideal also for those pupils who have a higher ability of learning if used well, highlighting mixed ability peer led activities as a method of stretch and challenge. Tom Sherrington reflects on differentiation, those who use it should consider the pupils at the very highest and lowest progression within the class for it to be applied effectively.  Differentiation can be seen as a tool for diversity according to Eikeland, I and Ohna, S. E. (2022) that can benefit all students in making the classroom more equitable. 
This idea of equity is included in the broader vision of School A (2025) in that every young person receives the support and nurture they require to flourish and develop as their own individual character. They recognise that many of the goals they have align through faith to the ones set out by the Welsh Govt, including those of removing barriers caused by poverty to learning. The main target of, “Supporting the progress of all pupils by reducing the impact of poverty on outcomes and promoting equity” has been shared throughout the different departments within school A, so that staff can implement the target in the way most appropriate to their learning area and students. This is in line with the Welsh Govt (2022) guidance on developing an SDP, with all staff working together.
 Within the drama department the overarching target has been adjusted appropriately to reduce the gap of FSM and non-FSM pupils, in achieving in the performing Arts at Key Stage 3, by targeted differentiation and scaffolding techniques to support and stretch. This was chosen by the department through reflection on lessons. It was identified for Key stage Three as there is a more focused class at Key Stage 4 where extra time could be taken to ensure progress. Within the department itself there is a variety of support, with learning mats and descriptors at the back of booklets, however with a mix of FSM pupils in the classes also having either an ALN, Emotional Behavioural difficulty, EAL, or being a highly academic FSM pupil in need of stretch, there was evidently a necessity for this target.  With the collaboration of my mentor, I identified the support that was needed for pupils within my classes, and it was decided that I should concentrate on the use of differentiation. This would aid work for FSM pupils with ELA or low literacy, who were struggling to access the written work. Create opportunities for those pupils that need further challenge. Enable me to differentiate for pupils with ALN or Emotional behavioural needs by developing a piece on non-performance work to engage with as part of the performing arts lessons.  According to Daryn Egon-Simon, Anderson (2014) creatively, children from working class backgrounds can seem to be held back, due to less exposure to the arts. Whilst from the National Theatre, Redman (2023), expresses that schools that implement drama programmes can see progressed improvements within engagement with academia. Both views offered considerations for me to think about whilst planning how I would provide differentiation. 
As a part of my practice in action I developed targeted resources, the timescale for this was over a period of two weeks, so the resources were formulised efficiently. Using ideas from, Kolota, J. (2024 chpt6) who delivers the understanding that although a pupil may have an EAL, they may not call for intervention, as pupils can have full acquisition of English as an additional language, I created scaffolded writing frames that were differentiated for need. Moving from missing words, sentence starters and skill boxes, to just using a skill exemplar. For learners that required stretch I designed a character exploration sheet, which probed into deeper questions including motives, intent, and how pupils would approach playing the role, I also engaged designing peer led groupings for practical drama sessions, where more able pupils could lead a session of collaborative direction. Linking to the pedagogical standards, according to Welsh govt (2019) of differentiation and to Redman (2023) view of using drama for academic improvement. Finally for those pupils who did not wish to perform due to an existing ALN or behavioural cause, I create a bespoke lesson on costuming, making sure the was meaningful, as is necessary according to Welsh Govt (2023) within continuing the journey of curriculum Cymraeg.  It included a starter, main and plenary task, exposing pupils who otherwise would steer away from engaging creatively with the arts. Thus, providing a rounded amount of targeted support for inside my Key Stage three classes. 

Within the department progress is checked through oracy development, questioning, end of project progress assessment, individual and peer reflection, book looks, green pen work and marking, all working towards providing the data needed to investigate where pupils are developing and where they still need support to progress. This feeds into the larger school A approach I outlined earlier in this essay. The methods used are in line with the guidance found on HWB (2024) and it is a clear strength that there is so many different approaches to understanding learner development. However, as a potential weakness, School A, led by the leadership team, have a strong impetuous to provide whole school green pen work in order that pupils should reflect on their progress, when existing departmental progress booklets contain reflection tasks allowing for pupil voice. This doubling up of work can intervene with planned lessons, which could potentially interrupt the pace of progress within the subject area. Though it does offer a distinct reminder to staff that they are all working towards one purpose and provides a base of collective evidence for the SDP. 

Using the practice of reflective process, as described by Christine Forbe et al (2007 p66) to lead awareness in teaching to deeper levels, I will concentrate my reflection upon my efforts to support the school’s practice. The differentiation strands I implemented were overall successful. Strengths being that pace, pupil choice of which writing frame to use and engagement were all observed within a writing focused lesson, that had previously lost pace and needed lots of teacher intervention. An unexpected addition to this was that one dual EAL and FSM pupil completed the task with ease, before asking and beginning the extension task for stretch. Peer led direction worked to create a collaborative group ethic, where pupils encouraged one and other, in an environment of support. The higher achieving FSM pupils within this showed developing confidence, in leading this experience. Strongest of all the chosen methods was the lesson on costume, this saw the pupils that had previously not engaged within Performing Arts drama sessions, suddenly start to develop costume designs and written reflection on their choices. Unfortunately, the extension task for stretch did not contain as much clarity as my other resources and was on reflection probably more of an addition, than containing the same level of purpose as the other strategies and therefore was not received as well. In the future I would use the guidance from the Expressive arts what matter questions, Welsh govt (2020), to pay closer attention to the details of my own work, so that I am contributing to learners’ creativity and providing authentic opportunities for development. The evidencing for my strategies was predominantly through written work, creative costume design and observation, which are a mix of strategies I will continue to use within my professional development. 

Through my focus on conducting a critical evaluation on the strategic target, of bridging the attainment gap for FSM pupils, I have found that the new SDP proposed by the Welsh Govt is the direction that many countries are now aiming to work towards. That a part of that aim is due to the situation for young people within those countries, especially those that are from a poorer background. FSM pupils may also have a dual need, as well as potential wellbeing concerns and will require more innovative methods of working to help to enable them to make the progression they are capable of. That targeting support requires extra effort, to reach all the pupils within your class and that seeing them make progress is the aim and privilege of teaching. The role of the SDP helps to focus and engage practitioners with their learners and with the collective aims of the school itself. Whilst having to provide evidence keeps action practice on track. Making it an essential document. 
This exploration has led me to consider my own professionalism as a future educator, and I will strive in my next placement and professional life to continue to create meaningful challenge for my pupils to link with the higher-level standards of professional learning pedagogy in differentiation. Understanding that the value of time taken in creating resources and meaningful lessons can make a positive change within the classroom, leading it to become a more equitable place for students. 
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