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ECAD6050 Targets

	Target
	How I have addressed it in this work

	Utilise headings for reader engagement

	I have utilised the sub-headings provided in the assignment specification to appropriately divide my work into sections. 

	Develop criticality in writing

	I have specifically researched and included literature with highlights limitations to any strategies or methodologies mentioned within this assignment. I have also provided my own constructive recommendations regarding limitations to strategies and methodologies. 

	Paraphrase to show understanding, rather than using direct quotations

	I have paraphrased as much as possible, rather than directly quoted from literature. An exception to this is the inclusion of any statistics to ensure information accuracy. 



AI Acknowledgement

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 that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.


Introduction

School Improvement Plans (SIP) are often considered as a catalyst for a school’s success in evaluation and evolution. According to Estyn (2019) they are a measure of a school’s ability for self-assessment and consequently a tool to help determine areas for improvement. Throughout this essay, I will critically evaluate one action point from the improvement plan of my Professional Teaching Experience (PTE) school. In line with the British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2024) it is essential to protect the anonymity of both school and staff. As a result, I will refer to both as school A and teacher A, B and so forth. I will be evaluating a target from the Expressive Arts Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE) SIP, the action point is “increase standards at Key Stage 4 (KS4) in Drama and Textiles” (Placement school, 2024). 

As a prerequisite to the analysis of this action point and its significance within the AoLE, it is necessary to consider the context of school A itself. As reported by My Local School (2024), school A is located within Pembrokeshire, Wales and it has a total number of 1632 learners, 794 male and 838 female. Within school A, there are 18.8% of pupils known to be eligible for free school meals (eFSM), this percentage has increased every year since the school first opened and whilst it is higher than the local authority percentage, 16.1%, it is lower than the national percentage within Wales, 20.9%. English as an Additional Language (EAL) learners are reported at a percentage of 3.4%, this is in line with national statistics but double the percentage within local authority, 1.7%. Lastly, 9.9% of students are reported as Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) learners, similarly to eFSM students, this percentage has increased every year and it is higher than the local authority percentage, 7.1%. 

Throughout this essay, I will discuss the purpose and process of a SIP, with reference to the Welsh Government’s national mission. I will then analyse how school A determines which targets to prioritise, what strategies or methods they plan to utilise to address the chosen target as well as reflecting on my own personal practice contribution. 

Literature Review

Welsh Government (2023) state “our national mission is to achieve high standards and aspirations for all by tackling the impact of poverty on educational attainment and supporting every learner”. This statement indicates that School Improvement Plans serve a variety of purposes, not only do they allow schools to evaluate their areas for improvement, but they act as an opportunity to address the high levels of deprivation that are prevalent within Wales. Stone acknowledges the disparity in child poverty between Wales and other UK nations, they state “Scotland and Northern Ireland continue to have lower child poverty rates AHC, at 21% and 24%, respectively, while the rate in Wales in much higher, at 34%”. (2022, p. 2-3). 

Whilst in the context of Pembrokeshire, Welsh Parliament (2018) highlight that within Pembrokeshire, alongside four other counties within Wales, over 30% of workers are paid less than the voluntary Living Wage. Record levels of poverty within Wales propose two conclusions, schools have an obligation to improve teaching and learning to the best of their ability, primarily to provide children with the best opportunity to succeed in life. However, due to the socio-economic status within Pembrokeshire, high levels of deprivation make that task increasingly difficult. 

In 2022, the Welsh Government released school improvement guidance, this document included structure and methodology for self-evaluation as well as development and implementation procedures. Welsh Government (2024) advise the foundation of the school improvement process should begin by collecting evidence regarding the current learners within the school and their progress. This is supported by Estyn (2023) who recommend that schools should establish a culture of self-evaluation on a school-wide level, which is rooted in evidence and subsequent examination.  They further state that schools must work to ensure the relationship between self-evaluation and development are synonymous with one another, working together as a mechanism, rather than in isolation. 

Welsh Government (2022) state within their school improvement guidance that self-evaluation should recognise strengths as a first instance to then utilise as the basis for improvement priorities. Additionally, Welsh Government advise that schools improvement planning and self-evaluation should be the primary focus for collaboration with local authorities (2022).

Self-evaluation plays a critical and foundational role in the improvement planning process, according to Welsh Government (2022) the “progression, attainment and well-being of all learners should be key in all school evaluation and improvement planning”. Whilst few would disagree that learner wellbeing should be the cornerstone for improvement planning, a limitation to this approach is the lack of acknowledgement or support for teaching staff. It is a well-documented fact that the teaching profession is a demanding and exhaustive vocation. Education Support (2025) disclosed that within the 2023 Teacher Wellbeing Index, 78% of teachers felt stressed and 89% of teachers experienced poor mental health because of their job. Teachers play a vital role in the self-evaluation process as well as the implementation of development plans. Therefore, it is integral that their wellbeing and development take place as a central theme in its priorities. 

Bell (2002) reinforces how teachers, rather than senior management, should take precedence in the process of self-evaluation and improvement planning, as opposed to solely being responsible for its implementation. Bell (2002) further states this to be the crux behind why development plans, despite being aspirational and well-intentional, are often unsuccessful in their aims. Strategic planning is often decided by senior leadership, in collaboration with and acting on government agenda, rather than classroom teachers who are expected to implement changes, despite not being involved in their creation. 

Consequently, to provide school improvement plans an optimal opportunity at succeeding, they must factor in both learners and teachers, not only in their focus and implementation but in their formulation. This, once again, being reinforced by Estyn (2020) who state that advocating for pupil voice, ensuring that pupils contribute towards decision making can yield beneficial results for teaching and learning as well as school improvement. 

As stated previously, improve standards within KS4 within drama and textiles is the action point chosen from the Expressive Arts SIP. Although this target is consistent with Welsh Government’s national mission regarding high standards and aspirations for all, school A fail to fully define their interpretation of standards. Specificity is key in the conception of a development plan and its targets, according to VanGronigen et al. (2023) schools can benefit from the inclusion of SMART targets (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Timely). 

This model was first introduced by Doren (1981) who states that objectives must have significance and thought in their formulation, if they are to be achieved. Doren further states that a combination of both an objective and action plan were required for potential success. Accordingly, school A must refine the specificity of this target to increase the likelihood of success and by default, ability to measure it. 

Throughout the SIP, school A refer to specific attainment achievements, therefore, it is fair to assume when school A refer to increasing standards, they are alluding to educational attainment. There has been much research concerning strategies and techniques for improving standards and attainment. Parental engagement is often regarded as a method with potential to enable improvement, Nechyba, McEwan and Older-Aguilar (2005) reinforce this idea by stating that whilst it is understood schools and parents in isolation both have influence on educational outcomes, it is a combination of the two that can produce additional results. 

Education Endowment Foundation (2021) state that by increasing parental engagement, learners can make approximately an additional four months’ worth of progress, throughout the year. It is important to note, however, the outcomes are considerably higher within a primary school setting. Nevertheless, introducing opportunity for further parental engagement, such as progress evenings or invitations to watch their children perform within their specific subject areas, may assist in increasing standards. Department of Education (2011, p. 5) consider the potential barriers that can discourage parental engagement, they state schools must contemplate practical limitations, such as transport, time and cost.

In reference to further strategies to increase standards of attainment, Biggs (2003) offers an insight into teaching and learning strategies that can yield benefits for increased education attainment. He introduces a methodology called constructive alignment, an outcome-based approach, in which the learning objectives that a student is expected to achieve are made explicit before teaching begins. Biggs (2003) further explains the key to constructive alignment is ensuring that teaching and learning within the classroom, including tasks and activities, are centred around the eventual assessments and planned outcomes. 

For example, within the context of drama, learners could participate in a task where they are expected to watch a play or performance after which they engage in collaborative discussion regarding their opinions and observations. This lesson task would directly link to the WJEC GCSE examination, in which students must complete a live performance review. As stated by Biggs, the alignment between classroom activities and subsequent assessment can enforce positive effects for attainment. 

However, this strategy, despite its potential benefits, could be perceived to be oppositional to Curriculum for Wales and its process-driven objectives. Fuller et al. (2023) in the Camau i’r Dyfodol research report outline how Curriculum for Wales is “purpose-led process-orientated curriculum” (p. 8). Therefore, integrating teaching methods that cater specifically to an assessment or outcome could be viewed in conflict with the aims and intentions for Wales’ curriculum reform. Through implementing and constructing the national mission, Wales aspired to achieve educational policy alignment. In consideration of this, the notion of utilising strategies that directly oppose government objectives further highlight the complication.

Developing an Action Point

School A’s vision plays an important role in addressing the chosen action point, school A cite their vision as “achieve excellence together” (Placement school, 2024), highlighting their aspirations and priority for high levels of attainment. The chosen action point together with a variety of targets throughout the SIP align with school A’s vision and mission. School A details student outcomes and data throughout the SIP, therefore it is a fair assumption that prior low attainment within the subject factored into the prioritisation of this target. It is noted through the SIP that both lesson observations and pupil voice also factored into the determination of targets and areas for improvement. In comparison to other subjects within the AoLE, drama has been established to have lower rates of progress, this is highlighted by school A when they state, “the biggest difference being in Drama where there is a 0.35 fall in the levels of progress made to 1.48” (Placement school, 2024). 

Additionally, school A note the disparity between attainment levels through subject areas, they state that whilst trends showed a performance uplift in Art and Music, there was a decrease in both drama and textiles through grades A*-D.  School A indicate their proposed methods for achieving targets and areas for improvement, several of the actions listed centre around the improvement of teaching staff and their subject knowledge. School A state they aim to identify a school which is successful in teaching and attainment levels with drama and arrange a mentoring system or buddy visit. 

Hudson (2013) illustrates the benefits to introducing mentors for the purpose of professional development, he states that often schools are limited in their resources and budget to provide professional learning. However, the introduction of a mentoring system offers a cost-effective practice for teaching and learning development. Further, Lopez‐Real and Kwan (2005) undertook an evaluation of mentoring schemes and their efficacy for professional development for both parties involved rather than solely mentees. They state that 70% of mentors agreed that, because of their role within a mentoring scheme, their own professional development had improved. This reinforces the capabilities of introducing a buddy system and how it can benefit both schools, mentors and mentees. 

Tang and Choi (2005) argue that whilst a buddy system can improve professional development, there must be an investment into mentor preparation programmes as the efficacy of a mentoring system is substantially reliant upon the experience and competency of mentors themselves. Consequently, to ensure the best chance for a successful mentoring system, school A should ensure that their buddy school has provided mentor training for their teachers. Alternatively, school A could outsource mentor training for their own staff. 
Furthermore, any effective teaching strategies or assessment tasks that school A identifies through a buddy system should not be directly transferred into their own classrooms without modification. Although subject knowledge can be acquired and passed on, the techniques used to teach the material itself will differ dependant on individual learner needs and school facilities. School A must take the knowledge or strategies acquired and adapt them to fit the specific needs of their learners. 

Within the Expressive Arts SIP, there is no reference to how school A will measure their progress or the success criteria of the target. However, on account of the mention of data and attainment throughout, it is a reasonable to assume the measurement for success would be any improvement of examination results and student outcomes. As mentioned previously, an introduction or emphasis on parental engagement may yield potential benefits for underperforming students. Welsh Government (2024) state “an educational attainment gap at GCSE level remains, with learners eligible for free school meals much less likely to achieve top grades than other students”. This is in accordance with data reflected through school A’s SIP, in which they refer to the attainment disparity between eFSM learners and their non eFSM counterparts. They state that within drama eFSM learners significantly underachieved in comparison to non-FSM recipients, within the A*-C benchmark, by -62.5% (Placement school, 2024). As identified earlier, parental engagement can enable attainment improvement, therefore, school A could prioritise family collaboration as a method for increasing attainment and student outcomes. 

Reflection

In reference to my own contributions towards the target area, I had the opportunity to mark KS4 mock exams, consequently I was able to identify gaps in knowledge. I examined the collected data and used it to plans my lesson accordingly. Firstly, I reintroduced the topic and information to the learners, highlighting key terminology and encouraging group discussion. I then began lessons with reinforcement starters as well as interactive online quizzes to further aid in comprehension and retainment. 

Following a period of knowledge reintroduction, I planned a task for learners and implemented it within the lesson. In collaboration with their peers, learners informally verbally answered the same exam question that I had first identified gaps in knowledge and opportunity for improvement. It was my intention for learners to eventually complete the same question under exam conditions. Therefore, I could compare and analyse data to see if the strategy utilised was effective in knowledge reinforcement and retention. However, I was unfortunately unable to complete this before ending PTE1 at school A. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the purpose of this study was to explore School Improvement Plans and their efficacy, to evaluate what literature says about the process of creation and eventual implementation. Almost all literature states the necessity for improvement plans to be built on a foundation of learner wellbeing, improvement and attainment. However, it was explored that very little literature refers to staff well-being or development, an area that could be deemed as important to the operation and competency of schools. Throughout this investigation, school A was closely examined, in combination with their Expressive Arts improvement plan. Their target for increasing standards within KS4 drama was evaluated alongside their proposed strategy of a buddy system and intervention implementation. It was found that, whilst potentially effective, specific techniques for increasing standards and outcomes at times contradict the process-centred curriculum within Wales. Notwithstanding said limitations, it is apparent that schools are under obligation to provide opportunities for improved wellbeing, development and attainment for both children and staff alike.
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