How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence based.

Introduction 
Within this essay the researcher will be investigating how their placement school (PTE) has developed one aspects of its school development plan (SDP), the aspect being Priority 1, to continue to develop pupils higher order thinking skills (HOTS). When looking to critique and reflect on the implementation of the Priority it is critical to note that the school is within a deprived area of Neath Port Talbot with 45% of children on free school meals. In addition to this the school is made up of 412 pupils with mixed size classes, the largest class being 32 and the smallest being 23 some classes have children with additional needs. Furthermore, the researcher will be following the BERA guidelines through this assignment.

Literature Review 
Within the researchers PTE2 school, it has been noted that the school uses a school development Plan (SDP) as their strategy to achieve the core purposes of the school. The main overarching aim of the SDP is to change classroom practice and manage procedures in order to support the teaching and learning process. When looking at the SDP in greater detail Priority 1 is made very clear and the importance is highlighted. Priority 1 being: To continue to develop pupils’ higher order thinking skills (HOTS). This is the schools’ priority as it is in line with the school’s vision for the new curriculum, stakeholders need to continue to strengthen pupil’s higher order thinking skills in order to support their development of the four purposes. In particular, pupils’ ability to apply analyse, evaluate and create higher order thinking (Abosalem, 2016). 

In addition to this in previous years, teachers received professional learning focused on HOTS and implemented explicit teaching of analysis (and evaluate) skills, provided opportunities for pupils to practice these skills and begin to apply them independently. As a result, monitoring highlighted that the complexity of the responses from the older pupils is of very high standard and nearly all pupils are able to explain how they would transfer their analysis skills to other situations and circumstances. However, school needs to continue to develop pupils’ ability to explain why they are learning to analyse (Merta et al, 2017). Teachers need to continue to embed the explicit teaching of analysis skills and to implement the explicit teaching of evaluate and create (Abdullah, et al,2016). It is important to note that Bloom’s taxonomy can be seen throughout the researchers PTE school and it is a concept which the children are hugely familiar with during their HOTS lessons. Bloom’s taxonomy allows teachers to write a learning objective that describes the skills and abilities needed for the learner to succeed. Moreover, Bloom’s taxonomy differentiates between cognitive skill levels and draws attention to the learning objectives which need higher levels of cognitive skills. Because of this, children have a deeper learning experience where they are able to transfer their knowledge and skills to a more areas (Adams, 2015). 

Furthermore, many teaching strategies do not provide effective opportunities for pupils to develop their integral skills (Day & Sammons, 2016). Teachers need to ensure they identify regular and effective opportunities for pupils to progress with their integral skills – solve problems; overcome challenges; investigate and develop their higher order thinking skills through explicitly modelling these skills and providing regular opportunities for pupils to practice these skills (Stronge, 2018). Moreover, it is critical for stakeholders to implement a range of engaging teaching strategies to support pupils to gain new knowledge and understanding (Caena & Redecker, 2019).

To critically analyse why and how the school specific to the researcher has chosen HOTS as Priority 1 on the SDP, it is critical for the researcher to discuss one focus point to be critically analysed. This can include: the effects of the pandemic on children and their ability to use higher order thinking skills (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021) 

When looking to evaluate the introduction of HOTS into the SDP, the researcher believes it is critical to critique and evaluate the literature from two different perspectives. The first being before the pandemic and the other perspective being after. As stated by Watts and Pattnaik (2022) there are many negative impacts of the pandemic on many children’s holistic development which has directly affected their higher order thinking skills, and this has been reported by researchers around the world. In agreeance with this the researcher has noted that their PTE school is not the only school within the area with this as their Priority 1 within their SDP, this is because it has been recognised by a network of local schools within the area. This furthermore highlights the importance of the priority. 

In addition to this a qualitative study by Todd (2020) investigated teachers’ perspective on the impact of social distancing and school closure policies on children’s socioemotional development. The study found that children’s higher order thinking skills were hugely affected due to social deprivation through a lack of friendships, absence of peer learning and peer communication, loss of play time, and lack of socialization. As well as the children’s higher order thinking development skills being affected, children also began to exhibit externalizing behaviours (acting out, throwing, tantrums, seeking negative attention, lying, showing disrespect, and aggressiveness. However, the most important finding from the study by Watts and Pattnaik (2022) was that the children had issues with basic life skills and became over reliant on stakeholders in performing routine tasks. Due to this, the importance of having HOTS lessons within a school has been greatly highlighted. In conjunction to this some research questions the importance of developing higher order thinking skills. Within Stanley Pogrow’s research he states that using higher order thinking skills will educationally disadvantage students. He stated that the emphasis on the skills alone substantially increase the performance of those students in a variety of standardised tests (Awidi & Paynter, M., 2019). 

Self-Evaluation 
The school identified HOTS as an area for development as it is in line with the schools’ vision for the new curriculum. The SDP states that the school needs to continue to strengthen pupils’ higher order thinking skills in order to support their development of the four purposes. In particular, pupils’ ability to apply, analyse, evaluate and create (higher order thinking). In addition to this the school have identified HOTS as their Priority 1 due to the effects of the pandemic on the children’s development, the school believes that this whole school initiative will greatly help the children. This has been discussed within whole staff meetings and inset days to discuss the HOTS target. The staff will revies why HOTS are a priority and re-share the vision for pupils’ higher order thinking skills and how pedagogy needs to evolve in order to four purposes. 

Data analysis
The HOTS assessment is an assessment that has the following characteristics; measuring the high-level thinking skills (analysing, evaluating and creating), based on the contextual issues (typically in the form of cases) and are not routine (not familiar) (Widana et al, 2018.). As stated by Abosalem (2016) there are many benefits of the HOTS assessment through gathering quantitative data.  The benefits include increased motivation to learn, often learning material in the classroom is abstract and theoretical as a result of this children lack motivation (Collins, 2014). However, it has been found that the introduction of real-life authentic contexts in the classroom peaked student’s engagement and raised the children’s motivation for learning as the learners in the feel that learning in the classroom is very useful to solve problems in everyday life (Khasyyatillah & Irianti, 2018). An additional benefit of the HOTS assessment is that it can improve achievement of the learning outcomes, as it can improve positive competitiveness among children. The critical and creative thinking skills developed through the use of the HOTS assessment, has a positive effect on problem solving abilities (Brookhart, 2010).  

When looking at the larger picture there are many stakeholders needed to ensure the effective implementation of Priority 1 within the SDP (higher order thinking skills). When writing the SDP many stakeholders take part. In regards to this particular SDP the headteacher and school management team recognised the need to further improve the self-evaluation systems to drive the school improvement. The school identified the need to consider a wide variety of information, and include all stakeholders when identifying and evaluating school priorities. As a result of this the researchers PTE school has been on a journey to develop a culture of continuous, rigorous self-evaluation focussed strongly upon improving outcomes in standards and wellbeing for every pupil.  The systems are transparent, and evolve to meet the school’s current needs. All staff adhere to an annual monitoring plan. The systems have been refined to minimize workload, yet provide invaluable information which is routinely shared at an individual, whole school and governing body level. 

Strategic Planning 
The main target of Priority 1 is to continue to develop pupils’ higher order thinking skills. The success criteria involve; teachers will explicitly teach higher order thinking skills and provide pupils with regular opportunities to practice these skills and apply them independently, all staff will explicitly use the language of thinking skills with pupils, many teachers will provide engaging teaching strategies to support pupils to gain knew knowledge and understanding, and many pupils will explicitly use the language of thinking skills within their learning. The two main targets of Priority 1 are that all teachers will routinely model higher order thinking and provide opportunities for all pupils to practice these skill’s and apply them independently, leading to a culture within the classroom that is dynamic, creative and engaging (Conklin, 2011). 

In order to ensure that this is effectively implemented there is a strategy outlined by the SDP that must be followed, teachers need to continue to share practice developing pupils’ analysis skills including increasing the range of strategies they use to support pupils’ ability to analyse. In addition to this all teachers to receive professional learning from the schools’ improvement team focussed on effective strategies for developing pupils’ ability to evaluate (Most Likely and Dimond Ranking). The use of HOTS lessons will be implemented twice a week over the academic year, and will be delivered to children from nursery to year six, and the school budget cost for this 1500 to cover the cost of supply cover for learning walks and books. 

The curriculum development will adapt and change as the stakeholders evolve their curriculum design to ensure that all mandatory elements and purposeful opportunities for pupils to make progress with their integral skills. To monitor the effectiveness of HOTS learning walks, work scrutiny and listening to learners’ activities with members of the Governing Body to evaluate progress towards achieving the SDP target. Revise action plan based on areas identified for improvement. This Priority will be reviewed termly by all teachers and headteachers. The effectiveness of the Priority will be gaged through the use of the HOTS assessment which the children will complete at the end of each term. 

Reflection and evaluation 
The literature suggests that it is easy to assume that children who appear to move through tasks quickly have all the skills needed. However, a teacher may also think that these children have a little more to develop (higher order thinking skills). Yet, the development of cognitive and metacognitive skills has no ceiling. There is always more for children to learn, especially when looking to develop higher order thinking skills. The SDP provided by the PTE school is in line with much of the previous literature, as students taking part in HOTS lessons are able to transfer the knowledge and skills to new contexts, are able critically think (the ability to reason, reflect, and decide what to believe or do next, and are developing their problem-solving skills (meeting a goal that cannot be met with a memorized solution) (Abosalem, 2016)
 
The SDP mentioned has briefly made some connections with theory and practice, the 
connection being with Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy this theory expects children to remember, understand, apply, analyse, evaluate and create (Motlhabane, 2017) Research suggests that Webb’s Depth of Knowledge theory for recall and reproduction, application of skills, strategic thinking, and extended thinking are also important factors to consider when stakeholders write out an SDP. Furthermore, these models can be used to plan activities that target children’s higher order thinking. Focusing on content and skills at the highest level can help extend children’s thinking skills. Low and high cognitive questions can also be used to target activities towards specific levels of thinking skills (Webb, 2013). 

The SDP has highlighted the strategies in which it will use in order to continue to develop pupils HOTS. However, the literature suggest additional strategies teachers may use in their classes to encourage HOTS. An article by Inoue and Buczynski (2011) suggests that posing provocative questions, statements or scenarios to generate discussion (what if questions) states that requiring students to explain concepts using analogies, similarities and metaphors can encourage HOTS. Research by Alkhatib (2019) looks at the creative side of HOTS suggesting that creating a makerspace in the classroom will encourage creativity, critical thinking and design thinking. In agreeance with this Setiawan et al (2018) stated that creating a ‘I wonder’ wall in the classroom will also promote HOTS 

Furthermore, the literature suggests for HOTS to have the biggest impact on children it needs to be assessed on a regular basis. Literature by Schraw and Robinson (2011) suggests that one of the toughest components to handle in education is the ability to utilize assessment in the most appropriate ways. Assessments must be designed with objectives that promote varying levels of cognition, while tying in real-life experiences. The HOTS assessments require the children to critically evaluate numerous platforms of information in order to produce a final assessment that shows thorough depth in design and thinking (Afflerbach, & Kim, 2015).

The SDP stated how HOTS will be monitored in the school, through the use of assessment learning walks, listening to learners and activities with the Governing body to evaluate progress towards achieving the SDP target. The SDP could incorporate peer and self -assessment as mentioned by Hadzhikoleva et al (2019) peer assessment is beneficial as the children accept their peers’ criticisms. In addition to this peer assessment places the work in the hands of the learners, and because of this the teacher is able to observe and reflect on what is happening, resulting in the teacher being able to form helpful intervention. But in order for peer assessment to be successful, learners must be shown how to participate in good practice of group work and this is something that can take time (Vickerman, 2009).


Conclusion 
To conclude, the literature has made it evident that there is a growing need for children to be taught higher order thinking skills as more employment opportunities are requiring people who can think on their feet and are affective problem solvers. In addition to this the literature states that higher order thinking skills are not such a complex instructional model as it is the addition of a variety of simple strategies to enhance thinking, as mentioned previously asking children open ended questions and the kind of question a teacher ask can encourage higher order thinking within students. These questions require students to compare and contrast or explain why. These questions do not take much time but can drastically transform the classroom experience and enhance the learning opportunities supporting children’s development. Finally, teachers must challenge students by using HOTS. These skills must be taught within content, must be centred on something meaningful, and should be developmentally appropriate.
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