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

This written assignment will critically evaluate an action point from a school development plan (SDP). For this assignment, the school in discussion will be referred to as “School A” to adhere to the guidelines outlined by BERA 2024, to protect and respect the identity of individuals involved in my research (BERA, 2024). School A has 549 pupils enrolled (Sept 2024), which boasts 90% annual attendance rate, while 28.2% of pupils enrolled are eligible for free school meals (eFSM). The percentage of students eligible for free school meals exceeds the local authority average by more than 10% (17.8%) and surpasses the national average for Wales by nearly 7% (23.7%), highlighting that a significant portion of the school population faces socioeconomic challenges (Welsh Government, 2024b). School A’s catchment area can be described as economically disadvantaged and is identified as a “less resilient area”, experiencing significant community challenges alongside deprivation (School A, 2024). A current strategic target outlined in School A’s SDP, recognised as a long-term ongoing target, is to narrow the gap between pupils eligible for free school meals (eFSM) and pupils who are not eligible (nFSM) (School A, 2024). This essay will begin by providing an overview of the School Development Process, establishing the contextual foundation of the discussion. It will then focus on the strategic target of narrowing the attainment gap between pupils eligible for Free School Meals (eFSM) and their non-eligible (nFSM) peers. A critical evaluation of the target will follow, highlighting strengths and gaps, contradictions and challenges associated with the target. Subsequently, the essay will outline an action plan, detailing its implementation and mechanisms for measuring its impact. The essay will be underpinned by policies and documents from the Welsh Government and Estyn throughout, as well as critical engagement with wider literature. 

School Development Planning is an essential tool for schools committed to continuous improvement, with the overarching purpose being to enhance learners’ educational experiences and outcomes (Welsh Government, 2024g). A School Development Plan (SDP) is a strategic document which sets out the actions a school will take to improve learner outcomes (Welsh Government, 2014). An SDP is shaped by the regular self-evaluation a school undertakes of its own contextual data and performance, and will contain the school’s improvement priorities, alongside short- and long-term targets (Welsh Government, 2014). Additionally, a school’s SDP will include priorities that aligns its school initiatives with national education priorities.
The Welsh Government’s 2022 school improvement guidance, which replaced the 2014 guidance, sets out expectations for evaluation, improvement and accountability (Welsh Government, 2024g). Furthermore, Estyn recently stated that their inspections will focus on how effectively leaders identify and address areas for improvement (Estyn, 2024).

The Welsh Government outlined eight contributory factors that define key attributes of schools successfully implementing the curriculum, providing a framework to help schools navigate the evolving educational context. One key attribute is defined as ‘embedding reflection, self-evaluation and improvement within schools’ which links to school development planning (Welsh Government, 2024g). Estyn identified a strong correlation between school self-evaluation that focuses on impact and outcomes, and improvements in outcomes for learners (Welsh Government, 2014). Detailed action plans are developed as a result of self-evaluation, specifying responsibilities, interventions and resources available (Welsh Government, 2014). The Estyn School Improvement Case Study document states that in the past too many schools implemented strategies that were not backed by evidence-based research. Concluding, the most effective schools in their survey were those that used evidence-based research to inform their practice (Estyn, 2018). 

Poverty remains a continuing concern in Wales with 30% of children in Wales living in poverty (CCfW, 2025). Across the UK, 29% of children live in households that are unable to provide basics, which equates to nine children per classroom (Welsh Parliament, 2023).  Research consistently shows that pupils that are the most economically disadvantaged achieve the poorest educational outcomes in the UK (Thompson & Ivinson, 2020). This issue extends beyond the UK, with several global education systems putting a focus on reducing the impact of poverty on pupil attainment (Chimelewski, 2019). In the UK, the difference between more and less socioeconomically affluent pupils is determined by their eligibility for Free School Meals (FSM). Eligibility for free school meals is the most widely way of identifying social deprivation in schools and is used as a proxy for economic disadvantage (Welsh Government, 2024e; EEF, 2018). The latest survey of 18,000 National Education Union members, revealed that 61% of teachers and 66% of teaching staff believe that low income/poverty affects learning to a ‘large extent’ (NEU, 2023). Additionally, 78% of teachers revealed that their workplace has provided pupils with uniform, breakfast and/or extra food throughout the day (NEU, 2023). Estyn state that school leaders must understand the challenges faced by their eFSM pupils and how these impacts on attainment (Estyn, 2024a). The gap between eFSM and nFSM pupils has been a persistent challenge in Wales, with data from 2019 showing that eFSM pupils consistently underperformed in Foundation Phase, Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 3 (Welsh Government, 2019).

One of the targets outlined in School A’s School Development Plan is to reduce the attainment gap between pupils eligible for Free School Meals (eFSM) and those not eligible (nFSM). School A identified this priority through analysis of data, revealing a significant disparity between these groups. To address this gap, School A has outlined in their SDP the allocation of funding aimed at supporting disadvantaged learners. Specifically, School A utilise the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) to break the link between disadvantage and educational attainment. Additionally, funding for a Family Engagement Officer is allocated to the school, enabling a targeted focus on key groups of learners, particularly e-FSM and to enhance parental engagement (Welsh Government, 2024c; School A, 2024b). The PDG is designed to provide targeted financial support for disadvantaged learners, aiming to raise academic outcomes for low-income pupils (Welsh Government, 2023a). Research indicates that when the PDG is strategically allocated, it can have a significant impact on attainment of FSM pupils (Senedd.Wales, 2018). In Wales, the PDG is specifically allocated to schools, with funding tailored to the number of eFSM pupils enrolled. Schools are to use the PDG in-line with evidence-based strategies that are proven to narrow the attainment gap and must keep record of spendings (Welsh Government, 2023a). These effective interventions include improving teacher quality, providing additional support for literacy and numeracy, addressing barriers to learning and increasing parental engagement (Welsh Government, 2024a).  

Estyn identified that schools are most effective in mitigating the impact of poverty on pupil attainment when they have excellent teaching and learning support but also have strong leadership and collaborate with families and the community (Estyn, 2020). Research further emphasises the importance of families, especially those from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, in improving pupil outcomes (Higgins & Katsipataki, 2015; Martinez-Yarza et al., 2024). To address the challenges of poverty, schools are encouraged to provide services beyond the school day to help meet the needs of their pupils, families and communities (Estyn, 2020). The success of community schools is attributed to their capacity to collaborate with the wider community and recognises the difference this makes to their pupils, particularly those from socio-economic disadvantage (Estyn, 2020). 

A report published by the Centre for Young Lives expressed how disadvantages in the classroom manifests before pupils start school (The Guardian, 2024). A 2022/23 study reported that 48% of eFSM pupils were considered ‘not school ready’, compared to 28% of their nFSM peers (Centre for Young Lives, 2024). The Welsh Government has recognised the necessity of early year provisions and therefore have expanded the ‘Flying Start’ programme, aimed at improving outcomes for families and children under 4 years of age (Welsh Government, 2024f). Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital (1986) provides a theoretical framework for understanding the impact of economic disadvantage on education, highlighting the role of social and cultural resources in education. He argued that pupils from wealthier backgrounds benefit from better access to such resources, including extra educational support, which gives them significant advantages. This theory explains the social inequality amongst students, as schools often fail to address the barriers for those from socio-economic disadvantaged backgrounds (Bourdieu, 1986; Ramsey, 2024).

Many schools are facing dilemma when identifying which pupils should benefit from the PDG (Carpenter et al., 2013; Pye et al., 2015). School A face challenges in identifying such pupils due to the implementation of universal free school meals in Wales. This policy has significantly reduced the number of pupils in receipt of e-FSM in the Early Years and Reception cohorts in School A. Consequently, school leaders are unable to identify if these pupils are entitled to FSM, complicating the monitoring and effort to support disadvantaged learners effectively and effecting the funding given (School A, 2024b). Educators are often reporting that there are pupils who they believe are deserving of the support provided by the PDG yet are not eFSM (Senedd Cymru, 2024; Hobbs & Vignoles, 2009). Most education systems rely on proxy indicators to identify socio-economic disadvantage. However, a significant problem arises without accurate information of pupils living in poverty who do not meet the criteria to be eligible for FSM (Ilie et al., 2017). Being eligible for FSM and living in poverty are not comparable since 18% of pupils in Wales are eFSM compared to approximately 31% of the population living in poverty (Taylor, 2017). Additionally, eFSM figures does not account for families experiencing ‘in-work poverty’, leading to hidden disadvantages (Chowdry et al., 2013; Hobbs & Vignoles, 2009; CPAG, 2023). Therefore, it could be argued that eFSM is an imperfect proxy in measuring pupil disadvantage with it failing to capture the full scope of economic hardship (Taylor, 2017; Ilie et al., 2017). A more precise method of identifying disadvantaged learners is needed to create a more accurate representation and for the Welsh Government to allocate funds effectively. Scotland have moved away from solely relying on FSM as an indicator and have incorporated the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD), which examines deprivation, housing conditions and employment in specific areas (McCluskey et al., 2015). 

School A is situated in an economically disadvantaged area, with a significant proportion of the population in the local area faces socio-economic disadvantage, with higher-than-average levels of unemployment and households with low income (Welsh Government, 2024d). The Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion report states that 69.2% of children in this area are likely to be from low-income families (EU School Equity, n.d). The school’s Strategic Equality Plan outlines objectives to promote equality amongst all pupils. School A’s SDP target, to reduce the attainment gap between eFSM and nFSM pupils aligns with the Welsh Government’s National Mission for all; by breaking down barriers so education outcomes can be achieved by all (Welsh Government, 2023). School A’s mission statement emphasises a commitment to the community and striving for success for all. School A use the PDG to poverty proof the school day, ensuring families are not expected to fund any costs of their child attending school. In 2024, School A allocated £11,303 to initiatives aimed at addressing the impacts of poverty, ensuring that there is no financial burden on parents for school activities (School A, 2024a). The investment reflects the school’s commitment to having an equitable and inclusive environment. Furthermore, the PDG funding is allocated to the employment of two-Family Support Officers, to support families and engagement activities in the community (School A, 2024a). This investment aims to develop family well-being and to strengthen the connection between school and families and the wider community. Alongside this, the PDG is used to fill the ‘take what you need trolleys’, providing basic items that may be needed to take home. 

School A provides fulltime education for all three-year-olds, allowing pupils to engage in enriched learning experiences aimed at reducing the attainment gap. Alongside this, School A provide ‘Flying Start’ for 2–3-year-olds, aiming to provide quality childcare for learners prior to school. This was implemented following guidance from EPPE (Effective Provision of Pre-school Education), which states that pre-school helps raise attainment and enhances all round development in children (EPPE, 2004). Targeted early intervention strategies are implemented to align with the Welsh Government recognising the necessity of early year provisions (Welsh Government, 2024b). While Flying Start is evidence-based and beneficial for early intervention, it is important to state that its limited geographical scope restricts access for several disadvantaged children, meaning not all learners have equal opportunities (Millar, 2018). Also, stakeholders raised concerns about the recruitment and retention of qualified childcare staff (Welsh Government, 2024f). Furthermore, the programme primarily targets deprived areas rather than individual households who may benefit more from the support offered (Welsh Parliament, 2018). Expanding eligibility based on family circumstances rather than geographical location, ensures that those in need receive support (Bradbury et al., 2017). 

School A evaluates success of narrowing the attainment gap between eFSM and nFSM through a combination of qualitative and quantitative measures including recording standardised assessment results and comparing on a yearly basis to inform the target for the following year, process tracking, attendance rates, parental engagement, the success of early interventions and through recording the use of PDG funding. For example, in Year 2 at School A, an average of 65.05% of eFSM are working at the expected level for literacy compared to 85.02% of nFSM (School A, 2024a). Externally, Estyn provide an objective measure of progress in narrowing the attainment gap. Inspectors assess the approaches a school has implemented to support eFSM pupils and in reducing the impact of poverty on education and pupil well-being (Estyn, 2024). In School A’s Estyn report, it was reported that the performance of eFSM pupils had improved since the previous inspection, however these pupils were still performing lower than their peers and the expected levels (Estyn, 2016). Estyn also commented on the effectiveness of the school’s partnership with Flying Start, stating the provision is effective for ensuring learners are ready for school (Estyn, 2016). School A records attendance data on a spreadsheet, with Estyn noting an improvement in the overall attendance, though eFSM pupils attended consistently less than their peers (Estyn, 2016). A clear strength of School A’s approach to reduce the attainment gap is evident in its strategic use of the PDG to poverty-proof the school day, ensuring that low-income families do not need to cover any costs associated with their child’s education. By eliminating these costs, School A has created a more equitable learning environment, where all pupils can engage with all learning opportunities, irrespective of their socio-economic background. This initiative aligns with broader efforts that aim to address inequality in education (Welsh Government, 2023). Furthermore, School A demonstrates a strong commitment to early year provisions and to early intervention in alignment with the Welsh Government’s priority to narrow the attainment gap. However, while the provision aligns with the Welsh Government’s initiative and recognition of the importance of early year provisions (Welsh Government 2024b), it is essential to critically assess its effectiveness. Despite the measure, eFSM pupils are still achieving significantly lower than their nFSM peers, implying that the access to early year education alone may not be sufficient to narrow the attainment gap. 

This essay has critically examined action points from School A’s School Development Plan, with a particular focus on the strategic target of narrowing the attainment gap between pupils eligible for free school meals (eFSM) and their non-eligible peers. School A has implemented a number of interventions aiming to narrow the gap which align with Welsh Government policies, including the strategic allocation of the Pupil Development Grant to provide early year provisions and family engagement officers. Whilst progress has been made in supporting eFSM pupils, several pupils still underachieve significantly. The introduction of the universal free school meals has complicated the identification of disadvantaged pupils as families no longer see the need to applying for free school meals, which impacts on the effectiveness of targeted funding. Additionally, School A provide early intervention for pupils under four to mitigate the attainment gap prior to full time school, yet a notable attainment gap is visible, indicating further strategies are needed. Alternative identification measures are needed to further identify those who are in most need of the interventions in place. School A are visibly committed to inclusion and equity for all pupils in the school and wider community, yet multiple evidence-based strategies and adaptations to national policy documents is necessary to reduce the impact of socio-disadvantage on pupil outcomes. 
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