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	Target 1
	“Express deeply the problems and limitations to your assignment”



	I have expressed possible limitations of the SDP and the action planning. These have been countered with credible solutions.

	Target 2
	“Create more insightful and novel solutions” 
	I have addressed the limitations within my research and findings for this assignment with a solution that has theoretical, peer-reviewed credibility.

	Target 3
	N/A 
	N/A
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How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base

The report is based upon a voluntary aided primary school located in a semi-rural area of South Wales. The school considered is a Roman Catholic faith school serving the Vale of Glamorgan and the Archdiocese of Cardiff. The school presently has 214 pupils on roll across eight classes through a one-form entry intake. The school is situation within an affluent area and this is evident in the statistics – the number of students eligible for free school meals (eFSM) is below the national average at 14.8% (reference excluded to protect anonymity). The school has 12% of pupils identified as additional learning needs (ALN) and 11.8% of children speak English as an additional language (EAL), which is well above the local average of 4.5%. The school has an above average intake of looked after children (LAC), which is triple that of the local average. In the previous Estyn inspection, the school was granted a rating of ‘Good’ for both ‘current performance’ and ‘prospects in improvement’ (reference excluded to protect anonymity). The school is an innovation school, (previously pioneer) for a ‘Curriculum for Wales’ (2020) and is collaborating with Impact Wales for the duration of the transition (reference excluded to protect anonymity). This report will investigate one aspect of the school’s development plan (SDP) and critically reflect upon the actions outlined in the SDP, the impact of the actions taken in relation to the SDP and evaluate the evidence around this action point. Synthesis of literature is embedded throughout the report. Specifically, this report will examine the priorities around raising standards for all pupils and reducing the poverty attainment gap. This has strong links with Donaldson’s (2015) core purpose that all children should be ambitious, capable learners. 

The purpose of school development plan is to map the particular school’s strategic plan for improvement (Welsh Government, 2014a). The SDP requires regular updates with priorities amended in accordance with self-evaluations, Estyn reports and local/national priorities (Brighouse and Woods, 2013; Central South Consortium, 2014). The SDP sets targets which reflect their individual priorities and include information such as the use of staffing, resources and funds (Welsh Government, 2012). An SDP is a three-year document, however, as previously mentioned it requires regular updates. The school governors are responsible for the SDP however it requires significant input from the headteacher alongside the senior leadership team to write and implement the action points (Brighouse and Woods, 1999; Welsh Government, 2014a). The governors are required to monitor progress in relation to the strategic plan and create the framework in accordance with the self-evaluation (Welsh Government, 2012). The whole process of the SDP is a cyclical reflective model based upon guidance from Estyn (2014). The use of data to inform decision making in SDPs is vital in tracking and monitoring success (Hannover Research Group, 2014; Schildkamp, 2019).

The documentation ‘Culture and Poverty’ highlights the importance of raising standards and academic achievement in disadvantaged children in Wales (Welsh Government, 2014b). furthermore, some of the widest attainment gaps in education are for disadvantaged pupils and those pupils eligible for free school meals (Education Endowment Fund, 2017). However, the complexity of SES and academic achievement mean that one single solution for reducing the attainment gap cannot be determined (Roberts et al., 2007; Walpole, 2007). There are many factors working in combination that can reduce the academic, social and life chances of a child from a disadvantaged background (Sirin, 2005; Siraj and Mayo, 2014). Ultimately, this means that there can be no one single solution to lessening the attainment gap for an individual child, or within an individual school. This report is created around one school’s plan to lessen the attainment gap in accordance with the national priority of “reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment” (Welsh Government, 2014a, p.3).

To generate the priorities of the school development plan (SDP), the school first evaluated the national and local priorities. This information was triangulated with both their self-evaluation and their Esytn report to create the priority of the SDP this report is focussing on: “To build a knowledge-based curriculum that: is broad and balanced; provides pupils with an extensive vocabulary; develops pupils’ literacy and numeracy skills; and inform pupils about the world and their place in it.” (reference excluded to protect anonymity). 

The school was granted pioneer status in the Autumn of 2015 therefore joining the Pioneer Schools Network (reference excluded to protect anonymity). As a Pioneer School, the school worked in collaboration with the local authority, regional consortia, the Welsh Government and Estyn alongside subject and pedagogical experts to help develop the new curriculum 2022 (Welsh Government, 2019). The Pioneer School status gave the school the freedom and funding to trial new pedagogical initiatives. Within Donaldson’s ‘Successful Futures’ (2015), the word ‘knowledge’ is mentioned 68 times and after extensive research the headteacher began the journey to creating the knowledge-rich curriculum that the school is currently implementing. 

The idea of re-implementing a knowledge-rich curriculum began with Hirsch (1988) at the University of Virginia. He discovered that the attainment gap between lower socioeconomic status (SES) and higher SES individuals was due to fundamental differences in prior knowledge, in particular, in relation to vocabulary. Around this time, many schools were beginning to implement skills-based curriculums and Hirsch theorised that this was leading to widening the existing attainment gap between lower and higher SES. After time, his research was backed up with cognitive science by Willingham (2009). Skills cannot exist in a vacuum of knowledge, therefore knowledge acquisition is vital to the development and application of skills (Willingham, 2009; Christodoulou 2014). This theory suggests that to equal life chances, knowledge acquisition must be equal amongst individuals and that a knowledge-rich curriculum aids social mobility. The vocabulary deficit is still negatively impacting on the poverty attainment gap today (Quigley, 2018). Within education, an attainment gap will always exist, due to individual differences in pace, progression and ability. However, SES should not determine an individual’s academic worth (Didau, 2019). 

The headteacher also researched learning theory, to devise the best strategy for implementing the knowledge-rich curriculum. The main theorist behind the development of the curriculum is the constructivist, Piaget and his theory of schema development (1954). Constructivism theorises that all knowledge and meaning is derived through the triangulation of cognition, environmental stimuli and prior knowledge (Bodner, 1986; Macblain and Gray 2015). Piaget (1954) theorised stored in the long-term memory (LTM) is categorised into schemas. There are two stages to knowledge acquisition: assimilation and accommodation. Assimilation occurs when the new information can be consolidated within a pre-existing schema. Accommodation occurs when the new information either contradicts prior knowledge within a schema, or diverges from knowledge within a schema therefore a new schema must be created. Despite the theory being developed a number of years ago, current neuroscience research is consistent with, and supports the aforementioned theories. Neuroscientific research has theorised the process of creating memories, and storing knowledge. This process begins with the initial presentation of information, which is introduced to the short-term memory (STM). The information is then transferred to the hippocampus to process. If the knowledge is deemed valuable or has strong emotive connotations, the information is then either assimilated or accommodated to a schema within the LTM (Alexander and Winne, 2006; Bear et al., 2015). This theory was particularly important for the school in developing their curriculum and formed the basis of the coherent and progressive curriculum which builds upon prior knowledge (reference excluded to protect anonymity). 

At the beginning of the development of the curriculum, the school adopted the Leonardo Effect. This is whereby the learning begins with an inquiry and is developed through independent research. This research is then collated to create an end project (Hickey and Robson, 2012). The school was recognised as an official Leonardo Effect school (reference excluded to protect anonymity), however, through self-evaluation, the school discovered that they were not making the desired progress in closing the attainment gap in regards to knowledge acquisition. The self-evaluation also highlighted raising the attainment for eFSM pupils as an area for development (reference excluded to protect anonymity). It can be concluded that the Leonardo effect was not successful in the target to raise the attainment of lower SES pupils.

The school then developed a reading scheme based upon ‘The Simple View of Reading’ (Gough and Tunmer, 1986) in combination with Scarborough’s rope (2001) in an aim to close the attainment gap. The simple view of reading suggests a formula to determining reading proficiency:

Word recognition relies upon the decoding of a word, and the aim is to get this factor to equal 1 as quickly as possible to enable proficiency to rely solely upon comprehension of a particular subject (Hoover and Gough, 1990; Podhajski et al., 2009). This is an aim within the SDP, to enable knowledge acquisition to become independent. Scarborough’s rope is a model based around the shape of a double helix whereby word recognition and language comprehension are intertwined (Scarborough, 2001). The school displays pedagogical traits which are harmonious with this model. This begins with using the model of synthetic phonics from the start of the child’s school life and intertwines the knowledge-rich curriculum with this high level of word recognition. Comprehension can be defined as the constant connections of new information and prior knowledge to form coherent cognition (Velluntino et al., 2007). For a child, the primary focus of reading is decoding, and thus comprehension can be lost (Willingham, 2017). This highlights the importance of reaching a level of word recognition whereby the primary focus of reading is comprehension of text as a whole rather than decoding and synthesising individual words (Gough and Tunmer, 1986; Hoover and Gough, 1990). 

Psychological research has concluded that primary-aged children show more evidence of sophisticated comprehension skills when listening in comparison to reading (Biemiller, 2012; van den Broek et al., 2005). This supports the evidence for using above reading level information within the read-aloud of the domain lessons. Furthermore, this is creating challenge for the children in the class and removing the barrier to learning that reading proficiency can cause. 

The school is currently implementing a curriculum of four stages:
1. Engagement and immersion
2. Knowledge acquisition
3. Build up to writing
4. Application and exit celebration
The four stages incorporates the theories of the Leonardo Effect alongside the theories supporting a knowledge-rich curriculum. The Leonardo Effect when used as an individual entity supports stages 1 and 4. Stage 2 is based around Hirsch’s theory of Cultural Literacy (Hirsch, 1988) and Stage 3 is based around the theory of ‘The Simple View of Reading’ (Hoover and Gough, 1990). Stage 3 was introduced following a further self-evaluation which recognised that the pupils required further development in extended writing (reference excluded to protect anonymity).  Reading proficiency is vital for high quality writing, thus strong links can be assumed here between the need for early word comprehension (Gough and Tunmer, 1986; Hoover and Gough, 1990; Lemov et al., 2016).

The scheme used currently by the school is known as Domain Units developed by Core Knowledge (2020) and was developed by a group of pedagogical experts, including Hirsch. The scheme uses retrieval practice which engages with prior knowledge at the start of each domain lesson. The scheme also uses a dual coding based read-aloud, as previously mentioned, to increase base levels of knowledge and improve levels of listening comprehension (Paivio, 1971). The use of subject domains relies on a broad and balanced curriculum that is both rich in knowledge and vocabulary (Didau, 2019; Core Knowledge, 2020)

The school collates data to determine the success of their set priorities. The aspects considered for success include: “results and trends in performance compared with national averages, similar providers and prior attainment; standards of groups of learners; and achievement and progress in learning” (reference excluded to protect anonymity). One measure of success is the Reading Test Age-Standardised Score. At the point of the school being a Leonardo effect school was a mean of 101 across the school. After the implementation of the knowledge-rich curriculum this had risen to a mean of 108 (Appendix 1). Across the school as a whole, this is a significant improvement and well above the national average of 100 (Welsh Government and Statistics for Wales, 2019). Furthermore, the standard of the ‘working below’ pupils has significantly increased from 16% of pupils attaining <85 to only 2% achieving <85 (Appendix 2). This is well below the national average of 16.8% of pupil achieving this lower score (Welsh Government and Statistics for Wales, 2019). This can be used as evidence of the success of the knowledge-rich curriculum with a focus on reading and vocabulary. 

Upon reflection, it is clear to see the success that the school has achieved as a whole against raising attainment standards for all. However, when analysing the data of a focus class (Appendix 3), it can be seen that the achievement of eFSM, particularly the previous FSM, is still lower than their non-FSM peers. This could be due to a lack of differentiation within the curriculum. The curriculum aims to have all pupils achieving all learning objectives. A possible recommendation would be to create further support in the scaffolding and intervention received by eFSM pupils to ensure the attainment gap in lessening for the individual, not just raising the mean attainment of the school. Neither the task or learning objective should be differentiated for any pupil, however the level of scaffolding the pupil receives to achieve that objective and complete the task may need to be differentiated (Payne and Scott, 2017). Scaffolding can be particularly important in achieving the learning outcome and is a vital strategy in an educational setting (Hammond, 2001). Vygotsky’s (1987) theory of the zone proximal development (ZPD) highlights the importance of scaffolding. The ZPD is the optimal challenge for an individual to make the most progress in their learning. This should not be a level of which they can complete the task independently, however, should require a level of scaffolding to achieve the learning goal. In theory, every individual has a unique ZPD therefore a curriculum with no task differentiation can be difficult to implement (Vygotsky 1987; Didau, 2015). This can be seen in the relative achievement made by the eFSM children. To close an attainment gap, the level of challenge and the amount of scaffolding for the target pupils would need to increase significantly. However, research has shown that differentiation perhaps is not vital in the classroom. Research undertaken by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has shown that 63% of teachers in England regularly give differentiated tasks to their pupils in comparison to 25% of teachers in higher performing territories (according to the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) scores) (OECD, 2018). The conclusions and recommendations within this report made against the data cannot be made with a high degree of validity due to a small sample size of eFSM,. Furthermore, one class has been investigated in this report, therefore conclusions made are not generalisable to the school. 

To conclude, the school has been highly successful in raising standards across the school, however, more could be done to increase academic attainment for pupils from a disadvantaged background. The issue of social mobility, and raising standards for low SES pupils is not unique to this generation and continues to be an issue across Wales (Welsh Government, 2014b). This report has shown how one school has implemented a curriculum with the view of closing the attainment gap and despite, perhaps, not closing the gap against their peers in school, the eFSM pupils are on average attaining higher academic achievement against their nationwide peers. 

Through the generation of this report I have developed some pedagogical strategies that I will use in my own personal practice. This includes the use of synthetic phonics for the teaching of reading. It has also had a personal influence on my, and highlighted the sheer importance of achieving a high level of word recognition early on in an individuals learning journey. I can see the benefit of a knowledge-rich curriculum when implemented as a whole school initiative and will strive to increase the level of vocabulary I teach to my pupils. 
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Appendices:

Appendix 1: 
A graph to show the Reading Test Score Change from 2014 (left) -2019 (right) 
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Appendix 2: 
National Reading Test (NRT) scores for focus school
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Appendix 3: 
Year 4 class data for reading and word recognition[image: A close up of a cage
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