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

Introduction
In line with BERA (2024), the Placement school will be referred to as School X. The action point taken from School X’s School Development Plan [hereafter SDP] is the introduction and embedding of ‘non-negotiables’ to improve pupils’ literacy skills in writing. ‘Non-negotiables’ are specific pieces of punctuation that pupils continually get wrong in assessments and general writing; the chosen pieces of punctuation were capital letters and full stops. Teachers must include one ‘non-negotiables’ task out of four options for the starter of every lesson, but this task is not compulsory. This strategy is significant as the school is aiming to improve average test scores in literacy.
 
School X is in a deprived area of rural South Wales, where child poverty is rampant. It has 905 pupils on roll, with a three-year average of 34.2% of eligibility for Free School Meals [hereafter FSM] (Welsh Government, 2024a). Also, attendance is a priority for this school, with the overall attendance of the year 2023/24 being 85.0% (Welsh Government, 2024a), which provides a particular challenge when teaching literacy as techniques are taught quickly. The school have chosen to embed non-negotiables so that learners who are persistent absentees will not evade this knowledge. 
 
This essay explores the purpose of an SDP and how School X chose their strategic target along with barriers in achieving this. This target is explored in greater detail focusing on the school approach to this target, the implementation of this target into personal professional practice and with its effectiveness evaluated.  


Literature Review
The purpose of a SDP is to ensure schools are transparent with stakeholders and are accountable to achieve these targets. Schools must reflect upon their practice and create an SDP to ensure their teaching develops in-line with the needs of the pupils to ensure pupils receive high-quality teaching (Welsh Government, 2020). Schools are expected to review this annually and to update targets to ensure the school is constantly improving and developing to fit the needs of learners. An SDP also allows teachers to assess pupils work to certify they are receiving the correct support to ensure teachers comply with the Professional Standards for assessment and differentiation (Welsh Government, 2020). The SDP review process would allow schools to pinpoint gaps in knowledge or scaffolding. Furthermore, the Welsh Government Framework ensures everyone benefits from this system; improvement benefits the learner, accountability benefits local and national governing bodies and transparency benefits everyone (Welsh Government, no date).  
 
Estyn (2023a, p.16) found that in the immediate years following the Coronavirus pandemic, primary and secondary schools focused heavily on re-building the listening, speaking and writing skills which had deteriorated or not been developed due to lack of face-to-face instruction. Therefore, this could explain why School X is focusing on improving the writing skills of their pupils. However, many schools have now begun to include reading in their development targets (Estyn, 2023a, p.16), perhaps because of the heavy focus on the other literacy skills in the years following the Coronavirus Pandemic. However, this school has chosen to continue to work on writing skills as this is the biggest concern for their pupils through data collection strategies such as book scrutiny. 
 
Due to the high level of FSM learners in School X which is 13.3% above the national average and 15.2% above the local authority average (Welsh Government, 2024a) it suggests that achieving higher attainment rates may be a challenge for this school. Eligibility for FSM and living in a socio-economically disadvantaged area increases the likelihood of lower attainment rates for pupils according to Bandyopadhyay et al (2023). According to the Census (2021), out of 11,110 households in School X’s County, 6,653 were in at least one dimension of deprivation.  Out of these households, 2,930 households were deprived in two or more dimensions (Census, 2021). As a significant portion of the learners are eligible for FSM, this would suggest that socio-economically disadvantaged learners in this area may have lower attainment rates. FSM learners in this school obtain lower results on average in literacy at 37.1 compared to the score for literacy for the whole school at 40.4 (School X, 2024), this would suggest that there is some validity in the claims by Bandyopadhyay et al. (2023). Despite this, some evidence suggests that this does not have to be the case, provided schools adopt an “equitable model of education”, which allows their socio-economically deprived pupils to thrive (Cockerill et al., 2021, p. 6). However, this study was conducted in English schools, so may not fit the needs of Welsh pupils. 
 
Welsh Government (2023) has highlighted the importance of ensuring learners have a high-quality education, regardless of background and removing the barriers to education through the ‘Our National Mission’ strategy. However, in Wales a significant portion of children are living in poverty. Monmouthshire has the lowest percentage of childhood poverty, which recorded childhood poverty at 14.5% (The Health Foundation, 2024).  Therefore, this would suggest that removing the barriers to education in Wales is going to be particularly difficult, as every area in Wales has a significant portion of their child population living in poverty. Moreover, poverty at a local level decreases the level of educational attainment in learners, with those eligible for FSM living in poorer areas being even less likely to achieve high educational attainment. (Bandyopadhyay et al, 2023. p.7). This would strengthen the notion that poverty is a significant barrier to achieving the SDP. However, this study was conducted on children who were eligible for FSM and completed their GCSE exams from 2009-2016. Due to factors such as Coronavirus Pandemic and the current cost-of-living crisis, the gap between those who living in a more disadvantaged area and are eligible for FSM and those who are not is worsening (Equality and Human Rights Commission. 2023. p.36). Therefore, this would suggest that there is still some validity to this source, but the attainment gap may have worsened due to current affairs.  
 
Furthermore, as there is still a stigma around receiving FSM, pupils from families which refuse FSM might be facing food insecurity (Yang et al. 2022). Pupils facing food insecurity will be unable to thrive in the school environment, as according to Maslow (1943, cited in Mcleod, 2024) hierarchy of needs, children will be unable to focus on self-actualisation through education when their physiological and safety needs are not being met. Therefore, pupils in families who are eligible for FSM but do not receive them, may have lower educational attainment rates potentially resulting from an inability to achieve self-realisation due to hunger. 

Despite this, efforts are being made to combat this worsening gap. For example, the Welsh Government (2024d) introduced an ‘Attainment Champions’ pilot, in which leadership teams from different schools collaborated and shared “innovative practices” which improved the education of disadvantaged learners. If this strategy continues after the pilot period, it would be beneficial for School X to join this Attainment Champions program. Furthermore, a secondary school in which almost half of the pupils are eligible for FSM, took a ‘whole school’ approach to literacy and ensured that teachers receive regular training to improve oracy, reading and writing accuracy skills (Estyn, 2020). Evidently, this school would be working in line with the priorities of the Welsh Government (2023, p. 15) as it is important to allow and promote learners to succeed regardless of their socio-economic background. 

 Consequently, this would indicate that regular literacy training may aid teachers in reducing this attainment gap regarding literacy. However, if pupils are going into school hungry due to not receiving the FSM they are entitled to, the level of training staff have received will not aid in closing the gap. Potentially, this indicates the necessity of extending FSM to all pupils; making FSM universal rather than exclusive might reduce the stigma surrounding the uptake of FSM, allowing all pupils to thrive hunger-free. Cohen et al (2021) found that the provision of universal FSM led to improvements in academic performance and attendance especially for pupils who faced food insecurity.
 
 
A further barrier to improving literacy within this school is the percentage of pupils who have English as an Additional Language [hereafter EAL]. This percentage does not distinguish between those who are fluent in English and those who are new to English (Oxley and de Cat, 2021). This can greatly impact the outcomes of testing in literacy, as if all pupils (regardless of fluency level) are tested – this will have a significant effect on results. One of the main objectives when teaching EAL is to ensure learners can correctly and effectively express themselves in written English, with punctuation being an essential factor (Dash and Dash, 2007, p. 25). Therefore, this would further highlight the need for School X to focus on improving the writing skills of all their pupils, as EAL learners are not given a separate category on their SDP.  

The Curriculum for Wales has a distinct focus on making education inclusive for learners (Welsh Government, 2024e), so that every pupil has the chance to succeed. 
By ensuring EAL and FSM learners are supported will ensure the school is creating an inclusive educational environment, in which all learners can thrive. 

Developing an Action Point
School X’s literacy target aligns with the school’s broader vision of reducing the impact of deprivation, as over a third of this school’s pupils are FSM, which has been linked to poorer educational attainment in pupils up to the age of 14 (Welsh Government, 2019). Furthermore, child poverty is at 29% at the national level (Welsh Government, 2024b), and in this school’s county, 34.6% of children are living in poverty (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2024). Therefore, this would highlight that this school is situated in a particularly deprived area of Wales. While this evidence from the Welsh Government is from the tax year 22/23, there is unlikely to have been a significant change in this statistic and this is the most recent data available. However, School X is set on improving student outcomes for all pupils, as targets have been set for the whole school, girls, boys and FSM pupils (School X, 2024). Having individual targets set for FSM pupils is a major strength, as it allows the school to monitor progress and ensure these learners are being supported, contributing to an inclusive approach towards the SDP. Estyn (2023b) only had one recommendation for this school, namely, to continue to work on improving attendance, with a particular focus on pupils eligible for FSM. Therefore, this would highlight that School X actively sought out further areas for improvement, in line with the Professional Standards for teaching. 
 
While schools have access to a Pupil Development Grant [hereafter PDG] to attempt to reduce the attainment gap by funding training programmes and creating bespoke “learning and teaching interventions” (Welsh Government, 2024c, p. 6). Despite this, according to Estyn (2024, p. 18) many schools have received little support or training in “mitigating the impact of poverty on attainment”. Wickham and Mullen (2020) found that ‘practitioner-designed professional development’ training positively impacts the beliefs of teachers on people from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Therefore, this would highlight the importance of this grant being used to fund professional learning courses to ensure teachers are aware and empathetic. 
 
The school evaluates the success of non-negotiables to improve literacy within their school through review activities such as book scrutiny. Book scrutiny is carried out by the Literacy Lead who collects a random sample of pupil books from every class and checks that marking codes are being used correctly and that pupils are being provided with tasks containing the ‘non-negotiables’. Through book scrutiny, it was found that not all staff were adhering to literacy marking codes, which then led to further planned training. 
 
In my professional practice, I followed the whole-school guidance on ‘non-negotiables’ by including a section for pupils to practise these in every starter and reminded pupils of their ‘non-negotiables’ at the start of every writing task. In a Year 7 class which continued to make errors with the ‘non-negotiables’, I trialled a medal task in which learners could choose their level of difficulty and were prompted to try the more difficult level when they had completed their chosen one. The first level of difficulty included a basic sentence which needed to have capital letters and full stops added and the second included this but included spelling errors for pupils to correct. The final built on this but had a second sentence for pupils to detect and punctuate accordingly. At first, pupils continued making errors, but after trialling this compulsory task, I found that making it compulsory at the start of every lesson was much more effective than it being a choice for pupils to complete.  
 
Furthermore, to further improve literacy levels within this school, it might be beneficial to focus on improving pupils’ reading skills. Research demonstrates there is a link between punctuation marks and prosody, which subsequently supports reading comprehension (Ryken, Wade-Woolley and Deacon, 2024). However, this study was conducted on children in Canada in Grades 3,4 and 5, so this research would have to be used cautiously as their pupils are older. Therefore, this school could trial this by using reading materials that are authentic, driving students love for subjects, making it a “pleasurable activity” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 112). 

This school could include literacy scores of EAL pupils. Potentially, this statistic may support the school in monitoring the progress of EAL learners. This is particularly relevant to the strategy taken by the school, as EAL students often report vocabulary and writing as the biggest issues with literacy (Gaipov and Brownhill, 2021). Moreover, it might be advantageous for the school to include categories of EAL with distinct sections for data reporting, to review the level of support required for individuals/groups depending on their level of fluency. Potentially, using pupil voice to ask their EAL learners what they struggle with the most may be beneficial, as Gaipov and Brownhill’s research participants do not represent the entire EAL student population. This may prove beneficial for pupils because it will help teachers to provide pupils with a bespoke programme to improve their written literacy skills.

Furthermore, it might be beneficial for this school to consider in-depth staff training prior to rolling out an initiative such as the ‘non-negotiables’. This would prevent confusion and encourage consistency, which is a whole-nation target following the Donaldson (2015) review. Estyn (2012) highlighted that schools that are effective in improving the literacy and learning skills of learners have staff training on how to deliver literacy skills, but also providing staff with examples of differentiated activities for learners. Additionally, it may be useful to have check in sessions for staff to ensure staff are being held accountable and are able to share any practices which helped their learners. This would benefit the staff and pupils; pupils will be receiving tried and tested methods, while staff will be ensuring their practice is reflective and is high-quality. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, this essay has found that socio-economically disadvantaged learners are more likely to have lower attainment rates due to their eligibility for FSM, which can be alleviated through staff training to some extent. Furthermore, it has also found that EAL pupils are included in the overall statistic, which does not distinguish levels of fluency, nor does it indicate if the EAL population within this school is being sufficiently supported.

Perhaps School X could interweave this ‘non-negotiable’ strategy with tasks that will improve reading skills and harness their passion for all subjects. This approach may benefit EAL learners with their vocabulary, as reading boosts vocabulary acquisition (Liu and Zhang, 2018). Therefore, this approach will be taken into future practice and will be tested with future learners, who will choose which book they would like to read and will then be asked if they found it effective. This will involve learners with their curriculum design and allow for collective reflection. 

This essay has also highlighted the significance of using evidence-based research in decision-making, as it allows for teachers to build on the experiences of other teachers, to create a bespoke plan for their learners. While not all research will completely relate to their school context, teachers and leadership teams can use this to guide them in the approaches taken to improve literacy skills. Furthermore, this essay has highlighted that the school could use the PDG effectively to ensure teachers receive professional development training to ensure awareness of supporting socio-economically disadvantaged learners. 
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