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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
Using effective lesson differentiation within schools is a key aspect of high-quality teaching. This ensures that learners of all abilities, including More Able and Talented (MAT) learners, are catered for and that they are constantly challenged within tasks, whilst encouraging them to develop, use and apply their own independent learning skills. Throughout this assignment, I will be critically evaluating a strategic target within my placement’s ‘School Development’. The target that I will be focussing on is: - “How to differentiate lessons effectively to ensure that all pupils, including MAT, develop independent learning skills and are suitably challenged.”  The target that I have chosen is extremely important as it has a direct impact on student engagement, progress and academic achievement. All of which, are vital components that contribute to having a well-rounded education. (School A, 2025-2027) Due to following Bera (2024) guidelines, I will be referring to my placement school as ‘School A’. School A is an English-medium comprehensive school based in South Wales that educates learners aged 11 to 16. It is a large school where around 906 pupils are enrolled. This school is based in a deprived, diverse area and supports students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. School A promotes “Achievement for all” and has high expectations for every child. They advocate inclusion and encourage student-centered learning. However, there are many challenges within the school as they face many socio-economic barriers and there is a wide range of student abilities, which emphasises the need for effective differentiations strategies.  
Purpose
Within this assignment, I will assess the actions that have been taken to achieve the strategic target, within my placements ‘School Development Plan’. Secondly, I will evaluate the impact that the strategic target has had on teaching and learning, then I will use evidence-based reflections to analyse the effectiveness of these strategies, with suggestions and recommendations for further improvement. 
Process and stages of a ‘School Development Plan’
A School Development Plan (SDP) is a strategic process that aims to achieve continuous improvement within an educational setting. It is a policy that highlights that the school is responsible for achieving this target, therefore they must work together to outline key priorities, goals and measurable actions, that are needed to improve the outcomes of their learners. Fullan (2007) supports this idea as he emphasises the importance of this plan, when fostering a culture of ongoing progress and improvement that benefits the education of their learners. 
This plan follows four key stages: self-evaluation, priority setting, action planning, and implementation with review. Self-evaluation involves reviewing the school’s effectiveness by analysing data that has been collected from inspections, feedback, and pupils’ results, to identify strengths and weaknesses. Estyn (2023) Priority setting is the second stage of the plan that highlights key areas that need developing. These areas must align with national education standards and the schools’ needs. Action planning determines clear steps that will help to develop the key areas that have been identified for improvement. It also involves allocating resources, assigning different responsibilities and setting success criteria to follow. The last stage, implementation and review, makes sure that progress is tracked. This can be via observations, assessments and feedback. By following these stages, it establishes a solid, structured approach to developing school improvement and maintaining success. Estyn (2023)
Literature Review 
As School A is based in Wales, its SDP process correlates with the Welsh Government’s national priorities. Their priorities focus on promoting equality, increasing academic success and creating confident, independent learners through the Curriculum for Wales.  At ‘School A’, one of the strategic targets within the school development plan was to “differentiate lessons effectively to ensure all pupils, including More Able and Talented (MAT) students, develop independent learning skills and are suitably challenged.” This priority is highly significant due to the school’s broad range of diversity within their learners. By implementing this target into teaching practices, it ensures that everyone is sufficiently challenged, and it can raise educational standards, consequently leading to higher achievement levels being met by the learners. This is supported by The Welsh Government’s policy document “Education in Wales: Our National Mission”. This document describes high levels of teaching and differentiation strategies as key tools that are vital to improving educational standards. (Welsh Government, 2017) Additionally, Estyn (2023) stresses that effective differentiation is an attribute of high-performing schools that support learners of all levels, to make sure that they achieve their full potential. 
One of the main challenges with this strategic target is being able to address the wide range of abilities, their prior learning and any external barriers that are going on in the learner’s life. Research suggests that learners who are from disadvantaged backgrounds begin school with lower levels of literacy and numeracy. This makes it extremely difficult for the teachers to provide challenging material, as they must reinforce necessary support to the learners that are struggling with the basic tasks. (Hattie, 2012). 
Additionally, William (2018) believes that when teachers focus on including massive amounts of differentiation within lessons, they can negatively impact disadvantaged students learning and progress, as the teacher unintentionally lowers their own expectation for these children. This can make the attainment gap even bigger. The attainment gap refers to the difference in academic achievement between students who have various backgrounds. Children who are from disadvantaged backgrounds and receive free school meals, are more likely to perform worse. (Bevan Foundation, 2020) This makes it challenging for teachers, as they must ensure that they are challenging the more able students, without abandoning the learners who need more care and nurturing. Another factor that can impact this target is students’ challenges with engagement and motivation to learn independently. Learners from disadvantaged backgrounds may face additional barriers, as they might not have as many educational role models in their immediate environment. This was an issue in ‘School A’ as some learners had extremely low aspirations and did not have access to any educational activities outside of the classroom. (EEF, 2020) Therefore, differentiation strategies must cater for developing metacognitive skills and encourage learners to take control of their own educational progress as well as tiering tasks. (Flavell, 1979).
Much evidence-based strategies have been recognised throughout research as effective approaches to include differentiation in the classroom setting. One approach that has been identified is tiered tasks. These are smaller tasks that are of different ranges of complexity, which allow all learners to be involved and engaged in a task, at an appropriate level. However, they are always able to progress within the task. (Tomlinson, 2017) Additionally, flexible grouping allows learners to work with peers based on their interest or ability. This aspect of differentiation has been recognised to develop engagement and peer collaboration. (Vygotsky, 1978) Furthermore, another successful differentiation technique is called scaffolding. This is where the learners are given structured support, that is gradually taken away, as their independent learning and confidence grows. (Wood, Bruner and Ross, 1976). As technology has developed throughout the years, it is a vital tool for differentiation. Passey (2019) supports this as he showcased how this type of learning platform can be used to provide targeted, personalised support for pupils.  Additionally, Flavell highlights that research on metacognition and independent learning suggests that by teaching pupils to recognise how they process information and learn, it will significantly improve their independent learning skills. (Flavell, 1979). Encouraging them to set their own goals, monitor their own work, and shape their learning strategies to what suits them, can benefit their education and allow them to take ownership of their learning. This completely aligns with the aims of the school development plan at ‘School A’. 
Despite differentiation being promoted in educational research, there has been some negativity in the way that it is implemented. Tomlinson (2017) is a huge advocate for differentiation as he believes that it furthers and sustains the learner’s engagement and attainment, however in contrast to this Wiliam (2018) believes that it can decrease expectations for some diverse students, that come from a deprived background. This highlights that differentiation is a useful tool, that should be used within an educational setting and classroom, however success depends on how it is implemented, rather than it just being present. Estyn (2023) identifies that differentiation is an extremely effective tool, however, they suggest that some teaching staff are finding it difficult to apply it consistently.
‘School A’s’ mission was to create a learning environment where all learners could succeed academically, regardless of background or ability. By providing the learners with high expectations and a lot of support, they aimed to produce well-rounded, confident, capable learners that were setup for life-long learning.  The chosen target correlates greatly with their mission. Differentiation helps to achieve the goal of giving equal opportunities to all learners, regardless of their starting point. It ensures that all learners are challenged within tasks, and that they are given everything they need to be able to complete the specific task, that the teachers have set. This strategy inhabits the school’s vision of creating academic achievement and make sure that every learner can access a curriculum that caters to their needs. As ‘School A’ serves such a wide, diverse community, where some learners have additional learning needs, this target had to be a priority. As learners are from various socio-economic backgrounds, providing tailored support was crucial, if the school wanted to foster a learning environment that everyone could be a part of. They also wanted to implement a more balanced, inclusive atmosphere, where students could reach their maximum potential. Additionally, the school would analyse student outcomes by collecting data from assessments, this would provide them with what children were underperforming in correlation with their potential. This showed that there needed to be a wider range of tiered and scaffolded tasks available. 
To address this target within my placement school, I made sure that every single task had three different starting points and was scaffolded, this allowed the students to choose the starting point that they were most comfortable with, this fostered a sense of confidence, and it gave them a task that they felt was appropriately challenging for them. It also gave them a level that they could work up to and highlighted the expectations that I wanted for that task. Equally, if that task was too challenging for them, it gave them the opportunity to still be involved within the session. Every child was catered for. Furthermore, I believe that it helped with motivation and engagement, as the learners were able to choose where they wanted to begin. Using differentiated visual aids and demonstrations, worked very well within the classroom. I found that it worked best for the lower sets, as they knew exactly what you expected from them. 
To measure the success of this target, observations by senior mentors, subject mentors and AOLE leads, would take place to track how differentiation strategies were being used within the sessions. They would then provide feedback, and you could use this feedback to adjust lesson plans and resources.
‘School A’ has identified many strengths in its approach to differentiation. Due to working together with mentors, senior mentors and AOLE leads, it creates a supportive environment, where you learn differentiating techniques off each other. These are then passed on to the children and they gain a more insightful, diverse education. Additionally, the school provides differentiated visual aids and resources, for teachers and assistants, which has benefited and raised the standards of pedagogy. Lastly, independent learning has been greatly encouraged throughout the school which has further developed the MAT students critical thinking skills and has enabled them to take more control over their learning. 
Reflection and Evaluation 
Having experienced teaching in a deprived school, I have witnessed some of the challenges that occur for students and teachers when trying to cater for diverse learning needs. As discussed throughout this assignment, differentiation splits tasks into smaller pieces to tailor instructions to the needs of learners, with varying abilities. I believe that this is an essential pedagogical tool that should always be included and utilised within the teacher’s session.  However, I think that due to the huge range of diversity within schools, differentiation requires careful, in-depth planning, to make sure that every child within the classroom is given equal opportunities within education. 
Within my practice, I have been encouraged to utilise different strategies such as, flexible grouping, scaffolding and the use of differentiated resources, where they are based on specific needs and adjusted accordingly. I believe that formative assessments are a great tool in monitoring progress, seeing how well the students have grasped the differentiated tasks, and allowing the teacher to change their instruction to cater for individual needs. Digital tools have also been a great way in incorporating differentiated tasks, students have been actively engaged when incorporating visual aids and online tiered resources. However, in contrast to this, I believe that there are still challenges present when trying to implement this pedagogical approach, due to a lack of time within sessions, limited resources and large class sizes. Many students require a huge amount of support, and it is extremely difficult to offer this when trying to control an oversized class. 
Conclusion
To conclude, I believe that differentiation is an ongoing process within education, that needs to be developed to achieve a consistent approach throughout the curriculum. Schools should incorporate more share days where they work together and look at how they will implement different strategies and focus on making the strategies as diverse as possible, so they can differentiate to a wide range of abilities. Additionally, I believe that teachers should use support staff e.g Teaching Assistants, to support the differentiation process. The teaching assistants could provide targeted support to learners that are struggling with certain task
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