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	Target
	What I have done in this assignment...


	Target 1
	As in your blog, please re-look at Harvard guidance in terms of referencing with accuracy. 
	I have familiarised myself with Harvard referencing to ensure accuracy. 

	Target 2
	Your next assignments will call for development of skills in academic writing (as opposed to the more informal style of writing a blog).  You may find the link below useful:
Academic Phrasebank | The University of Manchester
	I’ve looked through the website to have more of an idea of academic writing as opposed to informal style writing. 



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

Introduction 
This essay critically evaluates the development of a strategic target set within a school development plan (SDP). To maintain confidentiality, in accordance with BERA (2024) the school will be referred to as “School A”. The target under evaluation is;
“To explore opportunities to develop essential life skills and independence across the curriculum, through child led, holistic and collaborative, contextual learning opportunities”. 
This target focuses on supporting the development of independent learning, creating independence and equipping learners with essential life skills and promoting autonomy, to encourage life-long learning. 
School A is a large, two-form entry, primary school, located within a considerably deprived area of South Wales. The school has a high proportion of pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) which reflects the socioeconomic disadvantage faced by the community (Welsh Government, 2024). Similarly, the school has a significant number of pupils from various ethnic backgrounds, with English as an additional language (EAL) indicating the school is more culturally and linguistically diverse than average (Estyn, 2023). Overall, established by the higher-than-average FSM and EAL demographics, the school is presented with the challenges of the socioeconomic and cultural-linguistic factors of the community.
This essay includes a literature review that examines the purpose and development of SDP’s, alongside an exploration of the relevant literature relating to the identified target. The "Introduction to Developing an Action Plan," outlines the actions taken by the school to address this target. The essay further includes a “Reflection and Evaluation” section, on the steps I have taken to work towards this target. Finally, the essay concludes with a summary of the findings and thoughts for future professional practice.

Literature Review 
An SDP is a structured framework used by schools to support guiding a school’s development over a three-year period. It’s an official document for a school to set targets aimed to achieving more defined end-goals, whether it be focused on internal school-based priorities or more in alignment with broader, regional or national objectives (Welsh Government, 2014). Once targets are set, the school will then implement a plan on how they will address the target and imbed practices to achieve the target over the three years. It’s crucial that the SDP remains an accessible document within the school as reference to targets and priorities.
There are four stages to constructing an SDP. The first stage, self-evaluation: A whole-school approach, where stakeholders contribute to determining strengths and areas for improvement, using feedback, inspection reports and the evaluation and improvement resource (NR:EI) to support rigorous evaluation and continuous professional reflection and learning (Estyn, 2017 & Welsh Government, 2019). Secondly, strategic planning, the establishment of defining targets using the self-evaluation and aligning with school and national priorities. Objectives will be set to create an action plan on how targets will be addressed, monitored and measured (Welsh Government, 2014). Next, making improvement/action, where the action plan is put into practice, with realistic timeframes and clear details to ensure effectiveness and minimise misinterpretation (Welsh Government, 2014). Finally, reviewing impact, the monitoring and measuring aspect, to review impact and ensure progress, to determine if the action plan is successful or needs reassessing (Welsh Government, 2014). The SDP four-step process creates robust structure to ensure that targets are well-justified and defined, with clear objectives to set an encouraging and achievable action plan.  
Despite, an SDP having structure and a clear action plan, its effectiveness totally depends on implementation, accessibility and monitoring. The Welsh Government (2014) suggests that an SDP is means of setting and achieving school improvement, however the success of an SDP, depends on how actively schools engage and imbed priorities into regular practice. This is consistent with Harris (2002) suggesting that without continuous engagement, SDP’s risk becoming static documents rather than the central influence on improvement. Therefore, to ensure that the SDP drives improvement, schools must embed the priorities of the SDP into everyday school-life and increase accessibility. In school A, an SDP poster was created and disseminated around the school as a constant reminder to stakeholders the involvement they have in the improvement of the school. For clarity, the stakeholders are people such as the staff, learners, governors and parents. 
Moving forward, to consider the target School A has set, which is under evaluation for the purpose of this essay; 
“To explore opportunities to develop essential life skills and independence across the curriculum, through child led, holistic and collaborative, contextual learning opportunities”. 
This target aims to embed an approach that fosters independent, learner-led learning across the curriculum. Independent learning, as defined by the EEF (2021), involves learners taking ownership of their learning, and demonstrating a level of autonomy to make active decisions in their learning journey. By imbedding opportunities for learners to develop their own autonomy and independence, learners are able to take responsibility for their learning. What’s the purpose of this initiative? Creating independent learners, enables learners to mature with the life skills required to continue lifelong learning, this aligns with the Welsh Government’s national mission, Objective One; 
 “Learning for life so that everyone in Wales learns, and continues to learn, developing their knowledge and skills, and engaging in experiences that are relevant to their lives today and into the future” (Welsh Government, 2023).
The Montessori approach, supports independent, learner-led learning by igniting learners’ curiosity, autonomy and self-motivation through exploring opportunities. The approach emphasises the importance of providing learners with opportunities to explore their interests, be curious and engage in passionate inquiry (American Montessori Society, 2024). In Montessori classrooms, learning is centred around play-based, kinaesthetic activities. For example, a Montessori-aligned activity might involve physically matching numbers to their corresponding quantities, allowing learners to develop a concrete understanding through exploration (American Montessori Society, 2024). The method fosters the development of crucial skills such as resilience, critical thinking and problem-solving by enabling learners to take ownership of their learning. The skills that Montessori encourages through independence, ensures that learners are equipped with the life skills, to lifelong learning. 
Piaget’s (1964) theory aligns with Montessori principles, particularly in terms of kinaesthetic, experiential learning. Piaget emphasised that learners conceptualise knowledge through interaction with their environment, which mirrors Montessori’s emphasis on self-directed, discovery-based learning. However, contrary to Montessori and Piaget, Bloom (1956) states education should incorporate structure, where the teacher’s role is essential in determining the pace and content of learning. Although Bloom recognised the importance of higher-order thinking, he believed that teachers should guide learners through the progression of learning. Bloom (1956) emphasises the need for set expectations and structure to assess progression and provide targeted support and interventions. Montessori and Piaget promote self-directed, experiential learning that fosters autonomy, while Bloom emphasises a structured, teacher-guided approach where the teacher is solely responsible for structure, pace and content. 
Montessori and Piaget emphasise the importance of independence and autonomy in developing lifelong skills. These approaches encourage learners to take ownership of their education, however, the lack of a structure can pose challenges, particularly when learners face formal assessments, where the absence of direct structure may hinder their ability to meet external academic expectations. In contrast, Bloom's focus on the teacher’s role in structuring and pacing learning, ensures closer systematic monitoring of learners’ progress meaning that they can receive more tailored interventions where necessary, however this structured approach may limit opportunities for learners to develop the level of independence encouraged by Montessori and Piaget.
Focusing on recent contributions, Estyn (2020) represents a midpoint between all three approaches, focusing on learner autonomy and kinaesthetic activities to encourage independence, however, emphasising the need for effective teacher support and creating appropriate environments encouraging independent exploration. Similarly, Estyn (2023b) highlights the importance of developing a rich curriculum and effective teaching strategies that not only foster independence but also ensure learners remain engaged and motivated while meeting national expectations. However, a reasonable consideration, given the pressure to encourage independence and adhere to national curriculum standards, would be, how can schools effectively balance learner-led approaches with statutory requirements and mandatory assessments. Overall, while the development of this target may present challenges, particularly in balancing competing priorities, it remains a crucial focus for the fostering of essential life skills and promoting lifelong learning.


Introduction Developing an Action Point 
The school’s target…
“To explore opportunities to develop essential life skills and independence across the curriculum, through child-led, holistic and collaborative, contextual learning opportunities”. 
…aligns with broader national goals, specifically Objective 1 of the Welsh Government’s national mission; 
“Learning for life so that everyone in Wales learns, and continues to learn, developing their knowledge and skills, and engaging in experiences that are relevant to their lives today and into the future” (Welsh Government, 2023).
Developing independence across the curriculum reflects the broader national objective of holistic learning, ensuring that the development of essential life skills is just as important as academic success. 

The prioritisation of this target stems from an Estyn recommendation from the most recent inspection to…
“Refine the provision for independent learning across the school to challenge children suitably” (Estyn, 2023a).
This recommendation highlights the need for the school to create more flexible, independent learning environments where structure remains present, ensuring that learners receive appropriate scaffolding while being encouraged to take greater initiative and responsibility in their learning. As sometimes lessons can be too directed and teacher-led causing potential hindrance to the development of learners’ independence. Considering both the national mission and also the recommendation given to the school by Estyn, the school recognises that educational priorities are ever-changing and that creating an independent learning environment is not merely just a school recommendation, but a nationwide goal. However, prioritising independent learning should not diminish the need for appropriate scaffolding, instead it reinforces the importance of ensuring that every child receives the tailored support they require to thrive in an independent learning environment. 
Ensuring that independent learning opportunities are both abundant and appropriately challenging, will foster the development of skills such as autonomy, resilience, and decision-making from an early age. Through this new approach, the school aims to create ambitious capable learners (Welsh Government, 2022) who are well-equipped to face the challenges of both education and life beyond the classroom. 

To address this target the school has implemented two independent learning approaches. In early years (ages 3-7), the school has implemented Rainbow Challenges, and in upper-primary (7-11) two there are COOL “Controlling Our Own Learning” Challenges. Both approaches share a similar overarching objective, to provide the learners with the opportunity to take ownership of their learning. However, there are differences in their structure, reflective of the developmental stages of the learners. 

In early years, Rainbow Challenges operate as an optional, enhanced provision designed to encourage participation through extrinsic motivation, such as stickers and golden time. The challenges are divided into areas of learning experience (AoLE) to ensure coverage and are changed weekly to adapt to topic changes and maintain engagement. While this approach provides the development of self-motivation for younger learners, it’s heavily reliant on external rewards, which may limit the development of intrinsic motivation. A potential downside of this system is that learners may focus more on the incentives than on the quality of the learning. To address this issue, the teacher should complete quality assurance checks, to ensure the work is of standard. Nevertheless, the system has undoubtedly encouraged learners to be independent and take ownership in their learning as evidenced by the high completion rates. Nearly all learners complete at least one challenge each week, which demonstrates that each child has taken some responsibility for their learning.

In upper-primary, COOL Challenges offer great flexibility, with learners being provided with up to five challenges and are required to complete at least three. The flexibility of this model allows learners to select challenges that align with their interests. However, this presents challenges of its own. A significant concern is the possibility that learners may gravitate towards tasks they are more confident in, avoiding tasks in areas where they feel less competent. This could result in an imbalance in their overall development. To alleviate this issue, it may be beneficial to introduce a guideline that encourages learners to select at least one numeracy and one literacy task each week, ensuring a more balanced development of their skills.

The completion rate of the challenges is monitored regularly. This allows the school to track the progress of independent learning across the board. Learners who are struggling to complete challenges in early years or facing significant difficulty in upper primary will receive interventions to help them develop greater independence.

While both the challenges successfully promote learner autonomy and engagement, there’s a need for careful monitoring to ensure high quality learning and critical reflection to determine that the systems do not inadvertently reinforce imbalanced progression in subjects or an over-reliance on extrinsic motivation. A consideration going forward will be to evaluate whether the reward system is fostering a genuine passion for learning. The school should also explore ways to encourage learners to engage with all areas of the curriculum in a more balanced and intrinsically motivated manner, ensuring that the focus remains on deep, meaningful learning rather than external incentives.

Reflection and Evaluation 
To gain a deeper understanding of what independence fully entails and looks like, the school has invested in research and resources into supporting the development of “executive functioning”. Executive functioning (EF) refers to a set of cognitive skills for the self-management of one’s actions to achieve goals. These skills include time management, planning and prioritising, self-monitoring and task-initiation, all of which support the overall development of independence (Zelazo et al, 2003). The focus on EF is integral to supporting learners’ autonomy, as it directly influences their ability to work independently. 

In response to this, I explored how EF skills could be incorporated on a daily-routine basis, in addition to the independent tasks already set. I developed visual supports aimed at assisting early-years learners in enhancing their independence. Visual supports have been shown to help learners remember and follow routines, which, in turn, support organisational and self-regulation skills. These supports alleviate cognitive load and promote task initiation, which is crucial for the development of independent functioning (Thomas et al, 2022). By reducing the need for constant adult intervention, these tools allow learners to manage their tasks more autonomously.

In my practice, I observed that many learners in my early-years class struggled with remembering a sequence of tasks they needed to complete. This presented a challenge, as learners often hesitated or required prompting to begin their routines. To address this, I implemented a simple 3-step visual guide to structure the morning routine. Before the introduction of this visual, learners frequently required support to initiate tasks. After its implementation, however, learners began independently referring to the visual and engaging with their tasks with minimal adult intervention. This demonstrated a clear improvement in EF skills such as task initiation, attention, focus, and impulse control. These advancements have not only enhanced the learners’ ability to remain on-task but have also fostered a stronger sense of independence, which is essential for future learning.

Building on the success of the visual, I believe there is potential for further development by introducing similar visual supports for other daily activities. These additional visuals would reinforce the structure and sequence of tasks throughout the day, providing consistent support for the continued development of EF skills. However, it is important to acknowledge a limitation, whereby the visuals may risk becoming overlooked within the classroom environment, potentially reducing their effectiveness. To mitigate this, it is crucial that these visuals are regularly referred to and integrated into daily practice to maintain their impact.


Conclusion 
In conclusion, this essay has highlighted the significance of evidence-based decision-making in school development, ensuring that strategies are supported by both data and reflective practices to ensure progress or the need for reassessment of the action plan. Well-structured independent provision such as Rainbow and COOL Challenges significantly enhance learners’ ability to engage in self-directed learning, with the use of visual supports around the classroom environment proving very successful in promoting autonomy.

This research emphasises the importance of social justice in education, especially in a school serving a socioeconomically disadvantaged community, where providing opportunities accessible to all types of learners, of all backgrounds and abilities, providing challenge to all, ensures equity, and the development of independent, autonomous learners across the school. 

In terms of my own professional practice, I will incorporate independent provision such as Rainbow and COOL Challenges for the development of independence, as well as the use of visuals to support the development of executive functioning, which in turn strengthens life-skills. 
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