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INTRODUCTION 

The focus of this assignment is a critical evaluation of the School Development Plan (SDP) based on the school that hosted me for my first placement. It will cover the foundations and, on the actions, impact and evidence base that school has put in place. 

To adhere to the guidelines outlined by BERA (2018) the school involved will remain anonymous and will be referred to as 'School X' throughout this piece of writing. This approach ensures the confidentiality and ethical treatment of the school. 

School X is one that delivers through the medium of Welsh for pupils between the ages of 3 and 11 years old. The school is situated deep in a South Wales mining village, which has been linked to high levels of deprivation. According to the Welsh government (2019), the area has been placed among the 10% most deprived in Wales. From the 194 students that are enrolled at the school (School X, 2023), the percentage of pupils that are eligible for free school meals is 27.4% (Welsh government, 2023a) which is above the national percentage of 18% (Estyn, 2019).  Also, around 30% of the pupils at the school have been identified as having additional learning needs (Welsh government, 2023a), which again is greater than the national percentage of 21% (Estyn, 2019).  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

An SDP is a statutory requirement for all schools in Wales, the comprehensive document outlines the school's priorities, objectives, and actions for improvement over a specific period of time usually three to five years. According to the Welsh Government (2020) Its purpose is to provide a strategic framework that; enhances the school’s output and performance to give students, irrespective of their circumstances or background, the best learning opportunities.

September 1, 2015, was the introduction of the SDP, it addressed flaws in previous strategies, these flaws included the combination of data-driven, PISA-influenced policies with a focus on poverty-related low achievement. 

Initial claims by Wales’ central and local governments said to have improved educational attainment for children living in poverty and narrowed achievement gaps (Welsh Government, 2014), these were later questioned due to unreliable assessments and modified GCSE results, suggesting any real improvement was more limited than reported (Estyn, 2016) (Estyn, 2017).

As a result of this, the Welsh Government embarked on an overhaul of the education system. Changes included the introduction of the SDP, which is now the improvement strategy for the schools (Welsh government, 2018). Also, the reform of the curriculum along with the introduction of new policies and acts including the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act (Welsh Government, 2022).

However, recent analysis by Knight and Crick (2021) indicates that there are discrepancies within and between the Welsh government policy and guidance documents, they cautioned that full implementation of these reforms may reveal further disparities due to inconsistencies in policy documentation.

An SDP is an excellent tool that well-defines the responsibilities and obligations of all associated at the school, it’s transparent and accessible so that all of the school's available resources are used efficiently to support targeted improvements (Welsh government, 2022). According to Estyn, (2020) an SDP allows all in the organisation to collaborate on every aspect of school improvement. It also serves as a tool for accountability, the school can ensure and measure that the assessment and development plans are operating efficiently and serves as a safety net in the event that they are not. The SDP also demonstrates to the local authority, Estyn, and other stakeholders how the school is working towards achieving national and local educational priorities. 

The key priorities that are identified in the SDP are based on a number of factors, including but not limited to; the analysis of data of students results, questionnaires and self-evaluations and government and local education authority policies. As a result, it promotes the use of an evaluation and improvement using a wide range of evidence processes in schools, capturing the entirety of the learning process and guaranteeing that there is a focus on learner progress and well-being, and learner voice (Welsh government, 2022) 

On school X’s development plan four priorities have been identified and are targets to improve within the school which are – 

· To raise the awareness and interest of our learners to read for enjoyment in order to continue to develop the accuracy of oral work and enrich imagination.
· Continuing to collaborate with the Cluster in order to refine and further develop the curriculum.
· Making more purposeful and effective use of the school's outdoor areas in order to enrich the learning and teaching experiences of learners. 
· Equity and excellence - Respond to requirements and changes in accordance with the ALN Act and Closing the Gap - eFSM, ALN. 

My primary focus, aligned with the identified priorities, is to examine the strategies School X employs to ensure equity and excellence in education for all students. I am particularly interested in exploring their plans to address the challenge of closing the achievement gap among students eligible for free school meals. As this endeavour resonates with the Welsh Government's priority, reflecting a mutual foundation rooted in a commitment to educational equity and social justice within education (Thompson and Ivinson, 2020). 

Social justice in education is the fair and equitable distribution of opportunities, resources, and environments for all students that they need to succeed, regardless of their socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religion, or any other characteristic that may lead to discrimination or inequality (Rawls, 1999), (Adams, 2016). 

The government's objectives were best articulated by the Welsh Government's Minister for Education who stated, “Our national mission is to achieve high standards and aspirations for all by tackling the impact of poverty on educational attainment and supporting every learner.” (Welsh government, 2023c). According to the (European Commission, 2004) poverty is defined as, if a person's income and resources are so low that they are unable to maintain a standard of living that is acceptable in their community, they are said to be living in poverty.

This is at the forefront of the government’s commitments as it is underpinned by the latest data published by the Welsh government, (2023b), indicating that 28% of all children in Wales are living in relative poverty, which translates to about 8 children in a typical classroom of 30. Other studies have investigated this issue and have identified, at least 20% more individuals likely live around the "poverty line," experiencing fluctuations in their economic status, with many families falling in and out of formal poverty over time. 

Their poverty may cause them to face a number of disadvantages, including barriers to lifelong learning, culture, sport, and recreation, substandard housing, and inadequate health care. This poverty is geographically spread across small rural and semi-urban towns throughout Wales, as well as within the nation's major cities and its traditional industrial regions (Egan, 2016) (Ap Gruffudd et al., 2018). 

And (Dorling, 2015) has indicated that there is a strong correlation between educational attainment and specific, regional patterns of wealth and poverty. Studies have repeatedly demonstrated that children's welfare is negatively impacted by poverty and that the most economically disadvantaged students in the United Kingdom have the lowest educational outcomes (Connelly, Sullivan and Jerrim, 2014), Strand (2014). 

Developing an action plan – 

School X have employed a wide range of approaches, both inside and outside of the classroom. The school uses the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) which strives to improve the educational attainment of kids and teens from low-income families, though removing financial barriers that frequently stand in the way of eFSM pupils of realising their greatest potential (Welsh government, 2023d) to fund many different interventions. If schools can show that using the additional funding for pupil deprivation will lessen the negative effects of poverty on academic achievement, they are free to choose how to use it (Cardiff Council, 2013). Which they are using in a very effective way. 

Within the classroom, the school places a significant amount of focus on students' wellbeing and their progress, whatever it may be, particularly for those who are eFSM. They also provide daily and structured interventions. They also provide more small group tasks as it was addressed by the pupils that it increases their self-confidence. 
Outside of the classroom, school X ensures that all children that are eFSM are/have the opportunity provided to have access to a fair education. From the basics such as providing free daily fruit, school uniform to providing music lessons and access to technology recourses. 

Firstly, the school have engrossed into the new curriculum and have placed a large emphasis on the progression of pupils (Welsh Government, 2020). All staff have bought in with the phrase "stage not age" which has been coined to convey the idea that all progress, regardless of what progress may be or the age of the pupil, is important and celebrated. 
The staff of School X have to integrate assessment for learning into their pedagogy. which is the process of examining student work samples to help teachers assess students' learning levels, identify their needs, and identify the best course of action. The school has created subject specific milestones that set clear aims and targets for pupils to strive for and climb up the continuum of progress. Honouring the process of learning rather than focusing only on test results helps students to acknowledge their intellectual development, which, according to study by Yeager and Dweck, (2020), can improve academic performance, motivation, and resilience, particularly in students who are encountering difficulties.
 
There are data analysis sessions take place every term where staff measure class and individuals’ progression and provide an opportunity where they can discuss alternative ways to achieve progress if none is being made. Vangrieken et al., (2015) suggests that teachers who collaborate with one another foster a culture of ongoing professional development. This type of cooperation develops shared accountability for student performance, allowing teachers to assist one another in solving educational problems. Additionally, it was suggested by (Goddard, Goddard, and Tschannen-Moran, 2007) that student progress is significantly impacted by collective teacher efficacy, which is increased through cooperation. 

Secondly, school X has included a structured schedule that designates staff members who have completed the necessary training to carry out particular numeracy and language interventions through both the medium of Welsh and English. They also provide both emotional and physical literacy interventions, research by (Erhart et al., 2019) suggests that children who live in poverty has been associated with challenges in recognising emotional expression, which raises the likelihood that they will experience negative emotional outcomes. 

Holmes, Reid and Dowker (2012) suggested that one-to-one interventions in schools offer a powerful tool for supporting children in poverty, particularly in the area of literacy. 
One-to-one interventions provide a safe space for children to practice and make mistakes without fear of judgment, helping to build their confidence and encourage a more positive attitude towards learning and in turn, increase a child's engagement and motivation to learn. This is achieved by more customized learning materials that reflect the cultural and social backgrounds of the students, making learning more relevant and engaging. This is particularly important for children in poverty, who may not always see their experiences reflected in mainstream educational materials (Carey and Grant, 2014). 


Reflection and evaluation 

Overall, school X's strategies for addressing the problem of narrowing the achievement gap between children who qualify for free school meals are highly effective and have an immense effect. The school as a whole is aware of how critical it is to help underprivileged and vulnerable students get beyond obstacles to education. The close relationships between pupils and teachers and the dedicated wellbeing staff work closely with families are key in creating a supportive and safe environment where students and staff feel comfortable. And according to Estyn (2020b) teachers in the best-performing schools recognise each student's unique interests and abilities and build on them rather than only concentrating on the difficulties that eFSM students encounter so that they are able to provide the best support.

Additionally, by providing funding for residential visits, extracurricular activities, and music lessons, the school's effective use of the PDG has allowed eFSM students to realise their potential and widen their horizons. This is crucial because research by (Abizada et al., 2020) indicated that participation in extracurricular activities significantly affects students' academic achievement, and schools ought to keep pushing students to take part in these extracurricular activities as long as it doesn't conflict with their study time outside of the classroom. 

Although there are some areas to improve on, most noticeable is the disparity in the implementation of group work and group interventions within the school, despite it being recognized through student feedback that the pupils perceive group work as a vital tool for enhancing self-confidence. Gillies (2016) suggests that group work not only bolsters scholarly performance but also significantly improves peer relationships, fostering an environment where students can thrive both academically and socially. Similarly, Johnson and Johnson (2002) highlighted the positive impact of cooperative learning on students' self-esteem, suggesting that the collaborative nature of group work reinforces students' sense of belonging and self-worth. 

Also, despite the structured intervention plan showing to be very beneficial and having a significant effect. One concern that I have is that this is in place for ages year 3 and above, According to research, human brain development speeds up during the first five years of life and can be either beneficial or detrimentally affected by interactions with others and the environment, It has been confirmed that socioeconomic status has a significant impact on language acquisition (Golinkoff et al., 2019), (Clark et al., 2021). According to Fernald, Marchman and Weisleder (2013), children from low socioeconomic homes frequently exhibit language development discrepancies by the age of 18 months as a result of both biological and psychosocial risk factors compared to those their age who are not living in poverty. 

For School X to see the difference and eventually close the attainment gap, they'll need to stay consistent with the implementation of their strategies. As research by Domitrovich et al. (2008) has identified that, maintaining, and staying consistent is a critical issue in translating research into practice. Although, it has been highlighted that when interventions that align directly with an SDP, they are more likely to be given top priority, executed well, and maintained over time (Kallestad and Olweus, 2003), (Datnow, Hubbard and Mehan, 2005), (Payne, Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 2006).

Furthermore, the school's commitment to conducting data evaluations at the end of each term plays a pivotal role in this transformative process. These evaluations serve as a critical tool for reflective practice, enabling the institution to meticulously analyse the effectiveness of its strategies, identify areas necessitating improvement, and celebrate achievements.

Conclusion 

I am fully committed on placing a large emphasis on implementing my future school's development plan into my future teaching as it derives from crucial evidence from the school, as well as government and local education authorities. This approach will guide the refinement of my teaching practices to fulfil the various needs of every student, irrespective of their circumstances or background, and provide the best learning opportunities and progression.

Due to this assignment, I know hold a heightened awareness of the significant attainment gap affecting pupils eligible for free school meals, I am now more prepared than ever to address this critical issue. Armed with this knowledge, I will employ specific strategies aimed at closing this gap within my classroom. These strategies have been mentioned, such as, fostering an inclusive classroom environment that supports every student's growth, and implementing targeted interventions for those who require additional support, and work closely with other staff members to collaborate ideas. 

My goal is to ensure that every student, regardless of their socioeconomic status or any other characteristic that may lead to discrimination or inequality has equal access to high-quality education and the opportunity to achieve their full potential.
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