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	Targed/target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn
What I have done in this assignment...


	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	When identifying limitations of the approach or methods you are using, it would be beneficial to state how you plan to counteract these limitations in your own study. You started to do this at some points but it was often quite generalised. 
	I have tried to be more specific in my review of the relevant literature and the school improvement plan.

	Targed/Target 2
	Your sample size was very small. I don't think any of the findings could be reflective of an ability group due to it only being 1 child. A bigger sample which you could have used with the consent gained would have been more effective and you could have presented more comparisons.
	This target is not applicable to this assignment but I have been careful to add more comparisons between literature. 

	Targed/Target 3
	
	



How a school develops one aspect of it’s SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base

Introduction
This assignment will critically reflect on the 2022-2023 Improvement Plan of School X, with focus on “Target One: To raise standards in Languages, Literacy & Communication, reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment”.  Within this target, the school identifies the following three sub-targets; to raise “phonic awareness”, “standards in writing” and, “standards in reading”, the latter of which will be the main focus of this assignment (School X, 2022, pp.5-6). School X is a primary school located within South Wales, identified by ESTYN as having 32.8% of students eligible for free school meals (eFSM), which is well above the national average of 21.3%. Furthermore, the report identifies that the students often come from “low starting points” but make “significant progress” in their attainment of oral communication skills (2022, pp.3).

This assignment will consider theoretical work on language development and subsequential reading attainment in order to critically reflect on School X’s proposed strategies for meeting the identified target. This work will consider all aspects of the school improvement plan against the Curriculum for Wales (2022a) and in the context of the current post-covid climate when regarding experiences of poverty. Finally, reference will be made in consideration to the responsibilities of the school, the local authority and the Welsh Government in developing the school improvement plan.


Literature Review
Whilst it is now widely accepted that children have an innate ability to develop language skills (Chomsky, 1975), which is directly linked with both understanding classroom instruction and developing the ability to read (Parkin, 2018; I Can, 2009) the extent to which these skills are individually developed can be influenced by many factors, including social class and adverse experiences such as living in poverty. For example, Hart and Risley (1995, as cited in Jensen, 2013) discovered that children from low-income families may have a vastly different exposure to spoken vocabulary than a child from a high-income family. They state that a child from a low-income family may only be exposed to 13 million words, on average, by the age of four whilst those from middle income families would experience 26 million and those in high income families over 46 million words. Therefore, they conclude that children from low-income families are much less likely to understand a teacher’s vocabulary and “words that appear in reading material” (ibid, p.2). Jensen suggests that all teachers should be “relentless” in their introduction of new vocabulary and use whole class approaches such as “word of the day” to support the learners as part of their daily learning rather than providing out of class interventions for children who are struggling in this area (2013, pp.2-3)

Similarly, from a scientific point of view, it has been argued that deprivation can effect language acquisition and subsequent reading ability in children whose stress levels are heightened (Grills-Tachuechel et al., 2012). In such cases, cortisol increases in the child’s body and causes children to become more anxious and appear more easily distracted in class (Perkins et al., 2013). This scientific evidence supports Jensen’s perspective that new vocabulary should be reinforced repeatedly for children who are experiencing poverty, and therefore struggling to access and enjoy reading material (2013). Comparably, Watts (2022) poses the question of how children are supposed to concentrate on such an arduous task as learning to read when they are continually distracted by concerns over their home lives. These anxieties often revolve around aspects of life that more fortunate children do not ever have to consider, such as when their next meal will be and whether the electric and heating will be on when they get home from school. Although it is difficult for schools to impact on these home issues, it is essential that teaching staff offer support wherever possible. As the effects of poverty can often lead to feelings of being completely out of control and subsequently affect behaviour (Kaiser, T. et al, 2017), Glasser (1998a, 1998b) argues that children would respond well to being given choices about all aspects of their education. Hattie (2012) adds that by providing clear and manageable learning objectives, children can also achieve a better sense of control and direction in their learning. These strategies could, therefore, provide a sense of control which children may not feel they have at home and lower their levels of stress within the classroom. This approach in providing learning autonomy and allowing for choice of activity is also in line with the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022a), which is driven by learner independence and personal input into the learner’s own education.

Furthermore, this approach would allow children a sense of control not available to them during the recent Covid-19 pandemic. During this unprecedented event, children were one of the hardest hit demographics due to the repeated and prolonged school closures. In response to this, it was proposed that this year’s data collected from children eligible for free school meals (eFSM) on completion of the foundation phase would be used to build a more informed understanding of the impact of the pandemic on children in poverty and their attainment in areas such as reading (Welsh Government, 2022e). Therefore, School X’s improvement plan must be considered within the context of the post-covid climate in Wales. 

Alarmingly, Crosnoe et al (2012) argues that by having to deal with these additional (and considerable) stresses in the early years of life, children often enter school at a lower starting point than their more affluent peers. Whilst these children will already struggle to keep up with their peers, they will often fall even further behind as time goes on (ibid). This concept is evidenced in School X’s ESTYN report which identifies that many learners are eligible for free school meals and states that children often begin school with “low starting points” (2022, p.3). The unequal starting points for learners may lead to issues with self-esteem and cause poor motivation. However, Deci (1975, Ryan and Deci, 2018) argues that learners who enjoy their experience of education are more likely to show continued intrinsic motivation in spite of any difficulties faces and without bribery in the form of a rewards system. 


Developing an Action Point
The aim of the school improvement plan is to assist each school in Wales to provide learners with the best possible opportunities during their educational journey in spite of individual learner background. The Welsh Government (2022b) guidance sets out expectations for ensuring improvement on a whole school basis through collaboration with stakeholders such as ESTYN, local authorities and regional consortia. The sub-target identified in this assignment, “to raise standards in reading” (School X, 2022, p.5) indicates that School X has undertaken self-evaluation on “curriculum, learning and teaching”, an aspect outlined as a key consideration for all schools by Welsh Government (2022b). Brookfield (2017) states that the most beneficial way to conduct critical evaluation is to ensure that all processes are assimilated to ensure a shared understanding amongst stakeholders and a subsequent holistic approach to improvement. The following sub-sections provide insight into each component necessary for the school to have produced a holistic school improvement plan.

Self-Evaluation
Schools employ the process of self-evaluation to raise their standards of teaching and learning (MacBeath and McGlynn, 2002 as cited in Ekins and Grimes, 2009). This is particularly important for school improvement plans as it allows an “internally driven” development (Ekins and Grimes, 2009, p.21) and ensures that all teaching staff are aware of the justification of targets and how these can be achieved. Welsh Government (2022b) identifies the purpose of self-evaluation as a useful tool to monitor progress and school developments, and considers good self-evaluation as “reflective, honest and inclusive” (ibid, n.p.), making support and guidance readily available for all schools in Wales to access online (Welsh Government, 2022c), for example the Central South Consortium (2017) provides an overview evaluation process which schools can follow in order to identify their targets and review the impact after implementation. Furthermore, local authorities and regional consortia should support the process of self-evaluation by making the relevant data available and by helping school leaders to identify areas which require improvement (ibid). 

Strategic Planning
The document also includes the school’s three-year plan, which is considered as medium-term strategic planning and focuses on the bigger picture and direction of the overall planning, providing a guideline against which current targets can be judged. Drucker (1990) explains the term strategic planning by breaking it down into the planning, which is described as well-meaning intentions, whilst the strategy is described as what makes the changes happen. A downside of strategic planning can be that when changes occur beyond the school’s control, in example a new government policy, the plan will need to be adjusted accordingly to align with the new legislation (Davies and Ellison, 2003). In addition to this, Boisot (1995, as cited in Davies and Ellison, 2003) supports that this form of medium-term strategic planning is most successful in a school which experiences low levels of change. 

Involving Stakeholders
From 2024, Welsh Government anticipates that more frequent inspections will take place and therefore more current information will be available to share with parents and carers. It is the intention that this more regular stream of information be used to better inform school improvement plans, taking into consideration the perspectives of parents and relevant stakeholders (2022b).

Measuring Impact and Data Analysis
Whilst measuring impact is generally a process which would come at the end of cycle, e.g., after implementing and running a set of interventions, ongoing data analysis can help schools to identify progress and measure impact as things develop continuously throughout the cycle. A school is only truly able to identify development through the examination of everyday practices (rather than simply with a set of data obtained at the end of the year), Morgan (1986, as cited in Bush and Coleman, 2000) argues that it is vital to ensure that a strong and shared theory underpins these practices so that all members of staff have the same understanding of the matter at hand. In terms of School X’s improvement plan, a clear set of success criteria is outlined alongside suggestions for how developments in these specific target areas can be evidenced by the relevant teaching staff. The document allows a shared understanding of expectations and provides explicit guidance on how they can be achieved in the “evidence” section. For example, one point identified in the success criteria for the target “raise standards in reading” was for “nearly all eFSM pupils to have made at least expected (9 months) progress in individual reading” and the relevant evidence for this is identified as “reading ages and national test results” (School X, 2022, p.5). This data analysis would allow for a clear comparison of the improvements made since the setting of the target. 


Reflection and Evaluation
School X’s improvement plan states that evidence may be collected through “bug club data” and “reading records” (School X, 2022, p.5). They also aim to evidence improvement in the whole school by having “new books enhancing the library” and a set of agreed “expectations” for provision (ibid). The success criteria for this evidence then identifies three correlating strands, the first being that “nearly all” eFSM children should have made at least the expected level of progress by the end of the school year (e.g. one month’s progress evidenced on a reading age test for one month spent in school). The school will use the “Salford Sentence Reading Test” (SSRT) to evidence this data at the end of the summer term. The second strand states that “at least 80% of pupils” should achieve within the “average band” of attainment for their age group. Finally, the school identifies that all staff within the school should be “consistent” in their approach to “shared and guided reading” (School X, 2022, p.5). These strands show that a collective understanding has been reached during the self-evaluation process (Brookfield, 2017), which will guide the implementation of the improvement plan over the course of the year.

The latter strand (to provide a whole school approach to guided reading) has been implemented throughout the school by using one consistent reading scheme titled “Bug Club”. Within this scheme, a set book is read by the entire year group during smaller guided group reading sessions. A benefit of this scheme is that all learners within the class share one story which promotes oral discussion of the shared content. This allows for learners of all abilities and backgrounds to be exposed to new vocabulary on a consistent basis, as promoted by Hart and Risley (1995, as cited in Jensen, 2013; Jensen, 2013). Moreover, the scheme does not include a reward system, therefore promoting intrinsic motivation to learn through enjoyment (Deci, 1975).

However, a drawback of this approach is the lack of differentiated texts to suit different reading abilities. The Curriculum for Wales (2022a) advocates individualised approaches to the needs of each learner and has purposefully moved away from the idea of linking ability to age. Instead, the curriculum indicates that learning journeys should be considered against “progression steps” which are unrelated to age (ibid, no pagination). Furthermore, as one text is used for all reading abilities, the learners who are experiencing deprivation and lower reading attainment are inevitably unable to access the learning. Arguably, this obvious discrepancy within the group reading situation may cause higher levels of stress and, as the literature suggests, make reading more difficult (Grills-Tachuechel et al., 2012; Perkins et al., 2013; Watts, 2022), thus potentially putting the learner at risk of falling even further behind (Crosnoe et al., 2012). 

Therefore, a practical suggestion to improve this situation would be to ensure that the reading groups are provided with texts suitable for their level of understanding. Movement of learners between groups should also be encouraged as necessary to ensure that all learners (particularly those experiencing poverty) are receiving an accessible education which does not cause additional stress. Furthermore, it would be beneficial to monitor reading progress more frequently than at the end of the school year so that further actions can be taken as appropriate and by using a reading test which measures progress not related to age (as the SSRT does) to ensure the plan is more in line with the Curriculum for Wales (2022a)

Conclusion
In conclusion, the school improvement plan (School X, 2022) has provided a tangible and holistic approach to reflective teaching practice (Brookfield, 2017). The target of improving reading standards is presented through manageable success criterion and a clear set of expectations for how evidence should be collected. Whilst the Bug Club scheme provides opportunities for learners to access a shared story, allowing for those in poverty the exposure to new vocabulary and improved oral capability, it does not appear to completely meet the school improvement target of “reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment” (School X, 2022, pp.5-6). The experience of reading a text not accessible to an individual learner may cause further stress for those in poverty (Grills-Tachuechel et al., 2012; Perkins et al., 2013; Watts, 2022). Furthermore, the approach does not appear to be in line with the Curriculum for Wales (2022a) guidelines which states that learners should be measured by stage, not age, due to the use of the SSRT as a measure of progress, which focuses solely on age-related expectations.

Finally, this assignment is in line with the “wider reading and research findings” aspect of the Welsh professional standards for teaching and leadership (Welsh Government, 2019, no pagination) which impacts professional experiences through continued professional reflection and awareness of supporting literature when making decisions within the classroom.
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