A Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School Development Plan: Actions, Impact, and Evidence-Based Reflections
Introduction
This assignment will begin with a brief introduction, explaining the context of the school and priority, will then move onto an overview of the school’s School Development Plan (SDP) process and review the literature that supports and challenges this, to an exploration of policies that link to the SDP and priority. Next, is the development of an action point and evaluation of the school’s implementation of actions to address this priority. Then, a reflection of how my practice supported the implementation of this priority and finally a summary of key findings.
[bookmark: _Hlk191758202]This assignment will critically evaluate a target from my placement’s SDP. This target is “to improve pupil independence when transferring skills across the curriculum.” This target aims to develop pupil autonomy in learning and their ability to utilise essential skills across the curriculum. This target was chosen by the school after an ESTYN inspection was completed and it was stated that pupils are unable to utilise different skills across various areas of the curriculum, this is partially due to the independent tasks being set not being challenging enough to ensure that skills can be developed (Estyn, 2024). By developing this priority, the school aims to promote wellbeing and academic attainment, particularly for disadvantaged children. Through the development of these priorities the school also aims to establish a curriculum that promotes a variety of skills and knowledge that pupils can use throughout life. 
My placement school (BERA, 2024) is situated in an area of high deprivation and poverty, 69% of children are entitled to free school meals, 20% of children have English as an Additional Language (EAL), 16% of pupils have diagnosed Additional Learning Needs (ALN), 32 out of 199 pupils have school based Individual Development Plans (IDPs) and around 50% of children in the school access extra and specialised provision for Speech and Language development (S/L), Social, Emotional and Behavioural Development (SEBD) and the development of gross motor skills (DCD). The school has recently had an ESTYN inspection and have implemented the recommendations given as priorities in the SDP.
Literature review 
To progress in their education, it is essential that children develop independence in their learning (Corcoran, 2019). The purpose of the school’s SDP is to improve the progression of pupils by also improving the quality of teaching and minimising the barrier of poverty in education and wellbeing. The school’s SDP has also been created to inform stakeholders and the wider community of the school’s progress and performance. 
The stages of planning in the school’s SDP include identifying targets for improvement (pupil independence), developing an action plan on how to implement strategies for improvement and an overview of the resources needed, time for teachers to plan lessons that encourage pupil autonomy, and teacher training to develop their understanding on how they can effectively implement pupil autonomy in lessons, assessing performance and measuring impact of these strategies on pupils learning, and on both pupil and staff wellbeing, and monitoring and adapting changes where necessary. The school will involve stakeholders, pupils (pupil voice) and staff to ensure that the SDP accounts for all the opinions of those involved. The school follows an improvement, accountability and transparency framework as it’s rationale, supported by the Welsh Government’s school improvement guidance (Welsh Government, 2024), the four purposes for the curriculum for Wales (Welsh Governmenta, 2022), Community Focused Schools teacher training programmes, the implementation of Free School Meals (supporting 69% of pupils in the school (Welsh Governmentb,2022; Welsh Governmenta, 2023) and the Welsh Government’s national mission to promote high standards and aspirations for all (Welsh Governmentb, 2023). 
The school has implemented independent mission tasks, these are tasks that link to at least one Area of Learning and Experience (AOLE) in the recently established curriculum for Wales. These missions require the use of transferrable skills to complete various tasks linked to expressive arts, Welsh, maths and numeracy, health and well-being, language, literacy and communication, humanities and science and technology (Welsh Government, n.d.). A mission could be a trip recount of a castle for example, combining the use of their writing skills with a subject topic, humanities in this case, helping to develop and utilise transferrable skills across the curriculum and meeting the chosen priority. The challenge with this strategy is that the independent mission work was not challenging the children in their work and thus, was mostly ineffective in developing their transferrable skills and their ability to use them across the curriculum (ESTYN, 2024). 
There is no literature on mission work specifically, meaning that this area of critical evaluation will be broadened to include choice as the mission work completed in the school is choice based, after the Estyn inspection it is now choice within reason as work is required to be more in depth (Thomson, 2015), missions were adapted from six choice tasks that were more creative based to two choices that allowed creativity but also promoted the development of writing and numeracy skills, when there were six choices, four missions needed to be completed weekly but did not need to be completed to the detail that is required now, which may be why these missions did not challenge pupils to the level needed. Through the provision of choice in learning teachers ensure that the child’s education meets important social justice principles such as equity, access and participation in addition to meeting the rights of the child, articles 3, 12, 13, 28. 29 and 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 2019) which states that children have the right to choice and exploration in their education. 
There are numerous strengths in promoting choice to develop independence in education. Through the provision of choice in education, children have more say in what they learn and value their work more as a result. Thus, increasing their confidence, resilience and motivation. 
However, research has shown that there are also negative consequences and challenges when there are too many opportunities for choice in the classroom, these include children feeling overwhelmed and unable to focus, a lack of resources and time (Rehmani, 2025), choosing easier tasks and not challenging themselves (this may be because they lack motivation, confidence or because they are working with peers and want to belong, therefore choosing the same challenge as the rest of their peers) if the child is working with peers when completing choice tasks this may also lead to increased levels of disruptive behaviour in the classroom (Corcoran, 2019), and possible negative impacts on the child’s mental health (Thomas, 2015). However, because this research was completed in 2015 (now a decade ago), the recent Welsh curriculum change may mean that choice is implemented differently in the classroom and as a result, may no longer impact the child negatively, especially if the choice set is within reason. 
There were few significant gaps in the literature, these included sparse amounts of up – to – date research on choice in promoting independence and pupil autonomy in learning, meaning that findings may be irrelevant now due to the everchanging curriculum and legislation, and no research on mission tasks specifically, limiting the relevance of research conducted to my placement school specifically. 
[bookmark: _Hlk191686805]There were also few contradictions in the literature. Research has shown that providing choice in the classroom does increase independence in pupils. However, certain studies have found that providing choice in the classroom had a negative impact on pupils’ engagement levels, it was found that interest was the main impactor on engagement (Thomas, 2015; Kopzhassarova, 2016). Further research has disputed this suggestion however and states that choice encourages pupil participation and interest in learning (McClellen, 2022). However, the author of this research piece has stated their bias in thinking that choice is one of the best educational ideologies, therefore impacting the integrity of the study as it is studied through a pre-biased lens.
Developing an Action Plan
This priority aligns with another priority of the school which aims to “develop pupil oracy skills in English and Welsh and create opportunities for independent application of skills” as this priority is also aiming to improve pupil autonomy and ability to use skills developed independently. This priority also aligns with the broader goals of the school which include promoting choice in the curriculum and to develop literacy and numeracy skills in order to close the poverty gap. These goals and the chosen priority are targets that will be ongoing for the next two academic years, proceeding this current year. 
The school’s goals were chosen due to a mix of community needs, feedback from parents and staff, and feedback from a recent ESTYN inspection which stated pupil independence levels needed improvement and the adaptation of mission tasks was needed to encourage this. Targets such as the development and implementation of choice for children in the curriculum was as a result of staff feedback to improve pupil motivation and engagement in learning. The development of literacy, numeracy, English and Welsh skills were as a result of community needs (bridging the poverty gap) and parental feedback as they understood the needs of their child to promote the best outcomes and the needs of the community, the school is in a high poverty and deprivation area, therefore ensuring that the school works towards minimising this barrier is essential. All of the targets chosen were focused upon promoting the best outcomes for the pupils.
There have been a variety of things implemented to help achieve these goals. Firstly, the school has received an Education Improvement Grant and Pupil Development Grant to help attain resources essential for learning, helping to break the link between disadvantage and academic attainment. 
Next, assessment strategies such as book looks, learning walks and learning to listeners have been implemented to ensure that changes made have had a positive impact on learning. 
Thirdly, teachers have now implemented a new ‘must do’ mission system which shows the children the choices they have from the missions required, implementing choice within reason into the classroom and curriculum, it has been found in the school that children tended to choose expressive arts or digital competency framework tasks meaning that literacy and numeracy skills were rarely being developed when children were completing independent work, ensuring ‘must do’ missions are completed allows children to have choice and opportunities to develop essential skills and their ability to utilise them across the curriculum.
Lastly, staff training in the form of ADDS meetings have been implemented to ensure that teachers feel confident planning, delivering and establishing a facilitative environment for mission tasks and independent tasks that engage and challenge pupils. These missions and independent tasks are regularly planned and implemented into the everyday routine and lessons within the school. These are also monitored multiple times throughout the week to ensure that children’s work is up to the standard expected, this ensures that teachers are able to identify any issues with the system and identify what changes have had a positive impact on children’s learning.
There are numerous strengths to the school’s approach. Firstly, the provision of extra training for teachers ensures that they are more confident in planning and delivering mission tasks and independent tasks, meaning that it is likely that they appear in the lesson timetable and routines more frequently, ensuring that there are more opportunities for children to develop essential skills and improving their ability to transfer them across the curriculum. However, there are not many opportunities for collaboration when completing independent work, meaning that there is often over direction from the teachers to ensure that children know what is expected of them, this results in a barrier to the development of pupil autonomy in learning. Whilst the school has begun to encourage planning for collaborative opportunities in the classroom and encouraging independent activities that allow collaboration, there have not yet been many opportunities for this to be implemented, this is an essential area of improvement for the school. 
Conversely, ensuring that children have the choice with ‘must do’ missions ensures that children choose independent tasks that promote their learning. However, by limiting the choice that children have, this may negatively impact pupils’ motivation levels. On the other hand, this may help children not only academically but also with their mental health and well-being as fewer choice tasks means that children are less likely to become overwhelmed when taking direction of their learning, positively impacting on pupils’ autonomy and learning. 
Reflection and Evaluation
In my practice, I have supported the school’s efforts to meet the goals discussed, working specifically to develop pupil independence and their ability to utilise transferrable skills across the curriculum. This has been completed through a number of approaches including an implemented “ask three friends first” rule in which children have been encouraged by myself to ask their peers for support when they are struggling with a task. As supported by Vygotsky and his Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) Theory when children work with a more knowledgeable peer, their learning and development are positively impacted (Eun, 2019; Silalahi, 2019). 
Furthermore, I have also implemented think, pair, share (TPS) opportunities in every lesson I deliver to ensure that when children are asked a question, they have a peer to work with to help both children develop their understanding, supported by Vygotsky’s ZPD theory. Seating plans are often adapted to ensure that classroom and behavioural disruptions are kept to a minimum and to ensure that children have multiple opportunities to collaborate with more knowledgeable peers.
Lastly, I have supported the school’s efforts to meet the priority chosen in my practice through planning and delivering the missions in my teaching. I have planned multiple mission tasks that ensure children complete independent work across all AOLEs, the missions I have planned often provided children with opportunities to complete work completely independently and challenge them to develop their transferrable skills or to collaborate with a peer and develop their transferrable skills in this way. 
To “improve pupil independence when transferring skills across the curriculum” I recommend that the school plan and implement more independent tasks that require or encourage peer collaboration opportunities, this helps to motivate pupils to complete work (Meyer, 2008; O’Dwyer, 2019; International School Ho Chi Minh City, 2024; Mickelburgh, 2025) and helps them to develop academically, socially and emotionally.
I also recommend that the school implement a clear structure of who the children can turn to for help before asking class teachers. If a structure is put into place in which children understand that they could ask a peer or a friend to help complete tasks or to do the tasks together, I believe that children would be more confident and more likely to collaborate to ensure that they understand what is expected of them and to complete tasks up to the standard required, this could be a simple “ask three friends first” rule. When I implemented this in my placement school, I found this to be very effective in promoting independence and collaboration in children’s learning, I also found that this resulted in work being completed to a higher standard, increasing pupils’ confidence and motivation to engage in their education.
Conclusion
The focus of this assignment was to critically evaluate a target from my placement’s SDP, the practices already implemented and to identify new strategies that would encourage pupil independence and their utilisation of transferrable skills across the curriculum. 
From this research, the main findings are as follows; to facilitate and encourage pupil independence it is essential to provide opportunities for collaboration between pupils and peers, and to encourage independence children need to be provided with a classroom and choice tasks that engage and motivate them to participate. 
Through completing this assignment and from my time in my placement school I have learned that using evidence – based strategies to make decisions is essential as this ensures an accurate portrayal of how strategies implemented are working and which areas need improvement or adapting in order to promote the best outcomes for the child.
This will influence my future teaching practice as I will ensure that I encourage and facilitate pupil independence in learning, this has raised my awareness of how important independence and collaboration are in children’s education. This will improve the development of my professional standards such as the quality of teaching and ensuring that pupil voice is kept paramount as children need to have choice in their learning to be motivated and engaged in the classroom. 
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