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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
  
The introduction of the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) has brought many changes. This essay is primarily concerned with the development of school improvement. To explore this, I will critically evaluate one action point from a specific school’s development plan in Wales. Following the BERA (2024) guidelines, the school used will be referred to as ‘School X’. The action point is taken from School X’s 2024-2025 Departmental Development Plan (DDP); however, it maintains continuity with School X’s general School Development Plan (SDP). The target from the DDP is to ‘develop challenge by support in lessons.’ The diverse demographic and mixed-ability setting of each lesson in School X reinforces the importance of this target. Of the 1237 pupils, 57% live in the 30% most deprived areas in Wales, 11.2% have additional learning needs (ALN), and 50.1% have English as an additional language (EAL). This essay will follow a clear structure; firstly, I will provide a literature review of both school development in the context of Wales and delve into scholarship around challenge; secondly, I will explore the chosen DDP target and how School X approach it; then, I will reflect on my own practice to support the achieving of the target; finally, I will conclude by providing key summaries. 
 
School improvement in Wales must be contextualised within the current framework. Under former Welsh Education Minister Jeremy Miles, improvement is driven by the national mission to tackle ‘the impact of poverty on educational attainment and supporting every learner’ (Welsh Government, 2023a). Addressing the socio-economic gap is indeed crucial. A report by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023, p. 109) highlights a 27-percentage-point attainment gap between pupils aged 16 eligible for free school meals and those not (Estyn, 2023). This is greater than in Scotland and Northern Ireland and equal to England (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2023, pp. 108-109). Likewise, focusing on every learner is critical. The ‘Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) and the Additional Learning Needs and Educational Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018) have already set in place a process for valuing every learner. The purpose of school improvement, as defined by the Welsh Government, aligns with this mission and the current policies: ‘to achieve high standards and aspirations for all’ (Welsh Government, 2022). 
A framework has been set in place by the Welsh Government to lay out a process of school improvement. The Welsh Government’s framework replaces national categorisation with a self-evaluation approach, influenced by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) findings highlighting self-evaluation as a ‘feature of high-performing school systems’ (Senedd Cymru, 2020). This shift follows Wales’s declining Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) scores, the lowest in the UK in 2022 (Dauncey, 2023; Lewis, 2023). Yet, Wales must consider all factors contributing to school improvement and not fixate on international tests alone. However, self-evaluation is indeed important. It reinforces the Welsh Government and the CfW aspirations to develop reflective practice (Welsh Government, 2023b). Reflection by schools could follow linear models that propose a consecutive process (Gibbs, 1988; Kolb, 2014). However, as improvement is an ongoing process (Welsh Government, 2022), circular models of reflection that argue that reflection itself is continuous and adaptive are more beneficial (Schön, 1983). 
The literature agrees on the usefulness of self-evaluation to achieve school improvement (Barber, 1996; MacBeath, 1999; Chapman and Sammons, 2013; BERA, 2022). However, some considerations must be addressed. For self-evaluation to be productive, it must be collaborative and engage all stakeholders, fostering a ‘self-improving culture’. (BERA, 2022; Chapman and Sammons, 2013). On a similar note, for self-evaluation to be most effective, schools must be open to ‘critical perspectives’ (BERA, 2022; Swaffield and MacBeath, 2005). This involves external voices presenting constructive criticisms to help move forward the school’s evaluation and improvement (Swaffield and MacBeath, 2005). These considerations are reflected in the Welsh Government’s framework. However, the Government must remain acutely aware that change is neither quick nor easy and problems might arise (Thomson, 2010). However, it is clear through scholarship and practice that self-evaluation is an effective method to achieve school improvement.
School X’s self-evaluation process identified the following target: ‘develop challenge by support in lessons.’ Challenge, defined as ‘the provision of difficult work that causes students to think deeply and engage in healthy struggle’ (Tharby and Allison, 2015, p. 14), is necessary, but scholars debate its implementation. Educational theorists have proposed what effective challenge is. Jean Piaget (1952) viewed challenge as an independent process, whereas Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) emphasised scaffolding and the assistance of a more knowledgeable other (MKO) to approach a challenging task. Therefore, in contrast to Piaget, challenge must be accompanied by support. 
Piaget’s constructivist approach is largely dismissed due to its individualism. Fiona Curtis (2015) and Carol Tomlinson (2017) suggest that implementing challenge without the necessary support can be damaging to students’ learning. Vygotsky’s (1978) approach to challenge is promoted within the literature. However, what varies are the forms of support suggested. Through vigorous research, John Hattie (2012) argues that supportive feedback is fundamental to reap the benefits of challenge. Andy Tharby and Shaun Allison (2015) and Curtis (2015) are influenced by the ideas of Carol Dweck (2006), who suggests that we must guide our learners to a ‘growth mindset’ that thrives on challenge. (Dweck, 2006, p. 25). However, Dweck’s limited appreciation for how this can be done is built on. Curtis (2015, p. 11) suggests challenge is effective when learners can ‘familiarise themselves with ‘ideas and strategies’ to approach challenge. However, it is important to acknowledge that Curtis’ research takes place specifically in maths lessons and is not school-wide. Finally, Carol Tomlinson (2017) emphasises support through differentiation. She argues that differentiated instruction is ‘powerful’ because it offers ‘various levels of genuine challenge’ (p. 91). These perspectives are not contradictory but rather complementary. This emphasises the need for a holistic approach to challenge, a consideration for scholars to build on. 
Literature has shown that implementing challenge is crucial. Yet, potential barriers exist that can prevent the implementation, that are of limited discussion within the literature. These can be teacher-centred, pupil-centred, and external. I will begin with the external barriers. The CfW aims to increase flexibility and autonomy for teachers to allow for more opportunities to develop challenge. However, exams restrict challenge, particularly at Key Stage (KS) 4 and KS5. Tom Sherrington (2017, p. 38) notes that curriculum restrictions dictate lessons ‘regardless of students’ personal needs or interests – or even those of teachers.’ Likewise, external bodies create restrictions, causing teachers to hesitate to move outside of a certain framework. Stephen Ball (2003, p. 215) states that this creates a ‘performative worker’ who struggles with ‘inauthenticity and resistance.’ 
Teachers can create barriers themselves. The concern of learner disengagement may prevent teachers from implementing greater challenge. This fear is grounded in a lack of knowledge and experience. Through support within the school, these issues can be mitigated. Professional learning of support strategies would help inexperienced teachers develop the confidence to implement challenge and support learners effectively. Therefore, the barrier of teacher anxiety can be alleviated while meeting the standards of the CfW (2022).
Finally, the learners could be a barrier to implementing the target. It would be unfair and unwise to expect learners to adapt to greater challenge immediately. If the learners are used to work that they can complete without much strain, then it is understandable that they may resist a sudden increase in challenge. Hence, Dweck’s (2006) argument, reinforced by Adams (2015), of teaching the learners about how to embrace challenge and strategies to do so is vital. Consequently, there are indeed barriers to implementing the chosen target. However, the student and teacher-centred barriers can be alleviated to an extent. What poses the greatest threat are external barriers that create pressures and restrictions on teacher autonomy and ability to implement challenge.
Understanding the context and literature around school improvement and challenge enables this essay to discuss how School X has approached the specific target. Developing challenge through support aligns with the school’s broader goals, as stated in the SDP, of delivering an ‘inclusive’ and ‘ambitious’ educational experience and supporting all learners in every aspect of development, including those who are ‘disadvantaged’, to help ‘remove barriers to attainment presented by poverty’. Challenge nurtures the resilience and confidence of learners while providing high expectations and inclusive learning to develop lifelong skills, a key aspect of the CfW. Importantly, this target also aligns with the national and school aims of reducing the impact of socio-economic disparities. As 57% of School X’s pupils live in the 30% most deprived areas in Wales, this aim is crucial.  The target ensures that ‘disadvantaged’ learners are provided with an equal opportunity to be included in an ‘ambitious’ educational experience. Although Emma Smith argues that education has a limited influence on social justice, she acknowledges that equal opportunity is important to ‘compete in life’s race’ (Smith, 2018, p. 8). Given School X’s demographic, the target’s potential usefulness in reducing the impact of socio-economic barriers and inclusion in the SDP and DDP is understandable. Furthermore, School X’s last Estyn inspection in 2018 identified a lack of challenge, stating activities were ‘insufficiently challenging’ and subsequently restricted the progress of the pupils. 
The target has been recognised as a priority for School X and the department. School X had an early timescale (2nd September 2024) to dedicate resources to INSET and Impact Time to make changes to the scheme of work and lesson resources concerning challenge. Subsequently, the DDP identified key support actions to enhance challenge throughout the year. These are an increased opportunity for mixed-ability group work in KS3, promoting class-generated success criteria and creating a ‘help desk’ to encourage student independence. However, through observation and practice, only the use of mixed-ability group work in KS3 was utilised. As will be evaluated, this action did indeed have its benefits, yet School X could develop challenge to a greater extent by beginning to incorporate the two alternative actions. Class-generated success criteria could develop challenge by encouraging students to consider what high-quality work looks like and supporting metacognitive (‘learning to learn’) development (Education Endowment Foundation (EEF), 2021b). Hattie (2012, p. 164) reinforces this, suggesting that success criteria allow learners to understand the ‘purposes of the challenges’. Meanwhile, a ‘help desk’ of resources could remove learner dependence on the teacher when approaching challenge, promoting life-long skills emphasised by the CfW, such as greater problem-solving and initiative - closely aligned with Barry Zimmerman’s (2002) notion of ‘self-regulated learning’. These benefits are theoretical. To understand if they occur, School X needs to begin to employ these alternative approaches to gain insight into their effectiveness in meeting the target.
To evaluate progress towards the target, School X employs three approaches: learning walks, book scrutiny, and pupil data. Learning walks are brief, informal lesson observations usually conducted by a member of the senior leadership team (SLT). It allows for a first-hand assessment, across various lessons, of whether the target is being effectively embedded and incites immediate feedback. However, as they provide only a snapshot of a lesson, conclusions can vary between observations, making the process somewhat subjective. Book scrutiny, which involves assessing the learners' books, helps alleviate this by presenting concrete evidence of challenge and pupil progression. Nonetheless, book scrutiny alone can be misleading. With 50.1% of School X’s pupils being EAL, low literacy levels may create an inaccurate depiction of progression, as some learners demonstrate learning more effectively through verbal means. Gathered through surveys and assessments, pupil data further supports evaluation by providing measurable evidence of challenge and progress. Data can reveal patterns that demonstrate whether challenge is being effectively embedded. However, like book scrutiny, data can be misinterpreted and provide an inaccurate depiction of learner progress, distorting the progression of the target. Notably absent from the evaluation process is the role of student voice. Strongly highlighted by Rosenshine (2012, p. 16), encouraging students to provide feedback through informal discussions would offer greater qualitative insights into their experience with challenge. Nonetheless, School X’s comprehensive approach to evaluation is necessary to mitigate the limitations of each form of evaluation and ensure the target is being implemented effectively.
To support School X’s progression towards this target, I focused on increasing the use of mixed-ability groups at KS3 as the support to develop the challenge. Given the already diverse abilities, I structured lessons around group activities such as reading and notetaking to share information, creating posters for presentation and sorting cards into categories for summarisation. The outcomes varied but were constructive overall. 
Group work success relies heavily on group dynamics. If the dynamics are strong, then group work can be immensely productive, as experienced predominantly with Year 9. Group work inspired greater peer-led support, with stronger pupils communicating complex ideas and information to weaker pupils to provide the necessary support to access the challenge. Likewise, peer learning boosted the confidence of learners, offering the encouragement needed to tackle difficult tasks like presenting. Simultaneously, it stretched stronger pupils by positioning them as facilitators of knowledge. Therefore, group work can successfully balance challenge and accessibility. 
Conversely, largely in Year 7, weaker dynamics hindered the development of challenge. Without peer-led support, learners defaulted to independent task completion, causing weaker learners to contribute less and limit engagement with challenge. This weakened their confidence, as evidenced by a reluctance to present group ideas. Likewise, stronger learners did not assume facilitator roles, further restricting the engagement with challenge. Where there were groups with a higher number of weaker learners, peer support was strained. Therefore, owing to the unpredictable nature of group dynamics, mixed-ability group work can also be detrimental to developing challenge and, subsequently, to learner progression. 
Mixed-ability group work aligns with Tomlinson’s (2017) argument for the importance of differentiation in developing challenge. Findings from my support towards School X’s target help to build on Tomlinson’s work by providing key evidence-based recommendations. Fundamentally, effective group work requires time and experience. Understandably, Year 7 learners presented weaker group dynamics due to being in a new environment with new peers. However, methods can be implemented to accelerate this process. One approach is a gradual introduction to group work. Learners could experience pair work to build collaboration skills to ease the transition to larger group tasks. Moreover, structured group roles could prove effective. For example, stronger learners might act as presenters or summarisers while weaker learners take notetaker roles. Roles are adaptable to class needs, but they could help to maintain challenge for all pupils. To address the complication posed by a group with many weaker learners, scaffolded group work could help. Strategies such as sentence starters or checklists could enhance participation and alleviate peer-support strain. The EEF (2021a) emphasises that if group work is not structured, it can ‘widen existing gaps in attainment’. These recommendations could help to provide more effective group work to help support the development of challenge.
 
In conclusion, this essay has examined school development in Wales by critically evaluating a specific DDP target. Now central to the Welsh Government’s school improvement framework, self-evaluation is largely regarded in the literature as an effective means of enhancement. In terms of developing challenge, scholars emphasise various methods of structured support that are essential, indicating the necessity for a holistic approach. My experience reinforced the depth required when implementing challenge. Mixed-ability group work at KS3 illustrated the importance of group dynamics in shaping the development of challenge. Stronger dynamics enable learners to thrive under greater challenge through peer support, while weaker dynamics diminish peer learning and engagement with challenge. Moving forward, with learners who are less experienced in group work, it is important to adopt a more systematic approach and incorporate greater scaffolding based on the recommendations made. Completing this essay has highlighted valuable lessons about school development, specifically the significance of robust evaluation methods, the necessity of collaboration, and the need to refine and adapt teaching strategies to facilitate challenge. This experience aligns with each of the overarching professional standards emphasised by the Welsh Government (2017), particularly ‘innovation’ and ‘professional learning’. By continually reflecting, adapting, and innovating my pedagogy, I aim to contribute to school improvement while refining my expertise as a practitioner, ultimately enhancing learner progress across Wales.
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