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Part 2: 
Title: How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base. (2,500 words)
Introduction
The task we have been given is to analyse one aspect of the School Development Plan (SDP) of our placement school for PTE1 and write a report that critically reflects on the impacts of their actions and evidence base. The SDP of a school acts as a template for measuring and fostering a learner's achievement (Dunaway, Kim & Szad, 2012). Although literature regarding the focus of school SDPs vary - especially between the UK and US, in Wales, it refers to the ‘school’s strategic plan for improvement’ and entails almost an action plan concerning improvements within various aspects of the school (Welsh government, 2014). 
One aspect of school X SDP focused on closing the gap between learners eligible for free school meals (FSM) and non-FSM learners. The percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals (eFSM) is 25.3% which is 5% higher than the national average of 20.2% (Estyn, 2023). This was on the school’s ‘Key Priority 1’ which aims in furthering pupil outcomes regarding wellbeing, equity, and inclusion. The school decided to do this by implementing RADY strategies (raising the attainment of disadvantaged youngsters). The strategy was only tested on Year 7 students, as a trial to measure their attainment and closing the gap between FSM and non-FSM learners in the chosen year group. The strategy entailed sitting a pair of learners, an FSM learner and a higher achieving non-FSM learner next to each other during the lesson. The aim of this strategy was to encourage the FSM learner to reach the same level of learning and outcomes of their partnered non-FSM learner through building a healthy, and well-communicated relationship between them. This would be urged through introducing more pair-based activities during in-class learning and allowing learners to rely on their class partners instead of their teacher. This is not to diminish any responsibility on the teacher’s behalf or reduce the relationship between learner and teacher but instead, to advocate a more independent learner who is also confident to work with and ask for support from their partner before resorting to the teacher as a means of help during the lesson.
Literature review
Free school meal entitlement often refers to government-supported assistance in providing free school meals to eligible learners during term time. This is commonly used as an indicator of social deprivation and the learner's socioeconomic status (SES). The scheme aims to ensure that learners from low-income families have access to nutritious meals at school. Typically, eligibility for this is based on household income, whether their parents or guardians receive welfare benefits etc. The program is critical in tackling child poverty and providing learners with equal opportunities to thrive in their education – despite their socioeconomic background. Furthermore, FSM has been used as an indicator of poverty since 1998/1999 in England and has continued to be given and recorded, despite whether or not learners have actually taken the FSM they are entitled to or not (Gorard et al., 2012). Overtime, the usefulness and quality of these pupil databases have grown remarkably and allow us as researchers to identify and further query and research links regarding pupil context and pupil attainment.  
There have been numerous studies looking at the link between FSM learners and academic attainment. Many expressing the discrepancies in attainment levels between FSM and non-FSM learners. For example, Jesson et al. (1992) found that learners who received FSM were much less successful in their GCSE examinations, when compared to non-FSM learners. However, they argued that FSM was not their only category of disadvantage when compared to other learners, but it was a category in conjunction to other disadvantages, coining this the ‘double disadvantage’. Other categories in this double disadvantage can include living in care, additional needs and English as a second language.  For example, learners eligible for FSM are more often in care and more likely to have moved schools at non –traditional times in the year (Gorard et al., 2012). The aforementioned suggests several important implications regarding FSM learners and what needs to happen in school to support them. The concept of the ‘double disadvantage’ highlights that FSM eligibility is more often than not just one aspect of a learner’s broader social economic disadvantage. Therefore, schools must acknowledge these in conjunction with FSM and address the multiple layers of disadvantage to effectively support FSM. Additionally, Paterson (1991) investigated the relationship between SES and the learner attainment in public examinations and found that SES is a significant correlate of attainment and should be seen as a reliable indicator of performance ability. Linking with the prior, Dahl and Lochner (2005) emphasise that learners who grow up in poorer families are more likely to have a challenged home environment and other societal challenges which affect the learner's development – supporting the ‘double disadvantage’ notion. They also found that there is a causal effect of income on children’s math and reading achievement – which would suggest that socially disadvantaged learners more likely to be challenged in regard to academic performance due to their financial standing.
 Household attitudes have also been found to be different between high-income families and low-income families. For example, Alexander, Entwisle and Bedinger (1994) found that parents from a high-income and educational background often held beliefs and expectations of high performance from their children. As opposed to parents from a low-income family who were found not to stress high expectations regarding their child’s educational performance. Adding to this, Halle et al. (1997) found that the more positive beliefs and expectations that were held by mothers, the more positive perceptions of achievement was seen by the child. This highlights the need for positive reinforcements and use of language surround academic achievements and attainment in families as a means to encourage the learner to seek higher performance and attainment academically. 
 All of this can feel quite disheartening and almost frustrating for a teacher as much of this seems out of their control, as teachers hope to ensure learners are all given the right tools to succeed equally and well in life. This is why teachers in the school need to have a well-balanced understanding of the relationship between FSM and academic attainment as it has been consistently concluded that the FSM status of a learner serves as an indicator of socio-economic disadvantage that persistently show to impact educational outcomes. This would essentially help the school in providing tailored support and data-informed decisions using pupil data bases and research.  By analysing data on pupil context and attainment, schools can make informed decisions and intervention strategies, with teachers being active and well-informed participants in these strategies. This was done well in regard to developing an action point in my school of observation which will be expanded on further in the next segment. 
Developing an Action Point
The school began by introducing the strategy and action plan to the staff in an all-staff meeting in the main hall during an inset day. The meeting talked through the disadvantages experienced by FSM learners compared to non-FSM learners and urged teachers to understand the concept and how the new strategy would attempt to close the attainment gap between FSM and non-FSM learners. 
The school had created a list of FSM and non-FSM learners in each schoolteachers’ year 7 classes. This list was then shared with all of the teachers who were then expected to back to their classrooms and rearrange their class seating plans for the Year 7 year group then and there. In my case, my mentor decided to pair more than one FSM and non-FSM learner together, in hopes that this new RADY strategy would help them. Once the seating plans had been changed, teachers then had to inform the learners of the new seats, without telling them of the strategy being used and reason behind the changed seating. However, this proved difficult for learners who were listed on the pre-planned and shared document shared on inset day, as the same pair of FSM and non-FSM learners were used in every single Year 7 class. This led to those learners questioning why they had to sit with each other in every single lesson and if this was planned. In my experience, this was dealt with very nonchalantly on the teacher’s side as the teachers would often refuse that the learners had been put together by the school for every lesson, and instead teachers would say ‘oh, that’s weird. Maybe all your teachers just think you two work well together’. However, learners were not content with that answer and in my experience still believed that they had been set up by the school to sit by their chosen learner. 
Interestingly, the strategy did seem to work in my Year 7 History class. The school in question grades learner’s performance using 3 keys: AE, EP, WT. ‘AE’ stands for above expected, this refers to learners who have exceeded the classroom average expectations and have achieved top marks in their assessment. ‘EP’ stands for expected progress; this refers to learners being on track and achieving the classroom average. And the final key is ‘WT’, which stands for working towards. Working towards highlights learners who have achieved below expected results and are working towards the class average. The FSM learner in my class had achieved the aforementioned in their previous class test, suggesting that there was necessary room for improvement. After this, the learner was placed with the non-FSM learner in this classroom setting, they were able to build a healthy relationship between their peer and had various moments of playful competition in multiple tasks throughout the term. This was the perfect way for the FSM learner in this classroom to strive to achieve the best they could as they would often say things like ‘I’m gunna write more words than student B’ and when student B would put their hand up to answer a question, student A would also attempt to answer the question. Both students saw each other as equal and adequate for a healthy competition between each other – building their relationship as peers. This also reduced low level disruption in the classroom as student A would often shout out or try to talk to other members of the class around them when they were unsure of the task. However, having built a good relationship with their new partner, they were also able to rely on them to help them with any work they were not able to grasp, without feeling shy or embarrassed as some learners feel when they ask the teacher. As a result, in their next classroom assessment, student A achieved a EP in their recent classroom assignment. This was a huge achievement for student A as they had only been achieving ‘WT’ in all of their previous assignments. This would suggest that the RADY strategy worked well and proved to be extremely successful in this classroom setting. 
Reflection and Evaluation
To begin with the advantages, school X used a whole school approach when introducing this strategy as it was pitched to all of the school staff during an all-staff meeting, ensuring that all teachers were aware of and involved in the initiative. This demonstrates a positive approach and commitment in addressing the attainment gap as all staff members were made aware of the disparities between FSM and non-FSM learners and possible strategies to support them. Furthermore, this was a focused intervention. By targeting Year 7 learners, the school identified a particular group for intervention – allowing for a more directed and tailored approach to closing the attainment gap during a critical transition period. 
Another advantage was the promotion of peer relationships. Through pairing FSM and non-FSM learners together, the development of peer relationships and collaboration was encouraged. This essentially fostered equality and support among learners. And finally, and arguably most importantly, the strategy did help improve academic performance among learners. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the strategy led to improved academic performance in the observed FSM learner in the Year 7 History class, as evidenced by their progression from ‘WT’ to ‘EP’ in classroom assessments.
However, the strategy did have some shortcomings. For example, there was a lack of transparency as the strategy was implemented without transparent communication with learners concerning the purpose of the seating arrangement. This lack of clarity may have led to scepticism and confusion among the learners, impacting their trust in the school’s intentions and possibly even their insecurities, as learners may have assumed the worst and believed they were being moved for poor performance. The repeated pairing of the same FSM and non-FSM learners across all Year 7 classes may have limited the effectiveness of the strategy. Research suggests that varying pairings regularly can provide learners with more diverse learning opportunities and experiences for collaboration. (Johnson & Johnson, 1994). Furthermore, there is opportunity for potential dependence on partners. Although the strategy hopes to encourage collaboration between peers, there is a risk of learners being overly dependent on their partner for assistance. This may potentially hinder independent learning and problem-solving skills. 
Conclusion
To conclude, this assignment has provided a critical reflection on the implementation and impact of a particular aspect of school X’s SDP, focusing on closing the gap between FSM and non-FSM learners. The school attempted to do this by using a RADY strategy targeting Year 7 learners to foster healthy and collaborative relationships between FSM and non-FSM learners in the classroom, aiming to reduce disparities and improve academic outcomes. 
Through the review of literature, it was evident that FSM eligibility serves as an indicator of socio-economic disadvantage, and addressing the multiple facets of disadvantages is crucial for effectively supporting FSM learners. Additionally, the research highlighted the significance of data-informed decision-making and tailored support strategies in schools to address the specific needs of FSM learners. The report further analysed the implementation and development of the RADY strategy in school X, noting both challenges and successes. Despite the initial difficulties regarding learner perception, the strategy proved effective in fostering peer relationships and improving academic attainment in the observed Year 7 History class. 
Personally, this assignment has provided valuable insights into the complexities of addressing inequalities in education and the importance of targeted interventions in schools. It has broadened my understanding of the challenges faced by FSM learners and the role the teachers and school play in supporting their academic success. Moving forward, I intend to apply the lessons learned from my experience in this school in my future professional endeavours. I may do this by adjusting the seating plan of my future classes in a similar manner to this RADY strategy, in order to advocate for a more inclusive practice and evidence-based strategy to support all learners – regardless of their socio-economic background. All in all, this assignment has not only deepened my knowledge but has also strengthened my commitment to promoting equity and inclusion in education, ultimately shaping my professional practice for the better.
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