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How a School develops one Aspect of its SDP: A Report that Critically Reflects on the Actions, Impact and Evidence base

Education is an ever-evolving landscape that constantly needs to be evaluated and reflected on. The practice evolves constantly, adapting to learner needs, technological implementation, socio-economic backgrounds, and society as a whole. Each change, however, will affect schools differently. School development plans (SDP) are used in response to these changes. SDPs can also be in response to curriculum changes, such as the New Curriculum for Wales in 2022, and Estyn reports. The Welsh Government (2014) view the SDPs as a strategic improvement plan that should outline the actions necessary for a school to improve learner outcomes. With this in mind, each school can tailor the SDP to meet the specific needs of their learners and improve their school experience. My chosen focus for the SPD evaluated surrounds Raising the Attainment of Disadvantaged Youngsters (RADY), focusing on improving behaviour, attendance, equitable learning and attainment. 
	The school, which will be known as school ‘X’ to conform with the BERA guidelines to remain anonymous, is an English medium secondary school based in the Rhondda Cynon Taf Borough Council’s Authority (BERA, 2011). The school has 1,630 mixed-gender pupils from an age range of eleven to eighteen (Estyn, 2016). As of 2022, around 24.8% of the pupils are eligible for free school meals, above the average of 23.8% for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). Furthermore, 41% of learners live within the 20% most deprived areas of Wales (Estyn, 2016). 

Literature Review
With the SPD of school X in mind, it was evident to focus on literature surrounding free school meals, poverty within education, RADY and raising attainment. The first that I would like to discuss is RADY. Central to School X’s SPD, it is crucial to have an understanding of RADY as it underpins almost every aspect of the changes School X would like to make. According to Dave Hollomby (2020), RADY is an approach ‘to closing the gap’ that directly targets the school’s ‘central nervous system.’ RADY learners are those who are seen to begin school at a disadvantage compared to others. Therefore, RADY encapsulates those with free school meals, disabilities, special needs and learning difficulties (Hwb, 2019). 
Despite RADY encapsulating learners, Hollomby (2022) argues that it is unlike most other strategies as it is aimed at the school’s senior managers and teachers. RADY is a form of ‘trying it breach the gap.’ Most schools that set targets for their disadvantaged learners would do so, on average, at a lower grade than those who are not disadvantaged. This highlights that teachers have lower expectations from learners who are disadvantaged, thus they make the gap between those who are disadvantaged and not, even larger when they should be making it smaller (Hwb, 2019). RADY is a strategy that is introduced to schools, such as School X, to narrow this gap. The focus is to make sure that the more disadvantaged learners are set at the same level of expectation as those who are not, and that they should receive the support to take them to that level. Setting higher targets, however, does not instantly improve the attainment of those who are RADY. RADY provides precise information on the learners that need extra support at the time it is likely to have the greatest impact (Hollomby, 2022). 
	While RADY focuses on categorising disadvantaged learners, it does not highlight the impact that living in poverty can have on learner education. Overall, it is seen that those from a lower income background achieve less than those who come from a more stable economic upbringing. On average around 17% of Welsh children live in poverty (Egan, 2013). Educational underachievement by children living in poverty in Wales can often be seen as early as the age of three when they enter nursery and is often closed by age eleven. However, it is often opened up during the transition from primary to secondary education (Egan, 2013). According to Estyn, between ages 14 to 16, standardised tests found that on average there is a gap of 34% between what learners living in poverty achieve compared to learners who do not (Estyn, 2012). Furthermore, the literature highlights the effect that place has on educational systems. Kurr, Dyson and Raffo (2014) examined that socio-economic disadvantage and poor education outcomes are spatially concentrated and with the case of school X, which has numerous secondary and primary schools situated nearby, meaning that poor educational outcomes may occur more often within this local context. 
	As well as the effects of poverty on a learner’s education numerous works highlight the measures that should be put in place to aid the learner throughout their educational journey. Becton Loveless (2023) argues that learners should be taught about cultural capital, where it should be woven through the curriculum. Amanda Spielman believes that cultural capital is essential knowledge that learners will need to go through life as educated citizens and thus will allow them to create the same opportunities as their more advantaged counterparts (From Loveless, 2023). By not interweaving cultural capital into the curriculum, we are deliberately leaving out ‘essential knowledge’ and closing the learners out from the learning process, stopping them from becoming informed citizens, one of the four purposes of the New Curriculum for Wales (Loveless, 2023 and Hwb, 2020). Learners often think that their education is meaningless as it does not relate to them. Weaving cultural capital throughout the curriculum will, especially for those who live in poverty, see the meaning behind what they are learning. 
	Raising the attainment of learners has been the subject of many works of literature. There are many debates on methods of raising attainment, researchers have argued for the validity of different methods, but have never come to a full agreement surrounding the best practices. According to Estyn (2012), successful schools emphasise raising the achievement of their learners through their SDPs, focusing on data sharing, a common and consistent approach to learning, and examples of differentiated teaching. As well as these, the Welsh Government (2022) also places emphasis on parental involvement in the learner progression. By actively participating in their child’s education, they help to raise attainment by providing crucial support, encouragement and guidance but most importantly they create a learning environment outside of school. However, Siobhan Collingwood (2012) argues that what we teach and how we teach is more important for raising attainment. Here Collingwood (2012) argues the pedagogy used within teaching is more important, such as ‘just pedagogy’ or equitable teaching where teachers are responsive to the challenges that learners face, their unequal realities, and their diverse needs. 
	
Action Plan
In crafting an SDP School X has focused on addressing identified areas of improvement, harnessing opportunities for growth and maximising resources, the plan embodies School X’s commitment to the improvement of the learner’s development. Striving to create an inclusive, empathetic and ambitious learning environment where everyone feels safe, School X has chosen to focus on raising the attainment of RADY learners, which is part of their wellbeing priority (School X, 2023). Including various stakeholders, such as teachers, senior leadership and the headteacher, School X has hit the second year of its six-year plan that began in 2021 with the appointment of the current headteacher. 
	One of School X’s action points for the improvement of RADY learner’s attainment surrounds safety and behaviour within the classroom and around the school grounds. As the Welsh Government believes (2020, p. 4) ‘all learners must be…. ready to learn in a safe environment.’ Learners need to feel safe within school as it forms the foundation upon which meaningful educational experiences can thrive. When learners feel safe within their environment, both emotionally and physically, they are more able to focus their attention, engage with the material presented to them and participate actively in classroom discussions and activities (Collingwood, 2012). When learners feel safe, respected and valued, they are more likely to develop a love for learning and achieve their full academic potential, thus raising their attainment. Behaviour is linked to safety within classrooms. To combat behaviour, School X seeks to implement an emphasis surrounding the school’s policy surrounding non-confirmative behaviour (School X, 2023). By doing so and using data from learning walks and points systems like ClassCharts, School X hopes to reduce referral incidents between learners and staff and to build and maintain positive staff-learner relationships. 
	Despite School X implementing an emphasis surrounding policy to curb negative behaviour and increase safety on site, there are other issues surrounding RADY learners that would need to be actioned on first. Learners who are considered RADY are often those who are extremely disadvantaged, often having no support at home, no food or water, no clean clothes, and often a lack of sleep. Often, their negative behaviour within the classroom is due to these aspects, which are out of the control of the school (Kurr, Dyson and Raffo, 2014). Should School X want to improve the behaviour of these learners and, in turn, their attainment, measures need to be put in place to ensure that they are not hungry, dirty, or tired, so that they may continue with their learning. Furthermore, from my own observation of the school, behaviour is a problem due to the lack of consistency between teaching staff on behavioural issues. Learners are often allowed to get away with certain behaviours in one class without any detriment, and in others, they are punished. This creates an environment that undermines teacher authority, encourages positive learner behaviour and diminishes trust between teachers. 
	Another priority of School X was to establish an equitable learning environment, particularly for RADY learners, creating a consistent and rewarding experience for all learners (School X, 2023). Involving all stakeholders, School X wanted to improve the engagement of all learners and set higher targets for those who are considered RADY. To tackle the issue of equitable learning, School X has emphasised rewarding learners and differentiation within lessons (School X, 2023). This is consistent with the work of the Welsh Government and Estyn, where they believe that schools should encourage and reward hard work and that they should motivate learners to challenge themselves to the best of their ability (Welsh Government, 2020 and Estyn 2012). 
	Despite equitable learning having many positives in improving learner attainment, it does come with problems that can hinder its impact on learners. As Emma Smith (2012) argues, ineffective schools are characterised by low expectations and inconsistent approaches to teaching and learning. One issue with equitable learning is the implicit bias that all teachers have. Stakeholders may unintentionally perpetuate biases that result in differential treatment and unequalised opportunities, ones that will lower the expectations of learners, especially those who are considered RADY (Choudry, 2021). Through my observation of different classes within School X, the inconsistent approach to teaching is also evident. It is evident that some teachers within School X do not maintain a consistent approach to learners, especially those who are RADY. These teachers often select learners they have a good relationship with to answer questions, do not effectively differentiate within their lessons, and do not create an environment where all learners are able to develop effectively. 

Evaluation
School X has made some advancements in the priorities set in its SDP, specifically those in relation to RADY learners. Introducing the measures it has to raise attainment has shown in its data, however, there is still much that can be done so that School x can reach its priority for learners. Firstly, while the school itself cannot alleviate the effects of poverty on a young person’s life, it can put measures in place to help. Engagement with the community is one such solution. By setting up community engagements, such as food banks and education workshops for parents, School X can create a supportive network of resources for learners and their families that can offer solutions (Welsh Government, 2014). By allowing learners to come into school, fed, clothed and rested, they begin to pay more attention to their learning, and not the problems at home. Thus, raising their attainment within School X and developing further than they may have before. 
	Secondly, to combat the inconsistency of teaching, behavioural management and approach to equitable learning, the increased presence of stakeholders, specifically those who are part of the senior leadership team. According to the EEF (2019), it is the school leaders who have to create a common and explicit understanding of what will be expected, supported and rewarded. By having an increased presence within the corridors and classrooms of School X, senior leadership will be able to pinpoint any inconsistency within the classrooms and make the changes necessary. By having an increased presence within the hallways, leadership will be able to make their presence known to both teachers and learners, so the teachers will know that they are supported to make the right decisions, and those who are not will be encouraged to make the right choices. Support from senior leadership within School X will allow teachers to create a more stable and safe learning environment, where the learners can focus on their development, particularly those considered RADY. 
	Finally, concerning equitable learning environments and teacher biases, teachers must get the training they need to be able to implement equitable teaching strategies in their classrooms. Effective teacher training can allow teachers to create an equitable classroom by promoting fairness and creating an inclusive learning environment (Choudry, 2021). Training surrounding equity will allow teachers to differentiate better within their class, which will further support disadvantaged learners, like those who are RADY in School X. Effective training combined with the presence of a supportive leadership team will allow teachers to focus on identifying needs for individual learners and take action on those needs, use resources effectively and will be willing to challenge the status quo for the improvement of their learners (Choudry, 2021). Furthermore, training will allow teachers to be aware of the unconscious biases they have for those who are RADY, setting them targets that reflect what they can achieve with the support of the teacher, thus lowering the gap (Smith, 2012). By training teachers on equitable education and unconscious biases, School X would be able to create the inclusive learning environment that they are prioritising and would allow the learners who are considered disadvantaged to reach their full educational potential. 



Conclusion
The analysis of School X’s SDP and the study of the effects of deprivation on education has fostered an appreciation for equitable learning. Before becoming a student teacher and witnessing the lessons first-hand, it never occurred to me the effort that a teacher must go 2through to enable learners to have an equal opportunity, let alone the actions put in place in the background through the SDP. There are many methods that are needed to improve learner education, and many hurdles that need to be jumped through to get those who are disadvantaged to the same attainment level as those who are not. 
	As I progress further into my educational career, the evaluation of this SDP will leave a continued impression on my approach. Firstly, I will not lower my standards for learners who are economically disadvantaged and try and treat them as if they were like everyone else in the classroom. As I develop as a teacher, I plan on introducing the methods seen within this discussion, such as designing tasks that will get the best out of disadvantaged learners, into my methods. I hope that throughout the rest of my placement and into my teaching career to create an equitable and safe classroom, where all learners can focus on their development and achieve the best results they can. While I cannot take learners away from their disadvantaged backgrounds, I hope that I would work in a school with measures in place to ensure that they are treated fairly and if they do not, I would make suggestions to my colleagues with the research from this essay. 
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