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	Continue to work on developing a sophisticated criticality to your writing.
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Introduction
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According to the Welsh Government’s guidance (2014), school improvement plans are central documents that aim to achieve strategic targets through a cycle of: ‘Evaluation, Strategic planning and Reviewing impact’ (Gov, 2014, p.34).  However, whilst this framework on school improvement is indeed insightful, Estyn (2021) questions the validity of such a cycle and offers more recent guidance. Estyn’s (2021) school improvement cycle outlines a rigorous 7-step method which includes stages such as ‘Involving stakeholders’ and ‘Measuring impact’ (Estyn, 2021, p.67). Despite the contention regarding the different ways schools implement development plans, Woods (2013) outlines that these development documents are key in highlighting self-improvement. This project therefore, proves to be pivotal as it aims to critically reflect on one action point from the placement school’s improvement plan, whilst also signifying how this target is being implemented and the impact measured by utilising an evidence-based framework. A significant element to this report involves a critical discussion into how the placement school is developing Bloom’s (1956) concept of Higher order thinking skills (HOTS) whilst also addressing an extensive range of credible sources and applying critique of current secondary research and methodologies relating to HOTS.
The improvement plan is taken from a community school located in the county borough of Neath Port-Talbot. Currently, this English medium primary school has 252 pupils of which 43 attend nursery on a part-time basis (Estyn, 2017, p.3). Furthermore, 5% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, whilst the school identifies 17% of its pupils having additional learning needs (ALN) (Estyn, 2017, p.4). The development plan in question was primarily written by a senior leadership team during the summer of 2022 but also involved a wider body of stakeholders including school governors, parents and staff from partnership schools from within the catchment area.
Therefore, this report aims to examine how the placement school is developing the pupils higher order thinking skills by critically evaluating how this target is being addressed and the impact measured by utilising an evidence-based framework.
Literature review 
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A critical examination of an extensive range of literature and research reveal that there are many definitions of effective school improvement. MacBeath (1999) agrees with this sentiment further adding that there is not one ‘perfect way’ to conduct school development (Macbeath, 1999, p.13). Despite the contention, official sources and theorists offer insightful explanations to the meaning. For example, in his Review of the Welsh Curriculum, Graham Donaldson (2015) cited that educational improvement is a process by which the ‘senior leadership team plan for the developments of their school by utilising an evidence-based plan in order to analyse data’ (Successful Futures, 2015, p.28). However, whilst this interpretation is indeed valuable, Brown (1997) questions the validity of such a definition highlighting that development documents are not only limited and planned by a senior leadership team. In contrast a more recent interpretation of school development by Estyn’s (2021) annual report suggests that planning for effective improvement will involve a ‘detailed process of evidence evaluation and data analysis by a variety of school stakeholders’ (Estyn, 2021, p.68). Thus, a critique of current research reveals that improvement plans are a common place of debate amongst educational specialists and government inspectorates. Yet, a cross-examination of both definitions reveal that there is a clear reference to the importance of an evidence-based method as well as an analysis of data. This sentiment is reinforced by Quigley (2020) who posits that embedding a vigorous evidence-based approach will allow schools to analyse data which is fundamental in achieving a successful development document that will eventually lead to positive reforms in pupil outcome. 
 A significant piece of literature that highly informs this project is that of the School development plan: the essential guide. Here, leading scholar and senior lecturer Davies (2020) emphasises the significance of strategic planning, suggesting that preparation and planning is an essential element to any successful school development strategy and allows schools to identify priorities. Campaigners for school development from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2018) agrees with Davies (2020) interpretation and emphasises on tactical planning. Here, UNESCO (2018) suggests how planning is believed to be a key factor that supports a school’s journey towards improvement as it directs schools, teams and professionals to specific priorities. However, these studies would have been more relevant if the researchers had considered additional dimensions that allow school development to be successful and effective. 
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Description automatically generated]Gomez (2023) agrees with this sentiment and questions the validity of just focussing on one dimension to school improvement further adding that self-evaluation and measuring impact are equally as significant. Here, Gomez (2023) states how self-evaluation is a key stage in the school improvement process and allows for development to be more effective. Safford (2019) reinforces this statement by examining the educational successes achieved by countries such as Estonia and Singapore who actively utilise self-evaluation in their school improvement documents. According to Safford (2019) rigorous self-evaluation is used by these countries as it has proved to be a valuable resource to examine and identify strengths and limitations in their school, to plan actions to improve the quality of provision and to raise their overall standards. Finally, the significance and benefits of measuring the impact in school improvement process has been reinforced by recent research conducted by Wright (2022). Interestingly, Wright (2022) conducted a research study and investigated the correlation between Estyn judgements and schools that utilised the measuring impact approach in their school development plans. 










Figure 1: The effects of measuring impact. Available at:  https://www./features/article/special-report-research-school development -research- [accessed on the 20th of March 2023].


As can be seen in Figure 1 Wright (2022) findings make for an insightful evaluation as schools that utilised the measuring impact approach in their improvement plan had a 39% greater chance of achieving a ‘good’ judgement from Estyn. However, whilst this research study is indeed reliable it is important to note that alternative factors could have contributed to the schools attaining a ‘good’ judgement. 
A thorough evaluation of the strategic target in question reveals that it is necessary to reflect an understanding of higher order thinking skills. HOTS according to Bloom’s (1956) involve problem solving, decision making, creative thinking and critical thinking. According to Dewey (1933), thinking and HOTS does not happen unexpectedly but must be evoked by pupil questions. However, whilst this interpretation is indeed valuable Hale (2015) challenges the validity of such findings positing that HOTS are not only activated by pupil questioning. In contrast a more recent study by Conklin (2011) suggests that HOTS can also be activated when pupils encounter ‘unfamiliar problems, uncertainties, or dilemmas as well has questions’ (Conklin, 2011, p.5). According to Conklin (2011) when these skills are established and highly developed, pupils can perform effectively when making decisions as well as advance their intellectual skills. 
Interestingly, a recent study conducted by Senedd Research (2021) found that teachers in Wales are only taught on how to ask HOTS question but most of them have very little knowledge on the pedagogical understanding behind HOTS. The Senedd Research (2021) was carried out as part of a Welsh Government project that set to examine the educational benefits of HOTS and focused on small rural primary schools to carry out the research. Findings from the research suggested the best way to enable pupils to use HOTS in their everyday life is when teachers in schools ‘have a good pedagogical knowledge on HOTS’ which currently ‘educational practitioners are lacking in Wales’ (Senedd Research, 2021, p.24). Senedd Research (2021) concluded that despite having multiple training sessions that offer support and guidance, teachers felt that they were only trained on how to utilise HOTS questioning in their classroom. Whilst this study by Senedd Research (2021) is indeed insightful, it could be suggested that the findings lack validity as only focussing on rural primary schools allows the data to lack transferability.
Developing an action point
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In evaluating the action point the aim has been to examine the school’s improvement plan in a critical context whilst also demonstrating an understanding upon how this target is currently being addressed by utilising an evidence-based framework.
The enquiry into the pupils HOT capability was first questioned by the senior leadership team in 2017. This was after a 2017 Estyn inspection that highlighted that teacher questioning didn’t ‘challenge learners to their full potential’ and focused ‘less on higher order thinking skills’(Estyn, 2017, p.11). As previously identified in the literature, Conklin (2011) suggests that pupils who demonstrate HOTS have a greater chance of advancing intellectually in education. Wanting to encourage Conklin (2011) sentiment the school agreed to the strategic target to develop pupils higher order thinking skills. The next stage of the strategic target involved the concept of self-evaluation. Here, the schools senior leadership team followed the school improvement regulations published by the Welsh Government (2014) that suggests that in order to plan effectively schools should ‘set mid-term goals for how they want to achieve improvement’ (Gov, 2014 p.56). As a result, the senior leadership team devised the goal that they wanted all pupils to respond to questioning using HOTS. However, whilst this mid-term goal is indeed insightful Hoorie (2021) questions the attainment of such an achievement highlighting that pupils aged 3-6 years old find difficulty in understanding and utilising the concept of HOTS in their learning. Alternatively, research conducted by Gross (2003) found that pupils aged 8 and above engaged well with the concept of HOTS in comparison to pupils aged 3-7 years old who found the theory ‘confusing’ (Gross, 2003, p.13). Despite Gross (2003) research conclusions, the outcome of the self-evaluation process resulted in the school wanting all pupils to respond to questioning whilst using the thinking skills. 
Following this point in the school improvement cycle the senior leadership team moved onto the strategic planning stage. As outlined by Estyn (2021) annual report this stage should clarify to the stakeholders how the school intends to meet the mid-term goal. Alternative literature reinforces this sentiment and Lynch (2020) suggests how effective strategic planning should involve a wide body of stakeholders. Here the placement school followed the guidance of both Lynch (2020) and Estyn (2021) annual report and involved and consulted a variety of stakeholders such as the governing body, the headteacher, school staff, learners and parents. Steward (2020) commends this point posting that involving a variety of stakeholders will ‘help promote a sense of ownership and collaborative working towards improvement’ (Steward, 2020, p.65). As previously suggested by Davies (2020), effective strategic planning enables the leadership team to identify the priorities of the improvement target and how they intend to achieve it. 
Here in order to achieve the HOTS target the school developed a two-pronged action approach in that all classrooms will display a learning wall that pupils can utilise as prompts when discussing HOTS, whilst all teaching staff would receive training in order to develop HOTS strategies by the Local Authority. The leadership team agreed to a dedicated display board for the development of the learners HOTS which would be put in every class across the school. The display board encourages the pupils to be independent, using categories and questions based on Bloom's taxonomy (1956). However, whilst this attempt to achieve the strategic target is indeed beneficial Leōnidas (2013) questions the effectiveness of the learning wall. Leōnidas (2013) suggests that learning walls should be differentiated across different phases and should demonstrate the age and ability of the pupils. 
In a further attempt to ensure success of the HOTS target the Local Authority planned for training sessions for all teaching staff. The training sessions enabled teaching staff to look at the Curriculum for Wales and the Four Purposes as a whole and incorporate opportunities for pupils to develop their HOTS (Gov, 2020). Professor Graham Donaldson agrees with this sentiment further adding that in strengthening pupils higher order thinking skills schools are continuing the development of the four purposes in particular the pupil’s ability to analyse, evaluate and create (Successful Futures, 2015, p.15). However, whilst this effort to achieve the HOTS target is effective Randle-Robbins (2016) questions the value of Local Authority training on HOTS. Randle-Robbins (2016) states that training on HOTS doesn’t support teachers to develop a pedagogical understanding of Bloom’s (1956) thesis which interestingly is in line with the conclusions drawn from the previously identified Senedd Research report (2021). 
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Description automatically generated]Since the target has been on the improvement plan the senior leadership team has undertaken a thorough evidence-based approach to monitor its progress. In line with the previous identified literature the senior leadership team undertook observations of each class in the school to measure the impact of the strategic target. The conclusions of these observations are outlined in Figure 2 which displays a performance indicator of the mid-term goal as well as other descriptors that the leadership team thought necessary to determine the impact of the HOTS target.



[bookmark: _Hlk132540683][bookmark: _Hlk132540684]Figure 2: School Indicator Performance (Higher order thinking strategic target).


As can be seen in Figure 2 the evidence collected from the observations make for an insightful evaluation that highlights that the school is both meeting and exceeding the HOTS target. However, whilst these findings are a valuable technique in exemplifying the progress of the strategic target, Ainscow (2016) questions the validity of such a method. Alternatively, Ainscow (2016) suggests utilising interviews and questionnaires in order to monitor the impact of a development target posting that observational methods lack reliability and transferability.
Reflection and evaluation 
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 A critical examination of the HOT school development goal reveals that it is necessary to review its current development and reflect and evaluate its performance as an improvement target. 
As outlined in Figure 2 the current development reveals that the school is both meeting and exceeding the expectations for the HOTS target. Blasé (2010) suggests that ‘meeting and exceeding expectations’ are stages that highlight ‘the positive and effective efforts’ that the school are demonstrating in order to achieve improvement target (Blasé, 2010, p.10). However, as previously forecasted by Senedd research (2021) teachers in Wales feel that they lack an in-depth understanding of HOTS as pedagogical approach. This sentiment is reinforced by the evidence shown in Figure 2 as the HOTS goal for the teaching staff indicate that they are ‘meeting targets’ rather than ‘exceeding’. As a result of this evidence, the Local Authority have agreed to further training for teaching staff in an attempt to further embed a pedagogical understanding of HOTS. In line with Blasé (2010) study the leadership team have also appointed a HOTS ‘School Lead’ in which one member of staff is responsible for monitoring the progression of the improvement target whilst also being a point of contact for other members of staff should they have enquiries regarding HOTS. Hopkins (2005) commends this endeavour adding that this should catalyse confidence amongst teachers in delivering HOTS amongst learners in attempt to avoid the findings outlined in the Senedd Research report (2021).
While following the Welsh Government Development (2014) guidelines the senior leadership team agreed to the two-pronged approach to demonstrate to the stakeholders ‘the rigorous endeavours to achieve the improvement target’ (Gov, 2014, p.56). However, whilst this approach was indeed beneficial Brookhart (2011) questions the effectiveness of such a method highlighting the strengths of using assessment for learning in order to embed learners’ HOT skills. This sentiment is strengthened by a recent study by Harris (2005) that observed the benefits of using the assessment for learning strategy of feedback to heighten HOTS. According to Harris (2005) utilising higher order feedback allow learners to think more critically about a lesson whilst also heightening their skills associated with Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956). In their study Harris (2005) outlines the strengths of categories of feedback stating that higher up Bloom’s triangle, such as synthesis and evaluation, can promote deeper thought and discussion between both the learner and the teacher. This practical suggestion based upon Harris (2005) study could be added to the school’s two-pronged approach in a further attempt to achieve the HOTS target.Conclusion 
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Thus, the conclusions from this report reveal that school development plans are pivotal in highlighting the Welsh Government policy of ‘continued and sustained educational improvement’ (Gov, 2014, p.3). A critical examination of the development plan uncovers the rigours endeavours the school has undertaken in order to achieve the target of developing the pupils higher order thinking skills. Evaluating the school development process reveals how this strategic target is being addressed and the impact measured within an evidence-based framework. However, as previous research forecasted the evidence suggests that teaching staff require further training for the target to be fully achieved and ‘exceed’ expectations. As a result, the HOTS target remains on the school development plan with further actions put in place such as further training for teaching staff from the Local Authority as well as the appointment of a HOTS School Lead. 
For future practise I intend to incorporate HOTS learning opportunities into my planning due to the educational benefits it exemplifies as outlined in this project. I also intend to update my professional practise by revisiting studies relating to HOTS. Thus, as previously forecasted by Woods (2013) this study has offered a valuable opportunity ‘to gain a rigours insight’ into how schools conduct school improvement and monitor the progression of individual strategic targets (Woods, 2013, p.31).
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