A Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School Development Plan: Actions, Impact, and Evidence-Based Reflections.

This assignment critically evaluates a chosen action point from my school's School Development Plan (SDP) aimed at raising aspirations and achievements. It includes a literature review, an analysis of School X’s approach to the target, and a personal reflection on professional practices. In line with BERA (2024) guidelines, the school will be referred to as 'School X,' and individuals as 'Learner A,' etc.
School X has 669 pupils, with 22% eligible for free school meals, higher than the national average of 16.4% (Estyn, 2023). The school also has 24% of pupils eligible for the Pupil Deprivation Grant (PDG), indicating significant socio-economic challenges. Located in the South Wales valleys, the school faces issues with attendance, literacy, numeracy, behaviour, and parental engagement.
The school's vision is to “support children as they grow into confident, young adults,” offering a range of motivating learning experiences (School X, 2024). One key aim is to improve GCSE English Language outcomes, as the school excels in English Literature but has lower results in Language (as of 2025).
The Welsh Government’s (2018) SDP guidelines outline the need for schools to set priorities, targets, and a plan for improvement based on student data, Estyn recommendations, and self-evaluation. A focus on continuous improvement is necessary, prioritising well-being, student outcomes, and teaching quality. School X included the aim of, “To improve outcomes in GCSE English Language which can be built on year in year out”. A discussion with the head of the English department revealed that School X has the highest results for English Literature in the county, however, their language results are significantly lower. (This information is correct as of 2025 prior to the new English GCSE taking place). 

The School Development Process
The process of creating an SDP links to the National Mission (2023) where Jeremy Miles stated, “Our national mission is to achieve high standards and aspirations for all by tackling the impact of poverty on educational attainment and supporting every learner.” (Welsh Government, 2023). This links strongly to School X with its location in a deprived area of the South Wales, with poverty and the impact on education of paramount importance. In addition to high standards, School X is focused on reducing the attainment gap across the curriculum. “Between the 2015/16 and 2021/22 academic years, the disparity in GCSE grades between eFSM students and their non-eFSM counterparts increased”. (Senedd Research, 2023). This theory of being student focused links to the four purposes in the Curriculum for Wales to develop learners that are, “1. Ambitious, capable learners, 2. Enterprising, creative contributors, 3. Ethical, informed citizens and 4. Healthy, confident individuals.” (Welsh Government, 2020.) Each school is expected to tailor their SDPs in line with these priorities, ensuring that they meet the differing needs of their learners. This allows for the best possible outcomes in terms of who the learner will become and how they will impact their community. It is paramount that each school uses their SDP to meet these four purposes. This assignment focuses on School X’s aim to improve English Language results, highlighting that, “Areas of Learning and Experience are central to even beginning to try to meet the curriculum aims, because without being well-informed, the possibility of achieving the personal, civic and professional aims of the New Welsh Curriculum is hampered.” (Gatley, 2020). 

Estyn, the education and training inspectorate for Wales, plays a pivotal role in the development and evaluation of SDP’s. Following their inspection, when formulating their SDP, School X would have taken into consideration guidance and recommendations from Estyn following an inspection. When Estyn complete their inspections, they, “will take account of the statutory guidance in place. Inspectors will evaluate how effective the school’s…curriculum is in providing a worthwhile range of learning experiences to improve the learning and progress of all pupils.” (Estyn 2024). School X has been able to recognise gaps in the current curriculum and improvement for teaching practices. 

When creating their target, School X reviewed pupil data in line with GCSE English results. Noticing that the Language results were significantly lower than Literature, they set out a strategic plan to ensure that their target aim could be met year on year, leading to a consistent positive trajectory of results. School X set out the following steps to meet their targets: 1. Review papers from learners who received grade D, E or below noting weaknesses to inform lesson planning, 2. Reviewed pupil and staff voice feedback to refine the current curriculum, 3. Review the previous year’s SDP and questioned what worked, asked themselves, “What didn’t we achieve and why?” “What had a positive impact and what didn’t?”. School X obtained data that showed Language papers were bringing the overall grade down for the school and learners. They saw that they were still not closing the gap between RADY (Raising the Attainment of Disadvantaged Youngsters) and non-RADY learners and there was a clear gap between female and male results. School X paid particular attention to the attainment gap, with  research showing that if you don’t address the issue in primary school – the gap has widened so much to secondary, that it becomes a far more difficult task trying to close it. “On average, a disadvantaged pupil falls two months behind their peers for each year of their time at secondary school and, by the end of school, that disadvantaged pupil is almost two years behind.” (Education Policy Institute, 2017). School X aims to target this as early as Year 7, believing that early intervention is crucial to prevent the widening of educational inequalities. Going forward, School X has begun including a significantly higher number of ‘quick-write’ tasks from year 7. The purpose behind this task is to allow teachers a wider range of work to incorporate Assessment for Learning (AfL). The wider data and opportunities to AfL, allows teaching staff to feedback, self-evaluate, reflect and improve their teaching practices which in turn will lead to higher results and improvement in leaners ability to score higher marks. Measurable targets can be created with Quality Assurance meetings being held at the beginning of each half term, alongside a calendar being implemented for staff to have clear guidance of expectations and requirements. Every week, the English department meet to review their targets with both positive and negative feedback discussed to ensure that the target remains in sight and attainable. This allows for constant reflection, self-evaluation and support to be provided where necessary in line with the Curriculum for Wales and Estyn’s recommendations for SDP’s.

Focus on the Strategic Target
With any target, there will be challenges for learners and teachers to overcome. School X has highlighted several challenges including low aspirations of learners, low attendance and lack of a sense of belonging. This issue has become an underlying target that should be included within teaching practices to ensure they are aiming to improve these issues at every opportunity. The idea that happier students lead to improved results and engagement, supported by research that indicates, “…teachers who create caring, respectful, and welcoming environments are more likely to decrease incidents of disruptive behaviour in school and improve academic achievement and student engagement”. (Institute of Education Sciences, 2025). 
Not all challenges lie with the learners themselves. There are difficulties for teachers who already have a large workload to handle. Although the name suggests the writing tasks are ‘quick’, in practice they take significant chunks of lesson time to complete. This is due to the skills needing to be taught first for the learners to be prepared to complete the task successfully. As part of School X’s teaching requirements, teachers are expected to follow the ‘I do, you do, we do’ pattern which, although effective, is time consuming in turn. School X highlighted that the more pressure put on teachers to complete more work, the likelihood is that their delivery of the lesson and key information may be negatively impacted. This is supported by (Creagh et al., 2023), “the impact of workload and work intensification on the health and wellbeing of teachers, was the impact on the delivery of educational priorities.” 
One of the key challenges that emerged was the lack engagement from parents or carers  when supporting their child’s education . It became clear that many parents/carers had a negative view of education due to their own personal experiences. This means that as teachers, we are trying to build a relationship that is already lacking trust and/or appreciation for the profession. In addition to this, research suggests, “…low-income parents who struggle to provide for their families’ basic needs may experience negative mental health effects including depression, which may limit parents’ capacity to engage in school activities”. (Murray et al., 2014). We know that School X is based in a deprived area of South Wales with high levels of poverty and a higher rate of eFSM learners making it likely that this connection may be apparent between the parents, teachers and engagement. 

Improving English language proficiency in School X is crucial for the learners for academic success and future opportunities, a key aspect of the Curriculum for Wales. Language development is seen as a high focus across the six Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLE), with emphasis on this being at the forefront of all learning. Teachers ensure that when designing the new Curriculum for Wales, there is continuous support to develop the literacy and communication skills of the learners, as supported by Languages, Literacy and Communication section of HWB, (Welsh Government, 2019.) Improvement of English Language aligns with the four priorities of the curriculum, aiming to improve the learner’s employment prospects and increase the positive impact on the community. However, in Wales, there are arguments that challenge the notion that English Language should be the main aim for schools. With Cymraeg 2050 taking an important role in education, there is substantial research to suggest that schools like School X should aim to teach in the medium of Welsh or bilingually due to its cultural and career benefits, “The research shows that over 90% of those questioned are proud to be able to speak Welsh and over 80% feel that the Welsh language will help them secure jobs in the future.” (Welsh Language Commissioner, 2020). In addition, being fluent in both English and Welsh allows for a stronger sense of belonging and cultural identity. As discussed, this sense of belonging has a positive impact on learners’ engagement in lessons and retaining subject knowledge. Bilingual students often show enhanced problem-solving skills and better academic performance in both languages (Baker, 2019). Focusing too heavily on English risks undermining Welsh language development and cultural identity (Jones, 2018).
Developing an Action Point
School X’s target of, “To improve outcomes in GCSE English Language which can be built on year in year out”, has been created with its own personalised approach. The Head of English department, along with teacher input has led to the implementation of ‘quick write’ tasks allowing for increased data and opportunities for AfL. Teachers are now expected to use formative assessment strategies to enable students to progress within the English Language subject. Department meetings are held weekly to model the four expectations of AfL which are; live marking, whole class feedback, adapting the scheme of learning and asking posing questions to promote critical thinking. This weekly feedback allows School X to highlight where the formative assessment opportunities are and how to maximize the learner’s improvement. 
To ensure teachers are staying on board with the school target, feedback plans are in place to highlight specific feedback required on the quick write tasks. These feedback targets are broken down by weeks and months with regular check-ins with the HoD and the line manager.  In addition, quarterly Quality Assurance meetings are held to discuss data and share best practices. 
This target aligns with School X’s broader goal of, “Embed appropriate pedagogical strategies whilst delivering our curriculum to challenge all pupils to make progress.” School X wanted to ensure that this target aligns with the school’s wider mission by improving overall grades across the curriculum. The use of AfL to track progress and adapt teaching practices for personalised improvement can be implemented across all subject areas which further links to the new Curriculum for Wales and its purpose to imbed cross curricular learning. This relates to the National Mission, ensuring all learners are “…Ambitious, capable learners…and healthy, confident individuals.” (Welsh Government, 2020.)
Evaluation of School X’s approach 
Improving English language proficiency is seen as essential for academic success, career prospects, and social inclusion in Wales. The Curriculum for Wales recognizes English as a core subject, integrating literacy and language development across all educational stages (Welsh Government, 2019.). However, debates exist around prioritisation, bilingualism, and standardised teaching approaches as mentioned previously. 
However, there are several supporting arguments for putting English Language at the forefront of teaching practises. Research highlights that strong English skills enhance performance across subjects, as it is the primary language of instruction (Williams, 2016). Thus, leading to seeing improvement in results in a range of subjects across the curriculum and not just restricted to English alone. Proficiency is also linked to better career opportunities, with English being vital in all industries. (Stephens & Thomas, 2020). Job applications, interviews, formal and informal discussions all rely on a strong grasp of English Language to succeed and impress. 
Reflection
Reflecting on my own practices allows me to review how I have supported School X in achieving their set goal. When planning my time around lessons, I ensured that I had structured meetings with my mentor to discuss and share best practices. This allowed me to see any missed opportunities for AfL which leads to improved feedback and progression.  
I attended the weekly department meetings to ensure consistency was understood by all teaching staff. We completed book looks as a team to compare feedback which allowed us to share best practices and open discussions about individual learners, leading us to create personalised approaches for those requiring further support. This ensured that I was following the required steps and gave me my own sense of belonging in the department. This further strengthen the notion that learners with a sense of belonging will have higher engagement with staff and lessons as it gave me that motivation to perform for my mentors and colleagues. As supported by Kachchhap and Horo (2021), “Teachers who have a sense of belonging to school are more likely to have students who have a greater sense of belonging".
To see how the English Language skill effects the curriculum as a whole, I took the opportunity to observe other teaching staff from differing AoLE’s. This allowed me to further see gaps in learners’ knowledge and to reiterate to the learners how important it is to improve English Language due to the positive impact this will have on their other subjects.  
To take accountability towards the common goal, each teacher would give me immediate feedback after a lesson, allowing me to reflect on my teaching practices at a time where the lesson was at the forefront of my mind. We implemented SMART targets to scaffold my ability to effectively include quick write tasks and the platform for AfL. Fortnightly meetings with my Senior Mentor allowed for further structure, guidance and reassurance in my teaching practices. At each step, I had the ability to question my own learning, self-reflect and seek support.
Conclusion
This assignment critically evaluated the development of a strategic target within School X’s SDP. The analysis explored the rationale behind this goal, how it aligns with Welsh Government policies, and the challenges face. Key findings highlight the importance of data-driven decision-making, assessment for learning (AfL) strategies, and self-reflection in improving learner outcomes.
A major takeaway is the importance of a structured, evidence-based approach to school development. The National Mission for Education in Wales and the Curriculum for Wales emphasise the need for schools to address attainment gaps, particularly in disadvantaged areas. Estyn’s role in monitoring and guiding SDPs further reinforces the necessity of continuous evaluation and adaptation.
This experience has significantly shaped my future teaching practice. I have learned the value of collaborative professional development, using learner data to inform change, and creating a classroom environment that fosters engagement and belonging. Moving forward, I will ensure that my teaching aligns with professional standards by applying AfL techniques, reflective practice, and scaffolding strategies to support all learners effectively.
Ultimately, a well-structured SDP ensures that teachers and leaders work collaboratively to drive continuous improvement, benefiting both staff and learners.
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