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	Continue working on your previous target on referencing skills – adding page numbers for direct quotes. 
	I have added page numbers for any quotes in this assignment and relooked over the university’s reference guidelines.

	Target 2
	More frequent references to a wider range of literature would provide greater opportunities for critical engagement, which is the key to academic writing.
	I have tried use a wider range of literature for this assignment, I spent more time reading before starting the assignment and tried to use more references to be more critical. 

	
	
	














How School X develops the pupils’ independent skills.

Introduction

The objective of this assignment is how a school develops one aspect of its SDP, focusing on a specific English-medium primary school located in South Wales. This analysis involves a critical examination of the processes by which the school enhances one aspect of its School Improvement Plan (SIP). The school's demographic comprises 646 students, including 120 in nursery classes (Estyn, 2023). Notably, only 7% of pupils are identified as having Additional Learning Needs, a figure significantly below the national average of 13.4% (Welsh Government, 2023). Likewise, the proportion of students eligible for free school meals is 13.6%, well below the national average of 28.7% (Welsh Government, 2023). Moreover, 27.2% of learners are categorised as English as Additional Language (EAL) students (Estyn, 2023). Despite these challenges, the school has received minimal critique, earnt just one recommendation and achieved commendable results in its latest Estyn report. The report highlights that "nearly all pupils make strong progress in their learning from their individual starting points" (Estyn, 2023). 


I will refer to the school as School X to protect the anonymity of the school (BERA, 2024). School X has outlined three main priorities in its SIP for the 2023/2024 academic year: firstly, the development of students' independent skills; secondly, the incorporation of pupil voice in the strategic management of the institution; and thirdly, the refinement of curriculum design. This analysis will specifically explore how School X is executing its overarching goal of enhancing students' independent learning skills. This focus arises from a recommendation in the most recent Estyn inspection report, which advised School X to “Further improve the teaching and the learning environment to support the development of pupils’ independent learning skills” (Estyn, 2023).

Literature review

School Improvement Planning
The Welsh Government has affirmed its dedication to establishing a self-improving education system that is fully devoted to providing inclusive, high-quality education to all citizens of Wales  (OECD, 2018). Wales’ national mission to improve educations standards included a new curriculum for Wales and Additional learning needs reform (Dauncey, 2022), following this was the implementation of school improvement guidance framework (Welsh Government, 2022). While the guidance does not directly incorporate the new curriculum in Wales, it is designed to complement and support the implementation of the curriculum reforms. The framework outlined in the guidance emphasises key principles such as collaboration, evidence-based decision-making, and continuous improvement, which are also fundamental aspects of the new curriculum in line with the overarching goals of educational excellence and equity (Welsh Government, 2022). Collaboration among educators, students, and parents within Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) promotes a cohesive approach to addressing student needs and enhances teaching practices, leading to improved student outcomes. As described by Richard DuFour and colleagues (Dufour et al., 2016) PLCs create a culture of shared responsibility and collective effort towards school goals. Evidence-based decision-making is crucial in identifying and implementing instructional strategies that have been proven effective, thereby maximising student achievement. (Hattie, 2009) emphasises the importance of using data and research to guide educational decisions, ensuring that interventions are impactful, and resources are optimally utilised. Continuous improvement, a core element of action research, involves educators systematically reflecting on and refining their practices to enhance student learning. (Sagor, 2011) outlines how this iterative process can lead to sustained school improvement by encouraging ongoing assessment and adaptation of teaching methods. By integrating these principles, schools can create a dynamic and responsive environment that continuously evolves to meet the educational needs of all students. The School Improvement Guidance for schools in Wales emphasises a structured approach to evaluate performance and drive improvement through self-evaluation, action planning, implementation, monitoring, and accountability. Collaboration is key, involving teachers, school leaders, students, parents, governing bodies, and external partners. This inclusive approach ensures comprehensive input, coordinated efforts, and transparent monitoring, fostering a supportive environment and enhancing the effectiveness of improvement strategies. Engaging all stakeholders builds a strong, cohesive school community dedicated to continuous progress (Welsh Government, 2022).

The whole school priority of improving pupils independent learning skills

The skill listed by the Welsh Government as integral to the four purposes, "learners should develop emotional intelligence and awareness, becoming confident and independent" (Welsh Government, 2022), emphasises the cultivation of independence through the development of emotional intelligence and awareness. Emotional intelligence involves the ability to navigate one's emotions and empathise with others, which fosters confidence and autonomy in decision-making and actions. This focus aligns with literature that highlights the importance of emotional intelligence in educational settings. For instance, (Goleman, 1995) argues that emotional intelligence is crucial for personal and academic success, as it enhances self-awareness, self-regulation, and interpersonal skills.
Further, the development of emotional intelligence contributes to learners' independence by promoting self-confidence and the ability to manage emotions effectively, which are critical for autonomous learning. (Salovey and Mayer, 2004) supports this view, indicating that students with higher emotional intelligence are better equipped to handle the challenges of learning independently, as they can manage stress, stay motivated, and maintain focus.
Additionally, fostering emotional intelligence in students complements the development of other key independent learning skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and self-regulation. A growth mindset, which is closely related to emotional intelligence, encourages resilience and persistence in learning tasks, enabling students to take ownership of their educational journey. Thus, the emphasis on emotional intelligence by the Welsh Government supports a holistic approach to nurturing independent learners who are not only academically capable but also emotionally resilient and socially adept. (Dweck, 2006)

School X focused on enhancing the learning environment to promote independent learning both within and beyond the classroom, Wales’s new curriculum emphasises the importance of creating supportive, inclusive, and dynamic learning environments to foster holistic development and empower learners (Welsh Government, 2022).  Furthermore, Gardner's (1983) perspective advocates for creating flexible learning environments that accommodate diverse learning styles and provide opportunities for students to express their abilities and talents in various ways, further emphasising the importance of designing environments that cater to the needs and strengths of all learners (Gardner, 1983). By embracing Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences, educators not only acknowledge the diversity of learners but also empower them to develop independence. When students are provided with opportunities to engage with content and demonstrate understanding through avenues that align with their individual intelligences, they gain a sense of agency and ownership over their learning journey. This fosters independence as students learn to leverage their strengths, preferences, and interests to navigate their educational experiences effectively. Additionally, by experiencing success and recognition in areas where they excel, students build confidence and self-efficacy, further supporting their development as independent learners (Gardner, 1983).

Estyn's report highlights effective practices in fostering independent learning among pupils (Estyn, 2019), emphasising its significance in enabling educators to concentrate on and enhance the performance of specific student cohorts. The report underscores the implementation of various strategies to facilitate the development of students as independent learners, including setting goals for their work, establishing success criteria, and encouraging self-assessment of progress. These strategies empower students to take charge of their learning process, enhancing their independence and enabling educators to better address the needs of specific student groups. By implementing initiatives that promote independent skills, schools like School X aim to narrow the attainment gap among learners, aligning with the Welsh Government's emphasis on this aspect (Dauncey, 2022). Particularly in schools with mixed-age classes, such as School X, where several mixed-age classes are featured, fostering independent learning becomes even more crucial (Estyn, 2019).

Developing an action point
Self-Evaluation 
In the school’s most recent Estyn inspection in 2023, it was noted that In some cases, the learning environment lacks ample opportunities for students to fully develop their independent learning and problem-solving abilities. Additionally, teachers occasionally fail to encourage younger students to explore their surroundings and investigate their own inquiries (Estyn, 2023) Experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984) emphasises the importance of learning through concrete experiences and reflection. The observations indicating limited opportunities for students to explore their environment and investigate their own questions suggest a potential deficit in experiential learning opportunities. Increasing the provision of open-ended tasks and hands-on exploration opportunities could enhance experiential learning and foster the development of independent learning and problem-solving skills (Kolb, 1984). Dewey (1997) also supports the importance of experiential learning in fostering independent learning and problem-solving skills. Dewey emphasises the significance of hands-on experiences and active engagement with the environment in facilitating meaningful learning experiences and developing critical thinking abilities.
The most recent Estyn report also noted Sometimes, teachers offer excessive guidance, limiting younger students' opportunities for independent learning and problem-solving. Tasks are often too structured, hindering exploration and curiosity-driven inquiry (Estyn, 2023). According to Vygotsky's ZPD, learning occurs most effectively when students are supported in a zone that is just beyond their current level of competence. The observations about teachers providing too much direction and tasks being too closed suggest that students may not be operating within their ZPD, hindering their potential for independent learning. (Vygotsky, 1978) This notion serves as a foundational principle within the Curriculum for Wales, Welsh Government (2022). The prevalence of teachers providing excessive guidance is a concern highlighted in educational research, with studies indicating potential drawbacks associated with overly directive teaching approaches (Pianta, La and Hamre, 2008). When teachers offer excessive guidance, they risk limiting students' opportunities for independent exploration and critical thinking development. This aligns with theories of student-centred learning, which emphasise the importance of empowering students to take ownership of their learning process (Fisher, Frey and Hattie, 2016). By fostering an environment that encourages student autonomy and self-directed learning, educators can better support the development of lifelong learners equipped with the skills necessary for success in the 21st century.

Learning walks, a form of observation conducted at School X involving staff and occasionally governors, unveiled instances where activities were found to be limiting, hindering pupils' opportunities to explore, guide, and test themselves. Staff members were noted for being overly directive, highlighting the need for increased observation and support of student learning.
The factors mentioned above collectively influenced School X's decision to prioritise the enhancement of learners' independent skills within their comprehensive school improvement plan. Recognising the need to address issues such as limited exploration opportunities, overly directive teaching approaches, and the importance of fostering self-directed learning (David Merrill, 2014), School X identified the promotion of independent skills as a area for improvement.
Strategic Planning 
Across the school, efforts have been made to address the overarching priority of enhancing students' independent skills. Notably, the implementation of designated reset times before lunch and at the end of the day has been undertaken to fulfil specific objectives, such as ensuring that learning environments are left in an organised and conducive state for subsequent activities. This practice aligns with research indicating that structured routines promote task completion and organisation (Marzano & Pickering, 2005). Additionally, the concept of creating structured routines to support task completion was introduced. This approach is supported by Hattie's meta-analysis, which highlights the effectiveness of visible learning strategies, including establishing clear routines, in improving student outcomes (Hattie, 2009).

The visit of a group of staff to a neighbouring school renowned for its exceptional learning environments resonates with the commitment to continuous improvement and aligns with several theoretical frameworks. Firstly, this initiative reflects the concept of (Etienne Wenger-Trayner et al., 2014), wherein learning and innovation are fostered through collaboration and sharing of best practices within professional communities. By seeking inspiration from a successful peer institution, the staff group engages in collective learning and knowledge exchange, promoting continuous improvement within their own educational setting. Secondly, the visit aligns with the principles of "school improvement" as advocated by (Fullan, 2001) who emphasises the importance of schools learning from one another to drive positive change. By observing and studying the exemplary learning environments of the neighbouring school, the staff gain insights into effective practices and strategies for enhancing their own learning spaces, thus contributing to the ongoing improvement of teaching and learning outcomes.
The utilisation of Inset Day to refine learning environments aligns with the concept of professional learning communities (PLCs) within educational theory. PLCs, as described by (Dufour and Eaker, 1998), emphasise collaborative inquiry and continuous improvement among educators to enhance student learning outcomes. By dedicating time to collaborative planning and resource allocation during Inset Day, staff engage in collective decision-making processes aimed at creating inclusive and stimulating spaces that promote student autonomy. This collaborative approach reflects the fundamental principles of PLCs, where educators work together to analyse data, share best practices, and implement evidence-based strategies to meet the diverse needs of students and foster their academic growth.

The integration of loose parts into indoor and outdoor learning environments fosters purposeful, collaborative activities, promoting creativity and problem-solving, aligning with the principles of play-based learning (Ginsburg, 2007). Loose parts, defined as materials with no specific instructions for use, encourage children to engage in open-ended exploration and imaginative play, facilitating the development of critical thinking and social skills. By incorporating loose parts into educational settings, educators create dynamic environments that support children's natural inclination to learn through hands-on experiences and peer interactions.
The Strategic Improvement Plan of the school delineates its intentions to share the knowledge acquired from professional development courses with all staff, thereby fostering effective dissemination across the school community. This approach not only conserves financial resources within School X's budget by covering expenses for courses and a small portion of staff, but also ensures that all staff members receive essential training.
Reflection and evaluation
Reviewing impact
In terms of assessing progress, the school employs a RAG (red-amber-green) system. This system is utilised to evaluate progress against the success criteria outlined previously (refer to Appendix A). Additionally, the school conducts regular observations, including learning walks and observations recorded via an online platform called Iris. However, it's important to recognise that observations may offer only a limited glimpse into teaching practice and might not fully grasp the intricacies of teaching and learning. As Stronge (2002) contends, a solitary observation may not offer a complete assessment of a teacher's effectiveness.

Critical Summary 
After critically assessing the implementation of the school-wide priority of enhancing students' independence in learning, the school has empowered all staff members to assume ownership of the process of school improvement. Through collaborative efforts with the senior leadership team, all staff have been actively engaged in enhancing learning environments and fostering students' independent learning skills. 
In the recent Estyn inspection, it was noted that the learning environment at School X lacked ample opportunities for students to develop their independent learning and problem-solving abilities. Teachers sometimes failed to encourage younger students to explore their surroundings and pursue their inquiries, limiting experiential learning opportunities. Additionally, teachers provided excessive guidance, hindering students' independence and problem-solving skills (Estyn, 2023). These observations influenced School X's decision to prioritise enhancing students' independent skills within their school improvement plan, aiming to address issues such as limited exploration opportunities and overly directive teaching approaches. 
Efforts across School X aim to enhance students' independent skills through coordinated actions. This includes implementing designated reset times to maintain conducive learning environments and establishing structured routines to support task completion, aligning with habit formation theory. Staff visited a neighbouring school for inspiration on optimising spaces for independent learning. Inset Day facilitated collaborative planning and resource allocation, while additional training opportunities equipped educators with skills to enhance independent learning practices. The school plans to share knowledge from professional development courses with all staff, ensuring effective dissemination and maximising resources.
Conclusion 
In conclusion, this assignment has undertaken a comprehensive exploration of the practical implementation of school improvement initiatives within a specific English-medium primary school in South Wales. Through critical examination, the analysis has elucidated the strategies employed by the school to enhance one aspect of its School Improvement Plan (SIP). By focusing on this specific aspect, the assignment has shed light on the school's efforts to address key areas for development and foster continuous improvement in its educational practices.
Moving forward, I am committed to aligning my classroom practices with the improvement priorities of my school. This entails understanding and implementing strategies, both within and beyond the classroom, to contribute to their achievement. I will also strive to use my knowledge of the importance of fostering opportunities to develop learners’ independent skills and will implement this into my future practice. Importantly, engagement with this assignment has underscored the significance of taking ownership of my own professional development journey.
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