
	
	Target
	What I have done in this assignment

	Target 1
	Moving forward, continue to read widely and make links to Welsh gov documentation where suitable (e.g. when discussing ‘engaging student interest’, link to one of the 12 pedagogical principles).
	Multiple references to Welsh specific literature including Welsh government documentation and research projects completed in Wales.

	Target 2
	Continue to develop a more critical tone in future academic writing: exercise caution with controversial concepts like 'learning styles', clarify the distinction between Multiple Intelligences (e.g. individuals may have different strengths in various domains) and 'learning styles'. It's important to be cautious, as there is no substantial evidence to suggest that teaching to an individual's preferred 'learning style' results in better learning outcomes.
	

	Target 3
	Consider providing more explicit exploration of how this incident would impact your future practice. After critiquing the theories, relate back to the focus more often: as that child’s teacher, what actionable strategies would you implement?
	





I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this
assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own
work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I
may be asked to provide in evidence.

A Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School Development Plan: Actions, Impact, and Evidence-Based Reflections
Within this assignment, I will be critically evaluating an element of a School Development Plan (SDP) that I found to be of particular interest, both from a subject specific perspective and due to the relevance of the skill in adult life. I shall refer to the school throughout as School A, rather than by name, in line with BERA (2024). 
School A has nearly 900 registered students aged 11-16, with 21.5% eligible for free school meals. The capped 9 score was 330.3, with a literacy score of 37.5, numeracy score of 34.0 and science score of 36.8 (My Local School, 2024).
School A is focusing on improving numeracy cross-curricular skills in line with Welsh Government descriptors of learning (Welsh Government, 2022). The SDP sets out a plan for the selection of a specific numeracy area of focus, and development of a school wide pedagogical strategy which will be utilised by all subject areas (School A, 2024). The ‘Representing Data’ strand was chosen which focuses on graphing skills. School A’s specific selection process, implementation and justification behind the choice will be discussed in more detail later in this essay.
[bookmark: _Int_O9ueebep]There is always opportunity to improve within any educational establishment. Ensuring that changes are made with an appropriate backing in evidence-based research is important. Without evidence to support change, it would be difficult to justify educational choices which may cause concern for parents, carers and students. However, Wiggins et al (2019) completed a project where a dedicated and trained research lead was responsible for maintaining an evidence-based research supported school improvement plan, specifically focusing on the impact of this intervention on academic outcomes in literacy and numeracy. Despite outcomes appearing to show a small improvement with the research supported SDP, there was no statistical significance to the results. 
It is a mandatory requirement for all schools to have an SDP to support this improvement under Welsh government guidance (Welsh Government, 2024). SDPs allow schools to set out their goals for improvement in varying detail levels, dependent on time frame. High level goals should be constructed for the next three years, with detailed concepts for the current academic year and a more strategic overview of the subsequent two years. This provides a clear indication of direction and focus for stakeholders to view. The overarching goals are typically set by the headteacher and senior leadership team, before these are disseminated to the relevant departments or individuals (Fellows, 2016). By providing a directionality of improvement and allowing the subject matter experts in each department to guide detail, they encourage more investment from staff.
SDPs have the potential to be a tool for change and provide extensive benefits. The requirement to have a published SDP ensures that goals are set and documented, which ensures accountability. This can help to ensure that improvement work is appropriately prioritised and not forgotten or seen as less of a priority when viewed in light of dealing with everyday occurrences. Documentation of goals ensures all staff are on the same page and provides a reference document where progress can be logged and tracked. Documentation helps us learn from changes. Some educational concepts that sound amazing in research may not work as intended when implemented for varying reasons. By documenting changes and the rationale behind the changes that are made, it demonstrates applied learning and adaptability even if changes have been reversed or altered shortly after implementation (Benoliel & Berkovich, 2020).
Aligning on a specific goal ensures progression and aims to prevent a loss of focus, or overwhelming feelings that can often be associated with too many goals. There are no benefits to setting objectives that are perceived to be clearly unachievable. If individual departments were allowed to create their own ideas and goals without discussion, they may end up creating opposing goals as they are unable to see the bigger picture. 
It is good to have high ambitions, but if a goal is unrealistic or poorly defined it is unlikely to be achieved. By writing the SDP and having many sets of eyes read and review each improvement target, helps ensure that sensible and achievable goals are set. 
Publication of the SDP allows all stakeholders, including parents, carers and the students themselves to understand the goals of the school and the development pathway they can expect. Where there are areas with multiple local senior school options, many factors can influence student and parent/carer choices as to which school to attend (Burgess, Greaves & Vignoles, 2017). Commonly parents site academic performance/exam results and discipline/behaviour standards as contributing factors to their choice (Hunter, 1991) both of which are commonly seen strands on SDPs.
Despite having highlighted the extensive benefits, there are potential negatives of SDPs, many associated with their perception. Teachers already report that they take work tasks home with them, and they are unable to complete all their tasks within their working hours (Allen et al, 2020). The Skills and Employment Survey carried out in 2017 was supported by the Welsh Government in order to increase Welsh participation (Green et al, 2017). Nine in ten teachers reported being exhausted the majority of the time on completion of a day at work (Green et al, 2017). Adding in additional tasks although aiming at improvement, could be seen as a burden by some. The Welsh Government Professional Standards (2019) for all teachers however, states that every teacher should be contributing to improvement plans as part of their role and therefore the work should not be seen as additional, rather part of the normal workload. 
There is also concern that SDPs are written as an immediate response to inspection reports. Even if this is the case, it is expected that school inspections will translate directly into school improvement and therefore contribute to ongoing improvement of student attainment (Ehren et al, 2013).
Interestingly there is limited statistically significant research that supports a correlation between having a high-quality SDP and improved outcomes for students. Huber and Conway (2015) evaluated the quality of over 100 SDPs in Connecticut, USA, and compared the academic attainment scores of the schools with the 20 best and 20 worst graded SDPs. While their results initially appeared to demonstrate a larger improvement with the SDPs they rated as higher quality, their results were not statistically significant once regression was performed to account for the impact of demographic factors. Fernandez (2011) has completed a similar study in Nevada and shown a statistically significant improvement in attainment outcomes with a higher quality SDP.  Despite this, they discuss how it is hard to definitively determine that the SDP was directly responsible for the improvement. Having experienced teachers with a low turnover rate and a singular clear well-defined problem will make writing a high-quality SDP an easier task than in a setting with multiple complex issues and lots of inexperienced teachers (Fernandez, 2011). Coe (2009) writes about the illusory nature of SDPs in the UK, particularly in relation to those SDPs which claim success from teacher perception and comments on the very limited evidence basis underpinning SDPs conceptually. 
To return now to numeracy, there has been extensive research carried out which supports the need for students to develop their mathematical/numeracy skills. As one example, Wales demonstrated a below average result in maths and scored the lowest result of the four home nations in the 2022 PISA test (Ingram et al, 2023). Tanner & Jones (2013) discuss the low level of mathematical literacy in Welsh teenagers. Interestingly, they also comment on the difficulty in tracking numeracy skills as a concept long term, arguing that this is due to variations in defining numeracy as a term, and further the specific skills that it entails. 
While numeracy is believed to be useful and cover many essential skills, the student perception is typically not positive, and lack of interest has been shown to directly reduce mathematical attainment (Evans & Field, 2020). It is exceedingly important therefore to promote interest, and engagement, wherever possible.
Graphing specifically is taught in many different manners in the classroom including via demonstration with a visualiser (Mavers, 2008), problem-based learning (Gibson, 2012, p.35) and teaching to a graphing rubric (Angra and Gardner, 2019). There is no definitive “best” method currently advised for teaching graphing. 
Ensuring that all subjects follow the same teaching strategies provides consistency between teachers and subjects. Consistency and constancy in the classroom are supported by the Creemers model (Creemers, 1997) however Driessen and Sleegers (2000) found consistent teaching methodology to have no impact on student performance outcomes.
Kang (2016) reports on the benefits of spaced repetition for learners including increasing the longevity of developed memories when compared to repeated exposures to content in a short space of time. Spaced repetition can therefore be used to improve student exam results as has been demonstrated in a physics paper taken following summer break (Voice & Stirton, 2020). A key benefit to committing to a school wide approach for a skill is that spaced repetition can be shared between subjects, reducing the burden on individual subject teachers. 
A focus on numeracy skills was added to School A’s SDP following their last Estyn inspection which highlighted improvement was required (Estyn, 2018). An average numeracy points score of 34.0 at School A supports the need for improvement (My Local School, 2024). This is substantially lower than the scores for literacy, science and Welsh baccalaureate. 
It takes time for the impact of alterations to school curriculum strategies to be identified. School A carries out summative assessments twice a year for each year group. To evaluate the current abilities and to allow for monitoring going forward, it was made mandatory to add a question examining graphing skills in each of these assessments for several subjects including science. 
The strategy for teaching graphing skills was underpinned by an acronym which supported students to remember each of the key aspects required when drawing a graph. The acronym selected was “SALUTE”. SALUTE stands for Scale, Axis, Line, Units, Title and Explain. Each of these items prompts a student to ensure they have included these elements on their graph. Stalder (2005) found that use of acronyms improved student exam performance. 
This acronym was selected by a maths teacher and generated extensive debate between science and mathematics departments. What is expected of the students when they reach Explain is that they are able to describe the results shown in their graph, and therefore science as a department felt Describe or an alternative should be used instead. Once a school wide decision was made, everyone followed that pathway and this is a key example of where without that senior decision, opposing improvement pathways could have been followed. The level of discussion and thought generated by this choice also highlights the level of investment teachers in School A have in items on their SDP. 
There are strengths to School A’s approach to the implementation of this strategy. If a focus was placed on multiple numeracy skills simultaneously, there is the potential to overwhelm students and educators. Much of the curriculum may have been planned for at a subject or department level in advance with limited potential for large simultaneous changes, limiting the feasibility for multiple numeracy focuses concurrently. Focusing on strands sequentially increases the time for resource development and curriculum modification as needed. 
Another key strength was the way in which training and resources were provided to all staff to assist them in their teaching approach. A training video was provided which was to be watched and discussed within areas of learning experiences (AOLE) on an in-service training (INSET) day. School A had slides and student handouts prepared in advance of this session on a SharePoint site that was accessible by all staff. Providing dedicated time for discussion in AOLEs allowed for review alongside others with similar perspectives. 
While using summative assessments to monitor progression in graphing skills works well for this type of skill, when another question within the summative assessment is dedicated to the literacy focus, it shows that there is a limited number of skills that can be tracked this way. There is a risk that the summative assessment loses the subject focus or becomes excessively long to fulfil these criteria. 
[bookmark: _Int_3kIkw5by][bookmark: _Int_YDGoxT2T][bookmark: _Int_DZbuIJpV]It is therefore worth considering alternative options for monitoring improvement. A book look could be done to review a proportion of student work. For science specifically, inquiries are completed regularly in years 7-9 and a graph is drawn for each of these investigations. Review of these against the acronym could give a mark out of 6 which would allow tracking of scores over time. This all being said; it is a strength that School A monitors the impact of an intervention without relying on teacher judgement, as this can be affected by numerous factors including bias or a desire to see their own interventions succeed (Leithwood, Janzi & McElheron-Hopkins, 2007).
Science provides numerous opportunities for drawing and interpreting graphs. Within the WJEC specification for science GCSEs is the practical exam (WJEC, 2020), in which there are often several marks available for graph drawing. This means that all students sitting these exams can benefit from improving their ability to draw graphs regardless of their academic ability, subject preferences or future career goals. 
It is worth noting that science is not the only subject providing these opportunities and that therefore graphing skills, while listed as a numeracy skill, are highly transferrable. Subjects such as geography, economics and business all provide opportunities for students to practice these skills in a different setting. 
To comply with the SDP, I modified my graphing lessons to include the chosen acronym. I shared the resources that I had created with other members of the science department to further ensure a consistent approach within the department and to receive peer feedback on my resources which helps guide my personal development. 
Initially I focused on ensuring students had exposure to the acronym and ensured their understanding of what each letter meant. Once I was happy that the understanding was there, simply displaying the acronym while the students were drawing a graph was enough to jog their memory and I believe that, with time, students will independently run through this sort of memory prompt.
As a department, we highlighted every opportunity for the development of graphing skills on each of our schemes of work for the year. Not all opportunities are appropriate for all lessons or students due to academic ability and syllabus content constraints. By highlighting all possible opportunities, the most appropriate selection can be made for each class.
I personally enjoyed the opportunity to work on a school development project and find being provided with the opportunity to read and research then apply it within the classroom setting both interesting and productive. When working in healthcare, I would routinely complete audit cycles and update my practice based on the constantly evolving literature, so doing this in the field of education feels natural, appropriate and beneficial. As I progress in my teaching career, I will continue being guided by research in my actions and would like to become more involved in the development of the improvement plan, initially at a departmental level but with a look to a more strategic level in the future.
In conclusion, School A had improvement of numeracy skills on their SDP with a clear plan for the implementation of this improvement which was in an early stage of completion. This choice was guided by their previous Estyn report and by Welsh Government targets. The current specific numeracy focus was graphing skills. 
The SDP is integral to improvement within any educational establishment and helps to ensure improvements are recorded, monitored and tracked. That being said, there is a research gap, particularly for statistically significant outcomes in relation to the impact of the quality of an SDP on attainment outcomes. I think that more research is required into the standard and structure of SDPs to help ensure they are utilised to achieve the best potential outcomes for students.
I found this experience enlightening and enjoyed the chance to be involved with a school development cycle. Moving forwards, I will ensure I am aware of the content of a school’s SDP so I can appropriately tailor my practice. Working on school improvement contributes to achieving all the professional standards as set out by the Welsh Government (2020); leadership, professional learning, innovation, pedagogy and collaboration. There are few, if any, tasks within a typical teaching role that contribute more extensively to demonstrating fulfilment of all professional standards and therefore individual development. 
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