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	Targed/Target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi’i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn….
What I have done in this assignment….

	Targed/Target 1
	Continue to read a range of academic sources and look for Estyn case studies that may further support.
	I have read a range of academic sources which are commenting critically on the research topic and used these to help structure my arguments. 

	Targed/Target 2
	Be sure to explain lesser known concepts to your reader
	 When I have used lesser known concepts such as the Talk for Writing programme, I have attempted to explain it sufficiently while not taking up too many words.

	Targed/Target 3
	N/A
	 




How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base. 

Introduction

A School Development Plan (SDP) is a comprehensive roadmap that schools create to identify areas of improvement and plan strategies to enhance their provision (Welsh Government, 2022). The process involves a thorough analysis of the school’s performance and outlines specific targets to address identified areas of improvement. The SDP is informed by regular self-evaluation of performance and contextual data carried out by the school, with support from relevant stakeholders including local authority advisors (Welsh Government, 2014). 

This report will outline how a school develops one aspect of its SDP, how this target is addressed and how the impact is measured within an evidence-based framework. A large primary school in Carmarthenshire, Wales will be the focus of this report. 14% of pupils in the school are eligible for Free School Meals which is below the Welsh national average of 19%. 15% of pupils are identified as having Additional Learning Needs, which is below the national average of 21%. The school’s population is predominantly White British, with the majority speaking English at home (Estyn, 2018a).

This school’s SDP outlines six strategic targets. For this report, the Language, Literacy and Communication target will be discussed, namely to embed principles of imitation, innovation and independent application to improve writing across the school.

Literature review

School improvement is a fundamental part of the Welsh Government’s educational strategy to provide high-quality education that enables every learner, whatever their background or circumstance, to achieve their full potential and thrive in our modern society (Welsh Government, 20220. Worldwide, countries are reforming their educational systems to improve student outcomes (McLure and Aldridge, 2022). Significant amounts of time and money are being invested, but the OECD (2019) reports that change efforts may not be resulting in the desired outcomes. Results from the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), which is often the impetus for reform initiatives, indicate that many countries have made limited progress (Crato, 2021). For Wales, the most recent PISA results do show an improvement, but results still lag behind other UK nations (Jerrim, 2021). 

Government-mandated school improvement plans are common in reform efforts, for example in America (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001) and in Wales (Education School Development Plans Regulations, 2014). The goal of such plans is to ensure time and attention are dedicated to implementing these reforms and that progress can be tracked (Strunk et al., 2016). There is an underlying assumption that formal plans facilitate improvement (Fernandez, 2011). However, the efficacy of these plans is not well-researched, especially in the Welsh context. Research conducted in American schools shows that while the plans aim to improve goal development, alignment and completion, the evidence suggests the plans often lack rigour and are prone to flaws (Mintrop and MacLellan, 2002; Meyers and VanGronigen, 2019). Government templates can limit school leaders’ autonomy and constrain authentic plan development (VanGronigen and Meyers, 2017). 

A key potential pitfall of SDPs is that regular overhauls of strategies with limited evidence of their effectiveness can waste time and resources (Bobic and Davis, 2003). Interventions such as learning styles, brain training and brain gym were popular fads taken up by schools but lacked research evidence and have since been debunked as myths (Pashler et al., 2008). Effective school leaders should focus on using research evidence and action research to inform decisions, prioritise initiatives that align with their goals and not feel obliged to follow trends (Estyn, 2018b).

Research on SDPs in American schools suggests that better quality plans are linked with higher pupil test scores (Fernandez, 2011; Huber and Conway, 2015). However, the correlation does not necessarily imply causation. Other institutional dynamics, such as staff quality or experience, may be driving the improved performance and be more capable of drafting higher quality plans (Fernandez, 2011). Furthermore, the relationship between plan quality and outcomes tends to weaken over time (Strunk et al., 2016). It is important to consider how implementable the plans are and to have detailed oversight to avoid logistical issues (Strunk et al., 2016). A common theme across studies is that overall, plan quality is weak (Meyers and VanGronigen, 2019). 

In non-educational settings, multiple studies have found positive relationships between formal improvement plans and organisational performance (e.g. Armstrong 1982; Miller and Cardinal, 1994; Vagnani, Gatti and Projetti, 2019). However, generating a strategic plan alone is insufficient to reform a school. A successful SDP must be paired with a true commitment to change, supported by necessary resources (Strunk et al., 2016). Given the growing prevalence of school planning, more research is needed to explore the relationship between plan writing, plan quality and intended outcomes of educational reforms such as improved pupil progress.

Improving literacy is a common goal for both government-level school reform and individual SDPs. Literacy’s importance in the Welsh curriculum is recognised in the creation of the National Literacy Programme, which ensures literacy skills are developed across all curriculum areas (Welsh Government, 2016). Evaluations of literacy programmes highlight the need for clear guidance and exemplifications to support the teaching of literacy (Welsh Government, 2016). As such, some schools opt for external literacy schemes to meet this need.

Talk for Writing (T4W) is a whole-school literacy programme developed by Pie Corbett (2011) that aims to improve children’s writing skills through three teaching methods: “Imitation” (pupils learn texts by heart, so they can internalise the structure and language), “Innovation” (pupils adapt the text to create their own versions) and “Invention” (pupils apply what they have learnt to create their own original text). These methods help pupils understand the structures and elements of written language and enable them to share in the thinking involved in creative writing (Corbett and Strong, 2011). 

T4W’s principles are based on the importance of oral language and reading in shaping writing. Young writers first acquire linguistic features of language through oracy (Donaldson and Cooper, 2013) and there is a correlation between children’s vocabulary and measures of text quality (Olinghouse and Wilson, 2013). This supports the rationale of focusing on oracy skills when first developing writing. However, as children get older and texts become more complex than speech, this connection weakens (Dockrell, Marshall and Wyse, 2015). Reading skills also support writing, as extensive research shows (Abbott, Berninger and Fayol 2010; McCarthy, Hogan and Catts, 2012). 

Research provides indicative support for the underlying principles of T4W, but there is limited research on some of its specific features. However, the absence of research does not necessarily mean they are ineffective, but rather that there is no empirical evidence base to draw conclusions from. Dockrell, Marshall and Wyse (2015) evaluated the programme being trialled in primary schools and found that teachers were enthusiastic, found it easy to implement and reported improvements in pupils’ writing. However, they caution that more research evidence is needed to securely evaluate the programmes’ impact on academic attainment and tease out the specific aspects that are required for improvements in writing (Dockrell, Marshall and Wyse, 2015). 


Developing an action point

School development planning is guided by regulations set out by the Welsh Government which outline the content and timetable for the process (Welsh Government, 2022). However, it is for individual schools to determine the cycle of self-evaluation and development planning that suits the needs of their school (Welsh Government, 2014). A school in Carmarthenshire will be discussed here to illustrate this process, referred to as School X to follow BERA (2018) anonymity guidelines. 

Self-evaluation

School improvement planning begins with self-evaluation, allowing schools to reflect upon their performance, identify priorities and build on their strengths (Welsh Government, 2014). School X used their most recent Estyn report to inform their self-evaluation and identified that pupils’ creative writing and skills for writing at length needed development (Estyn, 2018a). Additionally, feedback from staff stated that clear guidance and examples of how to support writing would be beneficial to the school. As a result, School X adopted the T4W programme to embed the processes of imitation, innovation and invention in their curriculum (Headteacher Y, 2023). 

Data analysis 

Data is crucial in informing the self-evaluation process and schools should prioritise training staff in data collection, analysis and application (BERA, 2022). School X used pupil test scores on both Welsh National and internal tests to measure outcomes and identify areas for improvement (Headteacher Y, 2023). Estyn identifies a strong correlation between self-evaluation processes that focus on impact and outcomes and improvements in educational experiences and outcomes in learners (Welsh Government, 2014). This finding indicates that having a focus on learner outcomes, measured by frequent testing, will support school improvement in School X. However, it is cautioned that data is used proportionately alongside first-hand evidence including staff and pupil voice (Welsh Government, 2022). 

Stakeholders

The creation of an SDP is a collaborative process involving all stakeholders, including learners, parents, teachers and the wider community (Welsh Government 2022). School X’s SDP is led by the senior leadership team, with school staff feeding into it. Currently, they have limited pupil voice input (Headteacher Y, 2023). Pupil voice is a vital part of any school system, enshrined in the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (1989) which stated that young people “have the right to express a view and the right to have the view given due weight” (Lundy, 2007, p.931). Research shows that pupils are capable of giving rich and nuanced accounts of their experiences in school and should play a key role in shaping school policy (Simmons, Graham and Thomas, 2015). Given the important role of pupil voice, this is an area for development for School X, discussed further in the following section. 

Strategic planning

An effective SDP includes strategic planning with a clear process, timeline and designation of responsibilities for achieving the identified priorities (Welsh Government, 2014). School X’s strategy was to embed T4W across the school. Previously, they had a literature spin mapping books to each year group. While this led to increased enthusiasm for books, they did not see a direct impact on attainment (Headteacher Y, 2023). Thus, this year’s plan involves drilling down into the method of creative writing, following the approach of ‘Imitation, Innovation, Invention’. All staff attended an INSET day training on the method and were supported by curriculum leads to develop curriculum maps integrating the approach into the wider curriculum plans (Headteacher Y, 2023).

Measuring impact 

A SDP should be a live document, which is regularly updated and referred to across the school year to track progress (Welsh Government, 2014). School X assesses their progress against targets using monthly monitoring activities such as book looks, learning walks, pupil progress meetings and staff feedback. The headteacher than RAG (Red, Amber, Green) rates the school’s progress against these targets (Headteacher Y, 2023).

Estyn (2018) recommends that this process is supportive rather than punitive. Cooperative learning and peer feedback are effective in helping teachers refine their practice (Hattie, Masters and Birch, 2016). School X uses monitoring activities as opportunities for open conversations between teachers and the senior leadership team, rather than for scrutiny (Headteacher Y, 2023). This indicates that School X are engaging in positive cooperative learning practices to help them meet their targets. 

As School X is in their first year of the T4W programme, they have limited quantitative data on pupils’ progress in improving their creative writing and ability to write at length (Headteacher Y, 2023). However, the education support advisor from the local authority provided positive feedback on the progress they made in embedding the method across the school (Headteacher Y, 2023). Additionally, they are keeping an open dialogue between teachers, enabling them to share best practices and support each other throughout the implementation process. The next step for School X will be to assess the impact T4W is having on their pupil attainment levels and to develop the next stage of their strategic plan accordingly (Headteacher Y, 2023). 

Reflection and evaluation

The professional standards for teachers in Wales put effective pedagogy at the core of the school improvement process (Welsh Government, 2017). This is underpinned by research showing classroom teaching is the greatest influence on pupil learning (Wiliam, 2016) and an OECD (2017) report outlining that developing a high-quality teaching profession is the key to the successful future of schools in Wales. School X has used this impetus as a key driver in the SDP process and selected priorities that aim to increase the quality of their classroom teaching. 

An area for development in School X’s SDP process is the involvement of pupils, as research shows that their inclusion has positive impacts (Kendall, 2008). Participating in decision-making processes can develop pupils’ self-confidence and motivation (Davies et al, 2006). Importantly, qualitative case study research indicates that these skills are transferable to the classroom, as pupils felt more confident in asking and answering questions in class and better able to concentrate in lessons after taking part in youth forums in schools (Welsh Government, 2010). Other positive benefits include improved behaviour, attainment and attendance, but these outcomes are more difficult to quantify and directly attribute to participation in school improvement processes (Whitty and Wisby, 2007). However, qualitative data from case study research is positive, with school staff linking participation to positive changes in pupil behaviour and improved attainment data (Welsh Government, 2010). Thus, preliminary evidence is indicative of the positive benefits to pupils of being involved in school improvement planning processes. 

Additionally, there is emerging evidence that young people’s participation has organisational benefits, including an increased pace of change and greater awareness of young people’s needs (Kendall, 2008). Case study research reports that staff identify more positive organisational changes as a result of involving pupils, as well as an improved staff attitude towards change (Welsh Government, 2010).

Owing to the positive role pupil voice can play in the school improvement planning process, School X could benefit from including their pupils. Examples of best practice involve setting up youth forums or focus groups to collect a sample of pupil opinion (Welsh Government, 2010). School X could involve pupils in the next stage of developing their Literacy, Language and Communication target by asking the pupils what the barriers are to extended writing or how they would like to be taught creative writing. 

As a way of improving literacy, School X has opted to follow an external programme, namely T4W. While this programme’s core principles arguably do have research support, not every aspect of the programme does (Dockrell, Marshall and Wyse, 2015). Therefore, School X may wish to closely monitor the impact of the programme within their school and follow the research literature carefully for more up-to-date evidence.  

Throughout School X’s monitoring activities, there was evidence of supportive cooperative learning processes as opposed to a punitive approach of checking up on staff (Headteacher Y, 2023). This approach is supported by research showing its effectiveness in enabling teacher professional development (Hattie, Masters and Birch, 2016). An area which could be developed in School X is the using of a coaching or mentoring approach to support teachers to discuss and improve their practice. Whitmore (1996) developed the GROW (Goal, Reality, Options and Will/Way Forward) coaching conversation model to facilitate professional learning conversations. This helps staff to see lesson observations not as external validation, but as a tool to improve practice and pedagogy (Estyn, 2018b). 
 

Conclusion

SDPs are a government-mandated aspect of the school improvement process. However, it is worth noting that the research base on such plans is mixed and relatively limited (Fernandez, 2011; Strunk et al., 2016; Meyers and VanGronigen, 2019). What is evident is that there is a relationship between plan quality and school progress and that schools should be supported to ensure the process is worthwhile and not merely a tick box exercise (Strunk et al., 2016).

It is clear from the research that teacher quality is a vital component of the school improvement process (Wiliam, 2016). This provides an impetus for significant investment into teacher professional development (Estyn, 2018b). A key take-away for me professionally is a reminder of the important role that teachers play in shaping young people’s futures. To follow the mandate set out in Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015), teachers must focus on developing their pedagogy. Reflecting on the SDP process allowed me to see the vital role self-evaluation plays in improving schools, and this process can be applied to improving teaching practice as well. Regular self-evaluation, along with gathering feedback from supportive colleagues can be used to develop my own strategic plan for improving my teaching practice. 
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