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Introduction

This essay aims to explore literature and government guidance surrounding the development of a school development plan (SDP). To avoid any identifying factors, an alias for the school will be provided. This will be school X. One aspect of school X’s SDP will be critically analysed alongside the processes that are used to self-evaluate and measure progress within the school. The priority area outlined in the SDP that will be reflected upon is leadership and how it presents itself within the school environment.

It is necessary to provide a brief outline of the school context. School X is a South Wales primary school with 513 children on roll. 38.2% (Welsh Government, n.d) of the student population are entitled to free school meals (FSM). This is significantly higher than the national average which lies at 21% (Estyn, 2021). This indicates that many of the students attending school X may live in poverty as FSM is perceived to be a measure of poverty (Fitz et al., 2006). However, school X ranked highly in the standards of schools that are overcoming adversity suggesting that leadership within the school must be effective and coherent to facilitate improved student outcomes.

Literature Review

A SDP is a “school’s strategic plan for improvement. It sets out the actions a school will take to improve learner outcomes.” (Welsh Government, 2014). SDPs are informed by processes of self-evaluation that are undertaken by the school (Welsh Government, 2022). This helps in recognising particular strengths that a school may exhibit or to identify targets and priority areas that must be addressed in order to facilitate school improvement (Welsh Government, 2022). From this, action plans are created and implemented with the aim of raising standards and improving learner outcomes (Welsh Government, 2014). As SDPs are ‘live’ and continuously reflected upon (Welsh Government, 2014), action plans should also undergo constant monitoring and review to assess what level of progress is being made. 

This may prove to be a point of contention as many schools do not actively engage with their SDP on a sufficient enough basis and instead place most of their focus on external examination. Macbeath (1999) indicates that effective self-evaluation, a characteristic of a self-improving system, must be understood and constantly utilised to guide school improvement, rather than rely upon feedback from external inspection. Chapman and Sammons (2013) define self-evaluation as a process “by which members of staff in a school reflect on their practice and identify areas to stimulate improvement in areas of pupil and professional learning” (Chapman & Sammons, 2013, p.2). This points toward how a school operates as a learning organisation (SLO) and the value they place on professional learning and development. Welsh Government (2022) guidance accentuates the need for educational professionals to undertake and have the chance to undertake professional learning as a means of improving the quality of teaching and learning which reflects in school improvement. School leaders are responsible for facilitating professional learning opportunities. This will be discussed in greater depth in due course. 

Welsh government guidance (2022) stipulates that self-evaluation should be informed by the principles of progression. This involves principles to each area of learning and experience and other overarching principles. Thus, providing a framework that can be used by school leaders to design their processes for collecting and evaluating evidence regarding learner progress. All of which shares the aim of learners working toward and achieving the four purposes (Welsh Government, 2022).

Schools will collaborate with regional consortia and local authorities to determine what extra support they require to improve following the findings of their self-evaluation. Moreover, this occurs in relation to the target areas on the SDP. Furthermore, a schools’ self-evaluation should be supported by regional consortia while engaging in dialogue with governing bodies. This aids in fulfilling the accountability function (Welsh Government, 2022) which is a staple of school improvement. This signals a move away from the previous national categorisation system which exhibited negative consequences albeit unintended (Welsh Government, 2022).

Welsh Government guidance (2022) suggests that accountability is for governance purposes and predominantly concerns quality assurance with regards to the teaching and learning delivered in schools. Further to this, certain information relating to outcomes are made publicly available (Welsh Government, 2022) ensuring a degree of transparency between regional consortia, schools and other stakeholders with the goal of securing public confidence in the Welsh education system.

Leadership is a priority area outlined in school X’s SDP and will provide a focus for much of the discussion in this essay. It is necessary to provide a brief overview of leadership in education and the approach employed by the school. 

There is a plethora of educational leadership theories. Historically, transactional leadership has found itself at the forefront of this field. It involves the head monitoring and supervising teaching (Gumus et al., 2016), indicating a more authoritarian approach to educational practices within schools. Also alluding to a lack of teacher autonomy and trust from those in leadership roles. Contrastingly, transformational leadership is far more common practice currently. Transformational leadership aims to raise the quality of teaching by improving teacher capacity and dedication (Bush, 2014). This perhaps provides greater autonomy to professionals and encourages greater professional development, two facets of the new Welsh curriculum (Welsh Government, 2019). It could be perceived then that this leadership approach aligns with the Welsh curriculum (Welsh Government, 2019). Day et al., (2001) indicate that heads are largely responsible for teacher growth and should share responsibility with teachers for curriculum development.

Marks and Louis (1997) suggest that leadership models shifted to this more transformational in nature as principals and headteachers were no longer recognised as the sole source of expertise within the field of education. In contrast to educational leaders rewarding those capable of complying and meeting performance expectations (transactional leadership), a transformative model of leadership gained traction with the rationale being to raise intrinsic levels of motivation for teachers based on their own aspirations, while embracing and internalising organisational goals that would encourage that would provide further motivation for teachers to take on greater responsibilities (Bass & Avolio, 1993). Leithwood (1994) proposed that this could be accentuated further through the creation of working environments, with leaders responsible for doing so, that could facilitate inspiration and motivation for teachers to achieve the shared vision of the school. In fact, Kwan (2020) concludes that student outcomes may not improve in a considerable manner without an appropriate working environment being apparent no matter what the leadership model used. 

Despite not being reflective of a progressive society, nor a progressive education system, multiple studies (Robinson et al., 2008: Shatzer et al., 2014) conclude transactional/instructional leadership to be far more effective in improving student outcomes. However, this perhaps limits professional development opportunities which should be sourced by the schools to equip their practitioners with greater levels of training that aims to improve their quality of teaching but are not optimised in transactional leadership instances. Moreover, it is unlikely that collaboration is prioritised or utilised effectively from this leadership perspective. Collaborative processes now tend to be encouraged with school cluster schemes as an example.

Marks and Printy (2003) researched into the coexistence of both leadership models and proposed integrated leadership or shared instructional leadership. Within this, heads are seen as facilitators of teacher growth and shares responsibility with teachers for curricular development (Day et al., 2001). Professional and curriculum development are considered integral and referenced on numerous occasions on the school’s SDP. Additionally, curriculum development is listed as a priority area for school development. This perhaps suggests that shared instructional or transformational leadership best fits the school. Indeed, shared instructional leadership is synonymous with this particular school’s structure with an emphasis on “the school X way” which is reinforced in every essence of teaching and learning within the school and is outlined largely by the head of school as a figurehead. Although, from undertaking conversations regarding leadership with the head of school, distributed leadership, which shares many similarities with integrated leadership appears to be the predominant leadership model utilised within the school. 

Harris (2004) ascertains that all forms of leadership are inherently distributed. Moreover, Harris (2004) proclaims that it is useful in addressing school improvement, providing further rationale for the choice to focus upon within this essay. Additionally, distributed leadership “concentrates on engaging expertise wherever it exists within the organisation rather than seeking this only through formal position or role” (Harris, 2004, p.13). Harris (2004) offers the notion that autonomy should be afforded to professionals who are best placed to make meaningful contributions irrespective of rank. This may only be feasible if said professionals have undergone specific and appropriate training ensuring that they are informed practitioners. Furthermore, it is vital that management share and make clear the school vision to avoid misunderstandings. Scribner et al. (2007) conclude that an absence of appropriate leadership leads to issues surrounding clarity for practitioners. This proves to be significant as it is then reflected in teaching, thus inhibiting student learning. Ho and Ng (2017) deem these issues that arise through distributed leadership to be somewhat unavoidable although imply that they can be overcome through effective communication and collaboration. Sufficient engagement and communication from those in management positions can counteract these tensions as they can be foreseen or dealt with quickly eliciting school improvement.

Professional collaboration again proves to be critical in facilitating effective distributed leadership in how it can prevent malpractice from going unchecked. With added autonomy for educators, there may be fewer observations and less monitoring for teaching and learning. Although, an effective SLO which provides quality professional learning opportunities for its staff ensures effective practice to a degree highlighting the importance of professional collaboration which Leithwood and Reihl (2003) indicate can raise levels of teaching and learning. A further potential drawback of distributed leadership is that it could increase workload for teachers which is already high (Higton et al., 2017).

Effective leadership within education improves the effectiveness of teachers and student attainment (Leithwood and Jantzi, 2000). This demonstrates unequivocally the importance of leadership (Wallace, 2002). Unfortunately, much of the leadership discourse exposes an absence of concrete understanding and knowledge surrounding effective leadership.

Developing an Action Point

School X’s SDP (2022) will run from March 2022 – March 2025. It will be “reviewed updated to meet the needs of our children, staff and wider school community, on an ongoing basis” (SDP, 2022, p.5). The plan (2022) is formulated as part of the school’s self-evaluation procedures. The school makes use of the National Evaluation Improvement Resource which was agreed by headteachers within the cluster to provide consistency and allow for collaboration. The school works with senior leaders, governors, teachers, pupils and the local community to determine key priorities (SDP, 2022). This relates to quality assurance and accountability procedures and therefore is in line with Welsh government guidance (2022). Furthermore, through consulting all stakeholders, common goals are illustrated ensuring a great deal of transparency (Welsh government, 2022) is apparent while also aligning with the distributed approach to leadership employed by the school as all stakeholders are aware of what needs to be done and the means of achieving it.

Key evaluation processes include:
· Learning walks
· Listening to learners and progress reviews
· Digital and book evidence
· Data analysis (both quantitative and qualitative)
· Governor observations and feedback
· Learner and parent questionnaires
· Focus groups
[bookmark: _Hlk134539354]This balance of qualitative and qualitative data assist in measuring progress through research informed enquiry. For this to happen roles and responsibilities must be assigned. This is done following professional development conversations (PDCs) where staff become leaders after expressing interest in particular areas that relate to the priority areas and objectives outlined in the SDP (2022). This helps to combat the lack of people “willing to take on leader-ship roles in their careers” (Dempster and Lizzio, 2007. p.276) and engages “expertise wherever it exists within the organisation” (Harris, 2004, p.13).

These newly assigned leaders then develop the action plan as to how particular standards of teaching and learning will be raised. There are sprint sections where the majority of staff are aware of current goals/objectives enabling a great focus to be placed on certain goals at one time leading to improved progress. After these sprint periods, leaders continue to ‘chip away’ at the objective which are RAG rated on a consistent basis in order to monitor progress and identify outstanding goals that relate to the current priority. This highlights the whole school approach to achieving targets that represents the clarity of vision and sufficient communication that underpins this and is necessary to facilitate distributed leadership as well as an example of a self-evaluative process.

It is noteworthy to mention that there are lots of professional development opportunities made available to staff which supplements their leadership roles maximising practice in school. This displays how the school works effectively as a SLO that equips practitioners with the tools to carry out their assigned action plans. These professional learning experiences may even alter the pre-existing action plans or lead to the realisation of new priority areas to be put on the SDP. Action plans can also be altered after reviewing data on building blocks that informs where change needs to happen in order to improve learner outcomes which is the aim of an SDP (Welsh government, 2014). This, again reflects the element of reflexivity connected to school X’s SDP (2022) which is necessary given the degree of collaboration involved with regional consortia.

The timeline of progress included in the SDP (2022) supports self-evaluation through its appropriate timing and order of specific events. For example, PDCs are undertaken prior to assigning roles but also after as a means of supporting staff and acting as a progress check in/review point. Additionally, this continuous evaluation of progress helps to negate the implementation gap and prevent practical drift from coming to the fore. In addition, the SDP (2022) is designed in accordance with the financial year which helps to organise the budget and resources. Moreover, money has been set aside to improve leadership within the school through coaching and other professional development opportunities. This demonstrates school X’s commitment to improving leadership as included in the SDP (2022). The first compulsory professional development day involves learning about leadership perhaps implying that it is considered as the most important area for improvement. Other compulsory professional development experiences occur throughout the year displaying an obligation to teacher growth aimed at improving teaching and learning which enhances student outcomes (ref).

Reflection and Evaluation

Self-evaluation procedures helps combat the implementation gap within the school in terms of making change to bring about improvement. Suzawa (2013) implies that establishing quality assurance procedures within schools can often be ambiguous in nature, making it difficult to monitor and measure progress. Also, Kwan (2020) notes that teaching is often isolated in nature and is delivered by individual teachers which tends to be unobserved by those in leadership roles (Hoy & Miskel, 2008). However, with such clear instruction and direction outlined by school leaders, operational protocols are conducted with a high degree of precision and certainty (Sale, 2015) allowing distributed leadership to be successful in practice. Meyer and Scott (1992) also suggest that belief systems and staff culture are major factors that set apart well-performing and mediocre organisations. Moreover, a study conducted by Day et al. (2016) found that level of staff leadership could be predicted based on teachers’ trust. Drawn from observations and conversing with staff, trust and relationships with SLT appeared to be strong and positive. Expectedly, this influences collaborative culture amongst teachers and improvement in school conditions. This highlights how the leadership approach employed by the school is eliciting school improvement, the overarching aim of an SDP.

It is difficult to critique school X due to adversity that many of its student face. Yet, the school does an exceptional job of overcoming said adversity which derives largely from clear and effective leadership in a unique context that calls for unique approaches to be utilised that are best suited to the context that most learners from the school find themselves in.


Conclusion

This essay bettered my understanding of leadership within the educational sphere as well as the SDP process and what this involves. It is important to recognise that priority areas on SDPs may differ between schools due to the different contexts schools find themselves in that often depict what areas need to improve. SDPs are created in order to guide the direction of school improvement that ultimately leads to raised student outcomes (Welsh government, 2104). Further to this, writing this essay has shown me how particular standards of teaching such as leadership, professional learning, innovation and collaboration (Welsh government, 2019) present themselves in a school context.
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