


How a school develops one aspect of its School Development Plan: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.
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School development planning aims to increase the quality of teaching and learning through innovation and quality improvement changes to achieve the school’s long-term goals (Hargreaves and Hopkins, 1991; Fidler, 2000). It is complicated and challenging, and individual to each school (Whelan, 2009; MacGilchrist, 2004; Hargreaves et al, 2014). The school is a large inner-city secondary school, in an area of significant socio-economic deprivation. Approximately 70% of pupils have English as an Additional Language, 32.7% of pupils are eligible for free school meals and 35% of pupils have a special educational need, all of these values are significantly above the national average (Estyn, 2017). The school development plan, under the key point “to develop leadership across the school”  the school plans to increase pupil “independence and resilience” details “to develop a responsive range of PACE opportunities for all pupils” as a key action required (School X, 2019). 
One of the areas of focus for the school is to promote academic and community excellence (PACE), to ensure the impact of socio-economic deprivation on the pupils is minimal. The school does this through many different ways, a large focus is to ensure families and the wider community are involved and supported by the school wherever possible, and to provide valuable learning experiences for pupils outside of the traditional classroom environment. There is also a specific medical PACE program, where medical students from a local university come into school to tutor year 9 and 10 pupils. The aim of the initiative is to raise aspirations, provide role models and work with pupils and their families to overcome the discrepancy in representation of students from socioeconomic deprivation attending university or higher education (HE).  
Educational policy has often been described as involving frequent and extensive reform, but resulting in minimal change (Payne, 2008). There has been a tendency within Wales for overzealous reactions to new ideas and legislations before considering the real capacity for change and needs of the individual school (Rutherford, 2009). 
School development planning came about after several influences came together at the end of the 1980’s (Earley, Fidler & Ouston, 2017). It was intended to be a method for schools to self-improve, according to the needs of its pupils and staff, this is in contrast to the strategic planning of a school, which takes a more clinical look at the school as an organisation, its basic position and future (Earley, Fidler & Ouston, 2017). The Education Reform Act 1988 had a huge impact upon English and Welsh schools as it involved the relocation of responsibilities for aspects of educational planning, such as financial, staffing recruitment, retention and training and pupil numbers) away from LA’s and into individual schools and their governing body (Earley, Fidler & Ouston, 2017). There remained high hopes for the development of Wales’ position on the global stage, following devolution in 1999, however its status remains in doubt (Morgan, 2019). Wales is still considered a “lagging region” of the United Kingdom, with a GDP per capita approximately 72% of the UK average (Drakeford, 2012). 
The National School Improvement Plan Wales consists of a national Professional Learning Community (PLC) (Harris & Jones, 2017). In 2008, the School Effectiveness Framework (SEF) was introduced and consequently a statement of national purpose was produced by WAG, head teachers and LA’s. In 2011 the performance of Welsh pupils in the PISA tests was drastically poorer than had been expected, consequently a “20 point plan” was produced by the then Minister of Education Leighton Andrews and the LNF was developed shortly after in 2012 (Harris & Jones, 2017).
The use of large international assessments for comparisons, such as PISA are of mixed usefulness in relation to school development (Harris & Jones, 2017). On one hand, the completion of these assessments produces a wealth of data from which much can be learnt, however, this is often associated with policy borrowing (Luke, 2011; Harris, Jones & Adams, 2016). Policy borrowing from other countries has been associated with at best mixed success, successful policies tend to be tailored to the needs of the specific schools and pupils and consequently do not necessarily produce the same results in different environments ( Whelan, 2009; Morris, 2012; Auld & Morris, 2014). 
The OECD review in 2014 reported that the strict testing carried out in Wales on pupils aged up to 14 years placed significant risk that teaching practice would evolve into “teaching to the test” and that pupils would become maladapted to alternative types of learning, thus hindering their personal development. It was argued that in order to combat this, significant changes would be required to both curriculum and pedagogy within Wales, and it was following this that the Welsh Assembly Government ordered the Donaldson review of 2015 (Harris & Jones, 2017; Morgan, 2019). 
School development planning continued to develop, and according to Hargreaves and Hopkins (1991) remains an effective method to increase the quality of teaching and learning through innovation and quality improvement changes. This process should be a cyclical model, consisting of four stages. Firstly, ‘audit’ involving establishing exactly where the school is currently, followed by ‘construction’- deciding what changes are possible, suitable and would be most beneficial to the school. The third stage is ‘implementation’; planning how these changes will be implemented over time, how they will be managed and what the targets are. Finally, ‘evaluation’ involves the measurement of the success of these interventions (Hargreaves & Hopkins, 1991). It is important to distinguish between school development planning and strategic planning for schools. Strategic planning refers to the planning towards an organisation’s long-term goals and aspirations (Fidler, 2000).  It is important to note there are different legal requirements and legislative boundaries which apply to schools and not other types of organisations, and funding is determined by the quantity of pupils who attend, and is independent of the specific needs of an individual school (Fidler, 2000). Successful school development planning must be a collaborative process- teachers and headteachers working together to encourage open-minded thinking regarding practice within education (Earley, Fidler & Ouston, 2017; Priestley et al, 2017). 
[bookmark: _Hlk38037827]Introducing change both within individual schools and more widely into education systems is highly complex and challenging (Whelan, 2009, Hargreaves et al, 2014). Every school is different, and the culture of a school determines its ability to create improvements (MacGilchrist, 2004). This goes some way to explain the huge differences in academic thought on the most efficient method for improvement. 
One academic argument is that the individual classroom is where change needs to happen to be most impactful on an education system as a whole, importantly not because teaching practitioners do not meet the required standards but simply because every practitioner has the potential to improve somehow (Harris & Jones, 2017). Meaningful and lasting changes to professional educational practice are most likely to be successful in an environment where a systematic approach is taken to encourage teachers to research, reflect and evaluate collective action (Cordingley, 2016). However, a ‘top-down’ model of education change, found in cultures such as the United Kingdom and the United States, remain commonplace, regardless of the mixed evidence (Fullan, 2011). 
Approximately 20% of the population in contemporary Wales are officially living in poverty, with a further 30% living close to this (Egan, 2016). Unfortunately, poor academic achievement is indicative of children of families living in poverty in Wales. Consequently this hinders the chance these children and young people have of obtaining high-quality employment (defined as the ability to provide for themselves and immediate family, contribute to their community and provides an opportunity to escape poverty) (Blanden & Gregg, 2004; Dickerson & Popli, 2016; Egan, 2016). Consequently, schools operating within challenging circumstances are frequently the epicentre of intervention (Harris & Jones, 2017). 
Stress within families, as a result of low household income, has been found to result in children spending time each worrying, limiting the time they are able to spend learning and/or playing, and this has been described by the Royal College of Paediatric and Child Health (2017) as having “a little part of their childhood being taken away”. It is argued within the literature that school improvement, however effective, do not possess the ability to achieve this, moreover placing a huge emphasis on family and community engagement with schools, and ensuring support is given effectively to those who are in most need (Egan, 2016).
The four purposes of the new curriculum describe the holistic learning outcomes educators intend pupils to achieve by the end of their compulsory schooling and are associated with the aims and objectives of the educational system as a whole (Donaldson, 2015; Priestley et al, 2017). However, due to the broad and somewhat generic nature of the four purposes, they have been described as ‘vague’ (Priestley et al, 2017). Donaldson (2015) stated that the new curriculum also needs to develop the wider skills of pupils; this includes critical thinking, problem solving, generating and exploring ideas, and behaving appropriately in various situations. 
The engagement of a pupils’ family and wider community is imperative for the individual’s success throughout school and should always remain a long-term goal (Egan, 2016; Quezada, Alexandrowicz & Molina, 2018). However, increasing the presence of families and communities within schools, and their involvement in school events can be complicated and difficult to achieve (Watson, Morgan & Curry, 2019). There is some evidence that suggests that after school club attendance has minimal impact upon the academic achievement of pupils in elementary or middle schools (Dynarski et al, 2004). 
After school club programs have increased in popularity and diversity over the past 25 years (Deutsch et al, 2017) and their attendance has been associated with many benefits such as; increased academic achievement, developing peer relationships, increased self-confidence, a positive change in behaviour, emotional competence and a general increase in social development (Lacey, 2016). However, the gap between theory and practice remains wide in this area of educational practice and although there is evidence to support these types of programmes as beneficial there is a lack of evidence within the literature on how particular programs are aiding development of the young people who attend, and how they could do even better (Deutsch et al, 2017).
Glover et al (2018) undertook an investigation to study the impact of a European Union (EU) funded Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) project in a Welsh school. The project involved female pupils ages 12-16 years and aimed to promote study and career options within STEM and was delivered by female professionals, acting as role models for the pupils. Their findings were overwhelming positive, the pupils involved reported being more aware of the career options available to them within STEM. Pupils also felt that there was an improvement in their wider, transferable skills such as problem solving, teamwork, and communication. The participants (both pupils and attending teachers) reported that the female only activities contributed to the challenging of stereotypes and were positive role models for the pupils (Glover, Harris & Jones, 2018). 
Progression to higher education (HE) for many pupils and their families is a complicated progress, often associated with confusion and a lack of understanding or clarity regarding the options and process of moving into HE, which is why the provision of accurate information, advice and guidance is so imperative for these families (Thompson, 2019). 
Encouraging school environments, positive relationships with family, teachers and peers as well as adults in the wider community are all aspects of positive youth development (Leffert et al, 1998; Smith, Witherspoon & Osgood, 2017). Personal aspirations are important as they are a sign of the freedom to aspire, a valuable aspect of personal development (Hart, 2016). Aspirations are often considered to the ambitions of individual, however, they are likely to be the result of a complicated interaction between the individual, the societal expectations of that individual (perceived or otherwise) and the influence of others close to the individual (Winston, 2008).  A UK study undertaken by Hart (2012), looking at a mixed gender cohort of 17-19 year olds (n=580) revealed that 1 in3 participants had aspirations that they had never shared with anyone else, and 1 in 4 participants sometimes afraid to share their aspirations with others. 
The number of pupils leaving compulsory education opting to study HE has increased drastically over the past 50 years, however, there remains apprehension about the accessibility of HE for pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds (Chowdry et al, 2012). 
On the other hand, there is evidence within the literature to suggest the socioeconomic background of a pupil is not as influential a factor as previously thought. Chowdry et al (2012) findings indicated that it was the prior academic achievement of pupils which determine their progression to university or not. Studying the test scores of pupils at ages 11, 14, 16 and 18; those pupils who scored similarly had a similar possibility of being enrolled at a university at aged 18-19, regardless of their socioeconomic background. The study concludes that the inequality of representation at university level of young people from varying socioeconomic backgrounds is mainly a consequence of the poorer academic achievement of pupils throughout their school careers. 
The mechanisms by which poverty leads to lower educational achievements is not well understood (Naven et al, 2019). Living in poverty as a child has been shown to be associated with impairments to working memory, shorter attention spans than their peers and with higher distractibility and this naturally makes school more challenging for these pupils (Evans & Schamberg, 2009). Gayle et al (2002) concluded that the discrepancy in representation of young people from varying socioeconomic backgrounds at HE institutions remained statistically significant, even with consideration of academic achievements throughout school. The literature base also acknowledges that there are many additional barriers that young people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds face when considering HE or university (Connor et al, 2001; Forsyth & Furlong, 2003; Quinn, 2004).
There is confusion among the evidence base as to the mechanisms by which socioeconomic deprivation causes harm and further research is required to develop a more robust understanding of this,  in order to produce more efficient means of overcoming this, and more suitable school development plans.
This project works with pupils to look at their aspirations, and how to make thee achievable and how to overcome obstacles. A survey of 849 secondary school pupils in England found that ethnic minority pupils have higher educational aspirations than those from white working-class backgrounds (Winston, 2008). The relationship between aspiration and achievement is complex, potentially these could be completely parallel, with one not corresponding to the other in any way (Winston, 2008). Therefore, it is important that this is delivered. 
The findings detailed within the National Careers Council (2013) showed that the ambitions of young people were often unrealistic, with pupils from a lower socioeconomic background more likely to experience this confliction. This supports the current school’s position of only inviting pupils who are in the highest ability sets to attend this type of workshop, as it prevents pupils for whom medicine is not a realistic option the disappointment of discovering this later on. However, it would be possible to expand the project to include healthcare professions, in order to support more pupils, of mixed ability into higher education and meaningful employment if that matches their interests. This would also limit the many pupils, and their families, that could benefit from this type of support to consider university application as a viable option for themselves.
To conclude, there are many barriers facing pupils from socioeconomic deprivation succeeding in school (Naven et al, 2019). School development planning, although a highly complicated process aims to limit the impact of this by improving quality of teaching and learning, in a way which is needed by that particular school (Hargreaves and Hopkins, 1991; Fidler, 2000; Whelan, 2009; MacGilchrist, 2004; Hargreaves et al, 2014).  Much like schools are individual and require individualised development plans, pupils are individuals, with individual obstacles to overcome in order to achieve their best educational outcome. Therefore, it is imperative that, as is done by this school, a variety of strategies are put in place to achieve this. Community involvement in schools has been shown numerous times to be hugely beneficial to all parties involved and should be encouraged wherever possible (Quezada, Alexandrowicz & Molina, 2018; Thompson, 2019). 
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