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

Introduction 
This essay will critically reflect on an individual School Development Plan (SDP). An SDP is a document made by the school after self-evaluation, which they use to set out objectives for evaluation, improvement and accountability that will deliver sustainable school improvement. This will help schools give learners the best possible learning experiences and outcomes, whatever their background or circumstance, to achieve high standards. The process is in line with the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022).  This essay will focus on one aspect within the chosen school’s SDP and reflect on the action, impact, and evidence base of what the school has done. The aspect that will be the focus will be how the school provides opportunities to develop all learners’ independent skills. This essay will review relevant literature on developing independent learning skills and link appropriate theories and information to the findings. 

School A, is located in the South Wales Valleys with 430 pupils in the school. There are 104 pupils (24.2%) in the school who are eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) which is more than the national average of 23.8% (Welsh Government, 2023). The school identifies that there are nine learners with ALN within the school. The school is in a low socio-economic area. These are all factors to consider when looking at the chosen aspects of the SDP and considering how they will affect it.


Literature review 

When researching and understanding what an SDP is, it is critical to understand why it is important. Welsh Government (2014) suggested that an SDP is a whole school approach, which will reflect upon its performance, identify priorities for improvement, develop strategies to address them, act, and review progress and impact. Northern Irish Government (2023) states that an effective SDP is a clear and simple way to show the school’s priorities, that can be measured and reviewed. The process ensures having the pupils at the heart of the priorities that will raise the standards of their education. When looking at the two different statements from the Welsh and Irish governing bodies, SDP is a collective approach for the whole school to ensure the best education possible for their learners to thrive in the school. Kilminster (2021) states that every school’s SDP is different, but the most important is that it is based on evidence of where the school is at, and what it can realistically achieve to best support its learners. Oakes (2017) et al., state that understanding your location and community surroundings is vital for a successful SDP. It is important to acknowledge the wider school impact and how every school stakeholder can be affected. 

The key aspect that has been identified within the chosen school SDP are improving the learner’s independence skills. Immerse Education (2019) describes independent learning as a method or process of learning that gives learners ownership and control over their growth. There are many ways that teaching can be deemed as creating an independent learner. Mullings (2023) suggested that independent learners should require several skills such as providing learners with opportunities to self-monitor and use questioning as scaffolding for independent learning. Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of cognitive development suggests that learners need to seek out knowledge from more knowledgeable others.  This knowledge is then internalised by the learner and creates a collective dialogue between the learner and more knowledgeable others. Therefore, Vygotsky believed that a key way for learners to develop is with others more knowledgeable and to collaborate. This coincides with Mulling’s (2023) belief in scaffolding. Vygotsky would agree to ask questions to gain more knowledge These are key abilities to help become an independent learner. Meyer et al., (2008) had similar findings that concluded the same abilities to what have been discussed to become a successful independent learner, but then discussed the importance of the role of the teacher to help the learners to achieve this. Teachers should offer models of behaviour to show the learners how to behave correctly. Furthermore, teachers providing feedback both verbally and in writing have found that it improves many abilities such as Communication, thinking and problem solving and most importantly improves confidence in the learner to go ahead and work independently by having the skills and confidence to do so. 

Rahayu et al., (2022) discussed the effect of the Covid 19 pandemic and lockdowns on learners and how their independent skills have developed since then. The findings suggest that learners independent use of technology increased during the pandemic, but their literacy and numeracy have not progressed. Lau et al., (2021) believe that important skills such as independence have been affected by parents who lack the knowledge on how to educate their children correctly. Through no fault of the parents, teachers are now ‘picking up the pieces ‘ in the aftermath of Covid 19. This is suggested by Schwartz et al., (2020) that teachers have noticed that learners who have returned to school after the pandemic are those that have been affected the most academically are those who come from a disadvantaged background. The latest figures show that 28% of children in Wales are living in poverty (Children in Wales,2023). Therefore, there is still an importance to ensuring that all learners, particularly those disadvantaged by background or circumstance that have returned since COVID-19 19 have success criteria in place to help the learners develop key skills in particular their independence to help them in future life.

Developing an action point 

School A’s SDP is primarily based on recommendations that Estyn suggested from their inspection report. There were three recommendations set by Estyn after the inspection was completed and one of those was to ensure that teaching consistently provides opportunities to develop pupils’ independent skills. Estyn (2018) states that they strive for independent learning for all, in line with the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales. These targets became the driving force to ensure that all schools develop learners' independence skills. This is how School A self-evaluates this year’s SDP as they set out to create an SDP at the start of the academic year.  Subsequently, School A reviews the SDP at the end of every academic year to measure the impact of the targets set out and if they believe as a school they have achieved the targets. School A additionally have termly meetings to assess where the school is at with each target and what they have achieved during the term. Harwood and Frohlich (2017) state that a proactive teacher in school will impact positively the learners by having resources and strategies in place to help them thrive in school. School A strategic plan success criteria for each target. Therefore, when it comes to reviewing the plan at the end of the academic year, they can look at the success criteria and measure whether they believe they have achieved them or if there is room for improvement. 

School A believes that a massive part of the success of learners in developing their independent skills is ensuring most teaching is good or better. By having the school self-evaluate every staff member's performance and identifying their strengths and weaknesses there can be training, and strategies put into place to create a better teaching team. Ross and Bruce (2007) discuss how important the power of self-assessment is within education and how a teacher who successfully self-assesses themselves and their work can have a huge influence on their classroom teaching and the processes of their learners. If a school or teacher doesn’t require this element of self-evaluation, there be no self-evaluation done therefore, no progress has been made, and teaching will stall. This is supported by Day's study (2002) which teaches forever self-evaluating and learning. Darling-Hammond (2003) suggests that developing good teaching in school and keeping them at the school will only benefit everyone around them and raise everyone’s standards in the process. 

Working collaboratively with other teachers is discussed in School A’s SDP success criteria. School A does this by having work scrutinises occur across the school to ensure that teachers and pupils have constant expectations. This is an efficient way to involve key stakeholders of the school. Odhiambo and Hii (2012) suggest that teachers are key stakeholders in the school, alongside parents, governors and other members of the community surrounding the school. Kyriakides et al., (2015) state that all stakeholders have an impact on the school’s actions and success going forward and that all opinions of any stakeholders should be considered for the direction of the school. Therefore, all stakeholders should work collaboratively by being involved in the development of a school’s SDP and agree on the priorities and the actions of how they will succeed.  


Schildkamp (2019) suggested that the use of data in the school and researching the data can help make decisions when making improvements for schools. If the data is researched appropriately, it could help identify targets that the school set out. Bowers (2011) argues that despite acknowledging the importance of analysing data for setting targets for learners to hit, the school must look beyond ‘data on the screen’ and look at other factors. School A set out that most of their more able learners are those able to score 110+ in most of their standardised assessments. School A uses data analysis by setting out a goal for the more able learners to achieve. This is not always the best approach, Feldman (2020) suggests that schools should not solely focus on grades and that other aspects are arguably more important such as wellbeing or developing learners for real life and beyond grading. It is important to understand that analysing data and setting grade standards for learners to achieve which School A has done.  It is essential to set other targets and success criteria therefore the school can self-evaluate which they can then strategically plan for and involve all stakeholders’ stakeholders appropriately.  

Reflection and evaluation 
What school A does with good with the targets is assign teachers to individual targets to oversee the progress of the target to ensure that the school is improving term by term with the targets. A suggestion to better this is to not only assign teachers to oversee the targets but to get other members of the school to contribute to achieving these goals such as teaching assistants or learners in the school to get their perspective as an SDP is a whole school approach (Welsh Government, 2022). By doing this you could then extend the offer by involving other stakeholders within the school such as members of the governing body. 

There is a heavy influence on the school to provide challenges for learners in the school particularly those who have been identified as more able and talented (MAT) by Estyn’s inspection report. Therefore, it has been made a priority by the school to ensure challenges for MAT learners. Watson (2020) argues that you should seek challenges for those identified as MAT as this will lead the MAT learners to become more engaged to stretch themselves and excel in their potential and personally create an atmosphere where all learners are motivated to improve. During the school meeting at the end of the Autumn term, they reflected on how successful they have been to this point. They have identified that all staff have received training to elevate all learners’ independent skills and to challenge particularly those who have been identified as MAT learners. Additionally, school A has assessed every learner. This has given the class teacher a clear picture of the learners’ needs and ways forward for their development. However, there is an argument that if the school have a strong focus on challenging MAT learners’ other learners within the school, particularly those who are of lower ability, could be forgotten about. As a result, they could be affected by not having the focus on them and could result in not achieving their potential within education. Bloom (2017) reports that low-ability learners are suffering from the switch of support given to MAT learners to stretch and challenge them as low-ability learners being grouped together based on ability has a negative impact on these learners. Research has shown that low-ability learners lose confidence and become discouraged in the classroom. This is an important balance to have as a school to have all learners’ needs and challenges met with the appropriate strategies and pedagogical approaches, whether they are MAT learners or low ability.

Conclusion 
In conclusion, fostering independent learners is a crucial aspect of educational development and integrating it into an SDP School A has shown the importance of developing today’s learners for independence in an ever-evolving world. The chosen aspect of independent learners emphasizes the cultivation of critical thinking, self-motivation, and problem-solving skills among learners. Along with the knowledge of how a school develops an SDP and all the aspects that go into constructing an SDP. 

Moreover, the experience has reinforced my belief in the transformative power of education. By prioritizing the development of independent learners, schools can prepare students not just for standardized tests but for a lifetime of learning and success. As I embark on my professional journey, I am committed to incorporating these insights into my practice that I have witnessed in School A and my own practical suggestion on the chosen aspect. Throughout this experience what I have learnt will help to promote a culture of independent learning and contribute to the broader goal of preparing future generations for the complexities of an ever-evolving world. To ensure all learners have wide and well-round journey through the education system.
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