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The focus for this assignment is to explore and critically reflect on how a school develops and evaluates the effectiveness of a specific aspect of their school development plan (SDP). The school will be referred to as ‘School A’ throughout to ensure that the BERA guidelines are adhered to which will ensure confidentiality and anonymity, (BERA, 2018). School A is a large primary school situated in a deprived area in Pembrokeshire, consisting of over 500 pupils. The school has fifteen classes, including two learning resource centre (LRC) classes and fulltime nurture classes. In terms of a specific aspect of the SDP, School A’s second priority will be the focus for this assignment. Priority area two in the SDP is to ‘improve pupils’ and teachers’ daily use of Welsh in the classroom and improve standards of Welsh in each cohort’. A critical reflection on the actions, impact and evidence base surrounding this priority will be discussed throughout.

A school development plan (SDP) is an informed, strategic plan for improvement by which schools follow a reflective cycle of self-evaluation, strategic planning, actions for improvement and reviewing impact, (Welsh Government, 2014). The main objective of school improvement is to provide learners with the greatest possible learning experiences, as a means of achieving high standards for all, (Welsh Government 2022). To achieve this objective, it is recognised by Estyn (2016) as essential for all schools to address the common tasks at each stage of their developmental process. These include identifying a vision of the school, continuing professional development and improving teaching, honest self-evaluation and providing governors with clear analyses of the schools’ performance. This suggests that establishing a clear purpose for the SDP and ensuring that it is shared and understood by all involved within the process is pertinent to make sustained improvement, (Welsh Government, 2014). As highlighted within the document, the SDP functions as a three-year rolling plan which sets long-term goals for the school by establishing and ordering different targets by priority over the three years. This provides the school with a focus and allows them to organise their time efficiently through planning. The school development process allows the school to carefully consider the actions and strategies they will utilise to improve learner outcomes and achieve its targets. It can also be argued that a development plan allows those involved to focus on specific aims of education, providing an approach which captures the vision of the school, (Hopkins and Hargreaves, 1991). This suggests that planning to achieve specific priorities will allow practitioners to shape their teaching to support individuals and improve against the school’s vision. Research reveals that schools that addressed aims and priorities through developing action plans had a stronger impact on pupil attainment in comparison to other methods, (Demetriou and Kyriakides, 2012). This indicates that setting a clear, accessible action plan to address areas in priority is paramount to school improvement and learner progression.

As previously addressed, the aspect of the SDP that will be explored throughout is priority two, improving the daily use and standards of Welsh across the school. As part of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, seven well-being goals have been put into place. One aim is to become a Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language in which the Welsh language and culture are protected and participation in the arts, sports and recreation is encouraged. One of the National initiatives in Welsh education is to reach a million Welsh speakers by 2050 to ensure that the language is thriving and used in each aspect of daily life, (Welsh Government, 2017). This national strategy aims to reach this potential growth by increasing the use of Welsh in the workplace, socially and become a greater part in statutory education. In 2013 – 2015, the percentage of the population with the ability to speak more than a few words of Welsh was 10 per cent. As stated in this document, they aim to increase this to 20 per cent by 2050 therefore suggesting that more movement in the Welsh curriculum is vital in order to achieve this target and ensure the younger generation to continue the language. There is significant evidence that proposes that children acquire language through the implicit memory system, a basic human learning and primal knowledge acquisition mechanism (UNRIC, 2022 : Reber, quoted in Jin, 2014). As implied by the UNRIC (2022), children appear to acquire new language skills through passive awareness and consolidate their learning into memory quicker than adolescence and adulthood. This suggests that through more exposure of the Welsh language in early education, effective progress to achieving the Welsh target is realistic. The Welsh Government (n.d) claim that children develop bilingual skills with great ability if they are given daily opportunities to develop their knowledge, understanding and use of the language as this allows them to become fluent and confident. This further strengthens the Welsh national strategy to immerse children in daily use of incidental Welsh as familiarisation and active practice of the language can strengthen their chances of acquiring the Welsh language.

In line with the vision of Cymraeg 2050, the Welsh Government (2017) designed an action plan 2017- 2021 to set out their direction for Welsh development. One strategy outlined in the action plan is to develop the Welsh language skills of practitioners to enable them to teach through the medium of Welsh and allow them to embed the language into everyday teaching. Providing training for practitioners in Wales is essential to ignite the growth of Welsh, improving the teaching and learning of this subject. Through Welsh language development in education, practitioners are able to encourage a sense of belonging and heritage, aid children in understanding the Welsh culture and provide children with further opportunities socially and culturally in Wales, (Welsh Government, 2008). Within the ‘Languages, Literacy and Communication’ area of learning in the new Curriculum for Wales guidance, teachers are provided with descriptions of learning in which pupils progress throughout their development. This supports teachers in their delivery of the Welsh language, providing them greater opportunities to support Wales in achieving its goal of Cymraeg 2050.

School A undertake several processes to self-evaluate the impact of their actions and strategies aimed to improve the teaching and learning outlined in the SDP priorities. The Welsh Government (2014) view self-evaluation as central in school improvement and learning outcomes. To determine the priorities they wish to develop, a whole-school discussion in staff meetings allows them to pinpoint improvements that need to be made. For priority two, they explored expertise that different practitioners had to offer which allowed for teachers who are less confident and possibly reluctant to using the Welsh language to seek appropriate advice and support. Additionally, School A took into account any resource implications, cost and funding that they could use to further support the development of this priority to provide teachers with training opportunities and use beneficial resources to aid them in this journey. As a team, the school created a vision for what success would look like upon achieving this priority which has allowed them to plan strategically for further improvement and consistent reflection. 

As suggested by the Welsh Government (2014) School A evaluates their performance annually to identify how they are performing, what areas of strength they have, what improvements need to be made and what actions they need to take in order to improve. Within the school’s self-evaluation process, questionnaires were distributed to all practitioners which allowed for an honest reflection of their use of incidental Welsh. Using this and pupil feedback as a baseline, the school agreed on the next steps for improvement. School A carefully considered the best courses of action to achieving priority 2 through strategically planning tasks. Literature claims that strategic planning provides the opportunity to understand strengths, weakness and opportunities to develop in education, (Chang, 2008) which indicates that through critical reflection allows for actions and strategies to be put in place to instigate progression. School A set a time period for when the strategically planned tasks will be delivered for the priority, the cost of resources and the evidence base they deem appropriate to measure the impact and effect. Goldstone (2022) reflects on the types of collaborative reflective practice, including peer review and pupil feedback, which School A values as part of their evidence base. In terms of the process of strategic planning, as a team they ensured to carefully select suitable dates in the school calendar to examine the progression. These dates provide opportunities for the senior leadership team to discuss with learners, conduct lesson studies, observations, questionnaires and conduct book scrutiny to measure the impact of the strategies delivered across the whole school.

It is recognised that collaboration is paramount to the culture of self-improving schools, embedding this into their reflective practice and allowing all stakeholders to contribute to school improvement, (Goldstone, 2022). School A established those involved in achieving the priority, ensuring to involve all stakeholders in the process. Some stakeholders include pupils, parents, school staff, governors, LEA and other neighbours of the school. Research suggests that involving stakeholders in this reflective cycle can develop opportunities for critical friendships, collaborative reviews, alternative perspectives and meaningful evaluations which ultimately lead to school improvement, (Brighouse and Woods, 1999). Subsequent to measuring the impact or progress made against the priority area, the headteacher ensures to report back to the relevant school governors. 

In terms of data analysis, School A compares the evidence collected across the school and refers back to the reflective cycle, reviewing what progress has been made and what still needs to be done. They also ensure to compare different approaches teachers may have taken and share their findings back to other stakeholders such as the relevant governors to ensure that everyone is aware of the next steps for future improvement. A possible recommendation is that the school could trial a data analysis approach such as thematic analysis in which in depth exploration of evidence and perspectives of the approach can be examined and coded to measure the impact. Thematic analysis is a method for ‘identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns within data’, (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This approach can avert researcher bias as the process allows the data to reveal itself through emerging themes. Reflection on one’s own performance can be challenging, especially for schools as their perspective is internal and this may cloud their judgement, making them under or over critical of their progress, (Spalding, 2023). Therefore, following a data analysis method such as the six-staged process of thematic analysis could support School A in their reflective cycle. Thematic analysis allows for a deep exploration of the data, coding and compare perspectives and experiences, reviewing themes and the opportunity for an extensive analysis, (Braun and Clarke, 2006). However, it could be argued that this process is time consuming and could be a complex task when evaluating the impact of the priority.

When considering what School A has done to support the development of priority two, several strategic plans were put in place. School A decided to provide staff with several training opportunities which will support both, professional development and learner outcomes. Part of School A’s training follows the scheme ‘Tric a Chlic’ which was part of their strategic plans within the SDP to make progress against their priority of improving Welsh. This programme provides teachers with opportunities to understand how to teach Welsh sounds, build strategies to read Welsh words, encourage fluency in Welsh speaking and reading, and learn interactive teaching methods, (TricaChlic, n.d). In spite of this, my personal observations of these sessions were that the pupils appeared disengaged with the repetitive process and they seemed to struggle with their Welsh more when this was introduced, possibly due to learning individual sounds rather than key words and vital sentence structures. A practical suggestion could be to engage learners through creative Welsh language games to reinforce language patterns, improve social skills and enable participation of less confident children, (Estyn, 2013). Advocates of this suggestion may argue that children learn through active engagement in play as they become deeply involved, feel free to communicate and build deeper understanding and learning from others, (UNICEF, 2018). This indicates that children unconsciously learn through play as they are unaware that they are learning. Therefore, creating contexts in which children can practice their Welsh language skills through social activity can support them in their development. This directly supports Vygotsky’s theory of social interaction and cognitive development, (McLeod, 2023) suggesting that children will learn from more knowledgeable others and develop their Welsh skills through social engagement.

Nonetheless, the school have began to implement other approaches outlined in their SDP such as adopting the MARS EARS approach to teaching the Welsh language across the school. The school aim to provide staff with additional training opportunities of this approach and learn how to teach language through different stages. The stages are modelling, awareness-raising, receptive processing, structured production, expansion, autonomy, routinisation and spontaneity, (O’Donnell, 2020). This method allows children to imitate, listen, read, practice and reinforce language through scaffolding, structured games and repetitive activities. This strategic plan could be extremely beneficial for the children to develop their language skills and understanding. 

Another step that School A implemented was creating a Criw Cymraeg which is a team involving pupils from all year groups across the school as an initiative to further improve the use of Welsh. This team lead a weekly assembly introducing new language patterns and supporting others to use the Welsh language both inside and outside of the classroom, (School A, 2023). Research implies that pupil voice groups like Criw Cymraeg can increase pupil engagement, improve relationships, better communication, and involve the pupils in the school community, (Pulis, 2016). I think that this is an appropriate action as this involvement could motivate pupils and encourage enthusiasm for learning Welsh.

School A run an asymmetric week, in which teachers have professional learning opportunities on Friday afternoons. As part of this, the school’s Welsh lead introduces different ideas for teaching Welsh in the classroom as part of this priority. However, I think that the teachers would benefit from more outside agency support in which professional programmes or projects are trialled and utilized within the school. Although the staff meetings embrace ways in which Welsh can be used in the classroom, this is difficult for some practitioners whose Welsh language skills are considered poor. Thus, I believe that prior to brainstorming methods of teaching Welsh, intense training and language learning for teachers is vital in order for them to enhance their professional learning and deliver worthwhile Welsh lessons to their pupils. The Welsh language Sabbatical Scheme assists practitioners in improving their Welsh-language skills, learning terminology and developing proficiency and confidence in using Welsh bilingually, (Welsh Government, n.d). 

In terms of School A’s processes of self-evaluation, data analysis and strategic planning, I think that the school work closely with their SDP and collaboratively aim for school improvement. Through engaging with this assignment, I have been provided the opportunity to explore and gain a deeper understanding of how School A develops an aspect of its SDP. Additionally, I have enhanced my knowledge on the potential actions, impact and evidence base that schools in Wales follow when striving for improvement. In terms of what I have learnt from this experience, I understand the importance of self-evaluation and reflection, involving all stakeholders in the process and ways in which schools collect and evaluate data to inform future priorities. With regards to the future, the literature explored throughout this assignment has influenced my professional learning. I have acquired a greater knowledge of strategic planning and different actions schools can undertake particularly when focusing on developing the Welsh language. Finally, I will ensure to continue my research of the effectiveness of school improvement planning.
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