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Introduction: 
As an educator, reflecting on one’s practice is a crucial component of professional growth (Marshall, 2019) but, it is equally important that schools partake in collective reflection to ensure that areas for improvement are both recognised and addressed school-wide (Kools et al, 2018). In Wales, this collaborative reflection process is formalised within a school development plan (SDP), thereby raising school accountability. The Welsh Government (2016) states that the SDP serves as a crucial document for raising standards of education for all learners, aligning with the goals of the recent curriculum reform. Each school customises its SDP to meet specific goals by following a structured cycle of evaluation, strategic planning, and an assessment of outcomes (Fidler, 2017). While the Welsh Government (2016) offer guidance on establishing an SDP, every school is distinct therefore their methods of evaluation and assessment drastically differ. Ummah (2018) contends that this individualised approach is a critique since it may lead to inconsistencies in how schools track progress and measure success. Nonetheless, substantial Estyn (2018) reports have consistently showcased that SDPs have the potential to bring about significant positive changes. As a prospective teacher, the researcher engaged in a review of the SDP of their placement school. This report will critically reflect on the actions, impact and evidence base of one aspect of that SDP. Specifically, how the placement school is actively striving to enhance literacy levels and reading proficiency among students. The report consists of an overview of the school context, a review of the literature regarding SDPs and literacy levels and reading proficiency, the development of the action plan, and a critical reflection. 
School Context:
The SDP in question originates from an English-medium primary school, situated in Swansea. The school caters for 580 pupils, including 74 part-time nursery pupils (Estyn, 2017, p.1). A substantial 30% of students qualify for free school meals (FSM), showing a significant deviation from the national average of 19% (Welsh Government, 2022). In addition, the school recognises 28% of students as having additional learning needs (ALN), closely mirroring the national average of 25% (Welsh Government, 2022). Notably, nearly all students speak English as their first language. The documentation of the SDP was carried out by the senior management team in the 2023 autumn term, with involvement from a wide range of stakeholders including staff, school governors, parents, and pupils. 
Literature Review:
The following discussion will offer a detailed analysis of essential elements involved in formalising a school development plan (SDP), along with an evaluation of existing literature concerning low literacy levels and reading proficiency. 
School Development Plan (SDP):
As evidenced by Estyn (2018), SDPs are transformational. For instance, the schools, Rogerstone Primary, Sketty Primary, and Solva Community Primary, were identified as in need of significant improvement in 2013, and their SDP played a crucial role in facilitating this improvement upon later review (Estyn, 2018). As the Welsh education inspectorate, Estyn (2018) is considered a reliable and authoritative source. Crucially, Chapman and Sammons (2022) suggest that self-evaluation, within a coherent framework supported by structured data collection, is a crucial factor in advancing school improvement through SDPs. According to Van Der Bij et al (2016), effective self-evaluation must encompass both quality assurance, which involves identifying areas for improvement, as well as quality improvement, which offers ideas on how to enhance performance. Karagiorgi et al (2015) study supports this assertion, with further analysis indicating that the optimal approach for obtaining this information is through multimethod data collection. Notably, they place greater emphasis on evidence derived from empirical research (observation and documentation of patterns and behaviour). Karagiorgi et al (2015) explain that it offers diverse perspectives and insights that enable the school to identify cause and effect relationships between the quantitative data (data derived from statistics). This understanding is crucial in the strategic planning process when formalising a school development plan. As outlined by Bernhardt (2017), the strategic planning process is a systematic approach to defining the organisation’s mission and objectives, as well as the strategies and actions needed to achieve them. Leveraging data-driven decision-making in the strategic planning process allows schools to make evidence-based decisions and prioritise resources effectively to drive school improvement (Bernhardt, 2017). Prominently, Nicdao et al (2020) emphasise that the success of the strategic planning process relies on the commitment of the stakeholders involved. Stakeholders are those who have influence, involvement, and impact on the SDP process (Fidler, 2017). In the past, stakeholders were primarily restricted to senior management and school governors (Albrechts, 2024). However, the Welsh Government’s response to the recent education reform has led to an increased recognition of the value of co-production, highlighting the need to involve families and communities more extensively in the SDP process (Welsh Government, 2016). Research by Padros et al (2019) signifies that co-production leads to greater innovation and improved accountability as diverse perspectives and expertise are leveraged. While Poekert (2016) agree, they add that effective leadership is required to acquire such benefits. In particular, they discuss traits from the transformational leadership theory (Burns, 1978). They elaborate that transformational leaders are able to inspire and empower stakeholders to actively participate in the co-production process, fostering a sense of ownership and investment in the outcomes – thus aligning with the Welsh Government SDP guidelines. Poekert’s (2016) journal draws upon a diverse range of quantitative and qualitative data, indicating its credibility and reliability. Ultimately, the SDP requires careful consideration of various key components such as the self-evaluation methods and stakeholder involvement, as these elements are crucial for achieving transformation and success in school improvement initiatives. 
Literacy Levels and Reading Proficiency: 
In recent years, there has been a significant decline in literacy levels and reading proficiency among students in Wales. Research from the annual “What Kids Are Reading” report by Renaissance Learning (2023), which surveyed 20,000 children in Wales, revealed that students are reading significantly below their chronological reading age. Due to the large sample size, the source benefits from high reliability. Meanwhile, one case study uncovered that 4 out of 10 children are functionally illiterate at age 10 (Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council, 2020). While this case study only represents a small portion of Wales, such evidence is supported by global statistics. The latest PISA results indicate a significant decline in reading scores in Wales (OECD, 2022). Given PISA’s reputation as a global respectable assessment tool, these findings are particularly substantial and have concerning implications. The Welsh Government recognise this trend and has set improving literacy as a sub-priority of their national mission (Welsh Government, 2022). Despite efforts, Wales is often outperformed in the PISA tests – falling below average. Nonetheless, the University of Bedfordshire’s (2021) research argues that the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the decline in literacy levels, with disruptions in traditional schooling, the introduction of the new curriculum, and limited access to resources and support. Evidence collated by the National Literacy Trust (2021) reinforces this. They outline that – since COVID-19 – those from low-income families have fallen 4.6 months behind their peers academically, which increases to 9 months by the time they leave primary education. The implications of this are that children from lower-income households are disproportionally affected by the widening literacy gap. Substantially, the Children in Wales (2022) annual report identified that 34% of children in Wales are living in poverty, highlighting the pressing need for intervention. The World Literacy Foundation (2021) claim that this has further consequences in later life, as those with poor literacy skills are more likely to remain in poverty in adulthood. In contrast, 79% of teachers expressed that students are entering reception unable to speak full sentences, causing them to fall further behind other children (Save the Children, 2018). Their research indicates that the literacy gap is not solely attributed to the COVID-19 pandemic, but rather to parental engagement. Hemmerechts et al (2017) findings uncovered similar trends. However, parents expressed – in a survey – barriers such as a lack of support in fostering their children’s literacy skills. Overall, the literature suggests that there is an urgent need for literacy improvement nationwide. 
Developing an Action Point:
The following discussion will address the measures taken to identify the priority – to improve literacy levels and reading proficiency – in the school development plan (SDP).
The enquiry into low literacy levels and reading proficiency was initially highlighted by the newly appointed headteacher in 2021. The headteacher recognised a deficiency in the school’s adherence to the updated Welsh curriculum and sought to rectify this discrepancy. As identified by the literature, enhancing literacy skills aligns with the Welsh Government’s (2022) national mission. Subsequently, the senior management team assessed literacy skills’ using the Minister’s Tests across the phases. The findings revealed that 40% of students were reading at their chronological reading age – thus correlating with the Renaissance Learning (2023) findings. Subsequent to this, the headteacher employed a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods for data collection to initiate a process of self-evaluation for strategic planning. In line with Welsh Government (2022) guidelines, self-evaluation methods were employed half-termly. Initially, the senior management team appointed training for staff and delegated staff to conduct joint lesson observations across the phase groups. Patzer (2023) outlines that classroom observations have many benefits for professional development. They outline that it allows for opportunities for constructive feedback and support – thus fostering an environment where teachers can reflect on their practice, gain expertise, and adjust work towards improving student learning experiences. The observation highlighted an imperative for staff training, specifically pertaining to the utilisation of the ‘Read-Write-Inc’ scheme used by the school. Previously, students were inconsistently receiving sessions on ‘Read-Write-Inc’ with rotations of staff and mixed-ability groupings. As evidenced by Post et al (2014), rotating staff can lead to inconsistencies in teaching styles, expectations and communication among pupils. In agreement, Guterman and Neuman’s (2021) study highlights that pupils thrive from routine. Consequently, the ‘Read-Write-Ink’ procedures were revised so that students worked with those of their own ability – thus allowing the facilitator to challenge the groups appropriately. Likewise, the observation underscored the necessity to introduce a comparable yet more suitable approach for students facing literacy challenges in key stage 2. The language, literacy, and communication area of learning experience (AoLE) lead was delegated to external observations and training – from which the school adopted the ‘Toe by Toe’ scheme to begin in Spring 2022. Notably, ‘Toe by Toe’ is a relatively new scheme – developed for those who struggle with dyslexia and poor phonic knowledge – therefore, there is little evidence of its effectiveness. O’Rourke et al (2021) report that word reading accuracy improved by 16.8months after 4 months of implementing ‘Toe-by-Toe’ for those aged 7-11 – signifying a drastic improvement. Nonetheless, more research is needed. 
Following the observations and revision of the current literacy interventions employed by the school, the senior management team devised a staff and pupil questionnaire. Results of which strongly influenced the strategic planning process of the current SDP (2023). First of which, staff revealed in the survey that pupils are not consistently reading at home. Since the school provide reading material for students to take home, the results indicate that there is a lack of parental engagement. Fenton et al (2017) emphasize the importance of parental involvement in education. They elaborate that parents are key stakeholders in a child’s learning journey; therefore their input could greatly influence the success of educational initiatives. Similarly, the results unveiled that reading is a high priority in every classroom, with every class dedicating 20 minutes to individual reading time. However, it was noted that for some students, reading was seen as more of a chore than a choice. These findings underscored the importance of cultivating a love of reading to encourage students to engage in the activity both inside and outside of school hours. Crucially, the school engaged with a variety of stakeholders including parents, governors, and staff to collaboratively develop goals and actions to be put in place. The literature shows that engaging with a wide range of stakeholders is advantageous as it enables the creation of a unified vision and instils a sense of ownership in the goal to be pursued (Nicdao et al, 2020). Fidler (2017) elaborates that this can enhance engagement, support and commitment across the community. This proved to be critical since teachers had previously expressed a lack of parental engagement in relation to students’ reading at home. 

After the strategic planning process, the stakeholders formulated three primary initiatives to commence in January 2023. One such action involves providing regular, termly training sessions for staff members, ensuring that they are equipped to provide support to students and parents. Given the recent curriculum reform, this will be advantageous as teachers will benefit from exposure to diverse perspectives and new pedagogical practices (Marshall, 2019). The second action is for students across each year group to attend a session at the local library every half term. Church’s (2018) quantitative study discovered a positive correlation between the number of books checked out, regular library visits, and reading comprehension, particularly among those who qualify for free school meals. This has substantial implications for students given that a significant portion of students at the school qualify for FSM (30%) and that there is a high correlation between FSM eligibility and illiteracy – as evidenced by the National Literacy Trust (2021). Lastly, the team established a structured routine for monitoring the ‘Read-Write-Inc’ and ‘Toe by Toe’ schemes to ensure that they are implemented effectively. Overall, the school made strides in enhancing its literacy interventions, staff training, and partnerships with external organisations based on a comprehensive data collection process and close collaboration with stakeholders. 
Reflection and Recommendations:
Among the mixed method data collection, it was noted that the school missed an opportunity to delve deeper into parent perspectives. While they collaborated with parent governors during the strategic planning process to develop actions, they could have benefitted from a wider range of viewpoints to inform such actions. This would have been particularly useful as the teachers expressed a lack of parental engagement in relation to students reading at home. Pfost and Heyne (2023) indicate that parental engagement enhances students’ enthusiasm to learn. REF add that a parent survey could highlight barriers that parents are facing in continuing student learning at home. Moreover, Sun et al (2011) outline that the anonymous nature of a survey may allow for more valid results since there is no pressure to respond in a specific way – also known as the Hawthorne effect (Sedgwick and Greenwood, 2015). In response, the school could involve the parents in the delivery of their actions. For instance, parents could also be given the opportunity to engage in library visits with their children. Pfost and Heyne (2023) study revealed that parents became more confident in supporting their children’s literacy development after attending a library workshop. McDermott et al (2013) add that the involvement of outside agencies – like the library – could help parents recognise the importance of learning outside of the school. Peterson et al (2018) outline challenges to this, stating that there is often a low response rate from parents during workshops. They elaborate that those – especially from low-income families – display “school avoidance behaviour”, where parents have a fear or aversion to engaging in school-related activities or workshops. Similarly, it may be difficult for parents to attend due to work commitments. Despite this, action can still be taken. . For instance, virtual resources could be provided for parents to access at their convenience. Overall, the school have made great efforts to support the development of literacy skills and reading proficiency, but there were missed opportunities. 
Conclusion: 
To conclude, the processing of developing and implementing a school development plan (SDP) requires effective collaboration and evidence-based decision-making. By engaging with a wide range of stakeholders, conducting thorough data collection, and implementing targeted interventions, the school has taken significant steps to improving literacy levels and reading proficiency among students. As the SDP actions are newly integrated, there is a great need for further evidence on its outcomes thus far. Notably, there were missed opportunities to delve deeper into parent perspectives – which was outlined as a recommendation. The engagement with the task has allowed the researcher to gain insight on what it means to engage in a whole-school reflection process. The experience has deepened the understanding of the complexities surrounding literacy levels and reading proficiency in schools – which will prove beneficial in their future teaching career. Moving forward, the researcher aims to conduct regular self-evaluation, build engagement with families and communities, and prioritise evidence based strategies. 
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