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



Introduction 

Throughout this assignment, my concentration will be directed toward a school's development plan (SDP), wherein I will engage in a critical reflection on the structural aspects of SDP development. The Department of Education (2020) refers to the term SDP as a strategic plan for improvement. The SDP must outline the school's priorities, the primary actions it intends to implement to raise standards, the resources it plans to use, how much and what it wants to achieve. Following the recommendations provided in BERA (2018), the school's right to privacy was acknowledged, and their entitlement to anonymity and confidentiality were honoured. Therefore, I will refer to this school as School X.  School X is a designated Welsh-speaking school located in South Wales. The school has 344 pupils on roll. The school also has a wide catchment area. School X has 16.4% of pupils who are entitled to free school meals. The school has a good attendance percentage of 95% (My Local School, 2023).  

After reading School X’s SDP, I have decided to focus on the priorities that were listed in their SDP plan. The priority I will be looking at is to continue to improve pupils' Welsh oral skills. The reason for me choosing this aspect is because there is a target for Wales to reach 1 million speakers by 2025. Whilst on placement I became more aware of how many children within school X couldn't speak Welsh. The Welsh government (2022) stated that 51.3% of children between the ages of 5 and 15 could speak Welsh. I believe that this figure could be higher and would like to gain a better understanding of what school X is doing to encourage this.

Literature Review

The school development plan sometimes known as the school improvement plan describes how the school plans to improve. It outlines how a school will improve learner outcomes. The school's SDP will contain the school's improvement priorities and short- and long-term targets based on its regular self-evaluation and contextual data. SDPs outline how the school plans to achieve targets, based on its priorities, and how to use its available resources, including funding. Regular updates are essential for this document to accurately mirror the school's advancements in addressing its priorities considering the most recent performance information. The school's development plan must also explain how it intends to develop the school's staff, including those temporarily placed at the school (Welsh Government, 2022). The school will focus on addressing national priorities such as improving language skills and numeracy standards in education, as well as mitigating the impact of poverty on educational attainment. The Welsh government (2022) issuing school improvement guidance, wants schools, local authorities, regional consortia, Estyn, and diocesan authorities to implement and test the approaches to school improvement. According to Bell (1998), an SDP enables schools to implement changes efficiently, enhancing the quality of teaching and learning standards. McNamara (2002) provides backing for this theory, in addition to allowing schools to address their current priorities and needs, they encourage the use of a school development plan. Additionally, McNamara (2002) states that for an effective SDP, a school needs to implement an effective planning cycle around its visions, morals and aims, implying that an SDP will change repeatedly. Fernandez (2009) also states that careful planning can help schools become more self-assessing and develop evaluation procedures for ongoing evaluation. However, researchers like Bell (2002) have criticized the nation's belief that formal planning can produce substantial improvements in schools. 

Curry (2007) suggests that an SDP template does not always require analysis of student attendance data, for example, may prompt fewer educators to address chronic absenteeism among students. SDP templates that lack provisions for family-school-community engagement strategies may result in fewer educators dedicating time to cultivate relationships beyond the school environment. This suggests to me that the school may benefit from communicating with the community before deciding on their final SDP.  Cox (2015) states that schools can face several challenges whilst completing their SDP. It can be difficult if the schools' educational practitioners do not have the correct skills or knowledge this can make it difficult as creating SDP is a highly technical process.  Furthermore, Bell (2002) highlights one key element of the implementation, asserting that rigid and inflexible plans are typically associated with compliance and stakeholder participation rather than improving pupils' performance. 

After having a meeting with the head teacher, one of school X's priorities for 2022- 2025 is to improve pupils' Welsh oral language skills. School X was not alone because many schools in Wales have a similar priority due to the target of one million Welsh speakers by 2050 the pandemic may also be considered as many teachers have noted concerns over pupils' progress. Some children felt that their Welsh language skills were "on pause" during the COVID-19 pandemic (Bangor University, 2023). 

The Welsh government has set an ambitious challenge they believe is worthwhile to have one million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2020). The government has set out actions to reach this target, they want to increase the number of Welsh speakers. increase and widen opportunities for people to use their skills and create an environment where everyone will want to use the Welsh language (Welsh Government, 2020). To reach this target, the Welsh Government will increase Welsh-medium early years provision to support progression into Welsh-medium schools. They also aim to expand the proportion of each school year group that has access to Welsh-medium education and employ more teachers who can speak Welsh (WJEC, 2020). The idea comes from Strubell (1991) who suggests that the "vitality of a language hinges on the interaction between several interdependent elements which generate growth".  

School X is supporting the Welsh government's goal of a million Welsh speakers by 2050 by implementing this as a priority in their SDP. WJEC (2020) suggests that individuals who speak both Welsh and English are at an advantage and tend to achieve well at schools as they can read, write, speak, and understand the Welsh language. Like Strubell (1991) Chomsky's theory of language argues that the human brain allows for the capacity to learn and use different languages. He also argued that language development was solely influenced by environmental factors. 

As well as advantages Rhys (2014) explores the disadvantages of speaking the Welsh language. She argues that children from non-Welsh-speaking backgrounds can't reach their full potential in Welsh medium schools. Another disadvantage is that pupils in English-medium schools are less likely to connect with the Welsh language with 54% saying it's not part of their identity. Although this figure may be higher than expected 58% of pupils say that speaking Welsh or being bilingual will help to find jobs although this figure may be higher for many pupils, they say that confidence is one of the reasons that they don't speak Welsh and that the classroom is the only environment where they engage with the Welsh language (Arman, 2023). 

Developing an action plan 

Skill development is one of the most important policy areas devolved to the Welsh Government. A strong lever for tackling poverty and driving job creation and growth is skills, in conjunction with policy actions that support individual employability. Within a school's planning cycle, it is imperative to integrate several key stages to establish a clear vision of the objectives the school seeks to achieve, as outlined by the Welsh Government (2014).

The cycle begins with self-evaluation, where schools consider how to improve their performance in the future. All stakeholders must understand and share the school's purpose to make sustained improvements and move forward. Chapman et al (2022) state that the self-evaluation stage of an SDP enables staff to contemplate their methods and identify areas for enhancement in both student and professional learning. School X conducted a self-evaluation by examining their most recent Estyn inspection report from 2022. The report indicated that many of the pupils' fundamental skills fell below the average, emphasizing the need for improvement in Welsh oral skills. Furthermore 'Drilio Disglair' and 'Sgleinio ein Sgwrsio' methods are used across the whole school daily to improve pupils' Welsh oral skills, for example, their discussion skills. School X also provides a child from each class with a certificate 'Cymraeg Cwl' every Friday. After discussing this method with staff they said that there was a big difference in the amount of pupils that are trying to speak Welsh as they want to win this certificate.  There has been a great deal of effort put into improving the pupils' Welsh oral skills at all levels at school X. To prepare for their next Estyn inspection, school X could use the government's (2014) recommendation to research and compare schools that report excellent Welsh oral skills.

The strategic planning phase in the development cycle is the next step. For this stage to be effective, it is crucial to engage all school partners and stakeholders, ensuring active participation from everyone in the creation of their SDP. According to Day et al. (2019), the concepts of leadership, management, and administration exhibit overlap and have received varied emphases over time and in different contexts. Additionally, Freud (2018) suggests that effective school leaders can influence their schools positively by establishing an inclusive and welcoming environment for everyone. This environment should support children when they are experiencing difficulties both inside and outside of the school setting. Pruitt (2023) supports this notion, asserting that educational leaders with significant influence play a crucial role in fostering relationships among teachers, staff, and students, thereby cultivating mutual respect. However Gray (2023) argues that many leaders have ineffective communication skills, resistance to change, lack of vision, poor management and have difficulty fostering an inclusive and supportive environment for both children and staff. This is when schools have behavioural issues due to the lack of discipline and motivation among staff and other students. Engaging with staff, pupils and the wider community will help governing boards get to know their school and to be able to trust that they can make robust decision making. David Hopkins (2009) once said 'Every School a Good school' This policy was set out to help schools and teachers in their work to raise standards and overcome any barriers that students may face. School X completed this part of their plan by buying into programs such as 'Drilio Disglair' and 'Sgleinio ein Sgwrsio' so that each teacher and student has access to additional Welsh language programs, these programs are full of games and fun activities for the children to do to encourage the Welsh language within the school. They also provide further training for teachers on inset days where guest speakers come in and discuss how learning Welsh can be made more engaging for pupils. From being in the school and discussing with teachers many said that they don't always have time to go through these programs with the class, and they also feel that these programs aren't suited to every class. Moving forward school X should consider holding a meeting with all involved with the school and look at new programs that could suit all classes or even allow set times when children have the chance to go through these programs with the class teaching assistant. 

The third stage of the SDP involves implementing improvements and taking necessary actions. As the school staff has been consulted during the preparation of the SDP, they are well informed about their responsibilities (Welsh Government, 2014). The Welsh government (2014) emphasizes the significance of the SDP incorporating clear details regarding actions, accountability, timescales, and responsibilities. This approach helps prevent confusion and ensures the optimal utilization of resources. After looking at school X SDP I can see that they have clearly outlined who is responsible for what duties and what resources are needed this helps the school run smoothly. In their SDP, there is a designated column titled 'Responsible person', aiding staff in identifying the appropriate contact for assistance with specific aspects of the priority I am looking at. Additionally, the school displays posters featuring key staff roles throughout the school, making it evident that they prioritize the well-being of their pupils when planning the SDP. For school X to monitor the Welsh oral skills of all pupils they have set dates within their SDP where the headteacher and deputy will observe lessons and speak to the children. This provides an opportunity to assess if the lesson planned by teachers contributes to the improvement of children's Welsh oral skills. Engaging with the students allows for a first-hand understanding of the overall Welsh proficiency within the school. Based on this insight, adjustments can be made by introducing additional strategies or evaluating the effectiveness of the existing ones.

The final stage in the SDP cycle involves evaluating the impact of the live document. The governing body takes on the responsibility of reviewing and monitoring the progress made toward meeting the set targets. It is recommended to incorporate a statement within the SDP that explains how the school achieved its improvement targets in the preceding school year. As well as the headteacher and deputy observing lessons school X also allow the staff that are responsible for the language side of the curriculum to monitor lessons and give feedback on what they think could be done to improve Welsh oral skills within the school.

Reflection and Evaluation 

Upon reflection, School X has employed various strategies to enhance Welsh oral skills in a diverse range of approaches. The plan clearly outlines the objectives for each year group and the corresponding strategies set in motion to attain them. The school also ensures that the parents of the children are aware of the priorities by putting them on the school website, the school also uses Twitter as a way of showing parents what strategies are in place to support their priorities. 

School X has also made the collective decision to implement language interventions, recognizing their potential benefits for pupils facing challenges with the Welsh language. However, it is important to acknowledge that there are disadvantages associated with this strategy. It can become time-consuming for the teachers and some of the pupils may feel embarrassed about being taken out of class for these interventions which may then make it less effective. To overcome these challenges each class could set allocated time slots on their timetable so that these sessions are carried out as a whole class. This would also make it fair for everyone. 

Since implementing this priority into their SDP school X has also invested in Rhys Locke who is a teacher development officer. He provides Welsh language nights for teachers to give them ideas on lessons. He also does nights where he reads to parents to better their Welsh so that they can help the children at home. Lastly, he visits each class takes them outside e to the yard and provides them with ideas and new games that they can play through the medium of Welsh. Due to him taking the children outdoors, there are benefits. Tebbs (2022) states that besides boosting confidence, social skills, communication, motivation, physical skills, knowledge, and understanding, outdoor learning has been shown to increase children's self-esteem, self-confidence, cooperative abilities, and positive attitude toward learning. Although the teachers are there when these sessions are delivered, when the children are playing in the yard daily, they aren't encouraging them to play these games and use the Welsh language. If the staff of school X worked together, I believe that the Welsh language skills of the children would be even better. 

Conclusion 

In summary, I believe that School X has effectively adhered to the legislation and policies outlined by the Welsh Government (2014) resulting in them creating a successful SDP.  Looking at my chosen priority which was 'continue to improve pupils' Welsh oral skills' it is clear to me that school X has carried out effective ways and carefully thought about how they were going to achieve this priority. I believe that school X considered how children 4 years old to 11 years old will benefit from the strategies that have been put in place and considered a variety of strategies that are suitable for all ages. Completing this essay had deepened my comprehension of how I intended to seek advice from the education system and professional networks to enhance my skills and improve my teaching methods, aiming to enhance the Welsh oral proficiency of children. Furthermore, I now possess a more comprehensive understanding of what an SDP is and its essential components. Moving forward, I am committed to regularly incorporating this insight into my teaching practices during my upcoming placement and in future roles.

Abbreviations 

SDP – School development plan
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