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ECAD7003 Part 2
Learners, Schools, and Communities: Where Am I Teaching?
How a school develops one aspect of its School Development Plan: A report that critically reflects on the actions, impact, and evidence base.

Introduction
“The disappointing PISA 2009 results sparked a national debate on the quality and future of education in Wales” (OECD, 2017, p. 11). Welsh education has seen an array of reforms since the 2009 PISA results. These reforms were extensive and spanned across the educational sector from the highest level in the Welsh Government to individual school planning reforms (OECD, 2017). These reforms aim to improve the standard of education children and young people receive in Wales to ensure they receive a balanced education regardless of their background (Welsh Government, 2020). This essay will focus on the School Development Plan (SDP) of a PTE2 school. The school will be referred to as Ysgol X throughout this essay per BERA (2018) guidelines. This essay will explore the literacy aspect of Ysgol X’s SDP, emphasising how Ysgol X identified literacy as a target for development and what they are doing to improve student literacy. This essay will also explore generally the process Ysgol X undertook in creating their SDP and critically commenting on appropriate elements of this process.
Ysgol X is a Welsh medium school located in South Wales. Ysgol X has below-average numbers of students who are eligible for free school meals at 14.6% and with identified ALN at 19.1% (Estyn, 2022). While the Estyn (2022) report mentions that students’ literacy skills are developing well across the school, they do state that many students have literacy levels below what is expected at their age.

Literature Review
BERA (2022) explains that SDPs are internal documents designed to develop school improvement, learning, and accountability; they are created by and for the school. SDPs should set objectives the school will fulfil to achieve its targets (Welsh Government, 2014). The technicalities of SDPs are relatively flexible, according to the Welsh Government (2014), as long as the school sets out a strategic plan to meet its requirements. SDPs are not standalone documents; they are part of a continuous process of setting a vision, self-evaluating, strategic planning, making improvements, and reviewing impacts (Welsh Government, 2014). SDPs have been highly influential in allowing school improvement, with Estyn (2018) cataloguing numerous case studies on their impacts on schools across Wales.
The way schools think about SDPs has changed recently as the self-evaluation element was reshuffled to be more concise and personal (Estyn, 2019). By removing the bureaucracy associated with self-evaluation, schools could focus on identifying critical aspects needing improvement. Schildkamp (2019) expresses that schools should clearly define specific and measurable goals regarding improvement. Schildkamp (2019) elaborates further that schools can achieve this by using data to lead school improvement. While the use of data is important, Estyn (2019) does warn against over-relying on data which can stop schools from recognising shortcomings. Schools must be honest with themselves, create plans to genuinely improve their students’ education, and discourage low expectations and excuses (Welsh Government, 2020). Welsh Government (2021b) has also emphasised the importance of schools targeting the increase of Welsh language acquisition in their plans to meet the goal of a million Welsh speakers by 2050. 
Criticality and accountability are essential elements in creating an SDP after the decentralisation of self-evaluation. BERA (2022) and Brighouse and Woods (1999) highlight the importance of having ‘critical friends’ to offer unbiased, critical perspectives and to ensure accountability through the SDP process. Criticality and accountability can be expanded by involving stakeholders (Welsh Government, 2014). Involving stakeholders also increases the likelihood of realising school targets, with Estyn’s (2020) case study revealing the benefits of including all staff in the SDP process. While Estyn’s (2020) case study demonstrates the benefits of involving all staff members, it is arguably not as effective as it could be because it fails to include stakeholders from all levels, such as board members, students, parents, and non-teaching staff (BERA, 2022) who are particularly important for keeping the school’s values, culture, and vision in mind (Schildkamp, 2019). 
Literacy will be an aspect of many schools’ SDPs as Wales continues to lag behind the rest of the UK in their PISA results, despite significant improvement (Welsh Government, 2019). Literacy encompasses individuals’ reading, writing, spelling, and comprehension skills, which are vital for students to reach their full potential as they are required for virtually all activities (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019a). Ofsted (2013) expands upon this by stating that literacy is more than the mechanics that define it. This suggests that schools should develop literacy beyond basic skills and target student skills in deep thinking, analysis, and communication. Developing literacy is a priority for Welsh Government, which has developed a national programme to tackle low literacy skills, especially for students in deprived areas whose economic circumstances “has enormous influence on children’s literacy” (Welsh Government, 2016, p, 20). This is particularly true for Welsh literacy, with Welsh Government (2017a), Welsh Government (2017b), and Welsh Government (2021a) highlighting the national mission of a million Welsh speakers by 2050, a mission in which schools and their development play a vital role.
Regarding targeting literacy in SDPs, the Education Endowment Foundation (2021) emphasises the importance of including provisions for developing literacy across subjects in secondary schools. In layman’s terms, every teacher should be seen as a literacy teacher. There should also be provisions for lower-attaining students because a weakness in one literacy area affects others. The Department for Education (2018) provides evidence-backed examples of the interventions schools can implement to meet their literacy targets, such as writing, comprehension, and computer-based interventions. They also emphasise the importance of ensuring a smooth transition from primary to secondary, as this is when student progress often declines below expectations. It is important to note that interventions must be meaningful; they do not automatically generate results. The Department for Education (2018) demonstrates this by revealing that the evidence surrounding phonic intervention, summer schools, and blended interventions do not support their use as methods of literacy attainment.
Interestingly, the Education Endowment Foundation (2019b) reveals that excessive measures are not as effective as basic interventions, with reading assistance during lessons being very beneficial for developing literacy. This may put schools in a peculiar situation regarding the interventions they should implement. However, this further demonstrates the importance of self-evaluation, and schools should have a deep understanding of the specific problems they face and be able to decide on strategies that focus on these specifics. Ofsted’s (2013) survey demonstrates the effectiveness of targeting literacy in schools, especially secondary schools that employ literacy interventions across subjects. These findings again support the Welsh Government’s advice of implementing whole school approaches to developing literacy: “Subjects, topics and themes outside of English, Welsh and mathematics lessons provide invaluable opportunities for the application of literacy and numeracy skills” (Welsh Government, 2017c, p. 6).

School Development Plan
The SDP discussed here was created by Ysgol X’s English department. The objective in focus is the need to increase student confidence in expressing themselves; this is one of the many objectives the department has created to meet their (and the school’s) target of developing student literacy (Ysgol X, 2022). The need to further develop literacy was deduced from meetings between senior leaders (SL) and the head of department (HoD) and from the recommendations of the Estyn (2022) school report. SLs discussed student attainment data with the HoD and organised observation to better understand the situation. These meetings are continuous and happen at least once every half term, which is essential according to Welsh Government (2021c) which emphasises that the self-evaluation process should be continuous. The mix of quantitative student data and qualitative observational data in the decision-making was an essential balance because it aligns with the Welsh Government’s (2022a) expectations of honest data-driven planning. With this target confirmed, the HoD met with every English teacher to develop strategies to increase student literacy. Every teacher was responsible for creating a strategy that would be compiled into the overall plan. This is vital as including the whole department aligns with Estyn’s (2020) recommendations and allows for coherent provisions to be implemented throughout the department.
The HoD also made full use of multiple stakeholders in designing strategies. The main stakeholders consulted were staff from other AoLEs, students (student’s voice), and critical friends from other schools, all of which are influential inclusions according to Demetriou and Kyriakides (2012), Welsh Government (2021c), and Welsh Government (2022b). The critical friend is a fascinating inclusion as it allows for a different perspective and the comparison of techniques. Also, students’ voice is critical in these decisions because the strategies implemented will target their development. The two strategies implemented to increase student confidence in expressing themselves were inspired by student feedback. The two strategies implemented by the English department of  Ysgol X (2022) to increase student confidence in expressing themselves were guided reading tasks (completed) and a student-led project (ongoing). 
The guided reading task involves a booklet based on a novel that students work through independently. There are activities to complete after every chapter, and students must read the book to each other in pairs and then discuss and work together to complete the tasks as groups. This task aims to develop student reading, especially independent reading, and increase student confidence in expressing themselves by requiring students to communicate to complete the tasks in the booklet. This strategy was heavily inspired by student input from the previous year, and the recommendation of novels to read was also provided by students (Ysgol X, 2022). Using students’ voices in decision-making is imperative because it concerns decisions involving them and ensures that schools do not over-reliance on data, which Estyn (2019) highlights as a potential problem. Discussions with the HoD revealed that the guided reading tasks had been successful across the year groups. Student feedback revealed that they thoroughly enjoyed the tasks and reading the novels. Student attendance also rose during the guided reading sessions, and student independence and confidence appeared to increase as teachers reported that student discussions increased and student reliance on the teacher decreased as the term progressed. Following the guided reading activities, students scored higher on spelling and reading comprehension tests. The development of literacy witnessed by the English department is in line with the benefits experienced by other schools in Estyn’s (2018) case study.
The student-led project is currently ongoing. Each year group is given a theme, and students must design and create a project to display at an English fair. For example, Year 7 students must create a ‘Welsh theme park’ and advertise it with a stall – think traditional American science fair stalls as a reference. Because this is a student-led project, they have free range to design their parks however they like as long as it fits into the theme given. The stalls will be displayed at a local community centre. Estyn (2018) highly recommends including school trips in the development process, especially for literacy development, because students can write and talk about their experiences. This project aims to further develop student literacy by building on the progress made from guided reading and having students use these skills in a ‘real-world’ practical context (Ysgol X, 2022). This idea was materialised through cooperation within the school. The humanities department successfully utilised a similar project to meet their cross-curricular literacy objectives. Following the Welsh Government’s (2021c) recommendations of sharing effective practices across the curriculum, the English department observed the humanities fair and implemented a similar measure to meet their literacy targets. As this is an ongoing project, results regarding its effectiveness are not available. However, staff have expressed that the group project has resulted in students continuing to develop their literacy skills. Once the project is concluded, the department will conduct similar spelling and reading comprehension tests.

Reflection and Evaluation
According to most of the literature, the SDP process Ysgol X has taken is positive and practical. Ysgol X holds regular meetings between SLs and HoDs and utilised a mixture of qualitative and quantitative data in their self-evaluation process, which is recommended by the majority of literature such as Estyn (2019), Welsh Government (2021c), and Welsh Government (2022b). While Ysgol X’s SDP process utilises a healthy variety of data like formal, informal, result-based, and ‘big data’, all of which Schildkamp (2019) recommends, the English departments’ SDP appears only to employ repetitive data such as observations and test scores. Ysgol X’s English department should work closely with the SL responsible for school data to plan effective data collection methods to better self-evaluate and measure impact.
Ysgol X also implements a whole-school approach effectively in the school and departmental SDPs, allowing for greater cooperation and better improvement across the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2017). Ysgol X also made appropriate use of multiple stakeholders to ensure the needs of the school were being considered without disregarding the school’s ethos and culture, which is endorsed by Schildkamp (2019), Welsh Government (2014), and Welsh Government (2021c). However, while the English department utilised critical friends in their SDP process, no such process was explicitly mentioned when discussing Ysgol X’s SDP. This is an area that Ysgol X should consider because BERA (2022) and Brighouse and Woods (1999) explicitly discuss the importance of critical friends in offering unbiased and different perspectives on the processes schools undertake to ensure improvements.
Regarding the provisions the English department put in place to develop student literacy, the strategies and results thus far demonstrate good practice and are inductive of what the Department for Education (2018) and Welsh Government (2017c) expect from literacy development interventions. The department’s provisions also comply with the Education Endowment Foundation (2021) by incorporating reading strategies and collaborative work. There are areas where the department can improve. There are no specific provisions for lower-attaining students, especially those impacted by poverty, which the Welsh Government (2016) specifically states are a demographic needing more assistance in the national literacy programme. Another consideration the English department needs to address is the bridging from primary to secondary. The Department for Education (2018) highlights that the transition from primary to secondary is a period where “progress for some pupils can be below what would be expected” (p. 5). To decrease the likelihood of lost progress during this period, the department (and the school as a whole) should think of strategies to ensure students continue to develop as expected when they settle into secondary school. Finally, a simple recommendation is also to highlight the basics. The department’s SDP details practical projects and strategies. However, as the Education Endowment Foundation (2019b) explains, simple interventions such as reading assistance can impact students more. The department’s SDP should explain how simple interventions like reading assistance are also incorporated into literacy development. Considering Ysgol X demands that their SDPs be live documents on the recommendation of the Welsh Government (2014), the English department often adjusts their SDP and can take on any recommendations if they deem them appropriate.

Conclusion
In this assignment, I have explored the policies and recommendations surrounding developing SDPs and improving literacy skills in students. I have learned that while the self-evaluation process has been decentralised, its role in the creation of SDPs is more critical than ever, with the effects of COVID still hampering student literacy. Regarding Ysgol X and its English department, I have learned that they make informed decisions in all the processes of creating an SDP and work cohesively as a school to meet their targets. I have learned that every staff member needs to be involved in creating the SDP and that everyone is responsible for ensuring literacy development. Regarding my development, understanding the SDP process and how staff members are involved was vital because it will be required to help achieve the goals of the schools I work for in the future. It was also vital that I learned about literacy development strategies because literacy will likely be a component of any school’s SDP, especially as an English teacher, where developing literacy is an everyday requirement. With my understanding of the SDPs and literacy development strategies, I can offer the English departments I work for valuable ideas and begin to implement strategies into my teaching so that my students have the best education possible.
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