7003 Part B: How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.

In order for schools to continue to develop practice, there must be a School Development Plan (SDP) that will guide the school to its intended destination. Fullan suggests that practitioners are responsible for “influencing change toward some desired ends” (Fullan, 1993, p12)  in order to benefit learners. Guidance from the Welsh Government (2014) suggests that schools need to set “challenging” goals for both short and long term. In doing this, it allows for effective planning that can be evaluated and reflected upon as time progresses.
This essay will focus on the process of the SDP, specifically in relation to the development of practitioners. In Wales, “Professional Learning” (Welsh Government, 2017) is one of the five key principles for effective teaching. This was clearly reflected in the SDP to be discussed in this essay, as it stated that differentiated training will be provided to staff to ensure that all are teaching to a good standard.
In line with the BERA guidelines (2018), the school will remain anonymous. The school consists of over 1200 pupils. Of this number, only 10% of learners are eligible for Free School Meals (FSM) and 4% speak English as an Additional Language. Both of these statistics are considerably lower than the local averages.
Fullan (1993) suggests that practitioners should be “change agents”  in order to assist in improving school practice. However, Fullan also acknowledges that an issue in relation to this is the rigorous systematic approach when it comes to SDPs. Often the “crucial stakeholder” of the SDP (Schildkamp, 2019, p268) is the person who is in charge of the school. This can often be difficult as school leaders have extremely high workloads and the SDP requires an extremely high amount of deep thought. In some circumstances, other aspects of the role may be prioritised which can subsequently lead to a lack of effective planning (Meyers & Van Gronigen, 2019, 274). This could have a knock-on effect which would prevent the plan from being as optimally successful as it could be. One suggestion by Schildkamp (2019, p268) is that leadership roles in relation to the SDP should be delegated. In delegating these responsibilities, it can encourage practitioners to feel “empowered”, as they are taking an active role in effecting change through the SDP. It also prevents a situation where the school leader is overwhelmed with tasks, which may allow for more meaningful and effective planning.
The purpose of the SDP is to ensure that schools are “raising standards of education and improving learner outcomes” (Welsh Government, 2014). Therefore, targets set within a SDP must be meaningful and purposeful. A common issue found within SDPs are targets that are aimed towards assessment scores. The issue with these types of goals are that they often exemplify a “lack of authentic engagement in the school improvement planning process” (Meyers & Van Gronigen, 2019, 274). These types of target may not diagnose the underlying issues that need to be addressed in order to improve a school, and as such shows a lack of deep “consideration”. A study by Fernandez (2011, p361) establishes how a well thought SDP is directly linked to the improvement of learner performance. Therefore, if the aim of a school is to improve learner performance, there also needs to be a critical evaluation into any root causes, which can permit schools to determine how they intend to address this target.
Andragogy can be defined as “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1980, p43). This is different to pedagogy which applies to children. Chan (2010, p33) raises the argument that a pedagogical approach is “less effective in teaching adult learners”, and so an andragogical approach is necessary in order for practitioners to develop. Chan’s reasoning is that adults feel they need to be fully integrated into the learning process as opposed to a “passive transfer of knowledge”. This allows practitioners to comprehend their new knowledge and allows them to apply it in a way which is suitable to them. Forest and Peterson (2006) touch on this further. They acknowledge that pedagogy and andragogy are similar but they differ in the sense of how the content is delivered. It is suggested that the general view of pedagogy is that children need a high level of dependency, meaning that they look to practitioners to be told what to learn. On the other hand, andragogy implies that the learner has some understanding of a concept, meaning that the practitioner is more of a “guide” as to how new knowledge can be applied,  rather than simply relaying content.
In contrast, there is an argument to suggest that a pedagogical approach could be more favourable. There are six core principles at the heart of andragogy (Knowles et al, 1998), which supposedly provide “sound foundation for planning adult learning experiences” (Holton et Al, 2001, p120). However, it is accepted by Knowles (1979, p52) that there will be circumstances where a pedagogical approach will be more beneficial but in these cases, the andragogical principles should be adapted. Despite this, there is criticism that there is a lack of clear guidance for applying the principles in cases where an individual may require differentiation (Holton et Al, 2001, p128). As a result, pedagogical principles may provide a clearer framework in catering for individual needs. 
The school in this instance follows the recommended Welsh Government planning cycle (2014, p7). The cycle consists of four stages which are all based around the school’s vision: self-evaluation, strategic planning, making improvement and reviewing the impact. 
Self-evaluation is a clear starting point for any school when planning for development. A standard approach when evaluating is to analyse the data in relation to school performance and identify any areas that could be improved.  The school discussed for the purposes of this essay is a high performing school in relation to learner outcomes. However, the Welsh Government (2014, p8) also state that it shouldn’t just be areas of weakness that are identified. It also states how areas of strength should be identified and questioned as to how these can also be improved. The specific focus of this essay is based on the learning of practitioners, an area which must be contained within any SDP (Welsh Government, 2014, p12). The teaching standard at the school is rated excellent by Estyn (2018), which demonstrates how this is an area of strength within the school. However, one of the core teaching values is to continue to challenge pupils and as a result, the standard of teaching must also continue to improve. This would support MacBeath and Mortimore’s (2001, p7) findings that high expectations are a key characteristic in effective schools.  
Whilst reviewing literature, it became evident that the involvement of all stakeholders, not just school leaders, needs to be incorporated in order for a SDP to be effective. This is supported by the Welsh Government (2014, p10) who deem it “essential” that all stakeholders are involved in the SDP process. The school discussed uses two processes when it comes to planning. Firstly, the school as a whole will discuss various qualitative and quantitative data to establish the SDP and general steps that will be used in order to improve. However, an interesting point is that the school will then delegate to departments, who will strategically plan how they can address the aims of the SDP, in a way which is meaningful to the department. Staff training is an indicator as to how this is useful. There are many areas in which all practitioners from all Areas of Learning Experience need training; for example, Assessment for Learning. However, departments will also need training on subject specific content and so this may not be relevant for others. Ultimately, by undertaking planning in this way, it ensures that there are clear focuses for departments, preventing “satisficing” plans (Meyers & Van Gronigen, 2019, 274). It also allows for staff to feel “empowered” Schildkamp (2019, p268) by being actively involved.
All practitioners in Wales should be conscious that their professional development is one of the core teaching principles (Welsh Government, 2017). Therefore, all teachers, regardless of experience, should partake in training. In the author’s experience in the teaching profession, practitioner training in schools is often delivered in the same way to all. However, the school discussed uses a differentiated training method in order to “maximise impact”. One of the SDP action points state that staff will be allocated in to one of three categories: Introducing, developing and excelling. Within this essay, the literature discussed indicates why andragogy is more applicable (Chan, 2010) when it comes to practitioner development, as opposed to pedagogy. The training programme ensures that all staff are receiving the same content. However, the way in which this content is delivered is different. Therefore, for practitioners who are within the “introducing” category, the delivery of these sessions are likely to be closer to a pedagogical approach as acknowledged by Knowles (1979). The idea of differentiation is meaningful as it looks directly at the “levers” (Meyers & Van Gronigen, 2019, p270) which are needed to develop practitioners in a way which is beneficial to them and their learners.
The SDP in the school discussed is a “live” (Welsh Government, 2014, p17) document. This means that the action points established are evaluated on a constant basis. One potential criticism of the SDP provided by the school is that there is not necessarily a clear mention of when this is intended to be reviewed. On the other hand, given that the action point is in relation to practitioner development, there does not need to be an explicit time dated, as this is something that would be ongoing and constantly reviewed in any event. Within the school, the qualitative and quantitative data would be analysed to see the effect that the training is having upon learners. This is quite similar to the initial step of self-evaluation but this would be used to understand the impact that new provisions are having. Furthermore, as all practitioners would be stakeholders in the process, they are questioned on their views in relation to training. Although this does not necessarily carry the influence of a decision maker, they are consulted as experts which may not be the case in other schools (Mintrop & MacLellon, 2002, p295). 
The SDP has provided clear points on the area of providing “high quality, differentiated training” by identifying the “levers” (Meyers & Van Gronigen, 2019, p270) that need to be actioned. In terms of differentiated training, it has allowed staff to progress despite issues with the application of allocating staff to a category. Through allocating practitioners, staff members advised that this did not create the intended learning culture because staff felt insulted. As a result, the intended benefit of these training sessions was minimal. Upon review of the training, it was established that the allocation of the staff members was a barrier to the improvement of practitioners. This barrier was removed and staff members were enabled to choose which category they would attend. Another limitation is that practitioners will have more knowledge on specific topics, regardless of time in the profession. On further review, it was found that practitioners were generally assigning themselves to the same category that they were originally assigned to. However, as this was of their own autonomy, practitioners did not feel insulted. It could be suggested that this links with Knowles et Al’s (1998) sixth principle. As teacher’s no longer felt insulted, their intrinsic motivation increased, meaning that an andragogical approach was now to more benefit. 
Another action point listed within the SDP was for there to be opportunities to develop coaching and mentoring skills to support colleagues. The way in which the coaching system works is also differentiated to suit the needs of the practitioner. Traditionally, coaching may follow Vygostsky’s (1978, p86) “Zone of Proximal Development” theory, as it involves the use of “more capable peers”. This would mean that more experienced staff would be a mentor for someone of lesser experience. However, this method would not be suitable for all practitioners. In the school discussed, practitioners were paired based on responses they provided in a questionnaire. The generic overview of the questionnaire is that it asked practitioners what they wanted to gain from the coaching scheme. Practitioners would then be paired with someone suitable based on the answers provided, thus differentiating the partner to suit the needs of the individual. It would also allow for each practitioner to act as both the coach and the coached, aiding each practitioner to gain the necessary mentor skills. One potential criticism of this action point is that coaching only occurs 2-3 times each academic year. Although, practitioners found the coaching system useful, they stated that this would be far more beneficial if the coaching process took place on a more regular basis. However, the caveat to this is that practitioners’ current workload is too high to allow for more coaching time. The most recent National Education Union survey (2023) on workload revealed that 48% of teachers felt their “workload is unmanageable, either most of the time or all of the time”. Therefore, the coaching scheme is of benefit to practitioners due to the differentiated nature but it would be far more beneficial if practitioners had more time dedicated specifically to this.
In conclusion, the SDP is integral to helping schools develop. In reviewing the literature as well as evaluating school practices, it is evident that careful and specific planning allows schools to achieve their targeted improvements. The Welsh Government (2014) guidance is explicit on what is considered to be effective planning. This was demonstrated within the school discussed as the recommended cycle was used, allowing for optimal goals which were not “satisficing” (Meyers & Van Gronigen, 2019, 274). In addition, an adaptive andragogical approach was used to develop practitioners. Due to this differentiated approach, it allowed for practitioners to receive content in a meaningful way. This essay has also made it clear that stakeholders need to be included in the SDP process (Schildkamp, 2019, p268). All practitioners are a stakeholder in the SDP process and so expertise should be used in assisting leaders in establishing the plan. In doing so, practitioners can feel a sense of empowerment. Similarly, it is essential that practitioners are abiding by the action points stated within the SDP. By upholding these values, practitioners are helping schools in “raising standards of education and improving learner outcomes” (Welsh Government, 2014).
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