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A Critical Analysis of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School Improvement Plan
Introduction:
The Welsh Government (2014, p.3) has defined the term ‘school development plan’ as a purposeful and strategic plan that provides teachers with guidance and sets out to improve a range of outcomes for the pupils. In this essay, a specific action point, which refers to the selected priority areas, from a school development plan (abbreviated to SDP) will be critically evaluated. The school whose action point will be evaluated will be anonymised to ensure that the essay is within the ethical guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (British Educational Research Association, 2024); therefore, the school discussed will be referred to as ‘School X’ to ensure its anonymity. It is important to understand that School X is a primary school that has a student population of 398 with 4.1% of the pupil population are pupils with additional learning needs (Estyn, 2024). The Estyn report (2024) highlights that improvements in School X are needed to be made in the quality of teaching that supports pupil wellbeing. It is evident that this feedback has informed the school development plan’s priorities; the priority that will be critically evaluated is the ‘Wellbeing and Attitudes to Learning’ development target that states ‘embed restorative approaches throughout the school in line with the WTAC structure’. 
Literature review:
[bookmark: _Int_VWIqWqPc][bookmark: _Int_k8zeC0xZ]The ‘school development planning’ process involves schools to engage in self-assessment resulting in evidence-based decision-making in regard to areas of the school that are strong and areas that are in need of improvement (Welsh Government, 2022). Notably, there is significant emphasis on schools maintaining transparency with local authorities and community to ensure that the priorities they have set out in school development plans and the progress is available and clear to the public and governing bodies (Welsh Government, 2022). The School Improvement Framework Guidance set out by the Welsh Government (2022) states that governing bodies have an active role in supporting schools developing an improvement/development plan that necessitates the ‘national priorities’ and supports the professional development of all staff. Crucially, there are regional consortia established for the purpose of providing support to professionals working in schools to ensure pupils are receiving the most appropriate and effective education aligned with the national policies and Welsh curriculum (Estyn, 2022, p.2). This is indicative of ‘collaborative professionalism’, a term in which Whitty (2008) describes as referring to how schools work collaboratively together within clusters and work collaboratively with separate organisations, institutions and academics. 
[bookmark: _Int_nBXoCLaa]In relation to this, the ‘national priorities’ outlined by the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021 are one, to improve the progression of students in learning and two, to reduce the consequences of poverty on pupils' wellbeing and attainment (Welsh Government, 2022). The first national priority outlined places emphasis on the primary role of teaching which is to effectively scaffold and progress the learning of pupils to develop their academic and personal abilities (Gu, 2014, p.5). The second national priority outlined is an evidence-based response to the current emerging trends regarding economic and social conditions of the United Kingdom, particularly, Wales in the United Kingdom (Education Policy Institute cited in Dauncey and Morgan, 2023). Statistical evidence shows that in the June of 2024, it was reported that 4.3 million children were living in poverty subsequent to the cost of housing (End Child Poverty Coalition, 2024). This highlights that a significant proportion of the children population are living in poverty and are therefore at risk of experiencing inequalities that are a result of this social division. An example of an inequality that is the result of household-income differences is the academic achievement disparity between the higher-income households and the lower-income households (Reay, 2017). As a result, the importance of utilising academic research to inform national goals for schools is highlighted by the Welsh Government and organisations such as Estyn.
Furthermore, the utilisation of evidence-based decision-making is highlighted of importance for school development planning by the Welsh Government (2022). According to HakemZadeh and Rousseau (2024) evidence-based decision-making involves six steps that are “ask, acquire, appraise, aggregate, apply, assess”. In this instance, schools are expected to identify weaknesses within their own school practice by self-assessment, and then collect a variety of evidence that is relevant to their weaknesses, evaluate the evidence, utilise the findings and finally assess the outcomes or effectiveness of the approach in the school (HakemZadeh and Rousseau, 2024; Welsh Government, 2022). Without the utilisation of evidence-based research, there is the increased likelihood of using ineffective teaching practice.
[bookmark: _Int_YsKcIWR9]However, the progression of the priorities in a school development plan can be hindered by a range of limitations. Specifically, one limitation in Wales is the inconsistency of professionals comprehending and adjusting to policy reforms, for example, the recent curriculum changes in Wales (Dauncey and Morgan, 2023). According to Dauncey and Morgan (2023) this is because stakeholders have expressed concerns that school staff will inconsistently implement the new curriculum which therefore will result in inconsistent teachings and increase of inequalities among students. Another limitation that can arise is both staff and students showing resistance or apprehension to reform, for example, the recent recommendations from Estyn to move towards establishing all-age schools (Welsh Government, 2022a). Paul Dix (2017) highlights both of the discussed limitations as he states that the establishment of new policies in schools are not effective if implementation is not consistent, and staff are not willing to adjust their own practice to incorporate new ideas.
The development of an action point:
The ‘embed restorative approaches throughout the school in line with the WTAC structure’ SDP target has evident links to the Welsh Government’s national mission in the education system (Welsh Government, 2023). This is because as part of the national mission in Wales, one of the six objectives is for educational institutions to provide to all pupils a “positive educational experience” that ensures students are having their emotional and physical wellbeing supported and as a result, are developing a resilient disposition (Welsh Government, 2023, p.5). It is evident that an SDP target that prioritises the wellbeing of pupils has a direct link to a national mission objective that encourages the priority of the wellbeing of pupils. Importantly, there is a broad range of legislation that work towards protecting the welfare and wellbeing of children (Welsh Government, 2019). In particular, the Education and Inspections Act 2006 requires that headteachers ensures the learners are in a secure, respectful environment that promotes positive behaviour among the learners (Welsh Government, 2019, p.39). This highlights the importance of including a target that focuses on the improvement of wellbeing and positive learning environments in a school development plan.
Regarding the ‘WTAC structure’ that the target outlines as their basis for what will be implemented, the ‘WTAC’ refers to the ‘When the Adults Change, Everything Changes’ (2017) behavioural guidance book for schools written by behavioural specialist Paul Dix. This is important as the Behaviour Change Program created and led by Paul Dix has been commissioned by School X’s respective county which means this structure is encouraged and expected to be implemented in all schools in School X’s respective county (When the Adults Change, 2025). Therefore, the implementation of this structure is a community need. 
[bookmark: _Int_KrqULZ7t]For the purpose of addressing this target, School X has implemented several strategies to refine the behaviours and improve the wellbeing of pupils from Paul Dix’s program. One of the early implementations is the “fantastic walking” school policy which refers to pupils walking with strong posture and awareness of safety (Dix, 2017, p.8). The second implementation that has been adapted from Dix’s strategies is “over and above” in which the school recognises a child weekly that have achieved “over and above” effort in their behaviour and are rewarded by having breakfast with the headteacher on the Friday morning (Dix, 2017, p.42-p.48). The third strategy implemented is “positive notes” which refer to the teachers and the peers of pupils writing up positive recognition for students and teacher alike which ensures that all the school community have had their effort recognised and praised (Dix, 2017, p.44). The final strategy is “ready, respectful, safe” which is the behavioural expectation mantra that pupils are supposed to behave in accordance with (Dix, 2017, p.168-169). 
[bookmark: _Int_nbfheQRZ][bookmark: _Int_k4Bh0LfG]Due to the WTAC structure being in its early implementation period, there were no current formal processes to evaluate the success of the target among the staff. However, School X had conducted “SELFIE” assessments of the pupils in order to assess pupil’s wellbeing and attitude to learning. As part of the “SELFIE” assessment, each pupil is called out of the classroom individually to complete a self-assessment interview with a member of the staff. Some examples of the topic of questioning are pupils they enjoy or do not enjoy spending time with, if they like coming to school, or if they feel listened to by teachers. The “SELFIE” assessments support school staff with understanding the intersection of pupils’ wellbeing and their relationships within the school; staff can then utilise this information in their practice to provide support to pupils. It should be noted that the assessments may not be fully honest representation of pupils’ feelings due to their relationship with members of staff which may make the pupils give the response the pupils believe the staff member conducting the interview wants, similar to the Hawthorne effect in research studies (McCambridge, Witton and Elbourne, 2014).
There are strengths in School X’s establishment of a WTAC structure which involves the adoption of restorative approaches because research has shown that schools that have implemented restorative approaches reported a decline in disruptive behaviour and exclusion rates and an increase in academic achievement for all pupils (Darling-Hammond, 2023). For example, in Hull, England the Collingwood Primary School became the pilot school for restorative approaches after the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) determined the school “needed special measures” and gave it the lowest ranking (International Institute for Restorative Practices, 2009, p.29). According to the International Insititute for Restorative Practices (2009, p.29) because of the implementation of restorative approaches and their positive results, two years later, Ofsted identified Collingwood Primary School in the highest ranking for education. 
[bookmark: _Int_N164aXWx]On the other hand, according to Paul Dix (2017, p.3) a key aspect of the implementation of restorative approaches is consistency. At School X, it can be observed that the school staff lacked consistency of the application of behavioural management and expectations that are based on the WTAC structure. This may be the result of the early implementation of the WTAC structure. Dix (2017, p.6) states that inconsistent practice of the WTAC structure renders the WTAC behavioural management strategies ineffective due to the unreliability and disorganisation both staff and pupils experience as a result of inconsistent practice. 
Reflection:
As part of my own professional practice, it is important that to be a reflective practitioner that I am learning from my own experiences, which is referred to as ‘experiential learning’ (Sorensen, 2017, p.35), in teaching practice. Therefore, I will be reflecting and evaluation what I have done to build towards the school development plan and what I learned from that experience.
[bookmark: _Int_N7RfqtK9][bookmark: _Int_31r6G4k4]I maintained utilising the WTAC structure across all areas of the school to ensure that I am consistently implementing the strategies outlined. Importantly, I created and delivered a provision-based lesson for the Year 1 class with the overall aim being to resolve conflict between students. For example, snatching objects between pupils or physical altercations between pupils are conflicts discussed as part of the activity. The provision itself linked to the term’s enquiry topic of ‘perspectives’ and scaffolded their learning from the previous enquiry topic of ‘emotions’. The main activity of the provision was students in groups of four or five to discuss the different perspectives to conflicts and how these can be resolved while contributing to a group poster. This was based on Paul Dix’s (2017, p.128) conflict resolution strategy of ‘the restorative five’ which refers to a select number of questions to utilise in each conflict to ensure that there is guidance and structure to difficult conversations and restore behaviour and emotional wellbeing. For younger pupils, Dix (2017, p.131) advises to only use two or three restorative questions to resolve conflicts as it is more appropriate for younger children to understand and manage at once. The questions chosen for this provision was “what happened?”, “how did they feel?”, and “what can we do to make this better?”. 
Reflecting on the actions taken in this provision (Sorensen, 2017, p.38), it was clear that the pupils could comprehensively engage with the three questions and within groups the questions were able to stimulate discussion regarding actions and consequences among pupils. Therefore, this supported the development of pupils’ emotional awareness and social skills. This is significant because the emotional and behavioural regulation strategies that children develop in school settings are what they take into other areas of social life (Damasio, 1999 cited in Immordino-Yang and Damasio, 2014, p.146). Furthermore, the conflict resolution strategy utilised in this provision must be consistently applied throughout the school and not be restricted to an occasional lesson or provision. This is important because consistent whole-school approaches to behavioural management and conflict resolution provides a learning environment that has clear boundaries for pupils, ensuring security and positive relationships (Dix, 2017, p.3-6; Immordino-Yang and Damasio, 2014, p.144; Norfolk County Council, 2024).
Conclusion:
To conclude to this, research shows that it is important for educational institutions to act in accordance with school development plans as this can ensure that staff will be working alongside each other toward a consistent goal that improves the academic and interpersonal progress of the students. Utilising Kolb’s (1984 cited in Sorensen, 2017, p.36) ‘experiential learning theory’ I have reflected on the experiences I have had relating to school development planning and used this reflection to plan for future teaching practice. Reflecting on the context of the strategic target of School X and how it was implemented into my own practice, it is evident that communication, teamwork and consistency among staff are the key components to achieving goals set out in school development plans and ensuring effective application of strategic targets in practice (Dauncey and Morgan, 2023; Dix, 2017). In the process of forming a school development plan, evidence-based decision-making has a vital role because it ensures that the aims set out for the school are based on valid and reliable research that is evidence of efficient teaching practice that progresses students' abilities (HakemZadeh and Rousseau, 2024; Welsh Government, 2022). When it comes to the ‘active experimentation’ of Kolb’s (1984 cited in Sorensen, 2017, p.37) reflective cycle, I have concluded that for future practice, I will ensure that I am fully knowledgeable of school development plans and are using the school development plans as guidance for my own and colleagues’ practice. This means that teachers are consistently being active agents in their own learning (Gu, 2014, p.5). Finally, this links to the development of ‘exercising corporate responsibility’, ‘supporting formal leadership roles’, ‘working with in-school colleagues’, and ‘evaluating the impact of changes in practice’ strands within the five professional standards for teaching in Wales (Welsh Government, 2019a).
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