
How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base. 
This report aims to critically reflect on the actions and impacts of one aspect of Primary School X’s School Improvement Plan (SIP). The evidence base will be reviewed and critically analysed to enable a reflection on how the school develops this aspect of their SIP. Primary School X planned to raise the standards of oracy across the school; this report will analyse how they will measure and evidence the improvements and critically analyse how effective the school’s SIP is.

Primary School X has 170 pupils between 3 and eleven years of age, and most are taught in mixed-age classes. There is a Nursery provision that is on a separate site but in relatively close proximity, offering part-time and full-time provision. The overall percentage of children who are eligible for free school meals (eFSM) is 34% which is average for the Local Authority but higher than the national average of 19%. The school also identifies around 20% of its pupils as having Additional Learning Needs (ALN) which is slightly below the national average of 23%. There are currently no Looked After Children (LAC) on their register (Estyn, 2015).

The Welsh Government’s ‘School development plans’ guidance document (2014) suggests that the key to school improvement is effective school development planning; whereby the impact on learner outcomes measures its effectiveness and not the production of the plan itself. The Welsh Government (2016) states that a SIP is a form of strategic planning; it is a cyclical process of evaluating the school’s performance, recognising areas in need of improvement, developing ways to action these improvements and finally reviewing the performance and impact of the changes implemented. The process of self-evaluation drives forward school improvement, teaching practice and learner’s outcomes. The SIP is required to include aspects from Estyn’s Common Inspection Framework (2017) such as self-evaluation, strategic planning, and management of staff and resources. Furthermore, it should incorporate qualitative data from the school’s latest Estyn inspection.

Wales has undergone significant reformation of its curriculum since its disappointing PISA results in 2009. The OECD published the document ‘The Welsh Education Reform Journey: A Rapid Policy Assessment.’ to analyse the reforms adopted, and offer recommendations for moving forward (OECD, 2017). As a result, the Welsh Government set targets in order to improve school standards and reduce the attainment gap while delivering a high-quality education to all Welsh learners. Current National Policies dictate the measures which schools must implement, in order to ensure that Social Justice is established, equality of opportunity is promoted and ensuring every child receives the best possible education (Smith, 2018). Although each child has the right to the same high-quality education, however, Francis et al. (2017) suggest that there is evidence that many inequalities exist in the provision provided, concerning gender, ethnicity and socio-economic background. These social factors should be considered by the school during production of the SIP.

The school’s governing body holds the responsibility of preparing and monitoring the School Improvement Plan, although ultimately the headteacher will work with members of staff as well as the governing body to produce the SIP. The Headteacher is responsible for implementing the necessary actions and organising the appropriate staff to oversee the strategies and monitor the achievements of the targets set (Welsh Government, 2016). Organising the appropriate staff may require Continuing Professional Development (CPD) in order to develop teachers’ skills, to enable them to improve standards of student learning and achievement. However, developing the skills of teachers must be carefully managed as training can be costly and time consuming therefore it is suggested, that all CPD follows evidence-based principles to limit the waste of time and cost to the school (EBTN, 2017). 

The Welsh Government have produced an action plan to set out how Wales should move forward in improving standards and implementing the Curriculum for Wales 2022 (Welsh Government, 2017). Developing a practical, measurable and achievable SIP ensures that the school is actively emerging as a self-improving system, committed to raising the standards of their practice. As suggested by Vickery (2010), effective teaching of oracy skills enables children to share, present information, develop ideas and use their knowledge to apply to different contexts. By embedding oracy throughout the curriculum, schools are better able to address the recommendations set out by the Welsh Government guidance. Children can begin to work collaboratively when possessing the confidence to speak about their ideas and thoughts, making them feel a valued member of their cohort. By gaining confidence in their ability to express ideas and communicate effectively, children are more likely to become active participants in their education, the community and wider world (Mercer & Mannion, 2018). 

Millard & Gaunt (2018) propose that effective development of oracy skills in children will not only help them fully access the curriculum but increase a child’s attitude towards learning and enhance their self-esteem. According to further research, improving oracy skills and classroom talk has a positive impact on social, personal and academic outcomes (Hanley P et al., 2015. Gorard et al., 2015).  Vickery (2014, p.49) states that developing practical oracy skills sets the foundation on which other literacy skills are built, and poses the question, ‘‘Without the opportunity to talk through ideas, how could children know what they wanted to say?’’. With this in mind, it could be said that developing oracy skills is vitally important for children to develop the creative and critical thinking skills needed for successful writing (Moorghen, 2018). Although there are opposing views, and Mercer (2014) implies that there are still many influential educators that view ‘talk’ as something that does not need to be taught and that if children spend more time talking, then they are spending less time learning.

While oracy remains the primary focus for the SIP produced by Primary School X they acknowledge the importance of promoting a nurturing ethos and collaborative culture which values and supports the learning of all members of the school community (Primary School X website, 2020).  The collaborative culture of their school vision is further evident in their bottom-up approach to school improvement planning. Staff are provided with questionnaires to complete and on which to provide feedback to the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) on how well they think the previous year's targets have been met, areas which require further improvement, and what the priorities should be for the following year. This form of qualitative data is used alongside the schools’ quantitative data for tracking information on pupils’ progress. These inform the SLT of the areas which need further improvement while taking into consideration recommendations from all staff members. Welsh Government (2014) states that the effective use of both qualitative and quantitative data will inform robust self-evaluation.

The bottom-up approach relies on, amongst other things, the communication of staff ideas and teachers’ perceptions of whether the school is meeting the targets set out in the current SIP. This process of self-evaluation has both benefits and limitations. It is acknowledged that improved collaboration, boosting morale and more efficient and diverse responses to improving performance are some of the suggested benefits of the bottom-up approach (Eby, 2018). Welsh Government (2014) proposes that when staff members actively participate in the decision-making process, the overall communication will improve significantly, and engagement in developing solutions will increase. There are limitations which need to be considered when using this approach, and according to Malsam (2019), when using the bottom-up approach, conflicts and disagreements can arise, causing disruption and delays in developing a plan. However, appropriate management of the staff can help to alleviate any disputes that may stem productivity. 

A SIP is required to function as a live document over three years; during this time the school must identify its high-level priorities, targets and strategies (Welsh Government, 2014). Primary School X has developed its primary target to raise standards of oracy across the curriculum phases. This target will be reviewed at the end of the academic year, to monitor progress and implement further changes if needed. The SIP states that the action points will be regularly monitored by staff to ensure the plans are having a positive impact on the learners’ outcomes. However, the school SIP does not specify whether formative or summative assessment methods will be used to evaluate the learners’ outcomes, or at what intervals. 

The OECD (2008) states that teachers are more likely to use assessment information effectively when the assessments are well-coordinated, timely, and the end goals are well-defined. According to Brighouse & Woods (2013), the features of a successful SIP should not only to be understood by and accessible to all staff, but it should set out clear and time-focused targets that can be monitored and evaluated adequately through the use of qualitative and quantitative data. Regular staff updates and meetings may ensure that good practice is shared, communication is effective and that all stakeholders understand what is expected of them in order to improve standards. Furthermore, according to Patzer (2020), sharing of good practice must be based on evidence of effectivity, research and relevant theory.

Upon evaluation of the data from the baseline assessments at Nursery level, the SLT of Primary School X found that the standards in oracy were progressively declining. As research from the Welsh Government (2015) suggests, children from deprived areas are more likely to enter school almost a year behind their more affluent peers. Primary School X has a higher than the average number of children who are eFSM, and this could be a factor contributing to lower than average baseline assessments of children entering their Nursery. The Welsh Government (2015) states that by the age of 5, children from disadvantaged backgrounds will be over a year behind in their vocabulary than those who are from more affluent backgrounds. A possible explanation for this could be parental engagement, which has been reported to have a significant influence on children's attainment (Goodhall & Vorhaus, 2010., Education Endowment Foundation, 2019., Burnage, 2019). Nursery staff also noted that the original assessment criteria used did not produce a clear enough picture of the children's ability, so the SLT introduced an additional assessment method to combat this. The WellComm assessment toolkit states that it enables teachers to quickly and effectively identify children that are in need of language and speech development (GL Assessment, 2020). The assessment tool provides instant reports to the teachers and recommends a range of activities to help improve children’s speech and language. During an interview with a member of the SLT this was reported to have increased the confidence of the Nursery staff by using tried and tested methods to improve attainment (Deputy Head at Primary School X, 2020, personal communication, 5th March). 

To further increase the teachers’ confidence in creating an oracy rich environment, the SLT provided opportunities for the staff to visit other schools within the Borough to observe good practice. The OECD (2017) suggests that successful teaching and learning is at its most effective when schools come together in networks, to share good practice and learn from each other. However, the Education Endowment Foundation (2018) has suggested that more research on the impact of observing good practice is needed and results are at times unreliable. Primary School X planned to use the information gained from the observations to further develop oracy rich enhanced and continuous provisions within the Foundation Phase. Significantly, outcomes of learner's and the provisions were to be routinely monitored by all Foundation Phase and Senior Leadership staff and adapted if necessary.

In order to improve oracy outcomes and levels across the phases, the SIP has set out action points to further enhance the opportunities provided to help develop children’s oracy skills. An example which has been implemented has been to provide opportunities for Pupil Voice groups to speak to a range of audiences; including in school assemblies, the wider community (such as local museums, theatres), and public speaking events. By encouraging children to speak with different audiences and adapt their oracy skills to suit, this inevitably helps to boost their confidence and improve their literacy skills Mercer (2018). The school have allocated half a day each half-term for the Pupil Voice group and a Senior member of staff to meet in order to develop this action point. Allocating more time and providing further opportunities for the children to practice their oracy skills should see greater improvements according to Moorghen, (2018). 

When reflecting upon the actions, evidence and impact of Primary School X it is apparent that the school practices a collaborative and consultative approach to their planning process. It is suggested that the use of a bottom-up approach for reviewing previous targets and recommendations for future practice ensures that staff motivation and commitment is enhanced (Day & Sammons, 2014). The school’s SIP clearly states the members of staff who are responsible for improving each target, and the steps required to positively action the plan. Although the expectations of the staff are clearly set out within the SIP, the type of data used to monitor and measure the impact of the strategies implemented should be set out more clearly. It is acknowledged that oracy can be difficult to measure quantifiably (Brighouse & Woods, 2013) however regular discussions with staff on how the children’s oracy is developing within the classroom will ensure that the children’s progress is being monitored effectively. 

Recommendations made by the Welsh Government (2014) ask schools to ensure that all stakeholders are consulted and informed throughout the development and fulfilment of the SIP. An example of good practice shared by Estyn (2017) is a school that routinely analyses the views of stakeholders, collected through online questionnaires. The information is considered and shared back to stakeholders via governing body reports and newsletters. This is one suggestion of how Primary School X could improve their family and community engagement. Burnage (2019) suggests that when parents feel that their views are understood and valued, they take a more active role in their child's education as a result. This view is supported by Maughan et al., (2012) who also suggest that in order for the school to make sustained improvements and progression it needs to have a clear purpose that is understood and shared by all stakeholders.

As children’s oracy skills are under-developed upon entry to Nursery, I believe that parental engagement at this point is vital to help staff develop the children’s language skills. Hattie (2012) found that parental engagement can improve children’s learning by two to three years, which further highlights the importance of successful parental involvement. Therefore, it may be beneficial to engage parents further by providing resources and information to encourage them to develop children's oracy at home to help improve these standards. Estyn (2018) has shared an example of good practice for improving children's oracy skills, and this included introducing parents to the phonic strategies used, alongside their children in school, a further example of parental engagement.

The analysis of Primary School X’s SIP has shown some evidence of effective planning, such as, collaboration with staff to produce the SIP, creating opportunities for children to speak in different contexts, and providing opportunities for staff to observe and share good practice. It is evident through the use of questionnaires that Primary School X considers its staff’s recommendations, and this evidence and self-evaluation was used to develop the action points for their targets. 

As suggested by a number of researchers, engagement of all stakeholders throughout the development process has a positive impact on its implementation (Day & Sammons,2014., Eby, 2018., Estyn, 2017). Improvements with parental engagement during the development process could further increase learners’ outcomes.  Research suggests that parents who have their voices heard and their recommendations considered are more likely to engage in their children’s education, therefore helping the school develop their strategies by reinforcing the learning at home (Education Endowment Foundation, 2019., Goodall & Vorhaus, 2010).

The research I have considered throughout this report and the experience gained from observing the SIP in practice, highlights the importance of working collaboratively with all stakeholders. It is evident that a well-managed SIP can encourage more reflective teaching with the aim of addressing the targets designed to move forward attainment. I am aware of my professional responsibility to reflect upon and improve my own practice, developing the skills needed to have a positive impact on children’s education in order to fulfil the school’s ambition of raising standards. 
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