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

Introduction

For this assignment I will be looking at a School Development Plan (SDP) with a focus on one of their priorities and reflect upon why it was chosen, what changes were made to improve, and what impact these changes had. For the purpose of this assignment, I will be focussing on a large primary school in Swansea with approximately 344 pupils on roll. In order to keep the school anonymous, it will be referred to as School ‘X’. The school was provided with a Pupil Development Grant of £49,450, a grant based of number of pupils entitled to free school meals. The SDP for the school runs from January to January, therefore the SDP that is the focus of this assignment is in its initial stages. I chose to use the current SDP and not one from the previous year as although it’s impact may not yet be realised, I was a part of the SDP development, contributing during staff meetings whilst being on placement in the school. The school’s first priority outlined on the SDP was reading. The school acknowledged that reading should be a focus of the SDP as since COVID-19 school closures there has been a gradual decline in learner reading ability throughout the school. 

Literature Review

SDPs are outlined by the Welsh Government (2014) as a method of determining the schools aims for improvement for learner outcomes. The planning cycle that takes place starts with the school’s vision, which feeds into the self-evaluation stage, where the school will identify areas of improvement. The next stage is strategic planning, whereby the schools’ stakeholders will look at both short and long-term targets that the school can develop. The plans also set out how the school aim to achieve these targets and the resources they will need to do so. The third stage of the SDP process is acting upon the priorities, putting into place the actions decided during the strategic planning stage. The final stage of the planning cycle is to review the impact the changes have made, identifying areas that may need continued development or perhaps moving onto a new priority. 

The aim of an SDP is to improve educational outcomes, enhance teaching and learning and monitor progress towards continuous development (Department of Education, 2023). Stakeholder participation in the SDP process is required as part of the Welsh Government (2014) guidance however, Guzman (2022) argues that whilst stakeholders generally have a significant degree of involvement in the planning process, a high level of contribution does not necessarily equate to high school performance. Alternatively, Allison et al (2004) argues the involvement of stakeholders can supply the school with essential information that can guide and improve the SDP. Meyers and VanGronigen (2019) suggest that inflexible procedures surrounding the development of SDPs can result in inauthentic plan improvement. The study conducted a qualitative analysis of 134 low-performing schools, identifying eight satisficing behaviours with ten schools recognised as authentic. Behaviours such as incomplete plans, or resubmission of a previous plan were noted demonstrating a lack of full engagement with a meaningful planning process. It is suggested that the process of school development planning is time consuming which may lead to such satisficing behaviours, therefore it is important to ensure that schools and their stakeholders are aware of the impact SDPs can hold upon the outcomes of the school. Yan (2023) conducted a study examining the impact of formulation and implementation of SDPs in both primary and secondary school settings. The study found that development plans improved the quality of education and overall effectiveness of schools if formulated and implemented successfully. 
	
	The Programme for International Student Assessment average reading score in Wales for 2023 was 466 (Welsh Government, 2023). This score lies significantly below the average of 476, and the reading score in 2018 of 483. In 2022 the National Curriculum Assessments in England revealed that approximately one quarter of children who left primary school had poor reading skills (UK Government, 2023). A key area of concern with reading skills and ability is learners from low-income backgrounds. The UK Government (2023) noted that half the learners from disadvantaged backgrounds did not meet the expected standard in Foundation Learning. This lack of ability to read to a sufficient level prevents the child from accessing their secondary education and in turn, having lifelong implications. With this decline in reading ability across Wales, it is important to consider potential aetiologies as to determine how best to combat this. Research has shown cognitive skills are important predictors of learner reading ability, however there is also some debate as to whether environmental and genetic factors play a part (Christopher et al., 2017). A study conducted by Christopher et al. (2017) supported the association between learner cognitive ability and reading ability looking at a sample of twins and tested the participants on cognitive and reading-related skill. The findings revealed that genetic variance in cognitive skills such as working memory and processing speed predicted reading ability. Alternatively, Kirby et al (2011) identified a correlation between reading interest and reading ability, examining 117 pupils in Foundation Learning. The study found that less able readers had a lower interest in reading however their development remained parallel to that of the more able readers. These findings suggest that whilst interest in reading may be related to reading ability, the rate at which learners progress does not differ. From such findings, theoretical and research informed interventions have been developed in order to increase learner reading ability such as Read Write Inc (RWI). The programme was developed by Ruth Miskin, designed using a systematic approach to teach learners to decode and blend words using phonics (Ruth Miskin Training, 2024). A study testing the impact of RWI revealed that the use of such systematic synthetic phonics approaches have considerable advantageous effects on learner reading outcomes (Education Endownment Fund, 2022). The analysis revealed that within the 131 schools that took part in the study, twenty percent of the control schools also were found to have engaged with the RWI to some degree, potentially skewing the data collected. It was also found that there was a high learner attrition rate which may have affected the outcome. There is a potential that those who dropped-out may have had lower scores than those who remained in the test group, elevating the final result. Despite difficulties with delivery and attrition, the report highlighted the benefit of such approaches for learners from disadvantaged backgrounds, who progressed on average three months more than those in the control group. 
 
Developing and action point

The Welsh Government (2014) present four key stages schools must conduct during their SDP planning cycle. School X began the SDP process by conducting the first stage of the SDP process, self-evaluation, during the autumn term of 2023. School ‘X’ conducted this first stage by reflecting upon the school’s previous Estyn inspection as well as the previous year’s SDP to identify any priorities they had achieved that could be removed and those that needed further improvement. The practice of self-evaluation is supported by Hofman, Dijkstra and Hofman (2009) who identified school self-evaluation as being positively related to learner academic achievement. At this stage in the process many of the teachers had highlighted reading as a key area they felt needed to be improved across the school. Many teachers expressed that they felt reading skills within their class had been gradually declining since Covid-19 and that they experienced less engagement with parents writing in reading records or reading with learners at home. The school may have benefitted from conducting research into other schools with an ‘excellent’ standard Estyn report and determining the use of resources for supporting reading skills they have used. The Welsh Government (2014) indorse the use of comparative strategies to determine how other schools have achieved. However, it is also important to note that what works for one school, may not be effective in another. 

Once the school had identified their priority of reading, the next stage in the process was strategic planning, whereby the school and it’s stakeholders would devise a plan of how this action point would be developed. At this stage School ‘X’ conducted both quantitative and qualitative assessments, including 100 and 200 high-frequency word assessments, carried out by the class teachers. These results were then collated by the deputy head teacher, who then performed a data analysis based off the assessments, confirming that learners reading skills were below the average expected reading age. The school held a staff meeting were teachers reflected upon their experience with reading programmes that aim to improve learners reading skills. There was consensus in the benefit of the Read Write Inc. programme, with many teachers vouching for its value in enhancing learners reading ability throughout the school. School ‘X’ referred to the study conducted by the Education Endownment Fund (2022) and its review of the use of Read Write Inc. also paying attention to the findings that lack of accurate delivery from untrained staff reduced the impact on the learner’s improvement. Due to these findings School ‘X’ set an allocated budget to invest in the programme, selecting staff to be trained and the appropriate resources for delivery across the school. It is important to note an element of criticality, upon the review of the school’s SDP there was little parental involvement in the process of improving learner reading skills. At this stage School ‘X’ could have delved further into the learner’s home lives to uncover the level of engagement of reading at home learners partake in. Furthermore, the school could have devised a strategy to increase parental involvement in reading at home such as reading challenges, reading diaries, or researched simpler ways for parents to access age-appropriate story books through online resources. 

The third stage of the SDP has not yet been completed however at this stage the school will look to make improvements and act upon the strategic planning. The school are currently in the process of devising responsibilities and duties of the staff to ensure that the SDP can be appropriately implemented. It is likely that the school will look to finalise staff and set dates for RWI training, as well as conducting RWI tests across the school to act as a baseline to measure improvement. 

The final stage of the SDP process is to examine the impact the improvements implemented have made. The school and its stakeholders will monitor the potential improvements by conducting more assessments at the planned dates as well as gathering qualitative data from the teachers and parents. The Welsh Government (2014) argue that the impact on the learner outcomes acts as a measure of the SDP’s effectiveness. Yan (2023) argues that data literacy can act as an enabler to improve the quality of teaching and learning and fully unlock the potential use of assessments. 

Reflection and evaluation

The first element of change School ‘X’ aims to implement is RWI training for chosen staff members. A study by the Education Endownment Fund (2022) highlighted the importance of RWI being implemented correctly for the benefit of learner reading ability improving. A national review in England stressed the importance of ensuring teachers have the required professional subject knowledge to successfully teach phonics (Stainthorp, 2020). The school will identify key staff members engage in the RWI training and be able to feedback this knowledge to the school and parents. It would be most effective to have all staff members trained in RWI delivery however this is constrained by budget and staffing within the school when training takes place. Although it is not preferable to have the RWI training disseminated across the school from a portion of staff members, this is the most cost-effective way for the School ‘X’ to implement RWI, with the benefits of its implementation outweighing the potential negatives. A practical proposal for this intervention could be for trained staff members to be able to devise resources for parents and caregivers that breaks down the strategies that will be used in the school. This may help to encourage the involvement of care givers and increase learner engagement with reading at home. 
	
	Once the appropriate staff members have been trained the school aims to set up intervention sessions, in Foundation Level a 30-minute phonics session each day before first break, and in Key Stage 2, intervention sessions during assembly time. At Foundation Level, School ‘X’ decided that the learners would be split into ability groups, with a staff member assigned to each group to deliver a 30-minute phonics session. School ‘X’ decided on rolling RWI out as a whole school approach as the teachers expressed that many learners higher up the school were struggling with the curriculum due to their reading ability, specifically a gap in knowledge regarding certain phonemes. A ‘Fresh Start’ RWI session will be held as an intervention, for those the class teachers feel would benefit, during assembly time as to not remove learners from their lessons. It was also suggested assembly would be the best time for intervention due to staffing constraints, with this being the simplest time to release a teaching assistant to deliver the session. Silbert and Jacklin (2015) argue that school assemblies garner a sense of community amongst learners, something all learners should have the opportunity to be a part of. A practical suggestion for this intervention is to conduct the RWI sessions on rotation during the classes’ morning reading session. This would allow learners to take part in their RWI intervention as well as regular scheduled reading session without having to be removed from imperative aspects of their daily routine. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this critical reflection on the development of reading as an action point of School ‘X’s SDP highlights several components of the process. The chosen priority of improving reading skills emerged through a self-evaluation process involving stakeholders and aligns with the broader educational goals outlined by the Welsh Government. (2014). The strategic planning phase involved a detailed analysis of learner outcome data and consideration of evidence-based interventions such RWI. School ‘X’s emphasis on data analysis and evidence-based intervention highlights the importance of staying informed about research-informed teaching practices and intervention strategies. However, it is imperative to acknowledge potential limitations such as insufficient parental involvement and constraints on staff training and resources. Recognition of such constraints underscores the need for creativity and flexibility in addressing challenges within the school context. This experience demonstrates the significance of collaborating with colleagues and leveraging available resources to implement effective interventions that meet the diverse needs of learners. Overall, this experience provides valuable lessons and considerations that will inform my future practice as a student teacher, guiding me in my efforts to contribute to school improvement initiatives and support the academic success and well-being of all learners. 
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