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

Introduction

Under the new curriculum for Wales, school development planning has been highlighted as a priority for giving learners the best possible learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2022). This report will aim to outline the process of school development planning and will critically evaluate one action point from the development plan of a Swansea school. The report will consider how the target was identified, how it was approached and how its impact was measured. The chosen school priority and the strategies implemented to ensure its improvement will be evaluated with consideration of the process of school improvement recommended in the Welsh government guidance (Welsh Government, 2014). 
The action point outlined in this report has been taken from the school development plan produced by a school in Swansea. It is an English medium 11-16 mixed comprehensive school with 1,105 pupils on roll. For context, 7% of pupils are eligible for free school meals, considerably lower than the national average of 17%. Most pupils spoke English as their first language at the time of the school’s last inspection in 2017. The percentage of pupils with special educational needs is 20.5% which is close to the national average. The chosen action point will be considered with this context in mind. It is important to note that the last inspection where this data was taken from was in 2017 and therefore may be outdated (Estyn, 2018). 

Literature Review

The purpose of school improvement is to help give learners the best possible learning experiences and outcomes (Demetriou and Kyriakides, 2012). In order to ensure sustained and effective school improvement, evidence-based self-evaluation must be undertaken to determine the school’s improvement priorities. School improvement is a process rather than an event (Chapman and Sammons, 2013). It must be a continuous process made systematic to ensure that it is an integrated method of improving student and school development (MacBeath, 2008). Within this process for helping schools to improve, there is a cycle of self-evaluation and review which ensures that progress is made in response to the priorities identified (Welsh Government, 2014). To ensure that best possible outcomes for learners are achieved, schools must follow this process of self-evaluation, planning, implementation, and review. Under the new curriculum for Wales, a huge part of this process will be consideration for how pupils are making progress with the four purposes for Wales. 

School development planning starts with effective self-evaluation. This is a process by which stakeholders within a school identify areas for improvement (Chapman and Sammons, 2013). BERA suggests that for self-evaluation to be effective, schools must generate a culture which is committed to this process and sees its value as a contributor for self-improvement (BERA, 2022). Moreover, the Welsh government says that self-evaluation must be ‘robust’, and evidence based for it to be effective (Welsh government, 2022). This means that the evaluation which produces school priorities for improvement must be based on the collection and evaluation of a range of evidence and data. Though this includes quantative data such as attendance and attainment records, it should not be limited to numerical forms of data. Qualitative data which considers learner voice and the whole school community is vital for ensuring effective and informed self-evaluation is achieved (Schildkamp, 2019). 

To capture this whole learning experience and generate sustainable and evidence-based targets, all stakeholders of the school must be involved in the school improvement process. (Welsh Government, 2022). Collaboration is fundamental to school improvement and therefore the needs and opinions of all those with a stake in the success of the school must be considered (BERA, 2022). Though leadership plays an important role in the production of sustainable and achievable targets, it is important to embrace a more dispersed approach to leadership when it comes to school development and to view school development as a ‘bottom up’ approach (Chapman and Sammons, 2013). This includes the involvement of pupils and teachers in the school development process (BERA, 2022). By using a collaborative approach, a school can appropriately reflect on the impact of the school’s actions on its pupils and staff. 

The action point selected for evaluation in this report has been chosen because it reflects not only a priority for improvement for the school but also the national priorities for school improvement outlined by the Welsh Government (2014). In its documentation on school development planning, the Welsh government highlighted that the national priorities for pupil progression should always be considered to ensure learners are supported in the most effective possible way (Welsh Government, 2014). In line with this guidance, the school has prioritised the progression of the literacy and numeracy framework to ensure that all pupils are supported in developing these skills. 

Donaldson (Donaldson, 2015) professed that there are a range of competencies which are the foundations for all learning and are therefore essential for being able to participate in the modern world. The Welsh government advises that there needs to be a focus on the ability to apply the skills that are developed rather than being able to use them in school. (Welsh Government, 2014). For the success of the LNF (literacy numeracy framework) application of skills muse become authentic and natural for students who are developing these skills (Donaldson, 2015). It is the responsibility of all practitioners to ensure that there is progression in literacy and numeracy skills. These skills are vital for pupil success outside of school because they draw on the common cognitive processes which will be utilised in every aspect of life (Graham, et al, 2018).  These cross- curricular skills are essential for young people to reach their potential both in education and further, which is why they are national priorities for improvement within the new curriculum (Park, 2012). There are varying opinions on how the frameworks should be implemented, with differing views on how the skills should be developed alongside subject knowledge (Kirsten, 2019). However, it is agreed that the development of these skills is what will allow pupils to access the other cognitive processes which will develop their learning further (Cushing, 2019). These skills are the basis for all learning, and therefore all pupils must be given the opportunity to develop them to offer them the best possible opportunity for development in their education (Donaldson, 2015). 
The Welsh government advises that the LNF is not only about knowing literacy and numeracy techniques, but also the application of them in different contexts. Therefore, there is debate over how development of these skills is measured (Lewis and Wray, 2000). It is argued that though testing is the simplest way to analyse literacy and numeracy skills due to the demands for application of these skills in authentic contexts, the LNF should be taught and measured authentically (Cushing, 2019). Using skills out of their context is not the same as being able to apply them. Therefore, it has been argued that schools should move away from monitoring the LNF in this way and focus on the practical application of the framework (Cushing, 2019).  

Developing an action point

The aspect that this report has selected to focus on is the development and maintenance of effective use of the literacy and numeracy framework. The priority outlined on the school’s development plan is ‘to further develop excellent teaching with effective cross-curricular development of literacy and numeracy’. Within the development plan there is clear explanation of how this target was identified, the approaches taken to address it and review of the ongoing progress. 

The first process in school development planning is self-evaluation to identify what the development priorities of the school are. In line with the ‘Schools as learning organisations’ model outlined by the Welsh Government (2022) this school started the process by evaluating what they were doing well and where the areas for improvement were. To do this, the school utilised available quantative data for literacy and numeracy. Through analysis of the Welsh government numeracy procedural and reading scores the leadership in the school identified areas of strength and areas for improvement. The plan highlights that the year 7 cohort required the most support for the development of numeracy skills and that it was year 9 boys who would require further support for literacy development. Though maintenance of the successful use of the cross-curricular frameworks remains a constant target for this school, it was decided that a focus on the groups within the school community who would benefit from targeted development should also be a priority. To self-evaluate this area and produce a specific target the school used analysis of quantative or numerical data. Though for this target this was an appropriate method of evaluation, it should be noted that analysis of quantative data is not always enough for effective self-evaluation (Schildkamp, 2019). In many cases, there should be collection of a range of qualitative data such as pupil voice to ensure all learner needs are being met (Welsh Government, 2022). However, in this case, the analysis of test scores was the most appropriate method to determine which groups required the most support with literacy and numeracy skills. 

Once the groups had been identified as those who needed additional support, plans for improvement were developed. It was decided that those pupils who had been identified in analysis of the test results as needing extra literacy and numeracy support would be given this provision through both individual and group ‘catch up’ sessions, accompanied by more specific support such as ‘spell zone’ where necessary. In addition to this support, the school has adopted a whole school collaborative approach to maintaining standards of the cross curricular frameworks across all learning areas. Each department is responsible for monitoring the aspects of the cross curricular frameworks which fit ‘naturally into their schemes of work’. Through this collaborative approach, the responsibility of monitoring such a huge and important element of teaching and learning is shared across the school (MacBeath, 2008). Each area of learning experience is required to assess the progress of all learners in the elements of the LNF which are frequently used in their learning area. Through this collaboration, the progress of this school priority can be monitored and reviewed constantly, rather than through summative testing at the end of a long period of time. This ensures both involvement of stakeholders in the school development process and that pupils who require support are given the opportunity to receive it throughout their learning experience. 

In addition to collaboration with staff, this development plan ensured the involvement of pupils as stakeholders (BERA, 2022). Through surveys pupils were asked to identify areas of learning that they would like to see in their curriculum. Though this was not something done specifically for this priority, what was highlighted through this survey was student desire for more teaching on financial numeracy. The maths department took on the responsibility of teaching these skills and the programme of study was delivered to pupils during their form time. Through this approach, both pupils and teachers were involved in the school development process and school development of this priority was a whole school approach (Brighthouse and Woods, 2005). 

The provision of extra literacy and numeracy for those who have been identified as needing the support is an ongoing strategy within the school. Similarly, the provision of spell zone and financial numeracy sessions are ongoing. Following the guidance outlined by the Welsh Government, this school has developed strategies which monitor and implement some of the national priorities (Welsh Government, 2022). The development priorities are ongoing but are reviewed regularly in several ways. The national testing of literacy and numeracy provides a natural and standardised way of monitoring improvement in literacy and numeracy. Furthermore, expectation of staff across the school to monitor these skills ensures that the school is aware of both improvements made due to the provisions, and the need to offer said provisions to any other pupils. It could be said that there should be an element of review done by the pupils themselves to determine if the learners believe that the provisions offered are improving their literacy and numeracy skills. It is vital for effective self-evaluation that all stakeholders are involved in the process which includes pupils (Schildkamp, 2019). Utilising pupil voice would ensure that the impact of the strategies on pupils was measured authentically. It could be said that only the pupils could really know if the strategies implemented had encouraged the development of their literacy and numeracy skills. However, this priority is reviewed consistently and by a range of stakeholders across the school and is not exclusively monitored through analysis of quantative data so is still effective and robust (Welsh Government, 2022). 

Reflection and evaluation

The strategies implemented for the progression of this target clearly follows a model of self-evaluation, strategic planning, implementation, and review. The priority was identified through the analysis of relevant and recent data and the strategies implemented for improvement are under constant review by many stakeholders across the school. In the Welsh Government guidance, self-evaluation and improvement are only effective when they are done constantly (Welsh Government, 2022). This school has implemented a strategy which follows this guidance. 

The SDP recommends that the use of numeracy and literacy skills should be monitored by teachers within each AoLE (area of learning experience). Each learning area will take responsibility for assessing whether the skills are being used across the curriculum. On the SDP, the guidance emphasises that each learning area will take responsibility for the literacy and numeracy skills which fit naturally into their AoLE’. This is an important distinction as it ensures that the implementation of cross curricular skills is authentic across the curriculum and are measured and observed naturally (Cushing, 2019). Staff across the school will also be responsible for monitoring any pupil need to access the extra skills support put in place through this SDP target. This is a vital aspect of the review as it ensures a collaborative approach to the priority, while also ensuring that all pupils who would benefit from extra cross curricular skills support are able to have it. Without this monitoring, the only way that pupils are assessed for this need was through the government literacy and numeracy tests. These are done annually so does not occur frequently enough to ensure all pupils are given the appropriate support. There may also be issues such as pupils being absent on the day of the test and pupils testing well, but not being able to utilise their skills within the classroom. By combining analysis of the test results and monitoring pupil use of cross curricular skills in class, the school has ensured that all pupils who would benefit from support are able to access it. Not only is the progress and use of the LNF measured constantly, but there is consideration for the importance of considering the application of skills in authentic contexts, which is the overall desire of the Welsh government cross curricular framework. A possible addition to this initiative is the inclusion of pupil responses and opinion on the support strategies implemented. This would ensure that pupil voice was acknowledged in the SPD process and that pupils were happy with the strategies that had been implemented. 

Conclusion
This report has aimed to consider in detail one priority of a comprehensive school’s development plan and reflect on the implementation and review of this priority. There has been consideration for why this action point has been made a priority, how it has been acted on in school and how the target is being reviewed as an ongoing process. Through this report, it has become evident that constant review of the implementation of strategies is what makes school development planning effective (Welsh Government, 2022). Without the constant review of targets, a school cannot know if the action has been successful or if it is ensuring the best possible learning outcomes for pupils. Reflection on the implementation of strategies must feed back into self-evaluation on the progress and success of elements of school improvement. To generate effective targets for development in the future, the whole school including all its stakeholders, must be in a process of constant evaluation and review. Through consideration of the reflection required for effective development planning, effective and honest reflection is a requirement for all elements of teaching and is something I intend to carry throughout my professional development. 
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