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Introduction 
The purpose of this assignment is to investigate school improvement in practice by critically examining the process by which a specific school develops one aspect of their improvement plan (SDP), as well as understanding how this target is being implemented. Such a school is an English-medium, mixed-gender primary school located within Neath Port Talbot, South Wales (Estyn, 2018). With a pupil roll of 217 from the ages of 3 to 11; including 50 who attend Nursery part-time. From 2016 to 2018, the average proportion of students eligible for free school meals was approximately 27% (Estyn, 2018). According to the Headteacher of the primary school, this figure has already risen to 56% as of January 2024. This exceeds the national average of 23.8% as of 2023 (Department for Education, 2023b). However, consideration should be given to the new Universal Primary Free School Meals rollout, which began in 2022 and will provide free school meals to all pupils from Nursery to Year 2 by April 2023 (Welsh Government, 2023b). As a result, this number may be considered erroneous due to the figure stated in the Estyn report published in 2018. Furthermore, the school has also identified 38% of students as having additional learning needs. This is significantly higher than the national average of 13.4% for 2023 (Welsh Government, 2023b). Almost all students are white and speak English as their first language (Estyn, 2018).

However, of particular importance to this assignment, during its most recent inspection in June 2018, the report stated that most pupils were making good progress and achieving well concerning their starting points, but recommendations were made to ensure that the school and staff need to improve pupils' understanding of how to address specific areas for improvement in their work. The development of a Shared Understanding of Progress has been highlighted as critical to its success. As a result, for this assignment, I have focused my attention on one of the four priorities listed in their 2023 to 2024 SDP, specifically how the school is implementing the recently identified, whole-school priority of pupil progression, which is a central tenet of the Principles of Progression and is tied into the Welsh Curriculum's four purposes.

The British Educational Research Association (BERA) believes that educational researchers should operate under a code of respect for all individuals participating in or affected by the research they are conducting (British Educational Research Association, 2019). Therefore, to meet the anonymity criteria, the school mentioned in this essay will be referred to as ‘School X’.

Literature Review  
The school improvement guidance issued under Section 10 of the Education Act 1996 establishes a new point of reference for schools, pupil referral units, local authorities, and Estyn, outlining a school's expectations of them in contributing to school improvement within the context of their broader legal duties (Welsh Government, 2022c). 

According to the Welsh Government Report on 'New Framework for School Improvement to Focus on Learner Progression' (2022b), the overarching goal of school improvement is to assist schools in providing learners with the best possible learning experiences and outcomes, regardless of background or circumstance, to achieve high standards and aspirations for all. This is also a part of the Welsh Government's Nationwide Mission for 2023, which seeks to raise standards while tackling the impact of poverty on attainment and ambition (Welsh Government, 2023a). Furthermore, ensuring that schools promote every learner's achievement is a critical component of the Curriculum for Wales, which contributes to the curriculum's four purposes (Welsh Government, 2022c).

An assessment of a diverse body of literature and research reveals that there are several definitions of effective school improvement. According to Reezigt et al. (2001), effective school improvement is defined as planned educational reform that enhances both student learning outcomes and the school's ability to manage change. Despite the controversy, authoritative sources provide interesting explanations for the meaning. Creemers (2002), who presents a framework for the analysis of the case studies on school improvement projects, states in this issue that school effectiveness and school improvement have different origins: school effectiveness is primarily concerned with determining what works and why in education, whereas school improvement is practice and policy which seeks to change education in the desired direction. As such, school effectiveness and school improvement are quite similar in their emphasis on educational outcomes, input, processes, and context. While this view is valuable, schools continue to prioritise transformation efforts at the whole-school level rather than the classroom level (Harris, 2013). As such Harris (2013) questions the teaching and learning process in pursuit of sustained school improvement. However, cross-examination of both definitions reveals that the primary concern is changing the quality of teachers without necessarily considering the ramifications for student outcomes (Reezigt et al., 2001). 

Jeremy Miles, Minister for Education has unveiled a new framework for school reform in Wales. This framework prioritises learner development and well-being, intending to attain high standards and ambitions for everyone. This new establishment means that National Categorisation will be phased out and replaced by a comprehensive self-evaluation system that allows excellent practice to be shared and failure to be addressed immediately (Welsh Government, 2022b). This means that teachers reflect on their work and identify opportunities for development in student and professional learning (Chapman & Sammons, 2013, as cited in Goldstone, 2022). Jeremy Miles believes that this can establish clear expectations so that every pupil is properly supported as well having more up-to-date information on each school's improvement plans, allowing the focus to be on learner progression rather than headline descriptions (Welsh Government, 2022b). Furthermore, parents will have better access to current and detailed information. Instead of classification, a summary of each school's improvement priorities will be made public (Welsh Government, 2022b). As a result, this will aid in the development of the relationship between the school and parents, as well as the larger community; however, some argue, as mentioned in a BBC News report (2022), that parents are more concerned with how a school promotes young people's wellbeing. Gibbons and Silva (2011) agree with this sentiment by stating in their argumentative paper that parents strongly favour school who are adept at fostering student satisfaction over teachers who can raise standardised test scores.

A thorough review of School X's strategic plan reveals that building a shared sense of progress can form a natural part of a school's self-improvement cycle, therefore they should consider if their learners are progressing in the methods specified in the Principles of Progression and if the rate of learners' progress is in line with teachers’ and curricular expectations (Welsh Government, 2022a). As a result, the Welsh Government (2022a) document on understanding pupil progression suggests that teachers within their school explore, discuss, and develop an understanding of their shared expectations for how learners should progress and how knowledge, skills, and experiences should contribute to this, drawing on progression principles, statements of what matters, and learning descriptions. For instance, when teachers attempt to cultivate ambitious students, schools must guarantee that their growth and learning standards are equally ambitious. They will also need to investigate techniques to ensure that learners advance consistently throughout their learning journey, as well as at the appropriate speed and difficulty (Welsh Government, 2022a). To support this, School X have acknowledged in their SDP the significance of progression and its role in curriculum and assessment design; likewise, they planned and facilitated opportunities for its teachers to discuss learner progress; and consider how their self-evaluation and improvement strategies will contribute to this process. As seen on their SDP (see appendix A), School X has established milestones to ensure that their curriculum planning and teaching ensures that students’ progress with their values, attitudes, cross-curricular skills, integral skills, and knowledge and understanding; thus, understanding of a shared progression is a priority for their school as they embark on their Curriculum for Wales journey.

After reviewing School X development plan, it is evident that they paid great attention to assessment progression. Assessment is crucial in allowing each student to progress at their own pace while also encouraging and challenging them appropriately (Welsh Government, 2020).
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Figure 1: Key principles and purpose of assessment (Welsh Government, 2020)

As illustrated in Figure 1, assessment is inextricably tied to curriculum design, and its fundamental objective is to assist every learner in making progress and receiving adequate support and challenge (Welsh Government, 2020). Consequently, it should aid in developing a full picture of the student, including their strengths, learning styles, and areas for progress, to inform future learning (Welsh Government, 2020). The Welsh Government (2020) believe that assessment should not be used to make a one-time assessment of a learner's overall achievement at a particular age or point in time using best-fit descriptors or criteria. Black (1993) is in favour of this sentiment by stating in their analytical research paper regarding Formative and Summative assessment that the ability to monitor for understanding was the key to the assessment's effectiveness. This can be accomplished by incorporating assessment into everyday practice in a way that interests the learner and is indistinguishable from learning rather than it being seen as an accountability process for teachers and school (Donaldson, 2015).  This allows teachers to respond to the specific needs of their class of pupils (Welsh Government, 2020). According to School X's SPD, for their Year 3 Higher Level Targets, they plan for nearly all students to understand what they are studying and why, as well as respond positively to feedback and identify their strengths and areas for improvement. 

Developing an action point

Self-evaluation 
In terms of self-assessment, School X followed Welsh Government school improvement recommendations, which established a new framework for evaluation, improvement, and accountability. The framework, which is aligned with the Curriculum for Wales, specifies the Welsh Government's expectations for self-evaluation and improvement in schools (Welsh Government, 2021).
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Figure 2: The Planning for improvement Model (Welsh Government, 2021)

Figure 2 depicts the model utilised by schools to establish priorities for their SDPs; in particular, School X employed walk-throughs and triads to identify potential improvements. School X chose to focus on the most crucial parts of their work that needed to be improved based on their evaluation results, which were teacher feedback to students and student self and peer feedback. As a result, School X's development plan establishes a clear vision and improvement targets based on the anticipated outcomes for its pupils and they are constantly reflecting on and assessing their milestones under the notions of development standards, making changes as necessary (Welsh Government, 2021). 

Strategic Planning 
The Department of Education (2015) defines school development planning as a strategic improvement strategy. The SDP should be the exclusive way of documenting the school's improvement priorities and strategies, as well as the starting point for any external challenge, assistance, or intervention (Welsh Government, 2014).  As a result, School X established their four main priorities, which are listed in their SDP: 'to improve attendance for all learners', 'to develop proficiency in numbers across the curriculum', and 'to develop expressive language (both verbal and written) in a range of contexts', with the final priority being 'to develop a shared understanding of progression'. The primary measures implemented to enhance standards for this priority were to focus on formative assessment and how teachers and the community may improve their knowledge and understanding of this. Consequently, teachers can adjust their pedagogy to each student's specific learning needs, thus allowing them to progress.

Involving Stakeholders
As part of the process of establishing School X’s SDP, they involved students, teachers, and the governing body to identify strengths and areas for improvement. By doing this, they can seek and achieve the school improvement priorities by providing differentiated perspectives and knowledge (Estyn, 2017). While the school's development plan does not specifically mention the stakeholders involved, it is clear from my teaching placement at the school and attendance at all Adds meetings that the refined processes are supported by the participation of every member of staff, all of whom feel involved in school improvement. As an educative opinion, I believe that the involving stakeholders' processes at School X is seen as straightforward, transparent, and adaptable to the school's changing demands as all staff demonstrate a real drive for excellence and follow a three-year strategy that clearly defines accountability and expectations. 

Making Improvements & Actions
After developing a strategic plan, the next step in improvement planning is to evaluate the actions outlined in the SDP. School X’s staff would have been aware of their roles in carrying out the necessary actions to achieve progress in the beginning of this development planning process (Welsh Government, 2014). As such in November 2023, three months after launching their SDP plan, School X’s staff attended an Adds meeting to assess their progress and make adjustments to meet their initial intents. As a result, in November 2023, they began to use observations as a type of assessment for learning in KS1 and KS2, rather than solely in the Early Years phase. This allows teachers to monitor each of their students in a learning setting and record the language the pupils use and how it relates to the activity's success criteria. From there, the teacher can determine what the next stages are for that student's learning (Perrenoud, 1998).

Reviewing impact 
This is the final phase of the school development cycle. According to the Welsh Government, SDPs should be considered live documents that are checked regularly during the development cycle (Welsh Government, 2022c). As a result, the governing board must monitor and amend the school development plan annually, or after an Estyn inspection, as part of The School Government (Terms of Reference) under Regulation 6 (Legislation, 2000). This will ensure that the school's improvement plans and initiatives are current with the school's context (Welsh Government, 2014). As shown on School X’s SDP (see appendix A), the staff are now commenting on pupils work where there is good practice shown and not just using colouring traffic lights. This in turn will meet the developments plan aim of pupils responding positively to feedback and identifying their strengths and areas for improvement.

Reflection and evaluation 
A critical examination of the school's development priority reveals that it is necessary to review its current development and evaluate its performance as an improvement target. The school's SDP (see appendix A) outlines ongoing opportunities for staff to reflect on their understanding of progression and how it is articulated in the curriculum. This feeds into curriculum and assessment design, planning, self-evaluation, and improvement processes, and ensures that staff are equipped with the best materials and knowledge to meet the needs of their pupils. Following this, School X provides continual opportunities for its teachers to compare their understandings to other schools, ensuring consistency of expectation while keeping local flexibility; this is accomplished through planned Cluster Adds (as dated in the SPD). 
However, after carefully reviewing School X SDP, I recommend they share their practices with schools outside of their cluster to achieve equity across the education system. Beyond School X's cluster, other agencies include local or regional networks and support, the National Network for Curriculum Implementation, and the CAMAU i'r Dyfodol project, which is a national research project designed to build capacity in understanding and developing progression from 3 to 16 across the curriculum in Welsh schools (Welsh Government, 2020). Local authorities and regional consortia play a vital role in ensuring that all teachers have the chance to engage in meaningful discussions to establish a shared concept of progression. The lessons learned from these conversations should be applied to local procedures. As a result, the outputs of professional dialogue within the school and cluster will contribute significantly to national conversations. This interaction will contribute to coherence as schools and settings engage with and implement Curriculum for Wales.

Conclusion 
The intent of this assignment was to critically investigate the method by which a chosen school generates one of their priorities of its School Development Plan. After reviewing a departmental strategy to implement the overall school priority of building a shared understanding of progression, this study has provided me with a more educated understanding of what elements are needed to sustain a school improvement plan. Looking ahead, I plan to ensure that my classroom practice is guided by my school's improvement priorities and that I take the required measures to understand strategies I can implement within the classroom to help them be realised. However, most importantly, completing this assignment has reinforced the importance of working with colleagues and taking responsibility for my professional development in developing pedagogical practices to meet the learning needs of the pupils. 





Appendices
Appendix A:- A screenshot of School X’s SPD of Priority 2 (relevant section) 
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