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Introduction

Within this assignment I will be looking into School Improvement Plans focusing on an area of improvement within my current placement school.  The school in which I am focusing on have 31.7% of pupils eligible for free school meals, also known as eFSM (My Local School, 2022).  Within the 2022-2023 School Improvement Plan I am looking at, the action within the strand of Teaching states the continuation of growing digital learning resources which will enhance the learning throughout all departments. This action point came from the inspection report in previous years as well as it being a focus within the Curriculum for Wales within the cross-curricular framework (Hwb, 2019).  This will be the focus of the assignment looking at how literature supports this action.

Literature Review 

The Welsh Government (2022) have set out a guide in terms of school improvement plans, also known as SIP.  The SIP follows the Curriculum for Wales to ensure relevant improvements are made allowing the best outcomes for the progression of the learners within the school.  This is done through a range of methods of analysis, self-evaluating the performance of a school ensuring teaching and learning, as well as other areas, focusing on supporting students in line with the vision of the four purposes.  Through this method of self-evaluation all pinpointed areas are brought together within the SIP including an action point, resources, and recorded progress (Welsh Government, 2022).

Staff in a lead position within the school will highlight areas that need addressing through collected evidence in which they base their improvement decisions (Goldstone, 2022).  Clear action points and resources to reach these goals will be recognised within the plan through a collaborative approach.  Stakeholders such as external, local partnerships, parents, teachers, and more, are important in their participation creating an inclusive document (Goldstone, 2022).
  
In 2018 Kevin Palmer, Welsh Government deputy director, spoke about schools as a learning organisation in a positive manner speaking highly of collaboration and networking (Addysg Cymru, 2018).  Within the curriculum reform there is high focus on assessing teaching and emphasis on effective leadership in terms of change.  With a collaborative approach in mind departments do not work in isolation but allow creativity and freedom with a cross-curricular vision.  Through a sense of curiosity surrounding this change, a culture of exploration and inquiry is created (Addysg Cymru, 2018).  The OECD initially formulated a structure for schools supporting them with a pilot method, which include various stages, to then working with the regions for school improvement alongside the school itself finding the best way to move forward in developing their practice (Addysg Cymru, 2018).  Through being reflective practitioners school staff members determine which areas require improvement which are identified through gathered data and therefore enhances the learning (OECD, 2023).  The Welsh Government (2014) provide a visual of the cycle schools should follow, as seen below. This cycle ensures a reflective way of working through self-evaluation.
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“Figure 1: School development planning cycle” (Welsh Government, 2014) 


Digital competency skills were included within the Curriculum for Wales after the digital competency framework was published in 2016 providing schools with ways to plan for this (Edwards, 2019).  Donaldson (2015) states within the Successful Futures document the way in which the inclusion of digital competence can occur through a cross-curricular approach.  This is a skill that has grown through many years which is now an important aspect of the current world.  The document states a single staff member would guide and assist this aspect of learning.  With digital competency being an important part of pupils learning within school the Covid-19 pandemic had different plans for the learning of pupils which very quickly changed from face-to-face school learning to learning to online within their own homes.  The Welsh Government acted quickly regarding the pandemic providing students whom are eligible for free school meals with devices to enable online learning to take place at home.  Kirsty Williams stated, “Ensuring that no child or family was left behind as a result of this crisis remains a key priority for the Welsh Government” (Welsh Government, 2020).  

In 2018 ESTYN published their findings of case studies within schools whom are carrying out good practice preparing for DCF.  The recommendations state that within a school collaboration should take place ensuring staff work together for the best outcome, plan for a continuation of DCF skills throughout the curriculum, as well as ensuring a timeframe that suits the needs of training and supporting staff in building these professional learning skills (ESTYN, 2018).  As self-evaluation takes place within schools the report suggests questions as a way to analyse the success of their action point in terms of DCF.  A few examples for leadership staff would be questioning whether the school have a clear vision, whether this vision is understood and translated from theory to practical as well as how this can be monitored around departments.  For the staff member in charge of this area the questions are slightly different thinking about the engagement of staff in delivering these skills as well as how all school teachers will implement DCF within departments.  This then feeds into the departments where teaching staff are key in delivering these skills implementing them within their lessons (ESTYN, 2018).

A case study on a secondary school where they have been building their digital journey over five years show that the leadership staff members decided on an approach where departments use innovative ways of working such as e-portfolios and blogs where work can be evaluated effectively.  Using a pilot method to begin with departments were able to include specific learning areas within their subjects covering all DCF skills throughout school which improve pupil digital skills.  Idea sharing takes place through staff collaboration.   The impact is analysed through exploring departmental schemes of work ensuring learning opportunities are meaningful and engaging.  Pupils work was initially self-assessed due to weak outcomes.  This has been closely monitored by teaching staff with the results of improved digital skills across the board (ESTYN, 2018). 

With some schools offering one to one devices to students it supports teaching and learning as access to technology throughout school allows for DCF skills to be used across a range of learning environments (Roschelle and Pea as cited in Penuel, 2006).   

Developing an action plan as a school

Self evaluation

The school in which I am focusing on state a continuation to grow digital resources which will enhance the learning through departments as an action point within the strand of ‘Teaching’ within their 2022-2023 SIP.  This was included within their three year improvement plan from 2021.  It was an action that followed their inspection in 2019 where ESTYN stated their teaching and learning needed improving.  As well as this the school have included the Welsh Government’s vision on cross-curricular leaning including improved digital skills.  This is not stated within the SIP but is in line with the national vision due to the continuous development of technology.  The success criteria for this action is for teachers to use digital resources within lessons in a number of ways to engage all students.  For this to take place with ease all pupils within the school are provided with a personal Chromebook.  This is stated on the ‘resource’ element of the plan although it does not state how this was funded.  Through research, the Welsh Government provided funding to schools during the pandemic.  Due to the school having a 31.7% eFSM students it is likely this is how they began to initially bring in 1:1 devices.  It is likely that the school were either provided further funding or used the schools budget to supply devices to not only eFSM learners.  The schools action point works alongside the Welsh Governments vision as they linked the strand of ‘Teaching’ to the purpose of enterprising, creative contributors.

Strategic planning

Although not stated on the SIP, the head of expressive arts said that the governing body, as well as including other stakeholders, were involved in deciding to provide all pupils with personal devices.  The headteacher and leadership team planned for funding and/or the budget.  Heads of departments around the school were involved in planning for their departments to include DCF skills within lessons through departmental meetings where all teaching staff had a say in innovative ways of working (Head of Expressive Arts, 2023).  This is the same approach to case study two, as also suggested by ESTYN (2018), where staff collaborate to ensure the best outcomes for their learners.

Making improvement/action 

The Head of the Expressive Arts (2023) spoke about the way in which this action is implemented specifically within this department.  Within music and drama, the free website ‘SeeSaw’ allows for instant upload of videos where pupils have their own profiles.  Both staff and pupils engage in feedback through commenting on their chosen upload.  Music also use the free website ‘BandLab’ where songs can be created.  Photography use e-portfolios on PowerPoint which allows easy access by both the class and the teacher which also eliminates the challenge of pupils carrying a physical portfolio around school or forgetting it at home.  As Expressive Art have a running theme through all subjects that sit under the umbrella all staff use Microsoft Teams where classroom materials can also be accessed by the pupils (Head of Expressive Arts, 2023).  This is also used school wide for materials to be shared where relevant.  From observing this way of teaching and learning within my placement school I have seen digital skills used in this way which is seen as a positive element within the lessons that supports Roschelle and Pea’s statement of DCF skills being used across a range of learning environments.  Within expressive arts, it allows for fluid, engaging teaching to take place where students are continuously building their skills.  

Reviewing impact

The outcome of lessons are continuously checked for progress of students and how successful they are at using digital means to complete and upload work.  The teachers also take note of any pupils forgetting their Chromebooks as the vision of providing pupils with 1:1 devices ensures teaching can continue with ease.  This information is then fed back to the leadership team whom originally decided on this action point which will show if providing pupils with 1:1 devices is successful.  The leadership team look at all departments regarding the outcome of students using DCF skills within their lesson to further inform the progress of this action (Head of Expressive Arts, 2023).  

Working through the cyclical model, the progress of this action is continuously analysed on a termly bases through the gathering of data where regular improvements can be made (Head of Expressive Arts, 2023).  The leadership team are the staff members in charge of reviewing the outcome of pupils progress alongside using 1:1 Chromebooks to assess whether the action is proving successful.  This is similar to case study one where the leadership team assess if the schools vision is understood and translated from theory to practical by all teaching staff.  

ESTYN (2018) suggest a timeframe for staff to build on their skills in order to teach DCF skills.  This is not stated within the SIP but it is likely time was set aside for teaching staff to share skills or even receive training from an external company which will come at a cost.  Working through the Welsh Government cycle of self-evaluation on a termly basis there are many opportunities throughout the school year where improvements can be made.  

Reflection

This action point derived from the 2019 ESTYN report where there were concerns of teaching and learning.  Positive changes were made within the school where they embraced the Welsh Government’s vision of digitally competent pupils.  As well as this, linking it to one of the four purposes makes it even more purposeful.  After speaking to the Head of expressive arts I have learnt that working through the cycle on a termly basis have enabled positive, ongoing changes for pupils to improve their DCF skills all throughout the year.  The collaborative approach to improving this skill is a beneficial way for the school to include DCF skills throughout departments as they use many innovative ways to work which derived from the skills and ideas of teaching staff members.  As they review data on a termly basis they are preparing pupils for the modern world where digital skills are used day to day, which is in line with the Welsh Governments vision.  The data gathered of pupils not bringing in laptops and progress of pupils working digitally work alongside each other where leadership staff assess pupil progress in conjunction to 1:1 devices to assess how personal devices are benefitting the lessons.

The SIP is an ongoing document, although progress of pupils are not updated within the document but are shared through meetings on a termly basis.  It is clear that the main stakeholders attached to this action point are the leadership team, heads of departments and all teaching staff.  Looking at the wider vision the stakeholders are the leadership team, head of the school, the Welsh Government and other external funding sources in order to provide pupils with 1:1 Chromebooks to begin with.  As Kevin Palmer (Addysg Cymru, 2018) states schools are learning organisations he speaks of effective leadership in terms of change.  It is apparent that the school possess this as the leadership team are in charge of the continuous improvements of this action which is proving successful.  Palmer also speaks about a culture of inquiry as a whole school.  The school consistently explore the way in which DCF skills are implemented using personal Chromebooks in order to assess if providing pupils with personal devices is success and whether it enhances their learning through innovative ways of working, as the success criteria states, engaging all learners.

Dates are not included within the document which appears to be part the ongoing nature of the action.  Although data analysis to evaluate the progress is shared in meetings it would be beneficial to update the SIP with the most relevant progress to date.  As well as this, the way in which 1:1 devices are funded are not stated within the SIP.  Although we can assume the Welsh Government initially provided funding during the pandemic to supply eFSM learners with devices to work from home we cannot be certain whether the additional devices provided to all other learners came from the schools budget or further funding.


Conclusion

Through looking into the SIP I have learnt the importance of self-evaluation within a school working through the Welsh Governments cyclical model.  It sets out clear guidance in order for school improvement plans to be effective.  Through exploring a schools SIP document focusing on a specific action point I gained a deep understanding of the process from how it is decided, to learning about stakeholders involved, to implementing it through providing resources.  Through pinning a success criteria to an action point it allows for clear evaluation to take place through data analysis.   Specific to the SIP explored within this assignment, the way in which they discuss ideas to move it from theory to practical, a collaborative process takes place which includes innovative ideas from teaching staff.  The school follows the Welsh Government guidance and act as a learning organisation where the best outcomes for learners are continuously improving through self-evaluation.  As well as this the school clearly work towards the values of the Welsh Curriculum within their SIP.  

This will inform my future teaching practice as I will always explore the SIP and departmental improvement plans within the school I am teaching to ensure I understand my role and responsibilities in supporting the schools vision.
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Figure 1: School development planning cycle
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