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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
	A school development plan (SDP) is the school’s strategic plan for improvement (1). School Development Plans may sometimes be referred to by other titles, such as ‘school improvement plans’. For clarity, the term school development plan (SDP) will be used throughout this essay, as this is the term used in School X. The school has been pseudonymised to protect the anonymity of both the school and its stakeholders. 

	School X is a small primary school in an affluent area of Swansea. It is English medium, and none of the children or their families are fluent Welsh speakers. Following an Estyn inspection in 2022, the improvement of pupils’ Welsh speaking skills was recommended. This issue was exacerbated during COVID-19 as families were not equipped to support their children’s second-language development. Welsh oracy has been identified by the school as a target in their SDP, falling under the teaching and learning strand.

	The theoretical underpinning of school development, including self-evaluation, data usage and the involvement of stakeholders will be discussed. Additionally, the evidence and policy base for Welsh language with English-medium schools is explored, in the context of the Curriculum for Wales. School X’s SDP process will be critically discussed and reflected upon. 

Literature Review

School Improvement 

	School improvement is intended to help schools provide the best possible learning experiences and outcomes to all learners, no matter their background. In terms of statutory laws, schools in Wales have been bound by the Education (School Development Plans) (Wales) Regulations since 2014. The Regulations set out a schedule for the creation of school development plans. Following the development of the Curriculum for Wales, new guidance has been published to place the requirements of the Regulations in the context of the new framework (Welsh Government, 2022). This guidance is not yet statutory, and is expected to become so in September 2024. The most notable change to the Regulations is the removal of the public colour coding system. 

	The Regulations (2014) nor the updated school improvement guidance (2022) provide a set model that must be followed in the creation of an SDP. However the model used in the Bridging process will be used for continutity purposes.


Figure 1: The School Development Plan cycle. Based on the test phase from the Bridging  STEER document. 
	

Although school development is a cyclical process, self-evaluation is seen as the starting point (Welsh Government, 2022b). In the context of the Curriculum for Wales, self-evaluation should be informed by the principles of progression rather than an exercise to satisfy external accountability (Welsh Government 2022a; 2022b). Self-evaluation includes identifying areas of strength and best practices, as well as facilitating professional reflection and discussion about areas for improvement (Welsh Government 2014; 2022a). 

Effective self-evaluation will be informed by the use of multiple sources of data (Welsh Government, 2014). An SDP may be ineffective if generated without analysis of data as the causes of problems need to be identified before improvement actions are taken. However, data use does not start with data (Schildkamp, 2019), the school needs to identify goals to provide direction to their analysis of data. 

Formal data is that which is systematically collected by analysis of existing data sources within the school (Schildkamp, 2019). This may include attainment results, PISA data or comparative data between schools (Welsh Government, 2014). However, qualification and summative data alone will not be sufficient for a school to accurately judge learning, progress or well-being (Welsh Government, 2022a). The Curriculum for Wales emphasises progression, and in the context of self-evaluation, this requires a change in the approach to gathering data and assessment of children’s learning. 

	Schools are advised to use a range of data sources, providing both qualitative and quantitative information (Welsh Government, 2022a). The use of a variety of data types can be defined as evidence-informed practice (Schildkamp, 2019). Alongside formal or summative data, Schildkamp (2019) identifies informal data and educational research results. 
	
	Informal data refers to the role of teachers in collecting and interpreting information about the needs of their students in everyday practice (Schildkamp, 2019). This professional judgement influences the SDP when staff are involved in the self-evaluation and goal setting process, and their professional observations are given due weight.

	In an empirical study, Demetriou and Kyriakides (2012), studied the impact of three different approaches to School Self-Evaluation (SSE), alongside a control group with no SSE mechanism. The findings showed that all experimental groups with SSE showed better results on student learning in mathematics. The SSE approach that had the highest impact was the approach based on the assumption that educational research should guide the SSE process. The study is limited in validity in that it only measured a single cognitive outcome, improvement in mathematics. 
	
	Ultimately, the consensus within the Welsh Government documentation is that a range of data should be used, in a non-hierarchical manner (Welsh Government, 2022a). However, the guidance is not to ignore other sources of evidence, such as listening to learners, or teacher observations. This idea of multiple perspectives is relevant when discussing the role of the different stakeholders in school improvement.

	Within the self-evaluation process and also the SDP process, it is necessary to seek the views of the stakeholders of the school. The governing body has overall responsibility for the SDP, however the headteacher is required to work with staff and governors to produce the SDP (Welsh Government, 2014). Engagement with stakeholders is a key part of developing the school as a learning organisation (Welsh Government 2021). School leaders should be innovative and creative, with a commitment to improving learning and teaching (Welsh Government, 2022c). However, it is not just the leadership of a school that creates the SDP, as involving school stakeholders can increase levels of participation in using the SDP for improvement (Demetriou & Kyriakides, 2012). 

	The views of learners should be considered. Students are important stakeholders in the school and should be included in the SDP process. Schildkamp (2019) argues that students are also stakeholders in the process of data use, as they have the power to use the data to influence and improve their own learning, as active participants. Students can be a source of information (Lodge, 2005), however, this doesn’t engage the children and so Lodge argues it has limited value in school improvement. Instead, involving children in dialogue about school improvement allows the school to develop as a learning community (Lodge, 2005), or in the Welsh context; as a learning organisation. In turn, this contributes to the UNCRC Rights (1989), in particular, children’s participation rights. These articles state that children should be seen as individuals who make active contributions to society and decision-making (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, n.d). As the SDP is something that would affect their day-to-day life, whether they were previously aware of this or not, means they should be involved in the self-evaluation and planning process. 

	On a wider scale, the SDP should be the starting point for work with regional consortia and the local authority (Welsh Government, 2022b). By working with the local authority, schools can agree the support that is needed to meet the targets of the SDP. Improvement advisers, also referred to as challenge advisers work with schools to provide expertise and perspective (Welsh Government, 2022a). 
 

Welsh Oracy

	As of September 2022, the Welsh national priorities were changed to align with the Curriculum for Wales. Schools must consider the national priorities when deciding the goals of their SDP. These priorities are improving pupil progression and reducing the impact of poverty on progression and attainment (Welsh Government, 2022a). Estyn reported that excellent leadership and teaching were supported by professional development that was focused on the national priorities for improvement (Estyn, 2015).  

	One of the areas required to be addressed in an SDP is curriculum learning and teaching. One of the sub-areas is learner progress in the Welsh language (Welsh Government, 2022a). Of the recommendations made in Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015), 10 of these recommendations involved the place of the Welsh language in the curriculum (Beard, 2020). English medium schools have an important role in achieving the vision of a million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2018). Additionally, the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Wales) (2015) expresses the importance of Welsh culture and language. These policies are supported by the Curriculum for Wales, the ongoing development of a language continuum to support the acquisition of the Welsh language (Welsh Government, 2018). 

	Despite Welsh being compulsory from the ages of 3-16 (source), many learners leave school without any proficiency in the language (Beard, 2020). According to Estyn (2015), GCSE Welsh second-language courses do not produce bilingual pupils, who have the skills to use Welsh confidently in day-to-day life. The data suggests that children in the Foundation Phase have positive attitudes and progress with speaking Welsh, but standards decrease as children get older (Estyn, 2015).

	Beard’s research found that the Welsh second language instruction in KS2 and KS3 in English medium schools was oracy orientated. Donaldson (2015) recommends learning Welsh as a means of communication, and the importance of oral communication and understanding. However mechanical teaching and learning of Welsh speaking patterns does not place the language in a meaningful context (Beard, 2020). The language introduced to children in topic-based Welsh lessons are often not words they would need to communicate outside of the classroom. Thus, there seems room for improvement within how schools approach Welsh oracy.

Action Point

Self evaluation 
	A recommendation from a 2022 Estyn inspection provides rationale behind improving Welsh oracy within the school. The report states that pupils in School X show good written Welsh skills, but do not speak Welsh confidently of have the skills to ask or respond to common questions. Thus the SER was largely based on Inspection Area 3, teaching and learning experiences (Estyn, 2022). It is worth noting the balancing act between accountability and improvement, as it is important that the school chose this target for genuine improvement, and not solely to meet the demands of Estyn and external pressures (Welsh Govenrment, 2022a; 2022b). the removal of the colour coding system in inspections shows signs of removing fears of public shame and schools being more willing to work with Estyn and the local authority towards genuine improvement (Welsh Government, 2022b). 

Data
	Alongisde the Estyn report, School X used data gathered from a range of monitoring activities. These included learning walks and book looks. Additionally, feedback was taken from teachers’ perspectives of learning and progression. This is an example of Schildkamp’s (2019) informal data.
	
	School X doesn’t include findings from educational research in self-evaluation or SDP. An trial intervention by the Enducation Endowment Foundation aimed to support teachers to use research evidence for school improvement (Wiggins et al. 2019). The participating schools found the intervention appropriate and helpful, although the data showed positive trends, the results were not statistically significant. In terms of School X, no research evidence appeared in the final copy of the SDP. However, this does not mean research did not inform School X’s discussion and planning. It would be useful to include it in the SDP to ensure all stakeholders are aware of the research and policy rationale behind Welsh oracy as a target.  

Stakeholders

	School X involves multiple stakeholders in the SDP process. The Estyn report states that the governors do not always have a strong understanding of the priorities of the SDP, and thus can’t perform the role of ‘critical friends’. This is something the school may look to develop alongside the SDP goals this year, or potentially as a stand-alone goal in the future. The LLC AOLE lead in the school has been delegated responsibility for reviewing the progress of Welsh oracy. However, all staff have a detailed calendar which breaks down the self-evaluation and improvement work required by each person. This was praised as good practice in the Estyn report. This was chosen to not be shared with student teachers, so there is no critical reflection on the types of monitoring and evaluation activities listed in this calendar. 

	The Criw Cymraeg developed a whole-school Welsh incentive reward system, which they introduced to their peers. This was the pupil’s suggestion on how to increase participation and enjoyment of Welsh around the school. This was a recent introduction, so its effectiveness of it cannot yet be evaluated. However, the pupils’ initial response to the system was one of enthusiasm, and the Criw Cymraeg enjoyed the agency and independence they had exercised in the process of developing the reward system. This is an example of pupil participation in an SDP that goes beyond the children as passive sources of information but as active participants in the SDP process.  

	School X lists multiple ways in which the wider school community can enrich the target. One of these is school-to-school collaboration. According to Estyn, School X collaborates well with other schools, as well as with the university. School X is part of a ‘cluster’, in which members of staff regularly communicate and meet with teachers and leaders of schools within the catchment area. The school does Slot Drilio following the Gyda’n Gilydd scheme of Welsh oracy used by other schools within the Partneriath. This collaboration between the cluster ensures the children are transitioning to comprehensive school with a consistent ability in Welsh. 


Strategic planning

	The SDP needs clear success criteria, as well as suitable milestones to measure and evaluate progress (Welsh Government, 2014). The target is broken down into three smaller targets, and clear success criteria were established. This helps to ensure all staff and governors are aware of the SDP goals and what actionable steps need to be taken. The costs listed to implement the Welsh oracy goal were low in comparison with other SDP goals for the year. In terms of time commitments, training is required for LLC lead, who will then deliver this training to teachers and teaching assistants in the school. Professional development is an important process within the SDP cycle, and is often linked to signs of effective leadership (Poekert, 2012; Daniëls et al. 2019). 


Measuring impact

	The Criw Cymraeg, a group of pupils sent out questionnaires to gauge children’s feelings about the Welsh language. The questionnaire found that 83% of children enjoy speaking Welsh compared to 46% in September 2022. This is a promising statistic but needs to be used alongside other data, as enjoyment doesn’t equal improvement in Welsh oracy. It is important to evaluate what the goal is of data collection and whether it is genuinely measuring Welsh oracy (Schildkamp, 2019). School X has completed end of termly evaluations, and RAYG rated progress against the action plan. Data collection to evaluate the goal throughout the year has included questionnaires, assessment outcomes and learning walks.  

Recommendations

Overall, School X’s SDP is clear and concise and was easy to understand as a stakeholder. The school made use of a range of data sources to self-evaluate, as well as taking on board the recommendation of Estyn following an inspection. The school show a willingness to receive feedback and are working with the local authority and Partneriath to develop Welsh oracy within the school. The school also makes good use of the ‘cluster’ group of schools, to ensure consistency in the curriculum between the schools in the local area. Many of these schools are also working towards improvement in Welsh as part of their SDPs, so there is not one clear leader in the sharing of best practices. However communication between schools allows them to share and trial strategies to improve Welsh within the school. 

	In terms of recommendations for a future SDP process, a potential improvement could be the use of empirical research evidence in the self-evaluation process. However, it is worth noting that the research base on Welsh oracy is limited, an obstacle encountered in the earlier literature review. Hopefully, the development of the curriculum framework for second-language progression in Welsh will be a valuable tool to support schools to develop their understanding of the best practice.

	Additionally, the links with community may benefit from strengthening. The school makes good connections with families and the local church. The idea of a link between the school and a local Welsh-medium school is suggested in the SDP, and this is something that will hopefully be implemented before the end of the SDP cycle. Additionally, working with places in the community such as shops, to encourage children to use Welsh on school trips could be a valuable way of providing an authentic context to Welsh oracy.
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