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Introduction
This report investigated how a school developed one aspect of its school development plan (SDP) and critically reflected on the processes used to develop this aspect. The priority area discussed was ‘to create an engaging, broad and balanced curriculum’. This is the first priority area within the SDP and incorporates five actions to help develop this priority. A specific action to address this priority was through helping pupils to become more independent in leading their own learning by developing and embedding learning-to-learn strategies (Placement school, 2023a). The report discussed how the priority area was identified as an area of development and uncovered the impact of learning-to-learn strategies in reference to the school’s development planning cycle (Welsh Government, 2014).

The report is based on a small, mixed-community primary school in South Wales which incorporates a nursery, infants, and juniors. The school has less than 100 pupils and less than 10% of pupils are eligible for free school meals (MyLocalSchool, 2022) which is less than half of the national average (Estyn, 2021). The report adheres to BERA (2018) guidelines whereby anonymity and confidentiality of individuals are consistent throughout.

Literature review 
The purpose of school improvement is to ensure that learners from all backgrounds receive the best learning experiences and outcomes (Welsh Government, 2022). Relatively, effective school improvement has increased student achievement (Demetriou and Kyriakides, 2012) and reduced the attainment gap between learners from more affluent and less affluent backgrounds (Mowat, 2018). 

Within Wales, new school improvement guidance was introduced alongside the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) to ensure that learner well-being and learner progress is at the forefront of improvement (Welsh Government, 2022a; Welsh Government, 2022b). According to the national resource, school improvement begins with self-evaluation to identify the school’s strengths and areas of improvement in ‘learning and teaching’, ‘leadership’, ‘the curriculum’ and ‘well-being, equity and inclusion’ (Welsh Government, 2022c). Moreover, approaches to effective self-evaluation include ‘engaging with stakeholders’, ‘evaluating learner progress’ and ‘looking at learning and teaching’, all of which are then used to plan improvement (Welsh Government, 2022c). This evaluation and planning process is part of a continuous cycle consisting of ‘plan’, ‘implement’ and ‘review’ outlined in the national resource where adjustments to strategies are made following a cycle to facilitate improvement (Welsh government, 2022c). This plan for improvement is collated into a summarised report called the school development plan (SDP) which describes a school’s plan to improve learner outcomes over a year and outlines the priorities for the next three years (Welsh government, 2014). Although, recent guidance suggests that documentation should be used for improvement rather than for external audiences and satisfaction of external accountability (Estyn, 2018; Welsh Government, 2022b).

The school in the current report used the Welsh Government (2014) guidance to formulate their SDP but referred to the new school improvement guidance (Welsh Government, 2022a) to facilitate evaluation, improvement and accountability (Placement school, 2023). According to the Welsh Government (2014), the first stage of school development planning is self-evaluation. Furthermore, they suggest that to ensure robust self-evaluation, a school should use qualitative and quantitative data. Although, Estyn (2018) suggests that data should not be used as a tick-box approach which does not accurately reflect the holistic understanding of teaching and learning. The next stage in the school development planning cycle is strategic planning of actions to address areas of improvement which are outlined by an SDP (Welsh Government, 2014). An SDP must meet the minimum requirements detailed in the ‘Schedule to the SDP Regulations’ and is most effective when all stakeholders collaborate to form the action plan which creates a sense of ownership to achieve improvement (Welsh Government, 2014). Relatively, sharing the vision of the school with the staff has been suggested to increase teachers’ emotional attachment and commitment to the school and greater efforts in realising the school’s vision (Geijsel et al. 2009; Schildkamp et al., 2019; Thoonen et al. 2011). Stage three in the school development planning cycle is the application of actions outlined in the SDP (Welsh Government, 2014). The Welsh Government (2014) guidance states that an SDP must be clear in stating who and what is required to implement actions to prevent the repetition of actions and ensure actions reflect the vision. The final stage is reviewing the impact of actions and revising the SDP to reflect the development (Welsh Government, 2014). Recent guidance details that effective school improvement involves checking progress against targets at regular monitoring intervals throughout the school year to determine the effect of actions on pupil outcomes (Welsh Government, 2022a; Estyn, 2018). 

The school in the current report used the school improvement cycle ‘to create an engaging, broad, and balanced curriculum’ (Placement school, 2023a). Moreover, a specific action of this priority within the SDP was to help pupils become more independent in leading their own learning (Placement school, 2023). This holds significance as the CfW aims for pupils to become independent which is an aspect of personal effectiveness, an integral skill to the four purposes (Welsh Government, 2020). Furthermore, under ‘principles of progression’, the Welsh Government (2020) details that through increasing effectiveness, learners can seek appropriate support and independently identify sources of that support which relates to the current school’s action, ‘leading their own learning’ (Placement school, 2023a). Additionally, Estyn recognised schools that provided pupils with knowledge and skills to learn as effective practice. (Estyn, 2018; Estyn, 2020). However, these reports did not use the most recent guidance on school improvement and one report (Estyn, 2020) documented older learners in a special educational needs school looking to develop their life skills, therefore effective practice may look different within primary schools. Providing pupils with knowledge to learn effectively is supported by the metacurricular approach which states that the teaching of cognitive and metacognitive strategies alongside content is likely to facilitate learning of the content and the application of these skills (Weinstein and Meyer, 1994). This refers to embedding strategies to allow pupils to learn effectively within learning experiences. Relatively, studies have found that providing pupils with skills to learn effectively has increased academic achievement (Caliskan and Sunbul, 2011; Jacobse and Harskamp, 2009; Vainikainen et al., 2015). Additionally, learning-to-learn strategies have also helped promote lifelong learning (Letina, 2020) which shares components with “healthy, confident individuals who have the skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can” within the CfW (Welsh Government, 2020).
 
Action point 
The school’s main priority for development was ‘to create an engaging, broad and balanced curriculum’ (Placement school, 2023a). One of the five actions to achieve this priority was ‘to help learners become independent in leading their own learning by developing learning-to-learn strategies’ (Placement school, 2023a). Headteacher X (2023) stated in a conversation on the 27th of March that the school identified ‘to ensure a broad and balanced curriculum’ as a priority area alongside the introduction of the CfW. Additionally, book scrutiny, learning walks, listening to learners and feedback from staff revealed that there needed to be a greater implementation of the CfW across the school (Placement school, 2023a). Furthermore, the school evaluation report (Placement school, 2023b) stated that learning walks, listening to learners and pupil progress meetings revealed that learners were not independent in their learning. This was also a recommendation by Estyn in their latest inspection who stated that learning environments should be developed to foster greater independence (Estyn, 2015). The school had improved in this area but recognised that improvements had plateaued, and the self-evaluation cycle revealed that this area needed to be developed further following staff training (Placement school, 2023a). This evidences that the school’s SDP is a continuous cycle which considers a wide range of areas (Welsh Government, 2014), not neglecting those that were previous strengths (Placement school, 2023a). Although the school used stakeholders in gathering data, only qualitative data was generated (Placement school, 2023a).

Headteacher X (2023) stated that following self-evaluation, the school underwent strategic planning to help learners lead their own learning which was discussed during a school improvement committee meeting involving the leadership team and governing body. Teacher Y (2023) stated in a conversation on the 27th of March that the committee decided to implement learning-to-learn strategies after seeing the success of these strategies in another school within their triad and the absence of costs to develop the action. Teacher Y (2023) added that actions were further developed and understood during a meeting involving all staff. This approach of involving stakeholders is common with effective practice detailed in the Welsh Government’s (2014) guidance which states that involving stakeholders ensures a collective commitment to the plan. The resources to inform the strategies were learning-to-learn strategies and the success criterion was “to ensure that most pupils can talk about these different strategies and how they help them” (Placement School, 2023a, p. 6). The action plan detailed in the SDP exceeded the minimum requirements detailed in the ‘Schedule to the SDP Regulations’ but was clear and concise to allow all stakeholders to understand and implement the action (Welsh government, 2014). 

The action was implemented in the autumn term of 2022 and is currently ongoing (Placement school, 2023a). Headteacher X (2023) stated that the review and decisions about whether to refine actions are achieved through monitoring. Headteacher X (2023) added that the latest monitoring was undertaken in February 2023 which involved a meeting between themselves and learners in ‘pupil voice’ to determine whether the action’s success criterion was being achieved. The pupils were able to explain strategies such as ‘c3b4me’ which requires pupils to take independence in their learning by using books, peers or the internet to search for an answer before asking a teacher (Placement school, 2023b). Additionally, within the meeting, pupils described their experiences of engaging with feedback in their books, target sheets, selecting their level of challenge, setting up playtime equipment and using a worry box. The methods of learner engagement supported the Welsh Government (2022c) guidance in the national resource as discussions were conducted in a safe environment, learners' views were communicated to stakeholders and the discussion provided the learners’ perspective of strengths and weaknesses of the actions (Placement school, 2023b). However, the feedback did not consider the views of a wide range of learners (Welsh Government, 2022c), only those who were involved in ‘pupil voice’ (Placement school, 2023b). These meetings are an aspect of monitoring which follow an annual monitoring timetable and are undertaken termly and reviewed on a regular basis (Placement school, 2023a). This reflects guidance by the Welsh Government (2014) as progress is checked against targets at regular monitoring intervals throughout the school year. Following monitoring, the headteacher made an evaluative comment on the ‘evaluation’ column of the SDP which stated that learners could talk about strategies and explain why they are helpful (Placement school, 2023a). 

Teacher Y (2023) stated that the school improvement committee meet termly to discuss the impact of actions following findings during monitoring and following this termly cycle, the SDP is refined and updated according to the outcomes of the evaluation. This evidences that the school’s SDP is a ‘live document’ that reflects progress (Welsh government, 2014). Relatively, in the latest committee meeting, the committee outlined the next steps according to the data which was to develop effective feedback so pupils can show progress (Placement school, 2023a). These next steps will then be implemented as part of the next cycle which evidences the robustness of the school’s improvement planning, following the structure of ‘plan’, ‘do’, ‘review’ detailed in the ‘national resource: evaluation and improvement’ (Welsh government, 2022c). The school improvement committee also demonstrate democratic accountability through discussions on monitoring findings, pupil progress and progress against Estyn inspection recommendations (Placement school, 2023b; Welsh Government, 2022a). 

Reflection and evaluation 
Estyn (2018) stated that schools that are effective in improving use evidence-based strategies. Relatively, a number of studies have evidenced that learning-to-learn strategies consistently produce positive learner outcomes (Caliskan and Sunbul, 2011; Jacobse and Harskamp, 2009; Letina, 2020; Vainikainen et al., 2015) which links to the purpose, “healthy, confident individuals who have the skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as independently as they can” (Welsh Government, 2020). However, the school did not provide evidence of specific resources to be used or demonstrate the rationale behind using specific strategies within the SDP (Placement school, 2023a). The inclusion of this would rationalise the choice of using learning-to-learn strategies and give staff more clarity on how to implement them (Estyn, 2018; Welsh Government, 2014).

The school used a range of data collection strategies through listening to learners, learning walks and engaging with stakeholders (Placement school, 2023) which allowed evaluation of ‘leadership and learning’ and ‘curriculum’, detailed in the national resource (Welsh Government, 2022c). These strategies allowed the school improvement committee to be reflective and honest, collecting views from numerous stakeholders across the school to identify strengths and areas of improvement (Welsh Government, 2022a). Despite the data being able to answer the three questions of ‘How well are we doing?’, ‘How do we know’ and ‘How can we improve things further?’ (Welsh Government 2022c), all strategies produced qualitative data. Moreover, qualitative data such as interviews and observations are often affected by unconscious bias as findings are often affected by a researcher’s own preconceptions and could be interpreted differently by others (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Only the headteacher was involved in ‘pupil voice’, therefore the process could be more reliable if an additional member of staff was involved who portrayed the role as a ‘critical friend’ to offer a second opinion which could be agreed upon (Brighouse, and Woods, 1999). Additionally, to provide a more holistic self-evaluation, the school could have used quantitative data to determine whether independence was an improvement priority. The reliance on qualitative data was also common when ‘reviewing impact’ (Welsh Government, 2014). At the beginning of the year, the pupils engaged in the ‘HAPPEN survey’ (HAPPEN Wales, n.d.) which revealed that 60% of pupils were not confident in working independently (Placement school, 2023b). The school should repeat this survey at regular intervals throughout the year to review the impact of actions to triangulate qualitative and quantitative data, providing a more holistic understanding of progression in pupils’ confidence in working independently and assess the progress of all learners rather than only those involved in ‘pupil voice’ or those observed during learning walks (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018; Welsh government, 2022c). Although self-evaluation could be improved, the school used data within multiple stages of the SDP and did not only rely on narrow attainment measures to make judgements on the school’s performance (Welsh Government, 2022a).

The school used first-hand evidence to evaluate their own strengths and areas of improvement through ‘pupil voice’ but only used a small percentage of learners (Welsh Government, 2022c). The ‘national resource: evaluation and improvement’ states that engaging with learners supports improvement when views from a wide range of learners are considered (Welsh Government, 2022c). However, this does not reflect what was being implemented within the school as only pupils’ views who were selected to be in ‘pupil voice’ were collected. A suggestion to improve this could be to meet with a different group of pupils each time across a range of age groups. 

In sum, the school used robust self-evaluation strategies to identify priority areas and evaluate progress which allowed the identification of the next steps of development within the action point, evidencing the school’s SDP is a continuous cycle (Welsh Government, 2014). The school also involves stakeholders and first hand-data in multiple stages of school development planning (Welsh Government, 2014). Though, the school could benefit from including quantitative data when self-evaluating.

Conclusion
The current report critically evaluated the processes of a school’s development plan to help pupils become independent in leading their own learning. The report considered how the school self-evaluated, planned for improvement, implemented actions and reviewed in line with Welsh Government guidance, previous studies and Estyn recommendations. Following this, the report made practical suggestions to improve the school’s improvement cycle to help learners become independent in leading their own learning. 

I have demonstrated ‘supporting formal leadership roles’ through discussions with the headteacher about how stakeholders within the school collaborate to fulfil the school’s vision (Welsh Government, 2019). Additionally, through engaging with literature I have developed my understanding of how schools implement school improvement which evidences the QTS standard, ‘wider reading and research findings’ (Welsh Government, 2019). In future practice, I will continue to engage with stakeholders to understand their priorities of development and develop an understanding of how I can contribute as a teacher to improving these priorities.
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