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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

This report will critically reflect on the route taken by a school to achieve a specific action point highlighted in their school improvement plan. The school will be referred to as School A, providing confidentiality to align with ethical guidelines for research (BERA, 2018). According to Estyn (2018), this community school in South Wales has over four hundred pupils from the ages of three to eleven. Around ten percent of pupils are eligible for free school meals, which is below the national average of nineteen percent. 

The selected focus of this report is the aim within the school improvement plan to develop a concept and enquiry-based approach to curriculum design. This is situated within the objective to improve standards of teaching and learning, through deep and ranging experiences and increasing pupil involvement.

Literature review

According to the Welsh Government (2014), a school development plan (SDP) is a strategic plan for improvement, outlining the steps a school will take towards their principal aim of enabling progress for their pupils. Planning strategically is essential as it decides on a leading set of goals, so that focus can be spread across areas which require the most imperative improvements (Chang, 2008). It also causes schools to assess the ways their resources are used, to confirm that they are useful for improving outcomes. Frost (2023) underlines that aspects of a weak SDP include an overload of aims, and an unclear pathway to these ambitions. The Welsh Government (2014) highlight that for an SDP to be effective, key elements include setting short and long-term targets, with all stakeholders being involved and given a voice for their perspectives. The governors are responsible for preparing, monitoring, reviewing, and revising the plan, and must agree and finalise it (Central South Consortium, 2017). However, they must confer with all stakeholders in the process. 

SDPs are necessary to ensure that schools consistently self-evaluate, to form a custom plan of action outlining priorities and strategies which are centred around the Curriculum for Wales, but are also personal and relevant to the school context (Welsh Government, 2022). In the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015), one of the seven wellbeing goals highlighted is ‘a prosperous Wales’. This involves nurturing skilful and knowledgeable individuals to enable access to a good occupation, which emphasises the need for schools to perform at a high quality. Anderson and Kumari (2009) describe that school development is a continual cycle through a well-defined journey, towards a collective vision. However, Mintzberg (1987, in Strunk et al., 2015) argues that formal planning could restrict schools from adaptability in an everchanging world. An SDP can be between one to three years long, with the cycle in constant action through monitoring and annual reviews (Welsh Government, 2016). This helps to deem schools responsible to act on the plans they have set out, to ensure that these processes are genuinely driving the everyday functions of the school (Knoff, 2007). Despite this, Xaba (2006) highlights that this pressure may cause a school to plan for external obligations rather than what is needed for their community, creating idealistic and unattainable aims. To combat this, Estyn (2020) have proposed to discontinue their use of one-word summative judgements previously used to assess areas of a school’s performance, to release some of this pressure off schools. In replacement, there will be written reviews which contextualise the evaluation, continuing to outline positive areas and those in need of progress. This suggests that schools will feel more able to focus on priorities respective to their communities, setting realistic targets. 

A priority outlined in School A’s SDP is to develop a concept and enquiry-based approach. Klausmeier and Harris (2014) define concepts as the mechanisms of thinking. According to Giddens, Caputi and Rodgers (2019), concept-based teaching creates a learning environment centred around the student, to engage the learners in acquiring their own knowledge. Concept-based curricula are designed with three dimensions in focus; ‘know’, ‘understand’ and ‘do’ (Erickson, 2006). 

Anssi Roiha and Wiseman (2021) outline enquiry-based learning as exploration led by students, inciting cooperation and dialogue, whilst increasing independence. This involves pupils asking and answering questions to build their understanding (Marschall and French, 2018). The learning is motivated by solving a problem or question, with more intentions on the skills developed during the process rather than the conclusions drawn (Deignan, 2009). Both approaches are linked, with common themes of student-centred study. Dennis (2008) implies that these pedagogies are naturally interrelated, as exploring concepts induces enquiry. However, Marschall and French (2018) argue that they can be used independently, as concept-based learning is not always an enquiry, and enquiry-based learning is not always concentrated towards transferable skills. Erickson (2006) highlights the benefits, arguing that traditionally designed curricula permit learning at a surface level due to being two-dimensional, consisting of facts and skills, whereas concept-based learning is three-dimensional, generating deeper levels of learning through conceptual understanding. Concept based enquiry unites these pedagogies to build on the schemas, causing pupils to apply their prior knowledge and connect their skills to make meaning (Evans-Caulfied and Main, 2024). The approach is corroborated by neuroscience research, which emphasises that nearly all human knowledge has been gained through experiences where the brain acclimates to a situation (Stanislas Dehaene, 2020). Despite this, Wente (2013, in Scott et al., 2018) claims that pupils constructing their own knowledge will be confused, advocating for the withdrawal of such methods from teaching altogether. Hattie and Yates (2013) do not suggest eradication but argue that direct instruction is needed to understand and connect ideas, before a greater level of knowledge can be reached. 

The concept and enquiry-based approach is rooted in social constructivism, which suggests that knowledge is built actively through experiences involving socialisation (Adams, 2007). Leat (2017) emphasises the need for this, learning in ways which reflect the knowledge processes of everyday life, through partaking an active role. The concept and enquiry-based approach is reflective of Bruner’s discovery learning theory (1960); it contends that learners should connect and make meaning of information to discover an understanding, by being presented with the materials or knowledge which facilitate this and exploring self-sufficiently (Mcleod, 2023). Although, Gutierez (2015) debates that there is a risk of ineffective use of enquiry learning, due to three key challenges for teachers highlighted as insufficient support, training, and materials necessary to employ this approach successfully. Gholam (2019) highlights that for the method to be most successful, it should begin in the early years of education and be applied within all areas of learning and experiences.

Developing an action point

To plan effectively for development, the Welsh Government (2014) have presented a ‘school development planning cycle’, which has been suggested as effective means of evaluation. This highlights four key stages; self-evaluation, strategic planning, taking action, and reviewing the impact. 

Stage one involves reflection on performance, to outline what is going well, and areas for development. School A’s improvement plan outlines three overarching principles: improving Welsh skills, teaching and learning standards, and effective assessment for appropriate progression. Within these focal areas are a set of key objectives outlining specific strategies, with the actions needed for achieving each goal. According to Hargreaves, Hopkins and Leask (2005), a development plan should unite the school’s strengths and areas for progress with the school vision, and national and local priorities, which School A have demonstrated with explicit links to each in every objective. School A also determined how each objective links to an inspection area highlighted as a target by Estyn. This implies that there has been effective strategic planning, as the school have prioritised a manageable set of aims in areas which require the most significant progress (Chang, 2008; Cheng, 2011). According to Schildkamp (2019), school development is an iterative process which should be based on data. In support of this, the Welsh Government (2014) note that qualitative and quantitative data should inform decisions made during planning. Qualitative data includes Estyn reports and information shared by parents, or outside agencies. School banding information, achievement results and progress tracking are some examples of sources of quantitative data. The Welsh Government (2021) underline that progress cannot be achieved without the triangulation of data to inform actions. School A’s rationale for this objective appears to be mainly based on qualitative data, through inspection feedback and meetings with cluster schools. To secure the triangulation of data it could be suggested to consider quantitative results, however whilst this is not outlined in the SDP, this may have been done through comparative information and attainment results discussed between schools within the cluster meeting.

Stage two reinforces that strategic planning must be inclusive of all stakeholders (Welsh Government, 2014). Stakeholders are all people and organisations concerned by the activities of an establishment (Kettunen, 2015). School A’s improvement plan notes which groups of pupils, staff members and governors will be involved in each aim. It is stated that parents will be involved with the concept and enquiry-based objective through class visits for a careers project. This is crucial for the school’s development, as Sims (2006) suggests that restricting the stakeholders involved in improvement efforts can be damaging to the success of the scheme. It is also highlighted that the Curriculum Council group are the pupils involved with the teaching and learning target. However, there is not a pupil friendly version of the school improvement plan, which raises the question of how well the pupils understand the proposal for change and actions for progress. 

The third stage focuses on action for improvement (Welsh Government, 2014). Egan and Grigg (2018) highlight that the Welsh Government are now dedicated to a system of self-improving schools. According to Brown, White and Kelly (2021), for self-improving schools to function, the change agents must take action to catalyse movement and progress. A change agent is someone with the means of enabling and assisting improvement efforts (Lunenburg, 2010), such as the teachers. It is stated that at this stage, teachers should be sure of their next steps as they would be aware of these from involvement in the planning processes and will begin to apply them (Welsh Government, 2014). It is clear from the improvement plan that change agents within School A have given their efforts to this, with the autumn term review stating that staff began implementing humanities concepts and big questions in their project planning, ascertaining which concepts would provide most opportunity for deeper thinking for learners. The student leadership team also engaged in actions for improvement, reviewing the mid-term planning to ensure the approach had consistency across the school. This is vital as Newmann et al. (2001, in Koh, Askell-Williams and Barr, 2023) emphasises the negative correlation between poor coherence and student achievement.

The final stage in the cycle is reviewing the impact of the actions employed (Welsh Government, 2014). It is evidenced in the SDP that School A monitor their progress termly, throughout their one-year improvement plan. Jacobs (2022) reinforces that successful planning should be regularly considered in various ways. This implies that the frequency of termly supervision is beneficial, however progress could be referred to in other ways such as updates on school displays, and summaries for parents on the school website. It could be argued that a three-year plan is more beneficial, as the Central South Consortium (2017) state that the SDP should be three years long with year one outlining targets and strategies, and years two and three comprising of high-level priorities. This could deliver more adequate time for progress to emerge, as whole-school initiatives can be time consuming (Lamb, 2021). The Journal of Oncology Practice (2016) highlights that as strategic plans should be treated as live documents, they should be accessible for following along with progress. Despite School A regularly reviewing impact, this is presented through written accounts within the detailed improvement plan. It could be argued that this is an unclear display of the information, which could deter staff from referring to it so often. Tarrant et al. (2017) argue that ‘RAG rating’ (red, amber, green) is an effective method for presenting qualitative data as it is clearer and quicker to decipher. A method such as this could be advantageous to provide a more user-friendly summary.

Reflection and evaluation

To progress towards a concept and enquiry-based curriculum, School A began by delivering professional learning to staff, sharing the research behind this to support their rationale. This is essential as Ismail, Alias and Albakri (2006) underline the importance of teacher knowledge to implement enquiry learning effectively. Additionally, Mendenhall, Iachini and Anderson-Butcher (2013) express that a barrier to embracing school improvement is when stakeholders do not believe in the approach. It is vital that teachers are equipped to deliver the content confidently, as Thoonen et al. (2011) highlight that self-efficacy is a significant factor in the motivation to progress teaching practice. Research suggests that more improvement initiatives fail than succeed, possibly due to difficulties of adapting to changes and maintaining these actions (Koh, Askell-Williams and Barr, 2023). To permit a more manageable transition for staff, the approach was first implemented in the humanities area of learning before being applied across all themes. 

A project which enabled vast opportunities to embed concepts and enquiry was the careers project at School A. This has been successful, as the SDP notes that staff fully embraced the project, enriching their curriculum and increasing imaginative pedagogy. School A have reflected that there were difficulties when first embedding the approach, however direct support was available to equip staff with the necessary tools. It is highlighted in the SDP that the use of this approach better coincides with the needs of the Curriculum for Wales, providing broader experiences for learners. The autumn term review also articulates that concepts and big questions have been placed on corridor displays, which implies that stakeholders such as pupils are aware of and understand that this new approach has been adopted. Despite these improvements, the autumn and spring term reviews in the SDP do not outline the specific effects on pupils, such as the success of the approach in stimulating deeper thinking from learners. This would be a beneficial aspect to include within monitoring, as learner outcomes are the central purpose for the planning (Welsh Government, 2014).

The careers project and use of concepts and big questions have been summarised in the SDP as methods of embedding concept and enquiry in School A. It could be recommended that technology is incorporated to facilitate this approach, as according to Wang et al. (2009), it is evidenced to be effective in supporting cognitive development and can enable a higher order of enquiry learning. Reuniting with cluster schools could also be productive, as these schools are working towards a common goal but may have diverse methods of achieving this, which could be shared. Armstrong (2015) reiterates this, stating that the system of self-improving schools greatly relies on the collaboration and sharing of resources within clusters, who can support each other to overcome challenges. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, I have gained a better understanding of the school development planning process, through critically analysing School A’s SDP and discovering the procedures which informed their decisions, for example cluster meetings. The elements of school improvement have become clear, through the four-stage model of self-evaluation, strategic planning, making improvements and reviewing impact (Welsh Government, 2014). The importance of involving all stakeholders in school transformation has been reinforced (Stosich and Bae, 2018), as School A have demonstrated how pupils, parents, staff, and governors have been involved in reaching targets to support whole-school modifications. This will influence my professional development as I understand the value of parent, learner, and community links with schools and will make efforts to build and maintain trusting relationships, so that stakeholders can support one another (Taylor and Adelman, 2000). This can be done through involving these groups in stages of the improvement planning process and sharing knowledge and resources for increased efficiency (Armstrong, 2015).

It is understood that as a future teacher, the responsibility is held of being a change agent in school (van der Heijden et al., 2018). This highlights that a comprehensive understanding of the development process is crucial, as there will be a central responsibility to drive these changes to fulfil the school’s vision and improve learner outcomes. The selected target from School A’s SDP, to employ a concept and enquiry-based approach, has reiterated the importance of ranging pedagogy and presented useful ideas for delivering a curriculum which prepares learners for future life, supporting the delivery of the four purposes (Welsh Government , 2020).
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