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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 or School Improvement Plan, SDP and SIP respectively, is a formal document created by a school that outlines where a school currently stands and where they are striving to be. More importantly, it outlines the key stages that will allow the school to achieve its optimal position. There are many factors that influence a school’s current position, from academic successes and extra-curricular activities to its role within the immediate and wider community. It is also of importance to note that a School Development Plan is collaborative and is viewed as a cyclical process that is continuously reviewed and evaluated. As stated on this school’s website, “Our school has a clear vision, which has been constructed via consultation with a wide range of stakeholders.” The emphasis placed on the stakeholder’s contribution is important and will be explored in greater detail throughout. 
The school where this plan was developed is an 11 to 16 secondary school in an urban community. At the time of the latest Estyn inspection there were 892 pupils in attendance, and around, “23.5% of pupils are eligible for free school meals and 47% of pupils live in the 20% most deprived areas in Wales.” (Estyn, 2015). The aspect of the SDP that will be explored in great detail is the provision for MAT (More Able and Talented) pupils. There are a number of reasons as to why this aspect of the SDP was chosen, but predominantly because this school has been chosen as ERW’s lead school in the county for MAT pupils, for the academic year 2019-2020. From this, I ascertained that the provision and recommendations that were made in their SDP would be innovative and would suggest the best methods of support for MAT pupils. 




Literature Review

A School’s Development Plan is integral to any current or future planning that a school undertakes. It is often considered to be a live document that is constantly under review and collaborative amendments are made where necessary. The document should inform much of the teaching and learning that occurs in the school. The purpose of the document is to outline the school’s current standing, and where they wish to progress to. Crucially, the document should outline the required steps for progression. The structure of the document should be explicit in stating its current strengths, and even more so in defining the improvement plan, it should be “easily accessible” (Welsh Government, 2014: 3) for all users. While the creation and emergence of a SDP may well be collaborative, the responsibility to apply its recommendations is that of the individual educators in the school.
Additionally, one key characteristic that the development of a SDP requires from its contributors is the development of professional reflection. Those involved in the development of such plans varies depending on the targets outlined in the document, but the chief stakeholders are school staff, senior leadership teams and governors. As stated by the Welsh Government in their guidance on the development of SDPs, “it should be used as a common reference point by all staff and governors in reflecting upon and improving their work.” (Welsh Government, 2014: 3). The need for professional reflection is an aspect of teaching that is now expected of all within the teaching community, whether it be from a standard lesson reflection, to performance reviews and the development of a School Development Plan. However, the need for professional reflection is not a recent phenomenon, but rather it has long been considered a necessity for personal and professional development. Mann et al (2009: 136) are supporters of this view and found that the practice of professional reflection to be “mutually enhancing” for all involved.
Conversely, the introduction of School Development Plans as a tool for progression was given the much-needed provision it required from Estyn’s 2012-13 annual inspection report. It was estimated that, “Self-evaluation and planning for improvement could be improved in just over a quarter of those schools in Wales inspected.” (Welsh Government, 2014: 2). 
However, the ideals proposed by the Head of a school, or indeed the school’s governors, do not necessarily equate to those held by the educators in the school. This observation is one echoed by Morrison (1991), who discussed the potential drawbacks that a school face when implementing new long-term plans. She claimed that while outsiders may not share the views held by the school, “this might be matched only by disappointment that those whom heads lead do not necessarily share that vision either” (Morrison, 1991). Therefore, the influence of the senior leadership teams and the impact that their guidance has on the educators in schools is crucial to the administration of implementing a SDP. 
The emphasis placed on improving the support provided for MAT pupils in this school’s SDP is also of great interest. As previously stated, More Able and Talented (MAT) is a term that is used in Wales for pupils who, “require enriched and extended opportunities across the curriculum to develop their abilities in one or more areas.” (Estyn, 2018: 1). Additionally, these pupils equate to roughly “20% of pupils” (Estyn, 2018: 1) that are in mainstream education in Wales. Therefore, it would only be logical to ensure that the correct provision is made available for such pupils. In alignment with the provisions being made available for MAT pupils, the SEREN projects are run in coalition with many of the same pupils. The SEREN Network was first established in Wales in 2015, with the primary function of increasing the number of Welsh students applying to Russel Group universities; as there had been a steady decrease in the number of Welsh students applying to the best British universities for many previous years. A key aspect of developing the support provided for MAT pupils is as much about changing pupils’ attitudes towards learning, as it is about improving and maintaining academic improvement. As stated in the SDP, “Ensure that pupils continue to attend SEREN visits and activities to raise aspirations” (Coedcae School Development Plan, 19-20. Available on request). Consequently, by challenging all pupils and creating an environment that promotes a positive approach to learning, will enable all pupils to fulfil their potential, especially for MAT pupils.
Moreover, there was a similar initiative used in England, where pupils were labelled as ‘Gifted and Talented’, however this scheme was later abandoned in 2010. Conversely, there is a danger of using the term ‘MAT’ in Wales, whereby both those associated and dissociated with the term can potentially become stigmatized, having an adverse effect on the pupils’ education. This stigma can seldom result in a phenomenon known as the Self-Fulfilling Prophecy. Essentially, this theory claims that if a pupil is repeatedly told what they can and cannot achieve, they will cease striving for better and settle on the minimum that is expected from them. Additionally, as explored in 2007, Campbell et al disputed the very need for such schemes, by claiming that, “The concept of giftedness and talent is, of course, contested, as is the language used to discuss it.” (R.J. Campbell et al, 2007: 115). 
In relation to the MAT term, there is a risk at both sides of the scale, in that higher achieving pupils may not be able to deal with the pressures and expectations associated with the label. Comparatively, pupils who do not fall into this category may well be disheartened and later become disengaged from education, as there are no expectations of them to achieve as highly as their peers. This theory was explored further by Riley and Ungerleider who claimed that, “The attributions that teachers communicate can positively or negatively influence the interpretations students have of their academic potential.” (Riley, T. and Ungerleider, M. 2012: 306). Therefore, it could be stated that while there is a need to provide additional support and guidance for more academically able pupils, it is of an even greater importance to ensure adequate support for all pupils, and to do so skilfully, thus ensuring that pupils are not stigmatised by their academic ability. 
Action Point
As previously stated, a SDP is a collaborative document that informs the practice of the educators and outlines the expectations of pupils in the school. The structure of this school’s SDP is undoubtedly similar to many other schools, but the use of a grid system makes the document easy to follow and understand. The school has clearly outlined its “strengths”, “areas for development” and “planning for improvement” (Coedcae School Development Plan, 19-20. Available on request), in a three-pronged approach. While the creation of the SDP inevitably results in a collaborative product, the process required to produce such a document includes several different stages. The use of reflective practices is crucial to the professional development of individuals employed by the school, as well as the development of the school itself. By instilling an attitude within the immediate community of the school, where professional reflection becomes habitual is beneficial to all parties invested in the progression of the school and its pupils.	Moreover, it was stated in 2006 by Copland and Knapp, that “Reflection and planning can easily inform one another” (Copland, M. and Knapp, M. 2006), and it is evident in this school’s approach to introducing its targets in their current and previous SDP that this view has very much been adopted. However, it is difficult to state the full extent of the practice of reflection due to not being a part of the annual cycle of the creation and implementation of the plans. In order to create an effective environment for reflection, there needs to be an appropriate time period between the proposed changes, and when they will be initiated. For instance, as Gibbs (1998), stated, an “adequate reflection period” is needed in order for professionals to fully digest and understand the suggestions and how they might impact their teaching. Gibbs’ view is again reinforced by Copland and Knapp, who claim that, “Reflection on action fosters self-reflection” (Copland, M. and Knapp, M. 2006).Thus, it could be concluded that while professional reflection is indeed vital to the successful implementation of a SDP, it only proves to be effective if certain parameters are considered alongside it, such as an effective time period. 
	With specific consideration to this school’s SDP, the use of external stakeholders, such as local businesses were an integral aspect to the suggested support for MAT pupils. One of the school’s improvement aims stated, “Work with CSG to develop MAT opportunities such as leadership days and forensic science activities.” (Coedcae School Development Plan, 19-20. Available on request). This involvement of stakeholders is essential to the development of a SDP as pupils will later form the community around a school. Further examined in this school’s SDP, is the stakeholders' relationship with data collection and analysis. However, this collection and analysis of data does not always correlate positively with the substantial workload that many teachers already undertake. This view was supported by Demir et al. in 2019, when they explored the use of collecting data for the use of improvement plans. They claimed that, “A data-driven approach overwhelms administrators and teachers with statistical information.” (Demir, F. et al. 2019: 167). The school’s SDP states that for future planning, educators could, “Consider tracking of MAT pupils in line with Curriculum 2022” (Coedcae School Development Plan, 19-20. Available on request). However, it would not be reasonable to suggest that a school bases its improvements on anything other than empirical data, as a school needs a thorough understanding of past methodologies in order to inform future teaching practices. Fortunately, this school recognises the importance of data gathering for professional development. 
Schools depend on a wide variety of methods to gather the necessary data to create an improvement plan. Such data can vary from pupil and parent surveys, to attendance records and finally the use of academic indicators such as exam results. The use of surveys was just one method of data capture, that included information on pupil and parental engagement with different school activities, including homework. It is often considered that engagement with homework is mimicked by the engagement during lessons. Therefore, one could assume that MAT pupils would respond more positively to the questions posed in the questionnaire. However, the methods of data capture vary considerably from country to country and through different education authorities. For instance, Ross and Mahlck’s research in 1990 found that in Australia schools gather, “A small amount of data at regular intervals to establish time-series data for the education system as a whole.” (Ross, K.N and Mahlck, L. 1990: 19). Comparatively in Wales, schools create a SDP annually, where steps for progression are explicitly outlined and the progress that has been made over the duration of the year is also noted. Therefore, it would of interest to note, which system is most effective and best serves the interests of pupils. 
The impact of any new proposals needs to be effectively measured. In order to measure the impact of suggested improvements, a number of key factors are considered. In this school’s SDP, with regards to the previous provision for MAT pupils, it is stated that, “At GCSE 14.5% of pupils achieved 5A*-A grades. This is above the family average and above modelled expectations.” (Coedcae School Development Plan, 19-20. Available on request). This evidently shows where the impact of prior models has been measured against national averages in order to inform future strategic planning. Moreover, it is often considered that measuring the impact of a method and self-reflection often come adjoined and is better known as CPD (Continued Professional development). Therefore, it would be prudent to consider all stages of the creation of a SDP as one continuum, rather than several separate entities. This is encouraged by De Poar (2016: 301) when discussing the workload of teachers, “The importance of integrating measures for evaluating impact within the CPD itself.” (De Poar, C. 2016: 301). By considering this view, it is clear to see why the formation of a SDP is collaborative, both in terms of the stakeholders’ involvement and the methods used to effectively formulate the document. 

Reflection and Evaluation
While the school is considered to be a pioneering learning environment and one that has been chosen to be ERW’s lead school for supporting MAT pupils in this academic year, as with all aspects of teaching and learning, I feel as though there is constant scope for reflection and improvement. One main hurdle that I encountered when analysing the action plan was that while it clearly outlined the proposed steps for improvement, it failed to elaborate on specific methods it would use to do so. For instance, when the plan discussed the school’s collaboration with stakeholders for work with its MAT pupils it simply stated, “Further develop links with external partners” (Coedcae School Development Plan, 19-20. Available on request). This could have been improved by plainly stating how they planned to further these links. Such methods could include holding termly meetings with teachers, pupils and staff from local businesses, in order to collaborate further and ensure that pupils fully understand the workings of their local community. Similarly, the plan could have stated whether these links would be made through an academic approach, or through a more recreational approach, such as team-building activities. By making these changes the school could not only have a clearer plan for improvement but it would also ensure that it was considering the curriculum reform and the Four Purposes. The use of the Four Purposes here would advocate the development of “ambitious, capable contributors” (Donaldson, G. 2015: 31). 					Furthermore, the significant academic progress that this school has indeed made cannot be diminished. As stated in the SDP, “Findings from the MAT ERW action research project on pupil independence and resilience, showed that pupils worked with increased levels of resilience and independence.” (Coedcae School Development Plan, 19-20. Available on request). This aided the school’s current position of ERW lead for MAT provision for pupils. Moreover, in the section of the SDP where the school recognised its strengths, it did so again with little explanation. Understandably, those involved in the SDP process were undoubtedly fully aware of the initiatives that the school had previously undertaken, but from my perspective, of someone reading the plan objectively, it was difficult to gauge the full extent of what had been done previously and how past decisions had formed the future decisions made in the current plan. 
Conclusion
Critically analysing the processes and the formation of a SDP has meant that I have gained a much deeper understanding of the work and collaboration that a school undertakes annually. It is also of importance to note that while a SDP is published annually, it is not a singular event, but rather the processes and reflection periods are on-going and are evaluated at many different stages through the academic year. The most prominent aspect of this assignment was the greater appreciation gained for the need for personal reflection in order to further professional development. When Gibbs’s (1998) views are considered, it would be sensible to allow educators sufficient time to process any suggested changes, and from my own experience, this school does allow for that. 								Furthermore, achieving more knowledge on the collaborative process and understanding the different roles that varying stakeholders envelop within the immediate education of pupils in their community was the most valuable information I gained. As a result, in my own professional development, I hope to strive to continually implement the collaborative approaches to my own teaching by cooperating with stakeholders outside the school walls. I hope to do this by mimicking much of this school’s practice with the blending of their curriculum with the contributions from local businesses and youth clubs. 
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