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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.

As part of my development as a student teacher, I was given the task of investigating the School improvement plan (SIP) at my second placement school.  Throughout his essay, I will comply to the ethical guidelines as outlined by BERA (2018) ensuring that any information presented to the reader throughout this report will be anonymised.  Adhering to the BERA guidelines means that there will be no misconduct with data collated and the researcher will comply to the highest level of professionalism.   The school being discussed will therefore be referenced to as school X (it is worth mentioning here that my placement school refer to it as the school improvement plan and not the school development plan and so I will refer to it as the SIP throughout).  This was hugely beneficial in terms of gaining an understanding of where the school is the time and where the school aims to be in the future.
The following information is taken from the school Estyn (2020) report:
The placement school itself is an English-medium 11-18 mixed comprehensive school based in South Wales.  The number of pupils enrolled at the time of the Estyn report was 1,221 of which 229 are sixth form students.  The school, at the time of the report, recorded that 8.5% pupils were eligible for free school meals (eFSM), a number significantly lower than the national average.  Interestingly, through taking part in the electives experience recently, the figure for eFSM pupils has risen to approximately 9% since the COVID pandemic and is expected to rise further.
In terms of learners with additional learning needs (ALN), the statistics are lower than the national average, with 9% of learners being on the special education needs register.
The aspect of the SIP I have chosen to explore is ‘Reduce the variation in the quality of teaching and assessment, in particular with regards to the development of pupils’ literacy skills across the curriculum (School X 2021-2022).  I will be looking at this from a departmental point of view for this report.

Literature Review.
The Welsh government show themselves to be committed to the improvement of school “It is a statutory requirement for schools in Wales to produce a school development plan.” (hwb.gov.wales 2021).  They give guidance for schools in creating this plan, however, make it clear that it is the schools responsibility to do the improvement work themselves and create the layout and structure of the plans.  On one hand, the fact that schools individually take responsibility for their improvement makes the entire purpose authentic as every school will be different in their strengths and weaknesses.  This is also fitting with the new Curriculum for Wales (hwb.gov.wales 2021) itself and how schools are individually required to develop their own curriculum and therefore making us as teachers an integral part of Donaldson’s four purposes (hwb.gov.wales 2021).
To reiterate the importance of the SIP, there is a huge amount of work and effort that goes into developing it.  There are multiple stakeholders (stakeholders are considered to be anyone who is involved with a part of the SIP, not just those who wrote it) involved, including, senior leadership team members (SLT), teachers, parents, governors and of course the learners themselves. The ultimate purpose of the SIP being to ensure the best possible outcomes for all learners.  The concept of the SIP is that a school will continuously look at priorities.  They will create targets both short-term and long-term targets and these will be based upon achieving the priorities.  The article in the ‘Whole School for Change’ questions timescale in terms of school improvement.  Thomson argues that short-term and long-term results are both valuable; “Something very different is now required in order to continue improvement: he stakes his reputation on a systems thinking approach which combines moral purpose, change at all levels, lateral capacity-building through networks, intelligent accountability, deep learning, dual commitment to short and long term results, cyclical re-energising and dispersed leadership” (Thomson, 2010, p.51).  The school development plans as stated by the Welsh Government (gov.wales, 2014) highlights the purpose of the SIP in terms of priorities, for example, “The school’s priorities will include how the school is addressing the national priorities of:
· raising the standards of education in relation to literacy. 
· raising the standards of education in relation to numeracy.
· raising the impact of poverty on educational attainment.”
A planning cycle is created through the process of achieving the purpose of the SIP.  The purpose includes self-evaluation and improvement processes being fundamental to school effectiveness.  The cycle begins with a vision.  This vision is the initial starting point, for example, ‘The school development planning cycle is set against a clear vision of what the school is aspiring to achieve.’(gov.uk).  The next part of the cycle is self-assessment which naturally allows the evaluation of strengths and weaknesses of the school’s performance.  It also focuses on what needs improvement.  This evaluation process will continue throughout the academic year and checks will be made at regular intervals to assess how the targets are being met.  Thompson discusses various evaluation approaches and benefits in the (School improvement).  The ‘Action Inquiry’ use of evaluation supports the benefits of constant evaluation as it can create change through live evaluation.  For example, “on the notion that research can produce action while it is in process, through reflection-action-evaluation cycles, it was widely taken up for a range of purposes. (School improvement).  Estyn also highlights the importance of continuous self-assessment, a process has proved invaluable and shows signs that learner outcomes are improved as a result, 

Estyn has highlighted the importance of schools carrying out self-evaluation to identify their strengths and areas for development and has identified a string correlation between school self-evaluation that focuses on impact and outcomes, and improvements in educational experiences and outcomes for learners.
 (gov.wales, 2014).
Data is crucial as part of the self-evaluation process, for example, qualitative data (inspection reports, learning well being info) and quantitative data (bands, learners attainment learning progress tracking etc). (gov.wales, 2014).)  Data can be an effective means to ask questions as well as answer.  For example, question why certain things work and certain things don’t.  Much like the approach student teachers are being taught to take, question everything and reflect upon outcomes to promote the best learner outcomes
The next step will be strategic planning which involves all stakeholders and results in the SIP being created.  This then leads to the next step in the cycle which is putting the plans into action.  The final stage of the cycle is reviewing the impact that the SIP has made in terms of the learner (gov.wales, 2014).
In terms of developing pupils’ literacy skills, the Welsh government deems it crucial as a principle of progression and intrinsically important to achieve the four purposes (hwb.gov.wales, 2021).  Thompson highlights how individuals will need literacy in the most seemingly unrelated life situations.  For example, “Those who work in manufacturing are now expected to manage high-tech machines which require both literacy and numeracy beyond ‘basic skills’ (Gee, Hull, & Lankshear, 1996; Kincheloe, 1999).  Literacy is taught as a vital cross curricular skill alongside Numeracy and Digital Competence.  According to the school’s SIP “Learners must be given opportunities across the curriculum to: develop listening, reading, soaking and writing skills” (School X, 2021-2022).  This specifically links to the purpose ‘healthy confident individuals’ (hwb.gov.wales, 2021).  The question that it is vital to ask is, is this aim achievable?  The answer is that schools are making it a priority and using their individual SIPs to plan for literacy skill lessons with a hope of making learners aware of just how important these skills are for successful futures and help them to be confident in using them.

Developing an action point.
As part of exploring the SIP for this report, my Senior mentor organised a meeting with a member of SLT   to explain the SIP itself and the process of developing it and achieving improvement through it.
In terms of the SIP itself, it is normally a three-year plan.  However, due to the COVID pandemic, the decision was made to change the plan to a one-year plan and therefore making targets and outcomes more achievable.
The SIP is a complex process and my understanding of it is that the school invest a great deal of time and resources into it.  Initially, the main vision for the SIP is created by the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) and is discussed at great length during meetings.  The plan is then taken to the head teacher and member of SLT written into a document.  It is evidential through looking at the school’s report that the feedback from Estyn is vital as a basis and constantly reflected on throughout the process.  For example, in response to the development of literacy skills, despite having some positive feedback, Estyn stated that “the quality of opportunities for pupils to develop reading, writing and speaking skills progressively across the school is too variable.” (Estyn 2020, https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2022-01/Porthcawl%2520Comprehensive%2520School_2.pdf). This is the point that was highlighted and written into the SIP and consequently the aspect which I have been looking at for this report which supports the statement that the school make the feedback from Estyn a driver for change and progress.
[bookmark: _Hlk108380972]As mentioned previously, the Estyn report largely provides the basis for the SIP plan in school X.  The condensed information on the school website specifically makes reference to the three areas for improvement that Estyn highlights.  I can be found at (School X 2021-2022).  The plan is drafted and given to members of the SLT to check, it is then taken to SLT and also the Heads of Faculty (HOF) for a consultation.  Once everything has been discussed and decided, the final draft is taken to the school governors and they have a meeting to decide whether or not it is accepted.
Following on form this, it is up to the HOF to use the SIP in order to create the Faculty Development Plan.  It is within the various Faculty Improvement Plans (FIP’s) that the improvements are developed and actioned, filtering out through lesson plans and teaching.  The school reviews the FIP and the SIP respectfully then during a cycle which takes place throughout the academic year, in this case, in January.  The head of the school looks at the reviews of any improvements made, and the reviews are then shared with the governors.
The school I am in appears to invest a huge amount into the SIP and it is explicit through filtering down in departments.  There is an explicit dedication to learner outcome and making the most significant improvements.  It is the responsibility of all members to implement this and SLT made it clear during the meeting that all are accountable.  They all contribute at all levels.  The SLT within the school are constantly challenging the departments to make improvements and there is a visible working relationship.  The fact that the SIP is repeatedly reflected upon throughout the year show just how much the stakeholders believe in the value of the SIP.  During May, the school staff take part in either a self-assessment or peer assessment which again will confirm how effective the FIP and SIP have been and whether or not targets have been met.  Through discussions with a member of SLT it is apparent that truthfulness is core in terms of these evaluations and any areas to further improve will be added not the SIP for the next academic year.
In terms of literacy, the SIP has highlighted several priorities.  Here are a few of them under associated with Teaching and Learning Experiences:
“Review year 7 and plan year 8 subject work to develop imaginative approaches to learning”.
“Promote independent learning, allowing pupils to explore their own ideas and deepen their understanding”. 
“Modify lesson planning, faculty review and observational protocols”.
As part of Leadership and Management, SIP priorities include:
“Audit and appraise planning and quality assurance procedures to ensure they are in line with the four core purposes and 12 pedagogical principles”.
(All – School X, 2021-2022).
From a departmental aspect, English have created a clear FIP, which was shared with me during the research process of this module.  It is clear from plan that the FIP has been designed to achieve the targets of the SIP.  It Is in line with the one year long SIP and has specific targets, for example, in relation to the specific impact of COVID.  One of the targets is to “support learners (particularly at KS3) to RECOVER  from the impact  of COVID restrictions on learning (School X 2021-2022).   As part of reducing the variation in the quality of teaching and assessment in regards to literacy the English department FIP states that part of their plan is to “Improve quality of teaching and pupil engagement in Literacy lessons”.  (School X 2021-2022).  This is just one of the targets on the FIP.  It is vital to note that the plan also has a huge emphasis on appropriate training for staff and all stakeholders including HOFs NQTs (newly qualified teachers) etc, in order to accomplish the best possible learner outcomes. 

Reflection and Evaluation:
[bookmark: _Hlk108427020]The school is particularly welcoming and there seems to be mostly positive relationships between staff.  Staff have weekly department meetings, of which the several I have attended, have all included strategies for development and improvement in general and seemingly in regards to the FIP.  The English department were praised during the school’s most recent Estyn report as having “imaginative approaches” in terms of planning for pupil learning.  In fact they have already begun to create new and exciting schemes of work including “Our World and “Quadruple literacy”, therefore “ beginning to help pupils to make useful connections between different areas of learning and promote independent learning”. (Estyn 2020, https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2022-01/Porthcawl%2520Comprehensive%2520School_2.pdf).  The Estyn report also states, “There is a useful detailed policy to support departments in their work to develop pupils’ literacy skills. Subject areas have identified suitable opportunities for developing literacy in worthwhile contexts”. (Estyn 2020, https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2022-01/Porthcawl%2520Comprehensive%2520School_2.pdf ).  Comments such as this confirm the “Good” rating the school received in regards to Teaching and Learning”.
Unfortunately, due to the fact that assessments have not yet taken place, I will not be able to see the impacts of any improvements made through the school and the English department. 
Considering improvement, it appears the school could support pupil voice within the school even more.  The school has a very ambitious school council made up of students that have been voted by peers in all academic years and proudly boasts pupil involvement.  The website quotes it is, “An active forum which takes the interests of all the school community, in order to serve best the needs of each individual pupil, as we welcome challenges and opportunities.” (School X 2021-2022). Despite this, I think in regards to the SIP, the students, as some of the most important stakeholders could have more involvement.  This was mean that the schools would be encouraging “ethically informed citizens” as well as “enterprising, creative contributors”. (hwb.gov.wales, 2021).  This could also be viewed as a means of building literacy skills and creating a more consistent quality of teaching and assessment as stated in the SIP as a priority.

Conclusion:
In conclusion, the aim of this assignment and report was to investigate the purpose of a SIP and how my placement school is developing the aspect of “reducing the variation in the quality of teaching and assessment, in particular in regards to the development of pupils’ literacy skills across the curriculum” (School X, 2021-2022).
I have learnt the government’s insistence on a SIP is absolutely vital in the continual strive for improvement in learner outcomes.  It is a requirement which results in teachers working, planning and assessing each other ultimately resulting on learning from one another.  Collaboration as teachers is recommended by Donaldson, in Successful Futures (2015), “The best planning is likely to take place in collaboration, with teachers working together to address the requirements of the Achievement Outcomes, to plan team-teaching opportunities and to identify and develop resources”.
Following on from this idea of collaboration being at the centre of creating change and improvement, the SIP itself begins with collaboration and a joint vision.  It is them implemented and actioned collaboratively and any results are also achieved collaboratively.
Before this placement, I was completely unaware of what a SIP is and its purpose in prioritising improvements.  After investigating how it works within a school, I will continue to seek out the SIP and FIP of any school which I would be lucky enough to join in the future and use all of my knowledge and research I have done and am yet to do in order to achieve what I can as a stakeholder myself.
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