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This essay explores what a School Development Plan is and aims to critically reflect on one aspect of a specific school’s SDP in relation to Welsh Government recommended SDP guidelines and educational research.  In line with BERA (2018) guidelines, the school will not be named, and its context will be briefly summarised.  
     The case study school’s ethos and values are rooted in the Anglican Church’s approach to the Christian Faith.  The number of students in the school averages around 1250 students, including 300 Sixth-form students.  180 students are enrolled each year - 150 places are reserved for students of a Christian background, and the remainder are open to anyone regardless of faith type.   With over 50 feeder primary schools, the students are relatively diverse in terms of their primary school experiences, and roughly 4% of learners receive English as an additional language.  
     The school is centred around an ethos that encourages teachers to challenge students to obtain excellence, and this aspect has inspired the focus of this essay.  The essay explores the implications of the following action point: ‘Ensure departmental programmes of study focus on delivering content to highest achievement levels/grades ie. Upskilling work’ which falls under the school’s prioritised objective: ‘Teaching will stretch students of all abilities to achieve high outcomes, commensurate with their individual starting point’. 
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Recent policies related to Educational Reform in Wales, such as the Welsh Government’s guidance for school development plans, frame their targets towards the broad goal of ‘Raising standards of Education and improving learner outcomes’ (2014, p. 2).  However, it is widely recognised that there are many complications and potential inhibiting factors towards reaching this goal.  As has been expressed by the Welsh Government document ‘Rewriting the future’ (2014), the impact of a learner’s development in school is affected by consequences initiated before students start school and are linked to the environments they are situated in outside of school.  As has been identified by the likes of Hart and Risley (2003), early childhood experiences in relation to family backgrounds can cause many later developments of knowledge and learning disparities, such as vocabulary attainment and rate of vocabulary growth.  Hart and Risley (2003) discuss that children from higher-income families are exposed to a wider range of vocabulary than those of lower-income families and that educational interventions are vital to close the disparity gap.  This disparity potentially has multiple negative consequences for students from low-income backgrounds, identified by Greenwood et al. (2017) as ‘the inability to read (or read well), unhealthy behaviours, adoption of risky behaviours as young adults, and reduced life expectancy’.  This highlights the importance of improving the provision of learning for those of lower-income backgrounds, and the Rewriting the Future (2014) document recognises this, expressing that the core of school development planning should be aimed at improving the provision for those students – (assuming that these are mostly low-attaining students).  However, there are also consequences to this approach.
     Although there is a mention in the Rewriting the Future (2014) document that high expectations should be set for all learners, the document is largely focused on expressing the importance of raising expectations for low-attainers and ‘narrowing the attainment gap’.  As discussed, this is of high importance; however, the potential consequence of this mindset can be gleaned from a growing body of research indicating that narrowing the attainment gap between low and high attainers can inhibit the provision of challenging learning opportunities for higher-attaining students.  This was found to be the case when the United States of America initiated the ‘No Child Left Behind Policy’, which primarily aimed to increase the attainment levels of disadvantaged learners.  Duffett, Farkas, and Loveless (2008) convey that although lower-attaining students are reported to have made significant gains in their test results through this policy, higher-attainers' gains either suffered or remained stagnant.  The article discusses a trend as a result of such a policy where teachers are more likely to pay more attention to the lower-attaining students, leaving little provision for the higher-attaining to gain more.  The research conducted by Duffett, Farkas and Loveless (2008) seems significant - of 900 public school teachers, 73% agreed with the statement that ‘Too often, the brightest students are bored and under-challenged in school - we are not giving them a sufficient chance to thrive’ (2008, p. 52).  In their study (2008), the percentiles of teachers’ opinions on a range of matters regarding what students are prioritised are vastly biased towards ‘struggling students’.
     Similar research findings available from UK schools and teacher opinions seem scant; however, it seems reasonable to hypothesise that the situation might be similar.  The School Development Plan guidance for Wales stresses the national priorities that schools should be addressing in their SDP’s as:

• raising the standards of education in relation to literacy
• raising the standards of education in relation to numeracy 
• reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment.
(Welsh Government, 2014, p. 3)

It seems reasonable to suggest that the national priorities show an interest in raising standards for all learners, and as mentioned on page 5 of the guidance (2014), the SDP should prioritise raising standards for all learners ‘regardless of background’, however, raising the standards of those from lesser-income backgrounds or those with barriers of high-attainment seems more explicitly narrated in comparison to those from higher-income backgrounds, or high-attainers.  This is significant in light of Duffett, Farkas and Loveless (2008) findings, as they suggest it is the higher-attainers who are most often ignored by teachers – even if they believe standards should be raised for all, they often spend more time with and plan for those less-attaining students.  
     Achieving quality provision for all, with the goal of raising standards for all, however, is no easy feat and is ultimately a consequence of the kind of teaching students receive.  The SDP guidance recognises the importance of quality teaching, and recommends that schools plan for the provision of high-quality professional development for staff.  From the evidence discussed, it seems plausible that teachers should be made aware of differentiation strategies for all learners.  Schools should go beyond planning to narrow the attainment gap and plan for challenging learners commensurate with their current knowledge.  As John Hattie (2012) claims, ‘challenge’ is a relative term, and a teacher should first be aware of a student’s current competencies and understandings before suitable challenges can be arranged.  Part of the issue with attempts to raise standards through challenge, as Hattie (2012) discusses, is that students must also be willing, engaged and committed to their own learning challenges.  

[bookmark: _Toc132220140]Developing an Action Point

The school’s action points are developed in relation to its long-term vision and ethos.  The development process within learning and teaching is achieved through defining goals and strategic objectives to make progress.  Goals are set through self-evaluation, which is an aggregation of quantitative and qualitative data reflected upon by the head and stakeholders in relation to the school’s goals, educational research into the provision needed to achieve those goals and Estyn inspection recommendations.  Data analysis, budgeting, planning the processes for monitoring progress and delineating stakeholders for numerous action points enables the ongoing provision and identification of action points and the progress they are contributing to.
     In the area of learning and teaching, one of the school’s action points is to ‘Ensure departmental programmes of study focus on delivering content to highest achievement levels/grades ie. Upskilling work’ which falls under the school’s prioritised objective: ‘Teaching will stretch students of all abilities to achieve high outcomes, commensurate with their individual starting point’.  This has been influenced by Estyn’s recommendation to ensure all teaching matches best practices in the school, the Welsh Government’s Guidance - stating the imperativeness of raising outcomes for all, and educational research such as the Sutton Trust’s definition of effective teaching as:

That which leads to improved student achievement using outcomes that matter to their future success. 
(Referenced from the School’s SDP)

The monitoring of progress towards this goal is largely achieved through lesson observations and learning walks, conducted by middle-leaders and the leadership team to identify areas for improvement and share effective practice.  The reports conducted via these observations provide the basis for the evidence of whether teaching is meeting the standards of the professed goals.  For example, previous monitoring identified 95% of lessons were observed as ‘good’ or better and 35% of lessons were observed as ‘excellent’.  The SDP goal is to raise the percentage within these categories.  
     In order for this to be achieved, the school does not plan action points that exist in isolation, rather, they are planned to impact each other.  For example, the successful attainment of the action to ‘Ensure departmental programmes of study focus on delivering content to highest achievement levels/grades ie. Upskilling work’, is influenced by other action points that are in place so progress can be made, such as the actions related to professional learning for all staff members.  These focus on the induction of staff to the school’s teaching framework of ‘The Five Principles of Excellence’ and training is often differentiated dependent on a teacher’s experience, which hypothetically enables progress to be made on increasing the quality of teaching toward the professed goals.  The school’s ethos and preferred teaching methodology are organised in a handbook which is given to all staff members, and the SDP incorporates training on specific areas of the handbook.  
     The issue with the SDP guidance and the school’s SDP is that the positive language used can often appear to have a rhetorical effect.  The rhetoric of ‘excellence’, ‘effectiveness’ ‘upskilling’, and ‘raising standards’ sounds laudable, but what do they actually mean?  It appears they might mean different things in different contexts as they are ill-defined.  As discussed by Moore et al. (2017), powerfully rhetorical language such as ‘excellence’ can appear laudable but can also obfuscate.  The goal of ‘increasing the proportion of lessons which are ‘good’ or ‘excellent’ seems to assume there are definitive definitions of these terms that can be applied to all lessons in all subject areas.  However, it seems more plausible that these terms have different connotations in different subjects and circumstances and are perhaps terms which cannot be universally agreed upon.  With such language, there is a risk that lesson observations produce false positives when judging them as ‘good’ or ‘excellent’.  Furthermore, the middle leaders and leadership team who evaluate the lessons according to these terms are likely evaluating from a generalised vantage of the comprehension of these terms – they perhaps have generalised notions of what constitutes these terms in relation to teaching in general and perhaps have no idea how these terms might translate to the teaching of a specific subject or topic.
     Further potential issues because of lack of clarity might be pursued in relation to the school’s SDP references the Sutton Trust’s definition of effective teaching as: ‘That which leads to improved student achievement using outcomes that matter to their future success’, as there is no constitution in the school’s SDP of what matters for students’ future success – and this is likely to be wildly different in different subject areas.  Suppose progress in learning is commensurate with students commitment as Hattie (2012) discusses.  In that case, it seems plausible that SDPs should incorporate an element that aims to foster commitment - which seems concurrent with developing ideas about what matters in each subject or with what matters to individuals.  There is little in the SDP Guidance and in the school’s SDP that relates to monitoring what matters to students and how the school can foster and monitor ‘commitment’.  There seems to be a more top-down approach.  The government and the heads of schools delineate priorities (such as the importance of raising literacy and numeracy standards).
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It is evident that the school develops its action plans according to The Welsh Government Guidelines but also develops action plans that are specific to its ethos and context– namely to: ‘Ensure departmental programmes of study focus on delivering content to highest achievement levels/grades ie. Upskilling work’.  This somewhat simple idea is inclusive of all the ideas discussed in the literature review, where regardless of background and attainment levels, the goal is to upskill all students.  However, there is a risk that terms used within the SDP guidance and the school’s action points, such as ‘Excellence’, ‘high expectations’, ‘raising standards’ and ‘challenging students’, become vague.  The school’s handbook aims to clear rhetoric with information on how to go about delivering quality teaching in relation to its definition of excellence; however, these principles are generalised, and the experience of these terms remains rather rhetorical.  Whether ‘excellence’ can ever be an objective measure for research is objectionable as had been highlighted by Moore et al. (2017).  To unpack this, In Ron Berger’s educational theory of excellence, excellence is never concretely defined but is alluded to be something like ‘taking pride in doing your best’ (2003, p. 155).  Berger is correct in thinking that excellence is an ethic; however, in creative subjects, the notion of this ethic is not universal.  The issue with Berger’s ethic of excellence is that it assumes ‘excellence’ to be a definitive/ultimate goal.  However, in art, there are many motivational principles, for example, the acceptance of imperfection, chance, or an exploratory, inquisitive playfulness – motivational principles which seem to be largely ignored by SDP guidance.  People don’t merely appreciate art because of terms like ‘excellence’ or ‘upskilling’, and the idea that ‘progress’ can only be measured through ‘excellence’ does not comply with the idiosyncrasies of the subject.
     One of the main issues of the SDP seems to be the lack of subject-specific relevance.  It is perhaps the fact that the SDP guidance, and the school’s priorities, which focus on literacy and numeracy, generate assumptions of best teaching practices which are then applied to all subjects.  While there might be some cross-overs, the prioritisation of these subjects negates the possibility of non-prioritised subjects like art being considered in relation to their complex subject-specificity.  Perhaps subjects should be considered, monitored, developed and taught in relation to the subject’s specialised idiosyncrasies rather than from the vantage of a set of proposed principles for all or a limited number of prioritised subjects.  In light of this, it seems plausible that for professional development programmes to be most effective, the SDP should incorporate subject-specific training, and quality provision should be observed and advised by those with that subject-specific knowledge.  Definitions of the terms - quality, high and low ability and excellence etc., are not the same across all subjects, and space for this should be recognised by SDPs.
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Devising an SDP is obviously complex, and the ambition to improve learning outcomes for all is both laudable and ambitions.  On the path towards this goal, there will inevitably be trade-offs in certain areas; however, guidance at this point in time seems to be construed from a limited understanding of what will matter to students in the future and what quality provision might mean for all subjects.  It seems reasonable to suggest that setting ‘national priorities’ usurps the school’s and the learner’s possibilities for exploring their own priorities – which hypothetically might inhibit some students’ commitment.  At the moment, SDP guidance seems very biased/centred around what this might mean for numeracy and literacy or generalised teaching principles, but there is little guidance as to how schools can develop SDPs that seem relevant for all subjects.  Goals can appear laudable but vague or abstract, verging on rhetorical slogans and seem to lack honesty.  When seemingly simple terms such as ‘good’ or ‘excellent’ are used as landmarks for obtaining teaching and learning goals, this seems to obfuscate the actual content being taught and learned.
     Previously, having no idea what an SDP was, I was surprised to see no mention of subject-specific goals and the content being taught.  Surely, to judge whether the provision of a subject was of quality and linked to ‘outcomes that matter’, then provision should be judged in relation to the content being taught and being learned.  There seem to be allusions to how students might learn but not what students might learn.  Which I believe is as important.  Moving forward, I would like to explore this idea more critically along with other questions regarding the appropriateness of the use of language such as ‘excellence’.  This term is only used in a positive light, and I am interested in the potential negative consequences of this rhetoric.
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