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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. (2,500 words)

Throughout the course of this essay the author will intend to showcase and critically address one aspect of a school’s development plan (SDP). By doing so, they hope to illustrate a key target set by the chosen school, herein know as School X, and what actions will and have been taken to achieve said target. With the essay taking a critically reflective stance throughout, this will hope to help develop the author’s pedagogical journey, improve their grasp of the importance of critical reflection within their own practice, and better understand the cycle of report and improvement that makes up a school’s improvement process.
As of the latest Estyn report in 2017, School X stands as an English medium comprehensive in the Neath Port Talbot area, with 1,134 pupils enrolled as of 2017. 14% of pupils live within the 20% most deprived areas in Wales, with 17% eligible for free school meals, matching closely with the Welsh average at the time of 17.1%. 1% come from Welsh speaking homes, most pupils are of a White British background, and there were 34 pupils that spoke English as a secondary language. Furthermore, the percentage of pupils with special educational needs stood at 25.8%, which again reflects closely the Welsh average of 25.1% at the time. Children with statemented special educational needs stood at 1%, below the Welsh average of 2.5%. Lastly, 15 pupils at the time were under the care of the local authority. (Estyn, 2017).

The process schools go through to refine and develop their own practice is a multifaceted one, with every step building on the ones that came before as teaching. Providing a curriculum that meets the standards and expectations defined by the Welsh Government of the new Welsh curriculum is a perpetually improving process. At the highest level, the purpose of a school development plan is “to help schools give learners the best possible learning experiences and outcomes, whatever their background or circumstance, in order to achieve high standards and aspirations for all.” (HWB, 2022). By focusing on the continual development of how a school delivers it’s learning experience, a school can pay close attention to the ever-changing community that it serves and reflect the needs and values present, be that on an academic or pastoral level, best served by flexibility.
At a school level, a development plan is for the tri-purpose of evaluation, improvement and accountability to a school’s community and upward, regarding shareholders, the pupils themselves and the school’s own commitment to the four purposes of the Welsh curriculum. The plan itself is cyclical, that a school’s internal self-evaluation should promote professional reflection. It is then that areas of improvement can be identified, priorities addressed, and implemented into the next development plan. Finally, through a combined network of support, collaboration and improvement within the school and it’s teaching staff do the schools look to implement the areas identified in the plan. Then as previously the cycle begins anew, whether with new targets or to sustain high levels of current quality, whether that is academic, pastoral, linked to the community or serving the Welsh curriculum. (HWB, 2022)
One target of Schools X’s school development plan is “to raise expectation and outcomes at KS3 in particular improving the quality of teaching, especially the level of challenge for all learners”. (School X, 2023). This was one of three main targets, of which there was multiple sub-targets within, that through addressing would aim to achieve the desired result. As with each target and their sub-criteria, came planned steps to implement or continue with those that existed to achieve this goal.
The aspect chosen to highlight is “to improve the performance of boys in all subjects at level 5+ especially Welsh and Technology” (School X, 2023). As such, a clear drive of this part of the SDP is to address the perceived gender attainment gap present between male and female pupils. One theme that appears consistent and is reflected in the SDP is that female students typical and consistently achieve higher results than their male counterparts. The Equality and Human Rights Commission states that the attainment rate for both genders decreased from 2015/16 to 2018/19, then increased in 2019/20 to 2020/21. In the academic year of 2020/21 79.9% of female students achieved 5 GCSEs at A* to C grade, contrary to 71% of boys (EHRC, 2023). These illustrate that there is an attainment gap in Welsh schools, something that School X is acutely aware of. Furthermore, the More Equal Wales report for 2023 reinforces these statements, reflecting further that the biggest gender disparity rests within the A* - A grade results, with girls achieving 4.4 and 4.0 respectively more than boys (HWB, 2023).
The concerns surrounding a gender attainment gap in Welsh schools is not a recent concern. Whether it is the worry that male students perform better when taught by a male teacher, as disproved long ago (Duram University, 2005) or simply another holdover from the past that one gender took to education better, there is a clear and evidenced gender attainment gap in Welsh schools, as seen above. How to address this gap however is not always the most obvious. Smith (2016) writes that while girls consistently outperform boys in academic performance, they often trail in terms of emotional and physical happiness while at school. As a result, female students will often report greater concerns regarding wellbeing than their counterparts, and this can be because of academic pressures to perform, or the result of masking to conform to social conventions that may be more likely expected of them than boys, such as quietness, neatness or an overall better performance in the classroom as a standard. This can often be a symptom of early gender bias. (AAWU) Furthermore, Caroll (2023) suggests that there is the argument that in-classroom assessments favour girls rather than boys, though whether this is from better social behaviour, adherence to rules and structure or some other phenomena remains unclear. Whatever the cause, it appears to result in more favourable grades for girls when assessed by teachers, something that can then have a culminative effect on the confidence and willingness of boys to try when it comes to the practice of standardized GCSE qualification examinations, as they may feel disenchanted with their previous teacher assessments thus far.
Therefore, School X’s decision to identify the reduction of the gender attainment gap illustrates a clear understanding of the issues that are currently affecting the learners of Wales. By taking steps to address the performance of boys, across a range of subjects highlights a key awareness of both the inner workings and performance of their learners, but also their perceptions of the core concerns that both schools and the new Welsh curriculum should hope to address going forward into the future.

For School X, a core element of the development of their SDP lies in the cyclical nature of the self-evaluation that is undertaken as part of the overall process. One of the influences that they have utilized to achieve that is a close following of the National Resource (HWB, 2022) when it comes to establishing spheres of evaluation. As previously mentioned, a cyclical process is used in the National Resource and then by School X: How well are we doing, how do we know, and how can we improve? It is by following these preliminary steps that School X begins to address their school as a developing body. A large part of the current SDP considers the results and statistics of not just the previous year, but of the ones preceding it as well, whether that is attendance records, GCSE attainment scores or literacy grades. With this data held to account, School X can make clear observations surrounding their current performance and can institute appropriate measures accordingly. For example, by reviewing the current performance of literacy skills across the KS3 cohort, such as 94% operating at a L5+ for literacy, School X implemented several measures. For example, “Whole School Intervention to support pupils with reading age and spelling ages below their chronological ages. Use the Esytn research into developing reading for 10-14 years of age to inform planning.” (School X, 2023). As such, this is an informative example of how a school will take on board a set of data, evaluate it internally, and create an outcome that best suits how to address said data.
Continuing with the theme of data, an important point is to be mentioned. For School X, the process of data capture is important, such as standards of literacy and attendance records but they are also careful not to allow pure data focus to narrow their standards and attitudes towards teaching, to avoid the trap of data for data’s sake. One element was to avoid the desire of validation by external bodies, such as independent education assessors who may provide a school a grade base purely on qualification outcomes and GCSE results. Instead, School X’s approach to data is again an internal one, wherein data is collected and analysed not for the purpose of league tables or area rankings, but to stimulate and provoke internal betterment through an understanding of their data. As such, data therefore plays a key part in the structure of a SDP but primarily for the benefit of those within the school structure to help inform their next steps, and adjust planning procedures, rather than for external acclaim. However, how far this can be taken at face value, as data still plays a key role in the evaluation of schools by external agencies to grade degrees of performance, and it would be difficult to state that outside reviewers, such as prospective parents, would not have this same level of understanding of the internal purpose of School X’s data. Therefore, data can arguably continue to serve a purpose both inside and outside of School X’s SDP.
Furthermore, an important element of School X’s SDP is the engagement of the school’s stakeholders and local community. Inside the SDP is several references to the inclusion of local community stakeholders in the future delivery of School X’s curriculum: “Community Engagement: Involve local businesses in curriculum delivery. Develop curriculum to include more local aspects. Increase the links with local communities – churches / nursing homes / charity organisations”. (School X, 2023). Therefore, it is made clear that interaction with stakeholders is a driving part of School X’s SDP, and that they are actively making efforts to promote the close links between themselves, local community and the new Welsh curriculum. Furthermore, this transparency allows for local stakeholders to see School X in an understandable context, one that promotes openness within the people of the local area. This close connection also allows for the community itself to contribute to the mutual development of the learners, by providing opportunities outside the classroom setting that allows for a wider range of social development. It subsequently allows the school to access another form of critical evaluation, as feedback and constructive criticism passed back to the school, can further tie in to the school’s self-evaluation policies. For example, close ties with community members meant that when in January 2024, incidents of anti-social behaviour were reported to the school by members of the local community. As a result of communication, measures were able to be put in place, and addressed to a satisfactory outcome. However, this is a continuous process. Including and considering local stakeholders is a valuable step when considering School X as an effective learning organisation but must be reflective of the priorities put in place as the SDP’s core targets; the local community of stakeholders will change and reshape continuously, and must therefore require constant attention, lest networks decline. This is arguably a significant task, and as such requires a considerable effort to maintain, something that will have to be emphasized in a school’s SDP and would hope to not fall behind other key targets on an SDP.


Following the establishment of the SDP, School X has made several efforts to approach and meet its targets set. For example, on the premise of bolstering KS3 literacy ability, they chose to implement shared group reading in classes, to bolster and foster a culture of group reading. Indeed, shared group reading provides a more rigid support system for those who may struggle with their own ability and remove pressure from those concerning about having to read aloud. This indicates an awareness of just some of the issues that an average year 7 or 8 pupil might face with their own apprehension towards the prospect of reading in this setting. By removing that pressure of the individual, School X has allowed for the community of learners to grow as a unit, rather than a series of individuals that may lag or streak ahead. However, this process cannot be without its limitations. For example, under the humanistic school of thought (Cloke, 2022), that lack of individual responsibility can produce its own restrictions. Instead, students should also be encouraged to take responsibility for their own learning, and within that certainly their own reading. Group reading can be an invaluable tool for the development of reading standards, but this should be a starting point, rather than the entire process. Students should then be allowed to springboard off the ability they have developed, rather than rely on guided group reading as their only source of reading. Therefore, this essay would suggest that while the SDP reflects a promising start, it needs to consider that it may only be offering an early treatment of a problem, rather than laying the foundation for independent, self-directed learning. They should ensure that what is in place currently is able to guide students towards that end goal of motivated and individualist development.
Secondly, another aspect of the SDP that School X has achieved is the use of successful questioning and feedback within the classroom to maximise progression, something they have aimed to achieve and have done so, reflecting a cohesive link between planning and delivery of lessons in reality, and this follows along feedback theories, wherein some of the most cohesive ways to bring about improvement in the classroom is by providing regular, sensitive and educative feedback to students (University of South Carolina). This shows a clear consideration of current and effective learner strategies present in the establishment of School X’s SDP. Yet, a key element of an SDP is the consideration for constant critical review and evaluation. For example, when considering the effective results gained from timely and useful feedback, school should also be considering the situation of the students themselves, such as their place within Cognitive Load Theory (Sweller, 1998). Learning organisations can become too reliant on feedback to the point that it is overwhelming and blinding, thereby nullifying any positive effect of the process. However, to avoid an overloaded school day, rather than utilizing the blanket terms “maximise progression” (School X, 2023), a timescale would do better to explain how School X may achieve this over a period of learning, as the current language seems to invoke high levels very quickly, which over the course of 5 lessons a day 5 days a week could very swiftly become extraneous and overbearing to the point of detriment.

The primary purpose of this assignment was to critically reflect on one aspect of a school’s development plan, with considerations of how points for improvement are identified, carried out and then critically reflected on, allowing that evaluation to renew to cycle once more. From doing so, this assignment has allowed the author to reflect upon the sheer level of internal self-evaluation that occurs across a school, from top to bottom. Therefore, it is always necessary to consider the critical inner working as a school as almost a living thing, adapting and changing based on its environment, no longer a fixed institution, but moulded and shaped by the students and teachers that dwell within it. Going forward, this has broadened the author’s knowledge of how cyclic self-reflection is and must be a vital part of the education system, and that the adage of ‘every day’s a school day’ remains truer than ever. The author’s own pedagogical journey would strive to fulfil that adage to the best of their ability.
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