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Introduction 

This essay focuses on the School Development Plan (SDP) of a school attended by the author in the second placement of a one-year teacher training (PGCE) course. The aim is to look at the SDP of a specific school and then compare it with national policies and its adherence to them. Furthermore, to look at specific goals of the identified SDP and see how they are to be achieved and how this can be measured. The school in question was a mixed bilingual comprehensive school in a rural area of West Wales. Inspected by the national agency for teaching standards ESTYN 4 years ago (ESTYN 2019), the inspectors confirmed 16.7% of learners were eligible for free school meals which they confirmed as close to the national average. They identified pupils being from a full range of abilities, with few from an ethnic minority background. 20% of pupils had some form of additional learning need (ALN) with 5% having a statement of special educational needs, which is above the national average of 2.2%.







Literature review 

When discussing school development, Dalin (2004) argues that school development is riddled with grandiose plans that have failed to materialise, further arguing that politicians excel at setting goals but are vague when it comes to planning. Addressing this the Welsh Government produced guidance (Welsh Gov 2014). It guides that a school development plan (SDP) should be a plan for a school to improve strategically and also how the school will improve outcomes for learners. It coincides with the release, the following year, of the Donaldson report (Donaldson 2015). The Donaldspn report is a sea change in curriculum development in Wales with four purposes underpinning all areas of education in Wales. However, the report was published in 2015 and in 2023 it is still not fully embedded into all schools as confirmed in the ESTYN report. It would seem inconceivable for a SDP not to consult heavily on the 4 purposes for education identified by Donaldson and intertwine the two. Indeed, the guidance states that a school’s priorities will include addressing national priorities such as mathematics and numeracy. These subjects make up one of the areas of learning and experience (AOLE) presented by the Donaldson report and also form a key compliment of cross curricular work. It is therefore clear that the report must be taken into consideration when writing a SDP. Another key issue identified in the 2014 guidance to be addressed is the effect of poverty on the attainment of a pupil. It also needs to explain how it will use its available resources and develop staff.  
Both the guidance on SDPs and the Donaldson report are driven by the Welsh Government. While the Donaldson report espouses that local contexts are important it is clear that both these edicts have come from a national level, with the schools required to follow, albeit in an intentionally bespoke way for individual schools. This slightly contradictory nationwide approach is argued against by the Effective Schools Movement (ESM) described by Hargreaves and Hopkins (2004), who argued that empowered schools are successful schools. Further arguing that they are not victims of externally driven change or an unthinking fad or whim. 
While the Donaldson report has been heavily invested in by the current Welsh government, there are no guarantees it will stay in place for a specified length of time, indeed the change of a future political wind could lead to a differing direction, whereas an empowered school can stay its own course. This is further backed up by Hughes and Andreas (1995) who when looking at education in Australia argued that systemic initiatives imposed by dictum resulted in passive resistance and teachers being alienated and reform only superficial. They argued that it is widely recognized when change happens from within it is at its most effective. While Donaldson calls for schools to take a lead in curriculum design it is still telling them to follow its four purposes, so schools cannot wholly form individualised provision. 




One of the areas identified specially for further investigation in the SDP of the school looked at in this essay was the gender gap in certain subjects (Ysgol *** **** 2017). If we are looking at school provision and its effect on students’ outcomes the nature/nurture debate needs to be considered firstly. It has been argued over keenly, as discussed by Petrill and Wilkerson (2000) most psychologists believe differences in intelligence to be equally split between environment and heredity – making schooling an opportunity for increasing intelligence and therefore outcomes. The evidence regarding differences of intelligence between genders from infancy and through pre school years finds “little difference between boys and girls” (Woolfolk 2000 pp.156). However according to Halpern et al (2007) more boys than girls are diagnosed with additional learning needs (ALN) such as autism and ADHD. Moreover, as they progress through grade school and beyond, females perform better in verbal and written assessments. By contrast males perform better in some visuospatial measures. 

A criticism identified by Woolfolk is that studies into differences in results for different sexes is their failure to take into account ethnicity. A further note of caution was added by Lindberg et al (2010) who noted that boys are more likely to take physics which is a subject that enhances the ability of participants to solve complex problems, this could then skew results unnaturally in their favour in related areas such as maths. There have been identified differences in intelligence between the sexes, but it is a complex analysis with other factors potentially meaning that matters cannot always be taken at face value. Despite these reservations in their meta-analysis, they found little difference in achievement in mathematics when comparing boys and girls.

Culturally there has been identified stereotypes among different sexes which muddies the waters further. When studying girls in education in Germany, Steffens et al (2011) discovered that girls identified boys with mathematics, with these opinions gaining further traction in adolescence leading to a lower uptake in mathematics courses amongst female students. There is more to gender gaps than simply girls compared to boys with a host of factors to be considered. When looking at gender gaps in a school these complex factors need to be taken into account and addressed when developing an effective SDP. Looking at bare numbers without the context that can be found in literature on reasons for gander gaps in attainment can make it difficult to address them. It would be useful for a school to research any possible reasons for differences in outcomes for boys and girls first, as in turn this research may help form what action needs to take place to reduce it.





Developing an action point

The SDP for the school focussed on in this essay was concise (Ysgol ******* ******* 2017). It identified 5 areas, those being: standards, teaching and learning, leadership, attendance, safeguarding, and premises. Each of these then had bullet points, with some more detailed than others. For example, standards had 10 points and premises 4. There is data mentioned, for example in attendance and safeguarding a target of 97% is set, and in standards a very specific target of improving outcomes at KS4 in art, history and P.E. at level 5+. It does not give a timeframe for these targets or mention the data used to come up with them, though it was a tentative assumption that all targets were based on data. This was confirmed when the author met with a member of the senior leadership team (SLT), who is referred to as Teacher X, for a brief discussion of the SDP of which they had significant input (Teacher X 2023). Teacher X confirmed this to be the case. When the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) produced a report on ‘Improving schools in Wales’ (OECD 2014), they looked at how schools use data. Recommending that data handling skills are developed among school leaders to inform school improvement efforts. Staff should then use them during the process of school development planning, backing up the assumption that the school would have developed and used date handling skills when coming up with the targets on the SDP for the school in question. However, data alone is not always useful without context, Dalin (2004) argued that little is learnt from data alone, what matters is how participants engage with and relate to the information. The school devised very specific goals from what must have been an enormous amount of data available to them, the fact they have been specific hints that they may have heeded this advice and added the school’s individual context when devising targets. 

The specific target focussed on in this essay is to reduce the gender gap in English, Welsh (first language) and history. There are no specific targets other than ‘improve’ and no timeframe is given. From what has been discussed it was again confirmed by Teacher X that all targets were based on results from recent years. The school has access to a plethora of data, from amongst other things, internal exams as Teacher X confirmed. However, there was no specific gender gap data on the SDP and teacher X was unable to confirm I what was a brief meeting the exact target other than ‘improve’. This lack of obvious data to hand contrasts with the advice offered by the OECD in their report for senor staff to become more adept at handling and interpreting data.





There was some localised use of data in that first language Welsh is included as it is a bilingual school, though only with only one form class per year taught in Welsh. What gives further weight to a lack of basis in useful data for the SDP is that there is no mention of gender gaps in any subject in either a monitoring report (ESTYN 2014) or the last inspection (ESTYN 2019). ESTYN in their inspection would have access to all the data that was available to the school and despite this, made no mention of gender gaps being an issue that needed improvement.  

The SDP was published on the school website in 2017. In the last inspection in 2019 ESTYN reported that first language Welsh had been a focus for improvement and was being met, but made no mention of gender differences. It could be assumed then perhaps that the school dug deep into its own data to produce a more nuanced stance on improvement than ESTYN made in their inspection report hinting that they have heeded the advice of the OECD report. Indeed, in the School Development plans Guidance (Welsh Gov 2014) it states that allied to effective short- and long-term planning, schools should use qualitative and quantitative data when planning for improvement and further use the data to set challenging tasks. The very specific task of reducing a gender gap may show that they had indeed dived deep into the data, though there was no evidence of the origin of such information in the SDP.

The identification of a need to address a gender gap has clearly been identified by the school in some way, despite it not being identified as an area for improvement by ESTYN. There is also a lack of a specific data driven targets or any timeframe in which it should be achieved. It does however allocate specific people for having responsibility for overseeing this area, with a member of the SLT being one and the heads of the subjects concerned the others. 

The usefulness of strategic leadership has been identified in education, with Davies and Davies (2006) stating that strategic leaders, of which a SLT members would be considered, will involve themselves in certain activities. Namely, direction setting, translating strategy, strategic capabilities and determining intervention points. So, there is a clear use of strategic oversight, though it could be argued it is difficult to know exactly what they are overseeing in this case. Some targets and dates, even if fairly nominal would be useful to help focus the minds of those charged with bringing about the improvements. 





Reflection 

Reflecting back to Dallin (2014) who states that in their view SDPs are often grandiose plans which come to little. It was noted that during the meeting with Teacher X that this view was unintentionally countered (Teacher X 2023). They were keen to emphasise that it is no use having a plan if you just follow that plan continuously even if it is having no measurable success. It was an interesting takeaway from the meeting, and they further pointed out that if a plan is not working, it needs to be revisited and tweaked on the areas where it is demonstrably unsuccessful. The statement by Teacher X is backed up by the position on strategic leadership taken by Davies and Davies (2006) who stated that leaders need to identify intervention points. This staff member was keen to explain that if elements of a SDP were not working, then they should change. Though given the lack of obvious targets it is difficult to envisage, from the information on the SDP available to the author, what these intervention points would be.

While it would be easy to criticise the handling of data in this instance, it is useful to note that potentially there may be a training gap in data handling that can be addressed with further training. Indeed, we can revisit again the key recommendation in the report by the OECD (OECD 2004), which stressed the importance of training staff in how to work with data. The school in question uses a SIMS IT system for its own internal data. SIMS was looked at in research by Wild, Smith and Walker (2001), they argued that while it is straightforward to have the data, processing it in an effective manner is more challenging. Further arguing that while the tools in SIMS are relatively comprehensive, they are not necessarily effectively used by schools. 

Another opportunity to help achieve targets in a specific area could be to work in synergy with Welsh Government to be at the forefront in the area of improving Welsh in education. In a recently released white paper looking at future Welsh language policy in education, it is stated that one area to be looked at is a single Welsh language skills continuum to describe skill levels, so that learners, teachers, parents and guardians have a common framework (Welsh Government 2023). By helping with the development of a singular continuum of Welsh language skills it would eventually be easy to identify if there are different patterns to where boys sit on the continuum in the school when compared with girls. 







Conclusion

It is clear that education in Wales, indeed anywhere, is in constant flux. There are always targets to be hit and goals to be achieved. These targets and goals are not a standing dish and continually change, be it through the winds of change in education, a change of government, or even a minister within an existing government. 

School development plans provide a framework to manoeuvre positively towards the targets of the day. And while these targets often change in specifics, in their generality they are more constant. Improved attainment always an overarching theme, as is the targeting of specific groups for often specific areas for improvement.

A good SDP that is adaptable and has clear, focused and achievable goals is a clear benefit to a school allowing them to plot a course to improvement. As pointed out by Hughes and Andreas (1995), staff need to be involved and not dictated to. With buy in from staff and an effective plan there is a clear benefit from school improvement planning, and having a SDP specific to the needs of a particular school. Empowered staff are more likely to bring about school improvement than those just forced to follow edicts coming from on high. 
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