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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

This assignment will focus on the school improvement plan (SIP) of school X.  Throughout the assignment the school will be referred to as school X to comply with BERA (2018) guidelines and protect the anonymity of both the school and the staff that work there. The assignment aims to explore the strategic target of one action point of the SIP, which in this case will be teaching and learning.  School X is an English-medium 11-19 secondary school located in a semi-rural community.  Estyn (2020) reported there were over 900 pupils on role, 8% of which were eligible for free school meals, less than half the national average of 16.4% at the time, with nearly 20% of pupils being fluent in Welsh as the school provides a bilingual education for one form in each year group.  Estyn (2020) also reported that 30% of pupils had special educational needs (SEN) which was well above the national average of 23% at the time of reporting, however since the implementation of the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Act pupils will now be classified by the Welsh Government (2021a) ALN code for Wales. 





Literature Review

SIP’s are a robust self-evaluation framework that identify strengths and areas for improvement with a focus on learner progression and wellbeing at the heart of efforts to deliver high standards and aspirations for all pupils.  The aim of the Welsh Government (2022a) is a change in focus of assessment and accountability, with assessment being used to understand individual pupils needs and accountability being how the overall schools’ performance is being evaluated by key stakeholders.  Estyn will use the SIP when they inspect schools and feedback to regional consortia and local authorities promoting collaboration between schools who could support each other to share good practice as outlined by Harris and Jones (2017).  If the Welsh Governments (2020a) new Curriculum for Wales (CFW) is to be successfully implemented and thus support the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015) the SIP is key to its implementation.
Each school in Wales is set in its own community and will have different strengths and weaknesses, therefore what is included in its SIP will be specific to the school.  However, the Welsh Government (2021b) has provided non-specific prompts that can be evaluated, which are leadership, teaching and learning, the curriculum, and wellbeing, equity and inclusion.  The prompts can be evaluated by the school or Estyn with strengths identified and strategic plans put in place for areas that need improvement.  It is essential that schools are robust and honest with the evaluation to ensure that effective strategic plans can be developed that lead to improvements and result in transparency that allows for informed decisions to be made.
Once a school has identified priorities that need improvement, then objectives can be developed by members of the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) with the support of the school governors’ who will be accountable for their evaluation and improvement.  Welsh Government (2021c) guidance states that challenging and aspirational targets should be set and that, if possible, are measurable so that the effectiveness of any improvement work can be evaluated.  However, when evaluating improvement not all results with be quantifiable, and it is more important that the focus is on improving, rather than proving what has been achieved. 
For this assignment the chosen aspect of school X’s SIP is teaching and learning.  In a statement read to the Welsh Senedd, the education minister for Wales, Jermy Miles (2022) stated that based on research and inspection the most important influence on learners' success is the quality of learning and teaching.  It can be considered that for improvements to be made in the standards of learners' success, the actions and impact of teachers must be evaluated to identify where or what improvements can be made.  This stance is supported by Wiliam (2016) cited in Estyn (2018) who identifies substantial differences in the effectiveness of teachers and that to improve educational outcomes a sustained effort is required to improve the quality of teaching.  The Welsh Government (2019) supports the improvement of teaching through the development of pedagogy, professional learning, innovation, collaboration and leadership that new and current teachers are required to evidence.
Statistics released by the Welsh Government (2023a) show that pupils in Wales scored significantly lower than other countries in the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), on tests from the program for international student assessment (PISA).  The Welsh Government (2019) are aiming to improve teaching standards by developing professional standards for teaching and leadership that will support the development of the four purposes of the new CFW.  The OECD (2017) recognizes that the standards of teaching and learning in Wales can be improved, and the Welsh Government (2023b) is aiming to improve them by underpinning the new curriculum with the 12 pedagogical principles which state what good teaching and learning are.  However, the results from PISA could be questioned as the new CFW is prioritizing the development of the four purposes within every pupil, thus supporting the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015) which is a contrasting approach to the other OECD participating countries.  It will also require time for the new CFW to be imbedded into the education culture which would suggest that it may be too soon to make fair comparison with other OECD countries, and judgements to be made as to how successful the new CFW has been implemented.    
Estyn is responsible for inspecting schools in Wales and reports back to the Senedd Cymru offering advice on standards and education.  Estyn (2022) have recommended that improvements can be made with regards to assessment and teachers understanding of how pupils learn and progress, as well as by improving formative assessment practice that allows for adjustments to be made in teaching practice that will better suit the learners.  The report by Estyn offers advice for improving teachers' understanding of how to improve the use of assessment and continued professional development (CPD) opportunities that would help to develop the teaching profession in Wales. 



Developing an action point
 
Following advice from Estyn (2020) School X identified teaching and learning as one of the main objectives of its SIP and has named it ‘unlocking potential’.  The assistant head is the lead stakeholder for this aspect of the SIP and following consultation with school governors, developed a plan that is focused over one year, but has contingency aspects that may be altered for years two and three depending on its success.  To self-evaluate the teaching and learning across the whole school, a common task is set for each year group that requires the development of different cross-curricular skills for completion.  It is the aim of the school, and in line with the Welsh Government (2020b) statement of what matters, that authentic learning opportunities are created which develop skills and knowledge that pupils can use to complete the common task, as well as in the future outside of the classroom.  Part of school X’s strategic plan is to establish clear routines across all areas of learning (AOLE) and that improvement will be evaluated termly through work reviews.

Learning managers in school X are key stakeholders in the strategic planning of authentic contexts for teaching and learning and are required to develop good practice amongst their departments for teachers to deliver lessons that support the new CFW, and thus allow for improvements to be made in all pupils as outlined in the Welsh Governments (2020c) principles of progression.   Lesson observations and SLT learning walks are used to evaluate the quality of teaching and learning which give opportunities for teachers to receive feedback, develop their own teaching and potentially share good practice.  However, teachers are notified of lesson observations and may put greater effort and detail into those lessons, thus potentially not giving a true reflection, although there should be professional trust in teachers that this is not the case.  SLT learning walks may give a more accurate reflection of teaching as they are unannounced and drop into a lesson briefly, thus not giving the teacher specific notice to act or plan any differently than they would usually.  However, considerations raised by the National Education Union (NEU) (2023) that excessive classroom observation is one of the largest causes of stress for teachers and does not by itself lead to improvements would suggest that there is an effect on teacher well-being that needs to be considered.

School X also measures Improvement or progression in the form of book scrutiny and pupil voice that gives qualitative data to interpret.  Pupils are selected by taking both male and female samples from a higher, middle and lower achiever from each year group.  Pupils' achievement levels are identified from previous national tests and school reports.  Members of SLT would then evaluate the work for improvement before speaking to pupils to gain their opinions on progress and well-being.  The Welsh Government (2020a) consider it vital that pupil voice is heard and is central to the development of the four purposes of the new CFW in every pupil.  The selection of pupils for evaluation purposes appears to have a variety of abilities, however there can be varied differences of pupils’ work, behaviour and attitudes towards learning within a class, so results gained from these methods may not give an accurate reflection of improvement for the whole school, although evaluating every book and speaking to every pupil would do so, it would be wholly unrealistic due to the time constraints. 
 
There are whole school aims to create a supportive environment with clear classroom routines that should be consistent across AOLE’s that promotes high expectations of pupils which is supported by Coe et al. (2020).  School X has introduced the class charts (2024) behaviour monitoring system that is used by teachers to record both positive and negative behaviour thus giving quantifiable results on how learners are applying themselves, as well as involving parents and carers as stakeholders in their child’s learning by giving them live updates.  There are, however, questions of reliability with these results as the application of the school's behaviour policy may be interpreted differently by teachers, and therefore applied differently from class to class thus potentially giving misleading results.  There may also be issues with the recording of behaviour due to time management constraints of teachers.  It can be considered that staff would benefit from CPD in the use of class charts and the application of the behaviour policy.
Following evaluation of book scrutiny, lesson observations, learning walks, and pupil voice, school X can evaluate the data collected and make judgements on the impact of the schools teaching and learning strategy on the development of the four purposes of the CFW and in line with Welsh Government (2022a) guidance.  If there is evidence of improvement supporting the Welsh Governments (2020c) principles of progression, then this can be shared with the governors and other stakeholders and new targets can be included in the SIP.  It could also be identified as an area of strength that may be shared with other schools to improve the teaching and learning elsewhere.  If there is no evidence of progression, then the assistant head and lead stakeholder should feedback to all stakeholders and strategic plans put in place to continue the professional learning of teachers and leaders to enable the improvement of both staff and pupils.  This can be done through collaboration and training from staff where there is evidence of impact which Harris and Jones (2018) claim is key to effective CPD, as well as specific examples of improvements that can be made.  School X provides opportunities for CPD on inset days and Twilight sessions and in line with the Welsh Government (2019) teaching standards. 


Reflection and evaluation

School X uses lesson observations and learning walks to evaluate the impact of live teaching and learning throughout the school in line with Welsh Government (2021d) advice to check for the development of skills, knowledge and understanding, as well as the learners’ interest, engagement and attitudes towards learning.  When both teachers and pupils are aware that they are being observed then they may act differently as teachers may feel under more pressure to excel which could contradict Welsh government (2022a) guidance that states that pupils and teachers should not be distracted to gain evidence for evaluation.  A suggestion to alleviate these pressures could be for staff to use school technology to film lessons, thus allowing for the evaluation of the teaching and learning to take place which may create a more accurate picture of the learning journey.  Recent research by Delbart et al. (2024) supports the use of precise video synchronised recordings and consider them to be an effective way of giving feedback to teachers with specific examples of areas for development.
School X uses the class charts (2024) behaviour monitoring system to look back at learners’ attitudes towards learning to see if it has affected their progress in line with Welsh Government (2021d) advice.  There may be inconsistencies between the application of the school behaviour policy between staff, thus leading to unreliable quantitative data of how learners are progressing.  If lessons were to be recorded then this could be an opportunity to create authentic learning resources for CPD, with specific examples of behaviour that SLT could demonstrate to staff how they would like them to apply the school behaviour policy.  Theelen, Van den Beemt and den Brok (2020) found that using videos of successful behaviour management combined with a lecture reduced professional anxiety and increased self-efficacy.  Developing new authentic resources could be considered as seeking and extending best practice which is a requirement of the Welsh Government (2019) professional standards for leadership.
School X uses book scrutiny and pupil voice to evaluate improvement in teaching and learning, following the principles of progression outlined by The Welsh Government (2020c).  As this only targets a select number of pupils then it is possible that the qualitative data acquired is not a true reflection of the whole school.  Another consideration is that due to a power imbalance between SLT and pupils, pupils may not voice answers honestly when questioned regarding teaching, learning and well-being, however, these methods are considered by the Welsh Government (2021d) to be an effective way at looking back on learning.



Conclusion

This assignment has explored the development of a SIP and has looked at school X’s objective of teaching and learning.  The key to improving schools is through robust, honest evaluation, accountability and transparency.  Jermy Miles (2022) outlines teaching and learning as the most important influence on learners’ success.  School X has identified the key stakeholders who are responsible for the implementation of the SIP and follow Welsh Government (2021d) guidance in evaluating teaching and learning.
School X has set a common task for all pupils to complete and use lesson observations and SLT learning walks to evaluate live learning, as well as book scrutiny and pupil voice to look back at learning.  The data gathered is then evaluated with the principles of progression as set out by the Welsh Government (2020c) to identify if improvements are being made.  Following evaluation, it is then possible to see if the teaching and learning is having an impact on learners and identify if and where professional development is required to further develop teachers’ pedagogy which will help all learners to improve. 
From this assignment it can be considered that opportunities for collaboration and professional learning are key to developing strong and effective pedagogies within teachers.  This will allow them to deliver the new CFW and support the Welsh Government (2015) Wellbeing and Future Generations Act, thus leading to a more prosperous Wales.
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