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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.
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Introduction

This report will critically analyse the use of School Development Plans (SDPs) and reflect the action of impact they have on a school environment. I will explore at a theoretical level the school development process, but more specifically focus on one action-point that my school includes in their SDP. I have decided to focus on the aspect, ‘to raise standards of Welsh in school’, which specifically sets out the aim to further improve and develop Welsh as a second-language through speaking, listening and writing, as well as generally implement it more effectively in school life. The SDP I will be using throughout this report comes from a small primary school, located in rural South Wales. According to My Local School (2019) data, the school has approximately 182 pupils on roll, 21.6% of whom are eligible for Free School Meals (FSM), which is slightly higher than the Welsh national average of 20% (Estyn, 2016). In this setting, 13.1% of the pupils have Additional Learning Needs (ALN), however only 4% have statements for Special Education Needs, and despite this low number, the school still obtained a ‘green’ standard for support of their pupils (My Local School, 2019). Due to lack of diversity in the area, 5.1% of the pupils are from ethnic minorities and only 1.4% speak English as an Additional Language (EAL) (My Local School, 2019). As my selected focus from the SDP is on the development of Welsh, I discovered their most recent inspection comments stated, “the provision for Welsh and the Welsh dimension is good” (Estyn, 2016, p.6.).  However, it is still an aim for the school to change this status to ‘excellent’ and therefore we will explore their process to achieve this throughout.

Literature Review

A School Development Plan (SDP) is a requirement for every school in Wales in accordance with the Education (School Development Plans) (Wales) Regulations 2014. The process of composing an effective SDP is informed by regular self-evaluation of both the school’s data and performance, which reveals priority of improvements through short and long-term targets and action (Welsh Government, 2014). According to research in American schools, an effective SDP can be summed up as a “road map that sets out the changes a school needs to make to improve the level of student achievement, and shows how and when these changes will be made.” (NCDPI, 2013, p.18.). Thus, looking at the development process at a theoretical level, learner outcomes are the main priority of any SDP and will typically address this through the national priorities of literacy, numeracy and the impact poverty has on educational attainment (Welsh Government, 2014). Briefly, as of 2015 Regulation 5(2) implemented the ruling that SDPs will become live documents and 3-year processes, in which year one sets out improvement and planning and years two and three will capture the high levels and achieve targets (Welsh Government, 2014). The development process typically follows a planning cycle and as an example of good practice Welsh Government (2014) have produced a suggested 4-stage module schools should use (see Appendix 1). Estyn (2017) implies that stage one of development, ‘self-evaluation’ has the greatest impact. It involves evaluation of current performance and data to determine common-action points and areas to improve (Welsh Government, 2014). The next step includes strategic planning, where, realistic goals must be set in accordance with school funding. This process involves a range of parent and non-parent stakeholders to ensure a broader political perspective and eliminate polarisation (Yancovic et al, 2019). After the SDP is produced, the next step is to put the strategies in which staff have been consulted about, into practice (Welsh Government, 2014). To complete the cycle, the SDP must be under constant review to keep track of whether targets will be achievable in the set-out time frame or have already been achieved (Welsh Government, 2014). The cycle is continuous, and the document must be updated annually or after a recent Estyn inspection to ensure the school is in line with the Education (School Inspection) (Wales) Regulations, 2006.

The aspect of my school’s SDP I will focus on, is the aim ‘to raise standards of Welsh’, including the levels of oracy and writing at expected levels by the end of Key Stage 2 to contribute to the government’s ‘Cymraeg 2050’ vision. After a review of the Welsh language census in 2017, it was revealed that the number of Welsh speakers in Wales had fallen from around 582,000 in 2001 to 562,000 in 2011, indicating that only 19% of the population spoke Welsh (Future Generations Act, 2015). The government created the vision to achieve one million Welsh speakers by 2050, including 70% of learners who will be able to speak it fluently by the time they leave school (Welsh Government, 2017). The Future Generations Act (2015) matched this vision and one of their seven aims expressed, “A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language” in which the teaching of Welsh in schools would be reshaped to enable young people to utilise their skills in wider society (Welsh Government, 2016). This goal reflects why there is immense focus on Welsh in my school’s SDP as schools are becoming the main ‘driving-force’ behind this vision. To aid schools and teachers, the School Standards and Organisation (Wales) Act 2013, introduced WESPs (Welsh in Education Strategic Plans) in which local authorities must prepare annually to improve the planning of Welsh in education and provide structured frameworks (Welsh in Education, 2017). However, more recent research by Roberts (2017) found that WESPs generally lacked the ambition required to reach the full potential of Cymraeg 2050 and so, in addition to WESPs the Welsh Language Charter was introduced to all schools in 2017. The ‘Cymraeg Campus’ awards, created by the ERW aims to develop Welsh in English-medium schools and challenges schools to achieve levelled awards over a three-year period; an aim in my SDP is to achieve their bronze award (Welsh in Education, 2017 & ERW, 2020). 

However, much debate surrounds the quality of teaching the Welsh language and Cwricwlwm Cymreig in our schools. Welsh Government (2013) discovered that despite 80% of pupils in Wales learning Welsh as a second language, the quality of teaching had deteriorated significantly, as a result of low confidence and training (Estyn, 2013).  Despite the introduction of the New Professional Teaching Standards (2017) that made it a requirement for all existing and trainee practitioners to continually develop their Welsh language (Welsh in Education, 2017).  Many teachers still lack confidence and argue that there are not enough opportunities or time to improve their skills as a result of too much pressure from other aspects of the curriculum (Estyn, 2018). Therefore, we can imply that schools need to place as much focus on its teachers as it does its learners to ensure the best possible practice is taking place to benefit all. Another barrier to the improvement of Welsh in English-medium schools is societal-perceptions and geographical differences.  From analysis of Government statistics (2018-2019, see Appendix 2) it is apparent that most Welsh speakers reside in North and Mid Wales and the number of Welsh-medium schools in the area reflect this. North Wales has 174 Welsh-medium schools in comparison to just 49 in Central South Wales (Stats Wales, 2018-19, see Appendix 2). The attitudes towards the implementation of the Cwricwlwm Cymreig from both teachers and the wider community also reflects this geographical difference. A case study which looked at the attitudes towards the implementation of Welsh in our schools showed that a fluent Welsh practitioner from North-West Wales stressed how important teaching Welsh language and culture was in helping his pupils appreciate their heritage (Jones & Lewis, 2018). Whereas, in the same study a non-Welsh speaking practitioner from South Wales argued that the Welsh language was ‘irrelevant’ and a ‘fantasy’ for the government to expect non-Welsh speaking teachers to produce fluent Welsh speaking children, regardless of training (Jones & Lewis, 2018). Both arguments reveal how teaching of the Welsh language is not completely consistent across Wales yet despite the existing National Curriculum and Second Language framework (2008). Though, reveals why our education is in need of reform and creates optimism for the success of the New Curriculum for Wales (2022). 




Developing an Action Point

My school’s SDP sets out specific ‘targets’, my focus being ‘to raise standards in Welsh’ which includes the headteacher, a chosen target leader to direct this aim, general staff and a governing body link member. Upon analysis of the SDP, my school has followed Welsh Government’s (2014) suggested cycle for school improvement (see Appendix 1) by starting with the process of self-evaluation. The target to improve Welsh first derived from comments made after their Estyn (2016) inspection, encouraging the school to evaluate their levels of Welsh outcomes in additional to numeracy and literacy. Visible in the SDP the school thoroughly evaluated their most recent quantitative data, including comparison to schools in the same SIG group, school banding information and national averages. This evaluation revealed a gap between the learners’ current Welsh outcomes and the expected levels and mapped out the school’s main aims to increase oracy at expected level from 87% to 100% over the course of the academic year, as one example. The school used this self-evaluation process as an opportunity to work with all internal and external stakeholders to, collect and evaluate school data, known as a process, called triangulation (Scarth, 2018). Triangulation is vital in the development process in balancing the goals of all stakeholders, along with the school’s vision and values to ensure the most effective yet holistic approach to action (Schildkamp, 2019 & Scarth, 2018). 

Steps 2 and 3 include strategic planning and action-plans. McAleavy, Riggall and Fitzpatrick (2018) suggest that the momentum for efficient improvement must come from the leadership team with constant monitoring of both motivation and development over the course of the 3-year improvement. This is apparent in my school’s SDP, as for each point of action at least one member of the SLT is listed under ‘personnel involved’ to ensure a directive role and support for staff when implementing the actions. Additionally, my SDP displays a range of high-quality leadership from all staff and the dedication to their own CPD with strategic plans put in place to improve their own practice. This is an example of excellent development as SDP’s must include provision for all members of staff’s need for professional development and as proposed by Schetcher (et al, 2004), teachers must ‘learn to learn’ too (Welsh Government, 2014).

 However, quality leaders still require support from external bodies to encourage their school’s improvement. (McAleavy, Riggall and Fitzpatrick, 2018). In order to improve levels of Welsh, my SDP incorporates outside organisations such as Cymraeg Campus to not only help with Welsh standards but as a point to measure impact. The school aims to achieve their first Cymraeg Campus bronze award, by strategically planning school-based action, putting forward start and completion dates, keeping within budget and evidencing improvement. When the school achieve their award from Cymraeg Campus, it can be used as a reliable and clear form of evidence to measure impact of Welsh language standards. Furthermore, though measure of impact typically includes analysis of whether learners’ levels have increased over the improvement period. Due to more emphasis on formative assessment in modern classrooms, Penuel and Shepard (2016) suggest that measuring impact of SDP action through focus on only learner outcomes is difficult and often misrepresents the school’s actual progress. They infer that SDP action should also consider learning in a broader sense and my school has exemplified this good practice through school-action that includes general use of incidental Welsh in school and the development of Criw Cymraeg, reading and problem solving in Welsh and enrichment opportunities. This ensures that the school is improving in terms of their data but also allows for the development of Welsh in various other aspects of general school life.

Reflection and Evaluation

As I was on placement in this school for a relatively long period of time, I was able to see the process of how the school takes their strategic planning and puts it into practice. In the SDP much focus is placed on achieving their Cymraeg Campus bronze award and puts forward ambitious plans that will be implemented throughout the year. One point of action in the SDP was to, ‘increase use of incidental Welsh both inside and outside of the classroom’. I noticed an increase in the use of incidental Welsh phrases throughout both key stages and would frequently hear pupils using ‘da iawn’ and ‘bore da’ naturally outside of the classroom. However, I believe the school did not think strategically on how this target would be measurable or how they would record this for school data. Additionally, the use of simple Welsh phrases such as ‘bore da’ is not improving Welsh levels amongst the older children as this level of spoken Welsh is far below their target vocabulary according to the current Welsh Second Language Curriculum (2008). To make this target more meaningful, I would suggest that incidental Welsh is embedded throughout entire lessons and at the appropriate levels. After researching good practice, Estyn’s (2017) case study demonstrates how a primary school successfully increased spoken incidental Welsh by planning engaging extension tasks or enhanced provisions in Welsh throughout all lessons. To record the pupils’ progress, aspirational Welsh targets could be set by staff and pupils to closely track learner outcomes in the same way we would with spoken English (Estyn, 2017). The SDP also aimed for the school to have weekly Welsh assemblies, by November 2019; this surprised me as I had not seen this in practice. Reflecting on my previous literature, I believe the staff at this school could not implement this ambitious target due to lack of training and confidence in Welsh. Estyn (2013) implies that teacher’s need to be upskilled so Welsh can be taught more effectively and when teacher’s own a confident level of fluent or relatively good spoken Welsh, children’s progress in learning Welsh is better. Therefore, even though there is mention of Welsh professional development for all staff throughout the year in the SDP. More focus needs to be placed on determining the levels of Welsh amongst staff and who needs priority training first. Then, the action plan setting should come second to ensure the most able staff members are involved and can successfully deliver the targets in the timeframe. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, this report has analysed and explored the process in which most schools undertake to produce an effective SDP to ensure their setting is under constant improvement for the benefit of its staff, learners and the wider community. Prior to this research, I was unaware of how much work goes into producing such a valid document and how many stakeholders are involved in every step of the development process. I have learnt the legal requirements behind the production of a SDP and the time-frame in which the cycle of self-evaluation, strategic planning, making action and reviewing impact must be completed, with constant review of recent data as a live document. This will impact my future professional practice as I can now appreciate the value of a SDP to both myself and my learners. I can now understand why continuing our professional development is vital and not just a ‘tick-box’, because from research and experience I have found that most aspects of the SDP cannot be carried out without teacher-training. Specifically, my focus on Welsh development has allowed me to realise how much work is going on in schools to contribute to the government’s Cymraeg 2050 vison and I will ensure in my future practice that I am displaying great levels of Welsh to encourage my learners.
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Appendix 2:
Stats Wales (2018-19) ‘Schools by Local Authority, Region and Welsh Medium Type’.
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