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This essay aims to utilise the critical analysis of a School Development Plan (SDP) in order to develop the understanding of: 
· The impact of cultural, linguistic and socio-economic factors on learners’ progress and achievement.
· The role played in the relationship between the teacher and the various stakeholders involved in the school
· The value of both local and national data in decision making and accountability.
The SPD comes from a school in South Wales that has been attempting to make turnarounds in many students who come from deprived areas. The local area is rurally populated and as such the catchment area is diverse. The eligibility for Free School Meals is just under 25%. (My Local School, 2019)

The school has 9 Senior Management Team members in a school of approximately 200 teachers which is just under 5%. This reflects a lower end of the ratio of senior leaders compared to most schools as per data in 2018 (Department for Education, 2018). This is particularly noticeable as the high number of students on free school meals shows the school sits within the top third of deprived schools where the ratio of Senior Leadership Team tends towards over 10%. 
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At its most basic level outlined through the ‘Evaluation and improvement principles’ as per the ‘National Resource’ from the Welsh Government (2021) the process of school improvement follows a cycle of three questions;
· “How well are we doing?”
· “How do we know?” 
· “How can we improve?”

One of the most important principles is the need for a shared vision and strong leadership. 
Leadership is essential in setting a clear vision for improvement and creating a culture of collaboration and continuous learning. Teachers need to feel supported and empowered by their leaders to experiment with new strategies and approaches to improve student outcomes. (Chang, 1993)

Another key strategy is the importance of data analysis and evidence-based decision making. Schools need to have systems in place to regularly collect and analyse data on student performance and use this information to inform teaching and learning practices. As discussed by Schmoker (2021), data analysis is not just about identifying areas of weakness, but also about celebrating successes and making evidence-based decisions to drive improvement.

Collaboration among teachers is also highlighted as a crucial aspect of school improvement. BERA (2016) emphasises the importance of teachers working together to share best practices, learn from one another, and provide feedback to improve teaching and learning.
Involving all stakeholders, including parents and community members, is also identified as an important strategy for school improvement. (Welsh Government 2022) Schools need to actively engage with their communities and work to build strong partnerships that support student learning and well-being. This is particularly important in creating a shared sense of responsibility for school improvement and ensuring that all voices are heard (Welsh Government, 2021).

Another important aspect of school improvement is the need for evidence-based decision-making. Data analysis plays a crucial role in identifying areas of strengths and weaknesses and developing effective interventions to support student learning. As Schmoker (2021) highlights, data analysis should not just focus on test scores but should also incorporate broader measures of student well-being and engagement. 

Collaboration among teachers is also critical for improving teaching quality and student outcomes. BERA (2016) highlights the importance of creating professional learning communities where teachers can work together to share best practices, receive feedback, and collaborate on projects to enhance student learning. Teachers need ongoing support and training to stay up-to-date with the latest research and best practices. (McAleavy et al., 2016). Among this it is important to note that a level of resistance to new policies is inevitable and an inundation of such might have negative effects on staff. (Grigg, 2016) Teacher collaboration is therefore crucial for improving teaching quality and student outcomes. Creating professional learning communities is important for sharing best practices and enhancing student learning. Ongoing support and training are necessary for teachers to stay current with research and best practices. However, overloading teachers with too many new policies can lead to resistance and negative effects on staff.

Student voice and parental engagement should be a key component of school improvement efforts, with students involved in decision-making processes and encouraged to provide feedback on teaching (Thomson, 2019). Also important is creating effective communication channels with parents and involving them in decision-making processes (Welsh Government 2022). Parental involvement can lead to improved attendance, higher levels of engagement, and better academic outcomes for students. (Thomson, 2019). Given the pivotal role of student data tracking and parental involvement in education, it is reasonable to surmise that these strategies would be integral components of the "How do we Know?" phase of an SDP. Such inclusion is justifiable as they can furnish crucial insights into the efficacy of actions taken, thus enabling informed decision-making and better student outcomes.

School improvement efforts should also focus on enhancing the overall learning environment. Creating safe and inclusive learning environments that promote student well-being and engagement is vital (Welsh Government, 2014). This particular section has relevance when thinking about the value of setting high targets against the well-being of students.

[bookmark: _7y7k032xx6bz]RADY and Low Stakes Assessment

RADY (Raising the Attainment of Disadvantaged Youths) is a key driver at school, aiming to boost the academic achievement of disadvantaged students by setting high expectations and avoiding lowered engagement. Tracking data is used to monitor performance but targets are not set based on being "on track" or "off track." No intervention is made to push students into the "on track" category (Hollomby, 2020; Connolly et al. 2021). This aligns with research from the Education Endowment Foundation that suggests that streaming students, especially low attaining and those from deprived backgrounds regress when streamed. (EEF, 2021)

Goal setting that is high and specific is linked to improved performance in tasks and motivation in comparison to goals perceived as easy. (Locke and Latham, 2002, 2006). This in itself correlates to the position of the Welsh Government, (Welsh Government, 2017) and the first substrand of the ‘ambitious, capable learners’ purpose. This suggests that including high goals for all students would be conducive to  school improvement when dealing with RADY especially. 

Setting goals too high for students, however, has been shown to have negative effects (Ordóñez et al., 2009 Knight et al., 2001) whilst negative mental health effects have been shown to be incurred through failing this nature of goal  (Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller, 2008; Welsh et al., 2020). It was also found that targets set irrespective of prior attainment that were then failed led to feelings of inadequacy. (Dweck and Leggett, 1988) Furthermore these situations might also lead to negative behaviour, or even impede learning (Schweitzer et al., 2004; Cervone et al., 1991). 

Low stakes assessment can have significant benefits in promoting student learning (Black and Wiliam 1998). By providing frequent opportunities for students to practise and receive feedback on their understanding of material, low stakes assessment can help students identify areas of weakness and improve their performance (Black & Wiliam 1998; Welsh Government, 2020 & 2010). The Education Endowment Foundation has also found that embedding formative assessment, which includes low stakes assessment, can lead to an additional eight months of progress for students (EEF, 2018). As well as this the EEF also highlights the importance of purposeful feedback as part of this process (EEF, 2021). Thus, low stakes assessment, provided it has purposeful feedback, has immense value in promoting student learning and should be incorporated into classroom practice. 
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The process as previously set out by the Welsh Government is elaborated on at the school in question where the process is defined as a cycle following this format: 
1. Self-Evaluation
2. Strategic Planning
3. Making Improvements/action 
4. Reviewing Impact
This bears clear resemblance to the guidance that the Welsh Government published, adding a fourth step in the implementation in stage three. This entire process revolves around the incorporation of the school’s vision during every cycle, updating the concepts of it. The school improvement planning exists as a ‘Strategic Plan and Impact Evaluation’ (SPIE) document. It was highlighted that the document is ‘live’ in that it is constantly updated and edited. As such the document was a work in progress and might not reflect any particular stage of the SDP process.

The SPIE is a 5 year document with roadmaps towards targets identifying what the desirable outcomes for what the students who entered the school in 2021 would experience at the school as they leave Year 11 in 2026. The school breaks down the key areas for improvement into 9 categories reflecting the senior management team who each take charge of one of the areas within the SPIE document. Each section is developed with a 5 year ‘what will it look like’ projection for the various aspects that it covers. Each year is then broken down into a conceptual roadmap that informs the yearly departmental SDPs. Within this document lies the intent, the success outcomes and the evidence for the heads of department to utilise. 
The school's narrow leadership structure promotes a singular vision, evidenced by the heavy RADY focus. The top-down leadership structure requires direct instruction to realise the SDP's intent. The SPIE document lacks specific actions for departments to work towards the school's improvement vision and focuses on broad directions. 
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The stated objective is to ‘Incorporate cumulative and low-stakes assessment opportunities within SOW’[sic]. The action point itself is to ‘incorporate departmental ‘Check in’, end of term assessments and feedback time’. The process has review points in November, April and July of the academic year. The success criteria is that; ‘assessments completed’, ‘tracking sheet completed’, ‘data… analysed and interventions initiated if needed’ and ‘RADY students progress monitored using tracking data.’ (SDP, 2023) 

Little mention of stakeholders is mentioned in either the SPIE or the SDP with most of the direction coming from the school leadership. This indirectly means that the accountability measures within either document are limited in scope. There is little more than an individual responsibility for actions within the SDP and the lack of specific instruction from the SPIE document means that measuring success is entirely subjective. One particular success criteria that highlights this is ‘teaching and learning develops/improves’. This criteria has no factors measured in order to determine whether or not a success was achieved despite suggestions of the government and others as discussed above. 

The evidence suggested from the SDP refers to student voice being a key component to evaluating the success of the action point. This complies with Thompson’s suggestions though the plan does not go into detail about the manner of collection or implementation of this data as it would feed back into the next cycle of review. When asked, it was high attainment students who would be met semi-formally. The other source of evidence was from assessments themselves and the aforementioned departmental tracking sheet. 
[bookmark: _pknp7qoxzl4u]Reflection and evaluation 
The key aspect of the intentions behind the RADY project and the research behind assessment for learning is the concept of feedback and ensuring that students are made fully aware of their weaknesses in order to prepare them for the future. This concept fully aligns with the development of the ‘healthy, confident individuals’ strand of the four purposes by building on students’ confidence, resilience and ability to overcome challenges.(Welsh Government, 2020) The provision of opportunities for students to actively engage with meaningful feedback is positively associated with their future academic success, relative to their counterparts who do not receive such opportunities.

Based on informal interactions with staff, both involved with the history department and outside of it, the reactions tended to err towards either a lack of interest or knowledge in the plan, an explicit statement that ‘it didn’t work’, or an acknowledgement that there was not enough time for heads of departments to do an effective job. Within the history department at another school in the area there was a remark that many of the action points within the plans were deliberately made to be with ‘impossible’ targets so that they could be evaluated as unachieved and carried on into the new year. Furthermore the lack of congruence between the SPIE and the SDP implies a level of independence and trust from the SMT. This is potentially a positive relationship but also indicates a lack of accountability in the departments achieving the goals set out by the SPIE. 

These interactions suggest a lacking in accountability, time and resources as well as a lack of a fundamental understanding towards the purpose of school improvement. The process to many appears to be a bureaucratic exercise in performative compliance rather than developing new opportunities to improve the department based on the direction from the school leadership. As BERA and the Welsh Government discuss, involving more stakeholders in this part of the plan could lead to more positive outcomes. 

Within the history document itself there is a fairly obvious attempt to link actions that are already within the department to the aims of the SPIE document. This is likely an attempt to align what is already going on within the department to the action points within the SPIE document in another example of performative compliance. 

Within the action point itself it is clear that the process is not effective. The difficulty aligning RADY’s aims against its methods is clear but added to this the Head of Department stated that the only instruction they had been given regarding RADY was in the manner in which seating plans should be created. Furthermore the instruction on how the department treated data directly contravened the principles of RADY itself as the ‘tracking sheet’ referred to by the SDP directly makes primary use of prior attainment. RADY effectively became another example of performative compliance within the document. This aligns with a poor cohesiveness within the department that is highlighted as important by Chang and BERA as well as being subject to the bureaucratic problems that Grigg identified.

Overall this demonstrates a severe lack of a holistic approach to school improvement and a clear failure of communication of purpose between SMT and departments. Furthermore a lack of involvement from subject teachers means that the problem of a holistic approach is compounded. 
[bookmark: _bgrhib2k5aj6]Conclusion 
Identifying targets is the first key aspect of the school development process and data is a key aspect of this. The lack of data, or even reference to it, in the SPIE document suggests a weak starting point for the development plans and has led to, to use a colloquial phrase, ‘the tail wagging the dog’. The vision should be present but the data should be driving the process in order to make meaningful steps for school development.

The process of understanding this action point has highlighted the difficulties in school improvement but how the centralised process gives the opportunity for schools to work in a direction in a holistic manner. The process however can have the potential for disjointedness with such a top-down approach and therefore lead to a lack of ‘buy-in’ from staff which lowers the effectiveness of implementation. There would definitely be value in making use of directed time as part of this process to involve the whole school as part of the system. Attempting to liaise and work between departments and other stakeholders would also be a direction to pursue in the future in order to develop purposeful and accountable school improvement. 
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