This assignment will critically reflect and assess the impact of an aspect, identified within the School Development Plan (SDP) of the writer’s Professional Teaching Experience (PTE) school. Also, a detailed description and an exploration into the strategic planning process schools use to develop their SDP. The writer’s PTE school will be referred to as ‘School X’ throughout this assignment to ensure anonymity. 

School X is a primary school tailored for pupils between the ages of three to eleven and serves a rural area of South Wales, within a local authority (LA) that has been identified by Welsh Government (2019) as the fifteenth most deprived LA, out of one hundred and ninety across Wales. During the current academic school year, the school reportedly had 450+ pupils on roll. Estyn (2018) reported that 28% of pupils were eligible for school meals (FSM) and 15% of pupils were identified as having additional learning needs (ALN).  Brande et al. (2019) suggests that the percentage of pupils eligible for FSM at School X are above the national average in Wales of 18.4% and are below the national average of 21%, regarding pupils with ALN. 

School X’s SDP identifies four key priorities to aid in school improvement; to continue to improve pupils’ reading; to further develop independent work; to improve standards in Welsh; and to improve standards in Mathematics.

School Development Planning (SDP) is defined by Welsh Government (2014) and the Department of Education (2011) as a strategic plan for school improvement and actions to improve learner outcomes. This is echoed by Mortimore et al. (1992) stating that SDPs are a strategy for managing development and change to ensure the school becomes more effective. To ensure effective school development, Welsh Government (2014) identifies four components in the strategic planning cycle of school development; self-evaluation; strategic planning; identifying actions for improvement; and reviewing the impact of the actions carried out (see fig.1). Similarly, Schildkamp (2019), Hanover Research (2014) and Sinay et al. (2016) suggest that self-evaluation, setting specific goals and actions, and reflection are vital in raising standards and improving learning through the development of the SDP. 

Self-evaluation is identified as “the means by which schools reflect upon their performance and use it as a basis for sustainable improvement planning” (Welsh Government, 2014, p8). Similarly, Vanhoof et al. (2009) suggest that this process allows schools to assess their current performance and set future targets. This stage assists in the assessment of the school’s performance and helps identify areas of strength and areas of improvement. David and Rudd (2001) support the importance of self-evaluation stating that this stage of the SDP is highly contingent on a school’s ability to evaluate their actions and progress. Likewise, Cheng (2011) emphasises that strategic planning is most effective when schools self-evaluate. On the contrary, opponents claim that “validity of self-evaluation have been deemed unreliable” (Scriven, 1991, p3). Madeus, et al. (1983) support this stating that self-evaluation can be unreliable and provide false results. However, Welsh Government (2014) and Schildkamp (2019) suggest that data-driven self-evaluation processes have greater validity and reliability, while producing national comparison data. Complementary to this, Cheng (2011) states that the collection and use of both qualitative and quantitative data provide an effective component to self-evaluation. Another essential point is that results gathered from self-evaluation are influenced by the people and attitudes evaluating. McBeath (1999) and Vanhoof et al. (2009) suggests that self-evaluation requires positive attitudes by participants to be effective. This is supported by Schildkamp (2007) statement that several teachers have a negative outlook on self-evaluation. 

Furthermore, strategic planning of the SDP encourages school practitioners to involve stakeholders in “capturing the school’s improvement priorities and strategies as a starting point for any external challenge, support and interventions” (Welsh Government, 2014, p11). Welsh Government (2014) identify these stakeholders as the headteacher, school staff, pupils, parents/carers, and the wider community. Welsh Government (2020a) emphasise the importance of collaboration between stakeholders, stating that schools should include parents and the school community as they play individual roles in the pupils’ learning and development. This is echoed by Jacobson and Blank (no date), suggesting that effective community involvement provide greater pupil engagement, expand learning experiences, and provide health and well-being support. In the same way, Ackoff (1970) claims that involving partners in strategic planning is essential in supporting school improvement and development. In contrast, Oyedele and Chikwature (2016) suggest that teachers do not fully understand the strategic development process and therefore have a limited impact in their contribution.

Moreover, the planning process of SDPs should allow schools to set challenging and achievable priorities and targets. This is echoed by Welsh Government (2014), suggesting that targets identified should be quantifiable and suitably challenging. Likewise, Hanover Research (2014) state that realistic targets will be easily achievable. Sinay et al. (2016) and Terpstra and Rozell (1994) conclude that unrealistic targets may result in demoralization within the school community and between stakeholders. Additionally, targets and priorities identified, through the self-evaluation process, for school development should ensure that pupils make reasonable progression to close the achievement gap between the school and the national average. Caputo and Rastelli (2014) state that improving pupil achievement should be the focus of the school’s priorities and should support schools in closing the gap to align with the national average. Similarly, Dyson et al. (2010) suggest that this process should reflect upon the inequalities compared to British Society. 

Also, the strategic planning process of the SDP should ensure that the creation of a plan detailing the “actions and strategies outlined in the SDP” (Welsh Government, 2014, p16). Throughout this part of the planning process staff will be made aware of their responsibilities regarding the SDP and their role within specific targets. Robinson and Timperley (2007) suggest that teachers who are committed to the development of targets and the role they play provides an increasing likelihood of achievement. Welsh Government (2014) state that staff who have been consulted and are aware of their responsibilities will be committed to implement the SDP in an efficient and effective way. 

The fourth priority of School X’s SDP will be discussed throughout this assignment; to improve standards in Mathematics (see appendix 1a). Welsh Government (2014) state that one of the national priorities of all schools in Wales is to raise the standards of mathematics and numeracy. National Assembly for Wales (2013) states that schools must ‘raise the bar’ and stretch pupils to achieve better results in mathematics. Lewis (2016, quoted in Welsh Government, 2016, p2) states that schools must be committed to reach their full potential to support pupils in acquiring excellent numeracy skills. In addition, Welsh Government (2015) identifies mathematics as an area where pupils progress at a slower rate to other areas of education. Likewise, Steen (2001) suggests that students’ performance in mathematics is weak. However, Haylock and Manning (2014) describe mathematics as a difficult subject in relation to improving standards. Estyn (2017) suggests that mathematical skills are essential skills that pupils will use throughout their lives in society. This is echoed by Haylock and Manning (2014) stating that mathematics introduces pupils to concepts, skills and strategies that are vital in everyday life while supporting learning across the curriculum. Similarly, ICMI (2021) implies that mathematics is fundamental in the thinking process, and integral to understanding the world. Welsh Government (2020b) support this, stating that the development of mathematics corresponds with the development of civilisation itself. 

Mathematics plays a vital role within Curriculum for Wales 2022 as it is described by Welsh Government (2020b) as a truly international discipline that surrounds us and underpins many aspects of daily life. Steen (2001) suggests that throughout modern-day life, pupils need become quantitatively literate. Welsh Government (2020b) highlights that progression within mathematics is based on the development of interdependent proficiencies; conceptual understanding, communication using symbols, fluency, logical reasoning, and strategic competence. 

Alternatively, Eshun (2004) suggests that many students have concerning attitudes towards an aspect of mathematics which increases pupil resilience to fully engage with mathematical lessons. Fraser and Kahle (2007) supports this stating that learning environments at home and at school accounted for variations of attitudes towards mathematics, which had a significant impact on the pupils’ achievement. In addition, teacher subject knowledge in mathematics plays a significant factor in the pupil achievement. Ofsted (2008) states that there is a failure to correct errors and misconceptions when the teacher’s subject knowledge is not at a high standard. Given this, Haylock and Manning (2014) suggest that teachers insecurities about mathematics can often have an impact on the children they teach. 

To evaluate their progress, School X uses a self-evaluation process that identifies results from the previous year’s assessment results, evaluates the impact of these results, and provides success criteria of ‘what will success/impact look like? (see appendix 1a). This process aligns with Welsh Government (2014) statement, highlighted within the literature review, that schools should reflect upon previous performance and use results to generate foundations for sustainable improvement. During this process School X explored their Key Stage 2 (KS2) ‘Mathematics Assessment Data’ of March 2020, to examine the progress of actions taken in the previous SDP to generate the basis of improvement for mathematics. The senior leadership team judged the results and concluded that “around half of pupils in KS2 demonstrate a performance that is broadly average and in line with national age-related expectations” (School X, 2020). Estyn (2019) identifies the term ‘around half of pupils’ as close to 50% of pupils that participated in the study. This shows that less than 50% of pupils at School X demonstrated a performance close to the national expectations and that there is a need for improvement. Given this, the results identified that 57% of pupils within KS2 ranked between ‘very low’ to ‘below average’ (see appendix 1a). School X’s use of both quantitative and qualitative data provides effective self-evaluation, supported in the literature review by Welsh Government (2014), stating that quantitative and qualitative data are key components of effective evaluation.

Throughout the strategic planning process of the SDP and its key priorities, such as the aspect to improve mathematics’ standards. School X identifies the ‘lead person’ for each action, to improve the standards in mathematics. Welsh Government (2014) highlights the importance of working with teachers and the wider community in the literature review, stating that collaboration is the basis for challenge, support, and interventions. This implies that by encouraging teachers and the wider community to participate and take lead in key actions effectively contributes to both child and school development. This is echoed by Welsh Government (2020) stating that it is vital that schools include parents and community members in conversations about the role each play in pupils’ learning and development. School X highlights that senior leaders and teachers play a vital role in achieving this target and gives them the role of implementing mathematical strategies and activities throughout daily lessons (see appendix 1b). Additionally, School X suggests specific outside agencies contribute to the school development plan and support in raising the standards in mathematics. This is supported by DEECD (no date) stating that positive, strong, and effective partnerships between outside agencies and schools can provide success to learning and outcomes. Similarly, Waters (2012) suggests that collaboration between schools and businesses produce substantial benefits for learners and the school environment. However, School X will align with Pang’s (2003) statement that teachers’ knowledge will be enhanced, regarding the SDP, to ensure they can contribute substantively to the process. 

Post identification of SDP priorities, schools must ensure that targets of achievement are identified and easily managed. Welsh Government (2014) highlight in the literature review the structure of the targets and emphasis the need to be quantifiable and suitably challenging. This is supported by Rader (2005) stating that operationalised targets are more achievable when the effective gathering of evidence is used. The priority, focused on throughout this assignment, may be considered as a very broad target within the SDP. However, this target has been linked with the national average percentage which gives School X a specific goal regarding improvement. Zhang (2007) and Chu (2007) state that evidence suggests that strategic planning is more effective when accurate data is sufficiently evident within the planning process. To make the target more specific, School X has developed nine ‘milestone-actions’ that would implement interventions, strategies and evidence gatherings in hope of supporting the SDP (see appendix 1b). These milestones have been identified as; maths week; pupil assessments; mental starters/ warmups; implementation of the Mathematical and Numeracy What Matters Statements; encouraging pupils to use JitBlast and TTRockstars; Maths club; and coaching activities. These actions will “ensure the most effective use of resources” (Welsh Government, 2014, p16).    

The SDP’s targets are reviewed in the time frame identified within the school’s monitoring report. IUCN (2004) describes a monitoring report as a regular collection and analysis of information to track the implementation and measure performance of a project against results. Welsh Government (2014) supports this, stating that the monitoring and reviewing of the process should set out the extent to which the school has contributed to the improvement of targets set out in the SDP. School X’s monitoring report identifies specific dates within the academic year and the evidence that will be analysed. Key dates were structured throughout the academic year and teachers were informed of key evidence needed to identify the extent of the school’s contribution. Evidence gathered from lesson observations, learner outcomes, assessment results, book scrutiny, and data analysis would be used to assess the effectiveness of the targets and actions set out in the SDP. 

Overall, the impact of the strategies and interventions taken to develop the specified target, is strenuous to analyse and evaluate, as there has been a significant impact into the monitoring and evidence-gathering process due to COVID-19. School X suggested, through a professional discussion, that the percentage of pupils within the school that had to isolate due to COVID-19, from October 2020 to December 2020, estimated at 62%. Therefore, resulting in a loss of face-to-face teaching and vital learning. This impacted the learning of classes from Year 1 to Year 5 over the two-month period and affected both the pupils’ learning and the school’s ability to gather evidence and monitor progression. The Scottish Government (2021) highlights the impact of COVID-19 on the learning and development of children and schools, stating that previous research shows that the global pandemic had a predominantly negative impact for children and education settings.

The target identified within the SDP (see appendix 1a), was developed through the evidence gathering of assessment results and national test scores from the previous year. Throughout School X, it’s evident that there is a positive attitude to data collection as an improvement tool which contributes to the school’s development. In future practice, School X should provide professional development opportunities regarding the identification of ‘What success should look like” within the strategic planning process. This would provide staff with the ability to effectively contribute to the process and set out achievable and specific outcomes. Schildkamp (2019) suggests that providing school staff with opportunities to develop their knowledge and confidence would contribute greatly to the achievement. This is supported in the literature review by Robinson and Timperley (2007) suggesting that committed teachers provide increased likelihood of achievement. In addition, the SDP target’s do not take into consideration pupils with ALN. Therefore, School X should implement an intervention tailored around the stage of development for these pupils which would hopefully increase standards. Estyn (2018) states that tracking progress and tailoring learning experiences through a person-centred approach for pupils with ALN, increases standards in mathematics. 

To conclude, there are strong features evident within School X’s planning process of the SDP including the national average and KS2 data, review dates, targets of success, and actions to support the SDP’s priorities. The SDP uses self-evaluation methods, data and positive attitude to school development to inform their development priorities. Therefore, contributing to the improvement of standards in mathematics. Effective strategic planning requires schools to complete four stages, set out by Welsh Government (2014) as; self-evaluation; strategic planning; making actions; and reviewing the impact. Throughout my future practice as a primary school teacher, I will inevitably seek all opportunities to contribute to the development of the school and enhance my knowledge of the strategic planning process and the variables that impacts this process. Research suggests that “nothing has more effects on students’ learning and whole school development than the personal and professional development of their teachers” (Barth, 1999 and Falk, 2001, quoted in Murtaza, 2010, p214). 
