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School improvement is aligned with the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government (WG), 2020) with the aim of school improvement to give learners of all background and circumstances the best possible opportunity to learn and progress to fulfil their potential whilst growing to live the 4 purposes (WG, 2022a). This essay will discuss school improvement within a large school and how this school develops one aspect of its school development plan and follows the cycle to self-evaluate the improvement.  The aspect being covered is one of the top priorities of the school which is to “Improve pupils’ and teachers’ daily use of Welsh in the classroom; and improve standards of Welsh in each cohort.” (Gelliswick School, 2022).

The school discussed today will be know as school A and is a rural school in south-west Wales with 532 children.  Most of the children in the school are of white British nationality with a few ethnic minorities background.  Most of the children speak English as a first language and most do not speak Welsh at home (Estyn, 2019). The school has a 3-year average of 26.7% of children entitled to free school meals (eFSM) (WG, 2022b) which is above the Welsh national average of 23.3% (WG, 2023) and has an average attendance of 93.8% (WG, 2022b) which is above the Welsh national average of 89.5% (WG a, 2023). 

As mentioned, school improvement is developed to give learners the best chance to progress to the 4 purposes of the Curriculum for Wales (WG, 2020a).  Schools’ development plans are driven by the progress of children first and several key Welsh political factors.  In its guidance document (WG, 2022a) the Welsh government states that schools cannot improve without understanding the legal and policy context involved in school improvement.   This is backed by Estyn (2023) who also discuss the legal aspect of school improvement being a major factor in schools’ development practices.  Development plans are designed to allow schools to evaluate and develop practice which is accountable and transparent (WG, 2022a).  

School A’s development plan will be built around a model offered by the WG who state that the school should self-evaluate performance, decide on improvement priorities and then implement the strategies and collaboration needed to fulfil the priorities (WG, 2022a).  This cycle will continue regularly and will be re-evaluated and the process repeated so constant improvement can happen. This self-evaluation is discussed again by WG who explain that a robust self-evaluation process will allow schools to understand areas for improvement but also areas of success (WG, 2022c). This knowledge will guide the priorities of the school.

The development process is built around key stakeholders which begins with the school, the pupils and the staff but also spreads to the local authority and the school governors.  The community around the school is discussed as playing an important role in the development of the school (WG, 2023b) as the people in the community can guide the school on key areas that need developing and can assist in the self-evaluation process to decide the priorities for the school.  The governors also play a key role in ensuring the school development process is abiding by law (WG, 2016). They can discuss with the whole school what the priorities can be and will then follow this up and ensure that the school are following through and developing its priorities to fruition. 

As mentioned previously the development plans of schools are guided by the community around the school but also by key WG policies (WG, 2022b), examples of these being:
	
· Embedding a whole-school approach to mental health and well-being. (WG, 2020b)
· Wellbeing of Future Generations act 2015. (WG, 2015)
· Additional Learning needs and Educational Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018. (WG, 2018) 
· Cymraeg 2050: A Million Welsh Speakers. (WG, 2017)

These priorities are given by WG and must be within the discussion around priorities in development plans in schools.  Schools can choose to include these in their priorities if after the self-evaluation they feel they are an area that needs improving for that year.

The priority of school A was chosen following this set of government priorities with the choice of focussing on the staff and children’s use of Welsh in the classroom.  By adding this to the development plan and by embedding Welsh throughout the curriculum they are following the guidance of the WG (WG, 2022a). This priority is also following guidance being driven by the WG in its focus to have a million Welsh speakers in Wales by 2050 by embedding the language within its curriculum (WG, 2017).  This is achieved in the Curriculum for Wales (WG, 2020a) which has Welsh language skills embedded within the Language, Literacy and Communications (LLC) Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE).  However, with the Census 2021 showing that Welsh speakers have dropped in Wales since 2011 (WG, 2021a) this knowledge could have guided the school’s priorities also.  The focus given from the Cymraeg 2050 guidance (WG, 2017) is to look at the way in which Welsh is taught in English medium education to fully support the WG priority of creating a million Welsh speakers by 2050.  A key driver in the hope of creating a million Welsh speakers is having the teachers to teach through the medium of Welsh or to teach Welsh in schools. WG discuss that upskilling the teachers we have now is the key factor in being able to achieve the aim (WG, 2022c). This must then be linked to the development plan for schools who are looking to place the use of Welsh within the school development planning.  Being able to upskill the teaching profession within Wales will have its difficulties.  WG have attempted to compel teachers by using a monetary incentive to teach in Welsh (WG, 2023c). 

Within school A obviously they have assessed that they can support the Cymraeg 2050 plan and have placed this as one of the priorities of the school.  The school has placed this in their own development plan (Gelliswick school, 2022) but how did they reach this as a priority other than using the WG guidance of schools being a major factor within reaching a million Welsh speakers. In discussion with the school headmaster, he informed the writer that the school follows the WG guidance on development (WG, 2022a) and begins their cycle with self-evaluation of the whole school approach to teaching and learning.  He discussed the schools use of data analysis on the use of Welsh, gathered by the teachers at the school and through previous Estyn reports (Estyn, 2019 which led the discussion on the use of this as a priority. In the recent Estyn report (2019) it was stated that the school is good at using Welsh in the classroom but that pupils very rarely use Welsh oracy skills outside of Welsh lessons.  

The headteachers also explained that the priorities are also guided by the children, staff and the governors of the school.  All these factors would have played a part in choosing to include the priority of developing teachers and children’s use of Welsh in the classroom. The school’s development plan has other priorities as well and again it was discussed with the headteacher how the school places the different priorities in order and what takes precedence in the choosing the main priority.  He explained that all stakeholders in the school had an input in what the priorities were which included those mentioned above but also the local authority.  The impact of local authority is discussed as being a key concept in the school development plan (WG, 2020c and WG, 2022a).  All these stakeholders have an impact in the implementation of the school’s development plan.  

Once the school has chosen the plan which in this case is to develop the use Welsh in the classroom the school will then look at how it can implement actions to support the development plan (Gelliswick school, 2022).  With the priority of the use of Welsh by teachers and pupils being the focus the first aspect was to look at the teacher’s ability to use the Welsh language.  Data for this was gathered by discussing the confidence to use Welsh in the classroom with all teachers during staff meetings and by an observation schedule used within the school as part of routine business. The school could then understand what measures would need to be put in place to support the teachers in developing the priority.  

The school then used the data gathered and the information gained to implement several strategies to assist the teachers and the children.  The school utilised the Regional Consortium and School Improvement grant and Professional Learning Grant discussed in the School development plan (Gelliswick school, 2022) to allow members of staff to attend training on Welsh language teaching courses to build on their use of Welsh in the classroom. This could then be distributed to other members of staff during staff training days.  The staff were also trained on the use of online tools and guided in adjusting the way in which Welsh is taught within the school using guidance from the Welsh in Education Workforce plan (WG, 2022c) to ensure the teachers understood their part to play.  

There was also guidance given by the Welsh leads within the school with the school’s deputy head taking the position of Welsh lead who could ensure that the priority was also being met.  She provided weekly Welsh assemblies for the children.  This would allow children to be immersed in the language weekly allowing them to build their own confidence in the use of Welsh.  The Welsh lead was also linked to a school governor who was placed to oversee development of the plan and of the priority.  It was their role to examine whether the priority was in fact being focussed on through the curriculum and daily lives of the school and to hold the headmaster to account should there not be any movement of the priority. The headmaster also discussed how he would regularly monitor the progress of each priority and would keep this knowledge within a spreadsheet kept on the school’s system.  The progress would be colour coded to signify whether progress was being made.  This was made available to all staff and governor’s so they could check on progress throughout the year.  

To understand whether a priority has been achieved was again discussed by the headteacher who explained that the impact of each priority was measured regularly using both quantitative and qualitative data.  The children’s development in Welsh could be examined within their workbooks which would have a clear mark of the progress they had made.  The school could also conduct more observations with the class to observe how much Welsh is being used outside of the classroom.  The headteacher did discuss that the school development plan was a three-year rolling plan and so some progress could be made in the first year but that as the priorities are quite large that it could take the three years to achieve.

Reflecting on how the school has chosen to place the use of Welsh as a priority I can see that they have followed some of the knowledge they gained from Estyn (2019) in that Welsh is used in school but could be used a lot more.  In the first 3 years after the COVID pandemic, should Welsh be a priority within a school’s development plan?  In its response to the COVID pandemic WG released Renew and reform: supporting learners' wellbeing and progression (WG, 2021b) which specifically mentions Welsh medium schools but does not specifically discuss Welsh in English mediums schools as a priority in the recovery plan.  Being that Cymraeg 2050 (WG, 2017) was released prior to the COVID pandemic does Welsh overtake other priorities that could have been impacted?  As wellbeing is mentioned in Renew and Reform (WG, 2021b) then perhaps the wellbeing of the children should have been more of a priority than the use of Welsh outside the classrooms.  Attendance in school is above the national average and this could have been an opportunity to focus on the wellbeing of children to assist in keeping attendances high. 

Through my own observations of the implementation of this priority I have seen first hand the impact that the staff training is having on the use of Welsh in the classroom and beyond.  The training on the processes and games that could be used was delivered to all staff during staff training sessions in a fun way to build the teacher’s confidence in the use of incidental Welsh in the classroom. This then translated to the classroom giving the children the confidence to use Welsh as well.  Unfortunately, there is only a finite budget and not all staff could attend the training individually, but the school could look to develop this further if budgets allow in the future so that the staff are getting first hand experience from dedicated training personnel and not just from other staff on a staff training session.

In developing its priorities however, I believe the school has considered the ideas and influences of all the key stakeholders in the children’s progress.  The development plan has a balance of looking at progression of skills with its first priority being the development of learners’ progress in learning and skills (Gelliswick School, 2022) which align in part with Renew and Reform (WG, 2021b).  The school also manages to follow the WG policy and build towards a million Welsh speakers as well. I would look to the priorities and look to build in more guidance and possibly a priority of the wellbeing of the children in the school.  I understand that this is something that is ongoing in school but may get more support and clear guidance on how to achieve this post pandemic.  It is discussed that the pandemic had a detrimental impact on most learners but especially vulnerable learners (WG, 2021c), perhaps more focus on wellbeing would have made more of an impact on the learners.

We have discussed in this essay that school development is an in-depth subject which is guided by a lot of different factors and stakeholders.  Government policy is a key driving factor in the development of a school’s development plan, but it is in fact the school and the community around the school that will ultimately decide what is the priorities of the school to provide the best learning environment of the children within.  The children are the key stakeholders in any development plan as they are at the heart of the learning. They must have a voice in the development of the school along with the other key stakeholders to build the curriculum for them so they can achieve the progress discussed and grow to live the four purposes of the Curriculum for Wales (WG, 2020a).  In the future I will take an active role in the school development plan and will try and understand the reasons why priorities have been chosen for the school I am in.  This will ensure that I can continue to support the development of the children in my class as well as develop an environment for all children within the school.
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