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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.
All schools should have a clear vision of where they are, need to go and what they hope to achieve. This can be done through a School Development Plan (SDP). This assignment will focus on how a school develops an aspect of its SDP: in this case, the use of outdoor learning environments in the Foundation Phase (FPh). A critical discussion will take place evaluating the actions, impact and evidence base of the SDP. For the purpose of this assignment, the school which will be discussed will be referred to as School X. School X is a community school in Carmarthenshire. There are approximately 230 children aged three to eleven on roll. School X is in a relatively deprived area with 32% of pupils entitled to free school meals Estyn, 2016). Furthermore, 50% of pupils are recognised as having additional learning needs (Estyn, 2016). These statistics are much higher than the national averages of 18% and 28% respectively (Welsh Government, 2019a; Welsh Government, 2019b). 
In 2014 it was made mandatory for schools to have SDPs, to allow local authorities and regional consortia to have a guide of schools’ planned improvement activities (Welsh Government, 2014b). An SDP is a guide in which the school’s vision can be transformed into reality through clear priorities, targets, and actions in order to develop a strategic plan for improvement (Jenkins, 1991). Dalin and Rust (1996, P. 7) believe that “a good school is one which learns itself”. SDPs enable schools to evaluate and articulate their strengths as well as identifying areas for improvement which need to be addressed (National College for School Leadership, 2003). 
The Welsh Government (2014b) has set out a cycle featuring four stages in the development of an SDP – self-evaluation, strategic planning, making improvement/action and reviewing impact. Overall, the governing body is responsible for the SDP, but works with the headteacher and staff to produce and implement actions for improvement (Welsh Government, 2014b). However, in order to establish a more holistic view of the school, all stakeholders (including parents and pupils) should be given the opportunity to contribute to the SDP to ascertain a more accurate evaluation of the school’s strengths and weaknesses. This is supported by the Department of Education (2010), stating that parental, pupils, and staff involvement in the planning process will enable schools to improve the quality of learning and teaching.
SPDs include both short-term and long-term goals that the school aims to meet over the next three academic years. Schools must identify immediate priorities to be addressed in the current school year as well as “high level priorities and targets for years two and three” (Welsh Government, 2014b, P. 3). According to the Department of Education (2010), the SDP is a working document which should be updated regularly showing the school’s progress towards meeting its priorities and the impact that these actions have had on the learners. This implies that SDPs should be developed with a focus on benefiting the learners, whether this be improving attainment or well-being. 
Outdoor learning can be defined as using the natural environment to facilitate teaching (White, 2011). According to DCELLS (2009), the outdoors must not be viewed as an additional aspect of the FPh, instead it must be viewed as inseparable. Despite this, it was found that 16% of children have lessons outdoors less than once a month (Outdoor Classroom Day, 2018) with Mora (2011) suggesting that this could be due to the increased emphasis on test-based accountability. However, Fettes (2013) asserts that outdoor learning experiences are more memorable and aids in linking theory to practice. Another reason that practitioners may be reluctant to facilitate outdoor learning is that, despite 97% of teachers recognising that outdoor learning is beneficial for young learners (House of Commons, 2010), they either lack the confidence to facilitate it or are concerned about how to minimise health and safety risks (Education Scotland, no date). Many practitioners make ineffective use of the outdoors, and instead of relating teaching concepts to their outdoor space, merely teach topics that could have been taught indoors (Cooper, 2015). Therefore, practitioners should undertake training to develop their pedagogical knowledge in order to make use of the unique opportunities that the outdoors present.
Estyn (2011) found that outdoor learning environments increase pupils’ enjoyment and engagement in learning, which in turn positively impacts children’s personal and social development, behaviour, and well-being. Furthermore, a study conducted by Harvey at al (2007), found that pupils’ attitude towards learning improved by 20% when taking part in two hours of outdoor learning a week over a twelve-week period. Outdoor learning can result in the development of healthy, active lifestyles and an increased sense of well-being (Council for Learning Outside the Classroom, 2009) which contributes towards the core purpose of creating ‘healthy, confident individuals’ (Donaldson, 2015). The Welsh Government (2014a) states that the FPh should emphasise the outdoors and learning through play - as outdoor environments allow children to explore, investigate, use, and develop their senses and skills, take risks and experience challenge. Outdoor learning also provides many cross-curricular opportunities which encourages pupils to make their own connections and draw their own conclusions based on the materials thereby deepening their knowledge and understanding (Beames et al., 2009). 
The outdoors offers a unique and stimulating learning environment that aids in cognitive development (Eaton, 2000). Wells and Lekies (2006) support this, stating that daily exposure to natural settings increase children’s ability to focus and enhances cognitive abilities. Furthermore, the Department for Education and Skills (2006) state that schools should provide all children with high-quality outdoor education throughout their school life. However, some schools, especially in towns and cities, have little access to a natural environment. Consequently, outdoor lessons in these areas are usually in artificial settings (for example, in urban settings, they may only have access to a tarmac area) which do not provide the same benefits as natural environments (Herrington & Studtmann, 1998). However, outdoor learning environments do not only apply to the school grounds but also educational visits which allow children to experience a topic which creates a learning opportunity that cannot be achieved in a classroom environment (Educational Tourism, 2011). As a result, previous knowledge is reinforced enabling learners to better retain the information (Educational Tourism, 2011). However, it is to be acknowledged that staffing and budgets, for example in terms of travel and costs, may adversely impact on aspects of outdoor learning (National Foundation for Educational Research, 2010).
School X’s vision is to equip all pupils with the knowledge, skills, and values to allow them to be responsible, well-rounded, caring members of society (School X, 2020). All priorities and actions set out in School X’s SDP are centred around fulfilling this vision. The first aspect of the SDP is self-evaluation. When undertaking self-evaluations, schools must be honest about their strengths and weaknesses to enable meaningful improvements (Welsh Government, 2014b). While completing a self-evaluation, School X identified that there was not enough provision for outdoor learning in the FPh (School X, 2020). Estyn (2016) also identified this in School X’s most recent inspection, noting that School X provides a stimulating learning environment indoors, but that outdoor provision was not utilised effectively, with little use of the natural environment. School X decided on the use of the outdoors as a priority in light of the Curriculum for Wales 2022 with the Welsh Government (2019c, P. 7) highlighting the need to “learn in, learn about and learn for the natural environment” - as it contributes to all six Areas of Learning and Experience as well as the Four Purposes. Staff raised concerns that they were not confident in using the outdoors effectively, with lessons only taking place outdoors for one hour per week. Therefore, School X made it a priority to improve and increase the use of the outdoors in the FPh by supporting staff to develop their pedagogical knowledge in the outdoors.
The next steps in the SDP cycle are strategic planning and making improvements. The Welsh Government (2014b) asserts that all stakeholders should be involved in the planning process as this ensures commitment and collaboration towards improvement amongst all members of the school’s community. However, School X did not involve pupils or parents in the planning process. Involving the pupils and parents in the planning process could have resulted in a more collaborative and engaging approach to school improvement. School X held a staff meeting which allowed staff to communicate their concerns, and to discuss how the teaching and learning in the outdoors could be improved. Through this, it was decided that all staff in the FPh would undertake a Continuing Professional Development (CPD) course to develop their understanding of how the outdoors could benefit pupil learning and how this could be implemented. Additionally, School X could have sent a member of staff to visit another primary school to see good practice of outdoor teaching and learning in operation, which they could have then shared with other staff members. Estyn (2018) recognises this as good practice stating it results in staff feeling more confident and ready to take measured pedagogical risks and try new approaches and strategies. School X also decided to dedicate more time to outdoor learning – with the aim of ensuring that all pupils in the FPh have at least three timetabled outdoor sessions a week, thereby exploiting the unique and stimulating environment of the natural world. This will be a combination of whole class and small group learning. 
The final stage of the SDP cycle is reviewing impact. School X will measure the impact through reviewing pupil attainment. Before implementing any actions, only 51% of learners were reaching their expected attainment levels by the end of Year 2 (School X, 2020). Although research shows that outdoor learning increases pupil attainment levels (Fettes, 2013), it was found that teachers often poorly assess pupils’ skills in an outdoor environment, often missing important achievements (Estyn, 2011). Therefore, School X must ensure that all staff are aware and confident in monitoring pupil progress in an outdoor learning environment in order to ensure accurate records of pupil attainment. School X will also make use of ‘pupil voice’ to aid in assessing the teaching and learning taking place. Pupils can offer invaluable insight and should be given the opportunity to be involved in the decision-making in the quality assurance process (Pulis, 2016). According to the United Nations (1989), all children have the right to express their views in matters affecting them and for those views to be given due weight: and they can provide a unique perspective which other stakeholders are unable to capture. School X will also undertake lesson observations focussing on the teaching in the outdoors (School X, 2020). Staff will observe one another and feedback the strengths and areas for improvement that were identified. Lewis and Hurd (2011) found that colleagues may feel uncomfortable critiquing one another: however, it is important that staff at School X are committed to improving practice by providing honest feedback and constructive criticism.
It is clear that School X is committed to the development of their staff and their pupils’ learning in order to fulfil their vision. As well as staff in the FPh completing a CPD course to develop their knowledge, they also undertook action research focussing on different aspects of outdoor learning (School X, 2020). They presented their findings in a staff meeting, including both the difficulties that arose and what went well. This is an example of good practice - as the teaching profession strives to be research based, and to enable practitioners to make informed decisions that will benefit their learners (BERA, 2014). School X carried out half-termly updates of the SDP. Through this, it is clear that School X has improved their outdoor provision stating that although little use was previously made of the outdoors, there is now regular and meaningful use of the outdoors (School X, 2020).
 As previously noted, parents had not been considered in the planning or implementation of the SDP. This could be viewed as a missed opportunity as parental engagement is the most significant factor affecting pupil attainment (Centre for Real-World Learning, 2010). In addition to increasing the number of outdoor lessons per week, School X could, for example, have established a gardening club for pupils and their families. This could result in increased parental engagement which would contribute to meeting another of School X’s priorities (School X, 2020). Research undertaken by Dillon et al (2005) suggests that gardening can increase pupils’ awareness of the natural world and stimulate their cognitive, social, and personal development. According to the National Foundation for Educational Research (2010), school gardens can be a valuable source of learning outcomes for pupils as well as wider outcomes such as those set out in the ‘Every Child Matters’ agenda, specifically “making a positive contribution to the community and to society” (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2003, P. 14). This project would have also contributed to the development of “healthy, confident individuals ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Donaldson, 2015) as it provides opportunities for learners to be active members of the school community.
Despite stating that they would make use of ‘pupil voice’, this is not evident in the SDP. However, this is not to say that it did not take place – and may have taken may an informal ‘ad hoc’ basis and the Welsh Government (2014b) does state that the SDP should not be judged in terms of the volume of detail it contains, but instead on its impact on improvement. Since identifying the use of the outdoors as a priority and acting upon it, pupils meeting their expected attainment levels by the end of Year 2 has increased significantly from 51% to 82.6% (School X, 2020). Therefore, although there is no detail of ‘pupil voice’ being used in the SDP, it is clear that improvements in the teaching and learning process at School X have benefitted the learners.
In conclusion, SDPs are essential in the improvement of schools. All stakeholders should contribute to the SDP to ensure schools are honest in their self-evaluations in order for meaningful and necessary progress to be made (Welsh Government, 2014b). Involving all stakeholders promotes a collaborative approach to improvement as well as instilling a sense of ownership and commitment towards improvement for all those involved. Schools must continuously evaluate their progress as this will ensure that they provide the best teaching and learning experiences possible (Department of Education, 2010). Although SDPs do not have to be in great detail (Welsh Government, 2014b), it is essential that all stakeholders are aware of their responsibilities surrounding the successful implementation of the actions set out in the strategic planning.
Through the literature, it is evident that outdoor learning can benefit learners, not only in regard to attainment but also well-being (Council for Learning Outside the Classroom, 2009). It is clear that there are difficulties that can arise when in an outdoor environment (Estyn, 2011) therefore I would like to develop my pedagogical knowledge surrounding outdoor learning and how to monitor pupil progress effectively, ensuring accurate records of learners are kept. In my future practice, I will aim to incorporate aspects of outdoor learning regularly in my teaching, incorporating ‘pupil voice’ in the planning, to produce fun and engaging lessons for all learners. 
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