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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.


Using the information and materials you gathered on placement prepare a written report based on one action point taken from the School’s strategic targets. The report should demonstrate how this target was/is addressed and impact measured within an evidence-based framework.
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“If the teacher makes the weather, the school creates the climate. School Improvement is how schools create an ever-better climate for the individual and groups of teachers to do their job in the most favourable circumstance.”
									Sir Tim Brighouse (cited by NAHT, 2020)


A school development plan (SDP) is the school’s strategic plan for improvement (Welsh Government, 2014). It is based on the premise that schools themselves are best placed to identify areas for improvement and to implement changes that can bring about better outcomes for pupils (Bonneygrove Primary School , 2023). By aligning educational objectives with institutional goals, the SDP facilitates targeted interventions to enhance the pupil’s learning.

The purpose of this assignment is to explore one action point from my PTE school’s SDP and critically reflect on how this target was addressed and how the impact was measured. 
The action point I will be discussing within this assignment is pupil voice and how the development of independent learning skills relates to the Curriculum for Wales. 

Following the BERA (2018) guidelines, the school has been anonymised and referred to as ‘School A’ throughout this assignment as well as the names of all stakeholders. School A is a community school located on the outskirts of a seaside town in Bridgend. The school is a two-form entry with 392 pupils aged 3-11 attending full-time. 
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Introduced in Wales in 2014, SDPs contain details of the governing body’s strategies for the school year explaining how it will further the professional development of staff at the school to meet the school’s targets (Welsh Ministers, 2014). Based around the school’s established values, it sets out the actions and resources needed to achieve priority objectives (Kilminster, 2021). Schools are continually evaluating their work and identifying areas that will allow them to build on and develop the ongoing work of the school (Trellis Primary School, n.d.).  By evaluating their work consistently ensures that the learners are given the best learning experiences and outcomes, whatever their background or circumstance, in order to achieve high standards and aspirations for all (Welsh Government, 2022).

However, a SDP is not something that can be created or implemented in isolation as it requires the collaboration and commitment of various stakeholders, such as teachers, parents, pupils, administrators, and community partners (Giesbrecht and Venkatesh, n.d.). ‘A policy for School Improvement’ emphasises that schools themselves are best placed to identify areas for improvement and to implement changes that can bring about better outcomes for pupils (Department of Education, 2009). Effective self-evaluation should be an integral part of the SDP planning process with the resulting actions and targets that flow from it captured in the SDP (Menary, 2024).

The time frame of SDPs on the other hand is inconclusive. Lambeth (2007) states that the document should cover all the school’s activities over a period of three, four or five years, whilst Bennett et.al (2010) disagrees and states it should only be a 1-year plan. Similarly, the Welsh Government states that the first SDP the school produced has to be three years following ‘detailed priorities, targets and strategies’ in year one and ‘high-level priorities and targets’ in years two and three.

Despite its benefits, there are multiple criticisms of SDPs in literature. Vos (2015) states that SDP targets are overall vague and require further reading of documents to understand what they mean. Another criticism of SDPs is that it is only done to meet an outside demand and not the schools’ internal needs (Xaba, 2006). A third criticism of SDPs is that in order for plans to take hold, school leaders must ensure strategies have built-in immediate and positive reinforcement that is supported by strategies focused on optimising potential and gaining discretionary effort (Daniel and Daniel, 2007).
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“Every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously.”                                  (UNCRC, Article 12)
									
As previously mentioned, the action point I will be discussing within this assignment is pupil voice and how the development of independent learning skills relates to the Curriculum for Wales 2022. According to Watts (2023) pupil voice refers to ways in which the thoughts, wishes and opinions of learners are invited, engaged with and acted upon in an educational setting. Children and young people can offer unique perspectives on what it is like to be a pupil at their school; involving them in decision-making can also create meaningful change and better academic outcomes, as well as facilitating a sense of empowerment and inclusion (Mentally Healthy Schools, n.d.).

Curriculum for Wales (2022) places great emphasis on fostering independent learning skills among pupils. A sense of ownership and responsibility for their learning is developed by providing pupils with opportunities for active participation and decision-making throughout their educational journey (Fielding, 2004). It is important to engage with pupils to encourage critical thinking, self-reflection, and problem-solving all of which are essential components of independent learning (Rudduck & Flutter, 2007). Through this collaborative approach, pupils are empowered to set goals, make informed choices, and take initiative as they navigate their educational path, in line with Curriculum for Wales’ learner-centred principles.

Estyn (2020) states that giving pupils a voice benefits their attitudes to learning and improves engagement as well as helping the school improve. Similarly, Quaglia Institute (2020) states that pupils who believe they have a voice in school are seven times more likely to be academically motivated compared to those who believe they do not have a voice. Studies have also confirmed that using pupil voice improves the relationship between pupils and teachers and develops better communication between pupils and the school (Pulis, 2016).

While pupil voice initiatives aim to foster student empowerment and engagement, they can also present several drawbacks. Roberts (2012) states that sometimes pupils feel that their pupil choice will not change anything, so they lack the motivation to get involved. Maske (2023) agrees and states that pupils feel they ‘are not listened to’. Skerritt (2022) goes on to say another disadvantage to pupil voice is that more outspoken pupils may dominate discussions, prioritising their own ideas without considering the perspectives or contributions of their peers.
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The first step when writing a school development plan is self-evaluation. As previously mentioned, effective self-evaluation should be an integral part of the SDP planning process with the targets and actions captured within the SDP (Menary, 2024). In School A's SDP, they have identified six specific objectives and within each, there are between two and five key areas of improvement. (Croner, n.d.) states that a SDP should be clear and identify between three to five main objectives. 

Objective 1 will be discussed, which relates to the development and implementation of the Curriculum for Wales (2022). Five areas need to be improved under this objective, however, the one that will be discussed further is ensuring that "pupil voice is strong, and that pupils are encouraged to develop independent learning skills."

During the monitoring and evaluation review (MER) it was evident to staff that ‘pupil voice and independent learning needed a review and further development’. Following this, this area was added to the SDP, and three key actions were developed to explain how the school would achieve this goal. Having these key actions guides stakeholders and gives them clear guidance on how to achieve this target (Jeffery, 2019). These targets include: conducting an Inset day training, further research into pupil voice and independent learning and a continual focus and constant MER to ensure that the approaches are embedded.

The next section of this key area is the lead responsibility. Although the governing body holds overall responsibility for the SDP, in practice the headteacher will work with the staff and governing body in producing the SDP and will be responsible for implementing the necessary actions and strategies to bring about improvement (Welsh Government, 2014). For this area, the lead responsibility is a dedicated ‘Pupil Voice’ (PV) and ‘Independent Learning’ (IL) team. It will be their role to lead the whole staff training and conduct the further research.

The timescale which indicates the start and end date of this target follows. The start date for all three key actions is September 2023 however the end date differs amongst all three. School A’s SDP is a one year development plan with one target having a June 2024 end date and the other two ending in November and December 2023. This section helps to ensure that the plan is manageable and realistic, and that progress can be monitored effectively over time (Yasar, 2022).

The next section covers the ‘funding’ needed for this key area. This is also split into three sub-sections: staffing and resourcing, cost and source.
The ‘staffing and resourcing’ section deals with how the school deploys its staff and other resources. Resources can include, funding, equipment, school buildings and grounds, etc. (Welsh Government, 2014). To achieve short- and long-term organisational goals, ensuring that the right people with the right skills are in the right place at the right time is essential. The first key action requires the time and space to conduct training with all staff on the Inset Day. The other two key actions require the PV and IL teams to conduct and lead staff meetings and MER/co-coaching meetings.

The ‘cost’ and the ‘source’ sections only correlates to the third key action which is the only action which needs any additional cost. The source for this is the Professional Learning Grant (PLG). The PLG was first made available to schools in 2018 to allow schools to prepare for Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, n.d.). The purpose of this funding is to support the delivery of high-quality teaching and learning and allow time and space for practitioners to work across schools and networks in accordance with their SDP (CSC, 2022). For the purpose of this target, the PLG is used to cover the costs for supply teachers so class teachers are free to attend co-coaching sessions with other staff to further develop this target.

The final box of this key area is evaluation. As ever, evaluation is an essential part of quality improvement and when done well, it can help solve problems, inform decision making and build knowledge (The Health Foundation, 2015). This box asks the school to evaluate the ‘who, when and how’ of this key area for improvement. By continually evaluating the effect these targets have on practice helps teachers to improve and/or change their teaching to always provide the most effective practice (Shinde, 2022). However, School A’s SDP does not show any information on ‘who, when or how’ they evaluate for this specific key area. Once an SDP is put into action, it is imperative to continually review the school’s progress towards meeting its aims (Teaching Times, n.d.). Holly Park Primary School (2014) suggests evaluating these targets halfway through the academic year, in February, whereas Welsh Government (2021) suggests it’s more efficient to review them every 6 weeks.
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While completing my PTE in School A, I had the opportunity to speak with the Headteacher in order to gain a deeper understanding of the methods the school uses for developing pupil voice and independence. The two following activities came from the Inset day training at the start of the academic year.

The first activity the school uses to develop pupil voice is ‘hook days’. Sellick (n.d.) states that starting a lesson which hooks their pupils as soon as they enter the classroom is the most efficient way to keep them engaged. School A has developed ‘Hook Days’ which take place before a new topic is introduced after the Christmas, Easter and May half terms. During these days the pupils are introduced to the new theme that they will be learning about in the next term and can get an idea of what to expect. This is also the time that pupil voice is developed. During this day the pupils are asked to complete a ‘KWL’ chart in small groups. A KWL chart is a learning tool that helps pupils share their prior knowledge about a topic, understand new lessons, and give feedback about what they learned at the end of the topic (Storm, 2023). The W column comes second and asks pupils what they “Want” to know about the topic (Facing History and Ourselves, 2008).  Pupil involvement in planning is one way in which teachers listen to the ‘pupil voice’ and listening to the pupil’s ideas from these charts gives teachers a starting point in their planning as well as keeping the pupils engaged in the learning journey (Greenwood, 2019).

I believe that this is the most effective method to use when collecting information from pupil voice as opposed to questionnaires for example. The pupils work with each other to fill the box and can support each other’s ideas. An additional way to do this, could be to use an online platform such as ‘Menti’ which can be easier for the pupils and staff to understand.

The second activity School A uses is a school approach called ‘Mission Time’. This approach is used across all Progression Steps and is timetabled weekly to develop pupil’s independence skills. Studies show that pupils who are independent learners work to higher standards, are more motivated and have higher self-esteem (Meyer et al., 2008). During each term, the pupils complete between 2 to 4 ‘missions’ in small mixed groups across the two classes in each year group. These missions correlate with the term’s topic and allow the pupils to have full control over their group’s project. Whereas during other lessons teachers explicitly tell the pupils how they want them to conduct grouped work during mission time the pupils can choose what they want to research and how they present their findings as a group (UK Government, n.d.). During my PTE, the topic for the term was ‘weather detectives’. The pupil’s missions included choosing a type of weather and presenting their findings and creating ‘green roofs’ using materials they could find around the school.

Mission time helps pupils to develop those vital independence skills that they will need throughout life. By having mixed groups also encourages pupil’s teamwork skills and encourages pupils to work with pupils who they wouldn’t normally work with. The only downside to this approach is that it is very time consuming and can take several weeks to complete.
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To conclude, a school development plan (SDP) aligns educational objectives with institutional goals and provides targeted interventions to enhance pupil achievement. By exploring an action point included in School A's SDP focusing on the development of pupil voice and independent learning skills, it becomes apparent that empowering pupils and engaging them is paramount. Schools that integrate pupil voice initiatives promote both meaningful change and better academic outcomes, as well as promote a sense of empowerment and inclusion among pupils. As part of the Curriculum for Wales (2022), the importance of developing independent learning skills, as well as active participation, decision-making, and setting objectives is emphasised. Despite their numerous advantages, pupil voice initiatives also present a number of challenges, such as pupil motivation and pupil dominance. Yet, by implementing thoughtful implementation strategies, including ‘hook days’ and ‘mission time’, schools can foster pupil voice and independence, thereby enriching the learning experience and promoting continuous improvement. In order to reach the school's SDP targets, I will have to adapt my future practice in accordance with the school's objectives. Ultimately, by embracing pupil voice as a cornerstone of school development, schools can create an environment where every pupil feels heard, valued, and empowered to succeed.
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