How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base. 
This report will critically analyse how a school develops a specific aspect of their school development plan (SDP). In accordance with the BERA (2018) guidelines the confidentiality of the school and participants will be respected by the author using anonymity, referring to the school as ‘School C’ throughout the report. 
School C is a primary school located in the South Wales Valleys, formed in September 2014 when both Infant and Junior schools amalgamated but remained on separate sites. The Welsh Government (2019a) data on the school shows; 457 pupils on roll with ages ranging between 3-11. The attendance from the previous academic year is 94.7% and there are 14% free school meals. Furthermore, School C has recently been categorised as ‘green’ which is seen by the Welsh Government (2019b) as a school who is working effectively. As part of professional teaching experience one (PTE 1) the author was based at School C for 11 weeks. An academic understanding was gained surrounding aspects of the SDP through observations, discussions and learning walks. This allowed the author a clear insight into the core priorities of the school by observing which steps were in place for the school to work towards meeting or achieving their SDP targets. 
[bookmark: _Hlk36212932]The area of the SDP the author will focus on for the purpose of this report will be ‘Forest School’ (FS).  Within the report the author will aim to critically analyse current literature surrounding SDP and FS, constantly referring to how School C is developing or achieving FS as part of their SDP. Finally, the author will summarise personal learning from the research formed as part of writing this report specifically on how to inform future teaching practice.   
[bookmark: _Hlk37243312]Welsh Government (2014) outlines a school development plan (SDP) as purposeful, which benefits the learners and aims needed to make improvements within schools.  
As supported by, Hargreaves Et al (1994) SDP’s are a purposeful tool to monitor achievements and focus on areas in need of improvement within schools. 
The literature surrounding SDP focuses on how they aim to improve the learning experience within schools which is supported by the Welsh Government (2014), when they published a SDP document which indicates that schools must include how SDP targets will be achievable; including how they’ll effectively use resources, funding and how they plan to organise their staff in order to achieve the school’s targets and priorities. The document outlines that SDP’s bring together the school’s priorities putting actions in a measurable form to meet the school and national priorities:  raising standards in literacy, numeracy and reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment (Welsh Government 2014).  In 2015, Wales set a statutory obligation for schools to use their SDP’s to implement the four purposes. Schools concentrating on their SDP’s will be at an advantage whilst embedding the new curriculum (Donaldson 2015). The Welsh Educational Minster, Williams (2018) summaries how SDP’s are a key priority for schools and are seen to improve learning. 

Analysis of School C’s SDP, evidences that the involvement of all staff whilst developing the SDP is a strong focus and as supported by the literature above the priorities are put into a measurable form known as targets.  The target from School C’s SDP that this report will focus on is ‘to continue to develop the FS environment’.  School C currently use their FS facilities as an additional outdoor learning environment which was described by Estyn (2015) as “a warm and inviting area that enhances the children’s well-being”.  It was reported that the FS area was successful in developing children’s knowledge of real-life skills building on confidence.  Estyn (2015) recommended School C continued the development of the FS environment.   From Estyn’s recommendation, School C has taken immediate action by putting steps in place to keep developing the FS area and demonstrating how they have used the professional advice.  

[bookmark: _Hlk37449724]In order to gain further knowledge to discuss the subject the author undertook a comprehensive review of the literature surrounding FS.  Forest Education Initiative, FEI (2005) defines FS as an experience that takes place in an outdoor environment with hands-on learning opportunities for children to develop confidence, self-esteem and gain achievements within the curriculum. O’Brien et al (2007) defined FS as ‘freedom’ whilst exploring the outdoors with emphasis how FS habitats create rippling effects beyond FS grounds by having a positive impact on children’s behaviour within the classroom environment.  The evaluation of Forest Research & NEF (2012) concluded that FS improved children’s: physical health; well-being; language skills and the ability to transfer skills and knowledge that will be used for lifelong learning.  This supports the findings of O’Brien et al (2007), however, for FS to be effective practitioners needed the correct training, resources and facilities which can be beyond a school budget (Forest Research & NEF, 2012).

It is evident through research that FS has roots in Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).  Vygotsky believed that children learn through experiences that are hands on, he states the child should be in the centre of their own exploration learning with the correct support.  Vygotsky beliefs are supported by the FS ethos that focuses on children being the centre of their own learning experience.  This reflects the suggestion of Maynard (2007) and Murray (2007), that the FS leader should take on the role of a facilitator, to set tasks that challenge and boasts the children’s confidence and self-belief, giving support when required in order to help children achieve their full potential whilst learning at their own pace. These points are reinforced by Harris (2017) theory that FS can help children build on their own learning experiences.  In contrast to Vygotsky’s theory, Piaget (1972) discourages giving support and focusses on children’s independence in their own learning to develop their independent ideas.  Piaget encourages children to learn using exploration to develop new skills stated Fosnot (2013).  However, both Vygotsky and Piaget place the child at the centre of their learning, and this strongly links to the roots of the FS initiative (Murray 2007). 

[bookmark: _Hlk37202910]As a country, Wales has embedded FS approaches into many schools over the years.  Massey (2016) found research has shown positive effects on children’s learning and well-being and data showing educational achievements.  Furthermore, Leather (2016) raised negative concerns surrounding the rapid development of FS. The quick growth could cause problems such as: ineffective training leading to an unsatisfactory delivery of FS and inadequate surroundings leading to a less effective outcome.  It could be argued, if FS is a priority within a school and targeted in the SDP the steps put in place to achieve this target following Welsh Government guidelines would avoid the negative concerns raised by Leather (2016). 
As discussed in the literature review the SDP is a strategic plan that focuses on schools developing actions to improve both school and national priorities. Welsh government (2014) have suggested to plan an effective SDP schools need an SDP 3-year cycle that involves: creating a vision; self-evaluation, a strategic plan, making improvements and reviewing and measuring actions. After reviewing School C’s SDP, the author questioned the senior leadership team (SLT) regarding the process of their SDP, it was highlighted that they adhere to guidance from the Welsh Government when developing their SDP. 
The school’s self-evaluation process is used to develop most of the school’s priorities this should be reflected on schools to understand how well they are performing, including how they know they are performing successfully and finally moving on to how they can improve this performance further (Welsh government 2014).  Additionally, Estyn (2013) highlights successful self-evaluation leads to having strong impacts on outcomes, and improvements for learners.  It could be agreed that School C have effectively completed the self- evaluation process as they reflect on an Estyn report and data gathered throughout the year that summarises the effective implementation of FS.  They have identified an area of strength and plan on continuing developing actions to improve delivering FS further.  School C have included action points under the priority ‘to continue to develop FS further’ to ensure they can successfully achieve and measure the impact of this priority.  
To avoid the negative concerns raised by Leather (2016), school C has two level three FS leaders and the area is based in an area at the bottom of the infant school yard.  The FS area is used by all the Foundation Phase with focuses on those children with emotional needs and intervention groups for literacy and numeracy attending the area on a more regular basis.  School C are currently effectively implementing FS sessions for groups of children who have emotional issues and attend the Emotional Literacy support classes (ELSA).  The positive impact of these sessions have been measured through observations, pupil voice, parental engagement and individual education plan (IEP) targets being met.  It is also evident through end of foundation phase assessments that children who have attended the FS sessions more frequently have progressed significantly in learning outcomes particularly in mathematics and personal and social development.  
FSP (2015) stated a psychologist outlined five key steps into developing children’s emotional intelligence: self-awareness; self-regulation social skills; motivation and empathy.  FSP (2015) believe practitioners must offer a well-planned curriculum that can support children in managing their emotions and self-control. Through PTE 1 experiences in School C, they were observed achieving the ability to support children’s emotional intelligence as they promote development of the five key steps by providing opportunities for children to challenge themselves, take risks, encouraging children to talk to each other about how they feel and allowing children to explore in their own interests in a variety of learning styles through FS sessions.   
The Welsh Government (2014) outlines that schools need to use enriched data to support their self-evaluation process including both qualitive and quantitative data.  With School C continuing to include the implementation of FS in their SDP it can be said that the use of qualitive data is being used in their self-evaluation process as they reflect on an inspection report that summarised how FS has improved children’s learning outcomes. Similarly, quantitative data has been used within the self-evaluation process as School C use end of key stage national test results and data assessments to reflect on the impact of FS.  Both types of data have been collected, stored as evidence and used to evaluate and measure the impact of FS.
DOE (2010) states the SDP is formally approved by the governors but supports the Welsh Government (2014) opinion that the SDP is a strategic planning process that must involve a range of stakeholders. DOE (2010) believes full involvement from all staff are paramount to raise standards and improve the priorities.  School C’s SDP discusses the involvement process of all stakeholders such as staff, SLT, pupil and an action that they are working towards is developing community links that involve parents, other schools and local woodland companies to share best practice to improve the delivery of FS.  This links closely to the guidance from the Welsh Government (2014) who discusses the importance of SDP’s including actions to collaborate with schools and communities to share best practice.  
DOE (2010) outlines the SDP must: identified priorities; expected outcomes and resources to meet (deploying of staff).  Reflecting on School C’s SDP it is evident that they are effectively utilising available resources to meet the FS priority.  School C has planned actions to continue improving the delivery of FS, the actions include staff training, appropriate resources and the organisation of staff to ensure the right skills are in the right place to achieve the outcomes required.  
Finally, Welsh Government (2014) states to complete the SDP cycle and ensure the SDP is successful and effective, the governing body of schools must review and monitor the SDP regularly ensuring the school are up to date with the implementation of the SDP priorities. Through PTE 1 placement School C were seen measuring the impact of the SDP as follows; planned monthly meetings where SLT and governing bodies met to review and reflect, lesson observations, listening to learners, learning walks, challenge advisor meetings, collection of data from termly progress reports and end of year outcomes/levels.  This was a successful process and reflected the school’s ability to implement, reflect and measure the impact of the SPD efficiently. 
From the literature gathered, FS is an effective initiative within the education system impacting on better educational achievements, as well as improving social and emotional behaviours. Forest Research & NEF (2012) research summaries FS as an opportunity to achieve and develop confidence with freedom to explore the outdoors using multiply senses.  While taking part in FS sessions at School C, it was observed that children were given the opportunity to take risks, challenge themselves and explore the outdoors freely but safely as discussed earlier by Forest Research & NEF (2012).   
Donaldson (2015) Successful Futures report places a role on schools developing learning in a range of environments including outdoors and highlights that children need opportunities to take risks and be faced with challenges to become healthy confident learners. In correlation with the literature discussed previously, in my opinion schools today have so many diverse learners there is a need to implement FS within primary school settings. This is due to the fact FS offers an environment where children can experience more independence, build on the importance of trust, boundaries and experience real life skills. 
O’Brien et al (2007) believes FS will encourage children to become creative thinkers who develop self-esteem, self-confidence which is seen to have a rippling effect back within the classroom environment.  However, even though School C has implemented and delivered FS effectively the focus has mainly been on ELSA children and intervention groups for Literacy and Numeracy using the facility more frequently.  This could be a limitation of school C’s implementation of FS as they are restricting the potential of FS to those children and subjects. 
As outlined by NEF (2013) FS links closely to the curriculum and offers opportunities to develop a range of subjects for all children. Similarly, to STEM (2017) which focuses on science, technology, engineering and mathematics, this program has emphasised the importance of including the outdoor learning environment into these subjects to develop a rich and purposeful learning experience. To ensure that School C continues to improve the development of FS, it could be argued that FS sessions should provide opportunities to deliver other subject areas in order to see more of an impact across the curriculum.  This could be an opportunity to develop subjects across the foundation phase and KS2, for example, teaching Science by using FS environment to explore: animals; habitats; using their senses; exploring sound; shadows; investigating materials and their properties.  
As mentioned by Montessori (2013) and Piaget (1972) children should be given the opportunity to lead their own learning.  As supported by the literature, School C could use this as an opportunity to include ‘Pupil Voice’ in leading their own learning.  Montessori (2013) suggests using mixed age groups to assist each other’s learning process when educating themselves through active hands on experiences.  It would be useful following the literature suggestion for School C to develop an additional FS area on the KS2 site.  As mentioned previously the school is situated on two sites with KS2 being connected to a local woodland area.  Forest School Community (2011) outlines surroundings must be as natural as possible to be most effective.  School C could take this opportunity to develop an environment in a real-life woodland area for all learners across the school, planning activities that will provide mystery and adventure. The School council could lead this school development and explore avenues on how to gain permission and set up this idea safely and successfully.  Furthermore, developing FS on KS2 site will not only improve the delivery of FS surroundings or impact a range of subjects but it will improve and develop the ability to encourage older children to take leadership and manage their peers and the environment.  Likewise, offering FS sessions with a variety of ages will provide opportunities for the necessary skills needed to build relationships and develop the ability to communicate.  
Stone et al (1998) suggests that opportunities for mixed age classes will impact on the development of interactions and influence the non-verbal children to communicate. Donaldson (2015) states peer collaboration can raise standards and be a powerful tool as when learners are given feedback from their peers it encourages self-belief and confidence, which he believes helps raise standards.
To conclude, the report outlined the multiple benefits of the use of SDP’s and the implementation of FS.  From the research gathered on FS, it has shown to be a beneficial initiative to include within a schools SDP and improves many aspects of children’s learning experiences. In my opinion FS can help support a range of learners needs and development across the curriculum. FS can offer a different approach to learning, gaining real life experiences and using learning in an outside environment.
Throughout the report, it has become apparent the influences of both the SDP and FS and the effects it has on teaching practices. The author will consider the FS approach in future teaching and apply for the level three forest school training to ensure the delivery of FS is to a good or excellent level of teaching as supported by Leather (2016). The author will use the knowledge gained from this report to ensure collaboration within the planning and implementation of SDP’s in future school settings.  
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