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ECAD 6009 - How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.

Introduction

For this assignment, the researcher has been given the opportunity to take a closer look at the school development plan (SDP) and critically reflect on the actions, impact and evidence they have collected. The SDP is a plan set in place by a school to meet specific targets in order to improve the performance of the school through the development of its students and teachers. The researcher has decided to focus on the ‘Pupil Voice’ target from the school’s SDP. This aspect was selected as there was a particular focus on this area when the researcher visited the school. The school approached the target of improving pupil voice by offering children the opportunity to be “involved in the planning of their learning in a consistent manner” through the use of RAP (reflect and plan) time. The school in question, is situated in Swansea in Wales and has “481 pupils aged three to eleven years” (ESTYN, 2018, p.1). It also has “21% of pupils are eligible for free schools meals” compared to the “average for Wales of 19%”. They also highlighted that “34% of pupils as having additional learning needs” compared to the “national average of 21%”.          


Literature Review

A school development plan is defined by the department of education (No Date) as a “strategic plan for improvement”. The purpose of an SDP is that it highlights what steps schools are going to take to improve the development of its learners. The Welsh Government (2014, p.3) states that “The SDP will set out how the school will achieve its targets, in relation to its priorities, and how it will use the resources it has available, including funding”. The targets set by schools in its SDP will be developed by using self-evaluation to make sure that they are appropriate and assigned a priority whether they will be worked on in the current year or in two to three years’ time.         

The school development plan is vital if a school is serious about making sustainable improvements in the schools long term future. Antoniou, Myburgh-Louw and Gronn (2016, p. 206) found that: 

“Schools that are making a difference, understand the strengths of a professional learning community approach and realise that teachers and all school stakeholders must work collaboratively, draw on research and theory and reflect analytically on the outcomes of initiatives adopted if sustainable improvement is to be achieved”. 

This reports findings outlines the importance of an SDP on reliable school improvement as it highlights the key themes of collaboration in the community to collect data, self-evaluation on performance and appropriate target setting.
A quality SDP usually follows the four stages outlined in the school development planning cycle by Welsh Government (2014, p. 7) as seen in figure 1. Before the planning can take place, the school must decide on a clear vision that they are hoping to achieve which should be agreed upon and fully understood by all involved in the running of the school. Stage 1 of the planning cycle involves Self-evaluation. This stage is vital to an SDP as it allows the school to see “how well they are performing”, their “areas of strength” and “what needs to be improved” (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 8). The school can use this information to inform what actions they should take to make improvements in the future. The Welsh Government (2014, p.8) states that “school development planning is not only a process for identifying and addressing a school’s development needs” but that “Identifying strengths, building on these and celebrating and sharing best practice” is vital in improving the approach taken by the whole school. Stage 2 focuses on strategic planning where the school looks to the opinions of its stakeholders to help develop strategies to meet the targets of the SDP.  Stage 3 involves the school making improvements to their strategies by taking up action by listening to feedback from teachers, children parents and other stakeholders. For the final stage, the school should review the impact that their strategies have had. They will analyse data collected from inspection reports relating to the school and relevant information related to learners’ well-being to build a bigger picture to determine whether their strategies have led to the desired effect.
 
The researcher has selected the target which focuses on improving pupil voice within the school. Pupil voice can be defined as a “movement within state education in England that is associated with democracy, change, participation and the raising of educational standards” (Moran and Murphy, 2011, p. 171). This definition of pupil voice highlights the need to take children’s opinions into account when looking to make improvements to the school. This approach helps to foster greater confidence in children’s abilities as they have been trusted with shaping the learning in the future. ESTYN (2019) highlights the impact that the development of pupil voice has had on another school by suggesting that it has led to a “significant change in the school’s culture and pupils’ self-confidence” with the students managing to “show resilience and perseverance when taking risks and experimenting with new learning strategies and procedures”. This shows the positive effects that improving pupil voice can have on the children and performance of the school. However, Robinson (2014, p.19) suggests that issues can arise when schools listen to “pupils’ views primarily for performativity purposes” as it can seem tokenistic which can result in a lack of trust from the children. Robinson states that to improve “teaching and learning”, schools need to develop “genuinely dialogic approaches to pedagogy”. This suggests that children should be involved with as much of their educational planning as possible with schools actively implementing with this feedback to see the best results in the future.

Pupil voice in schools can be used to build greater relationships between the school, the students and its wider community. Rudduck and McIntyre (2007, p. 178) highlight the notion that schools are looking to build “an authentic learning community” by using pupil voice. This can be met with some uncertainty and school’s must look to increase confidence in the use of pupil voice by targeting “governors, teachers who are likely to be sceptical and parents” to help them understand the benefits of this strategy and how it will be implemented to help improve the whole school. The influence of pupil voice could be linked to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory of Development. Bronfenbrenner (1977) theorised that a child’s development can be based on 5 systems that relate to one another. As seen in Figure 2, the child is at the centre of the model with 5 systems that influence one another. Pupil voice specifically targets the child at the centre and works to improve the relationship between themselves and influences from the microsystem. When the school look to improve the relationship with parents, this helps to develop the quality of the Mesosystem which should positively influence the development of the child. Guy-Evans (2020) reports that “according to the ecological systems theory, if the child’s parents and teachers get along and have a good relationship, this should have positive effects on the child’s development”.

Developing An Action Point

From studying the school development plan and self-evaluation report, it is clear to see how the school has used the Welsh Governments planning cycle as seen in figure 1. Within the self-evaluation report, the school highlights their vision by specifically focusing on developing leaders across the school to help build a strong team ethos and the implementation of the priorities for improvement. Once this was established, the school looked to use self-evaluation to inform the setting of their targets. To collect information on the implementation of pupil voice, senior members of staff used learning walks and held discussions with pupils to gain greater insight into the goings on in the classroom. The school also involved the staff, pupils and parents by using online questionnaires to take into consideration the wider schooling community when producing this report. According to the National Education Union (2019), learning walks should be used “to collect evidence about teaching and learning, evidence of progress and areas for school development” and should be used as a “whole-school improvement activity”. From the self-evaluation report the school stated that in Key Stage 2 they found that a “majority of children identified the need to be independent learners and ‘lead’ their own learning through different initiatives”. However, this was followed by the statement that only a “minority could identify ways they have opportunities to lead initiatives and get involved in pupil groups to have a ‘voice’”. This information highlights a large majority of children within the KS2 phase feel that they don’t have the opportunity to share their ideas with students feeling that their ‘voice’ isn’t being considered which could lead to negative effects on their development. The points found in the self-evaluation report were all discussed by organising a teacher meeting where this information could be shared with everyone involved at the school. Stage two of the school development planning cycle looks at the strategic planning which involves setting targets to meet their intended outcomes. The school has specifically outlined the pupil voice target as a ‘priority 2’, with ‘priority 1’ being the most immediate target to work on, and ‘priority 3’ being the least. To improve the children’s opportunities to make their ‘voice’ heard, the school has stated that they will be looking for “all pupils to be involved in RAP (Reflect and Plan)” and for “Areas of Learning & Experience Groups to be developed to ensure pupils voice when creating our new curriculum”. The staff at the school decided to focus on using RAP (Reflect and Plan) time in class to give children the opportunity to be “involved in the planning of their learning in a consistent manner” to reach their intended outcome of “pupil led planning”. To improve the use of pupil voice within the school, the staff decided on developing “Area of Learning & experience groups” so that they can ensure they hit their target when looking to create their new curriculum as a pioneer school. To make sure that all children have a say on this important topic, the school decided to use Microsoft Forms to carry out questionnaires to collect responses from the children. For stage three of the planning cycle, the school assigned members of staff to each of their targets and specified how they would be collecting any further evidence to monitor their progress and review their impact in the future. This action, set in place by the leadership team, helps to include all members of staff as they know who is responsible for each area and what that entails. The Welsh Government (2014, p.16) reinforces its importance as they state that it is “crucial in sustaining the involvement and commitment of staff throughout the development process in order for the SDP to be implemented efficiently and effectively”. For the fourth and final stage, the school would organise and carry out a discussion with teachers and pupils to determine whether the strategy has been effective. Unfortunately, there is no current evidence for this but it would be expected that using student led planning would be greatly increase pupil voice. This notion is supported by Greenwood (2018) as he indicates that “Barnes and Shirley (2007)” carried out an action research project where “Eighty per cent of the participating students reported that shifting the balance by handing over to pupils some elements of planning the projects’ themes had been a success”. This data supports the idea of giving children a greater say in their learning by sharing their ‘voice’. This can be further supported by Fisher (2002) who stated that “when children plan, do and review their work, it gives them increased feelings of involvement in their actions and experiences, resulting in a greater chance that motivation will be high and that effort will increase”. However, this outlook highlights the importance of the quality of implementation by the school, if the children’s planning is not considered and used, this could produce a negative effect on the children’s feelings towards pupil voice.     
  

Reflection and Evaluation

The SDP produced by the school was a very professional and thorough document and laid out vital information in a cohesive manner for all staff to be able to follow. As a part of the self-evaluation and strategic planning, the school compiled a report using feedback from children, staff and parents. This collection of data is very important to improving the quality of the SDP as it builds a greater picture of the thoughts and feelings of a wide range of stakeholders in the school. The widening of the school community and inclusivity of this plan can be linked to Vygotsky’s sociocultural learning theory. Cherry (2019) outlines the importance of this theory as it focuses on the “important contributions that society makes to individual development. Vygotsky’s theory highlights the importance that culture and community has on a child’s development which in turn can be linked to Bronfenbrenner’s approach as seen in figure 2. From the SDP and self-evaluation report it is clear that the school is looking to improve the relationships between the parties found within the Mesosystem to improve the development of the child.

If the school was to improve their SDP in the future, they could focus on a couple of key areas especially when looking at pupil voice. The first of these changes involves the discovery that the majority of KS2 children felt like they didn’t have the opportunity to share their ‘voice’. This information, collected from discussions with the children, could be used in future to develop a specific KS2 target to improve the opportunities for children to make their ‘voice’ heard. A possible strategy to implement from the Welsh Government (No Date) highlights the use of a “Voice Box”. This box could be placed in classrooms to allow children to place their thoughts and ideas about their lessons and what they would like to see in the future. This information would then be collected and discussed “by a lead member of staff in conjunction with the school council” and regular updates could be given to the children about what has been discussed and what is going to be implemented into their education.

Another improvement to the SDP in the future could involve more detail being given on the development of Area of Learning Groups. When reading the SDP, it is stated that this will be achieved by using Microsoft Forms to collect the thoughts and feelings of children to help build the new curriculum. The use of a questionnaire in this instance can be very beneficial if used correctly as the data gathered can be used to shape the curriculum in the future. However, if not implemented correctly many issues can arise. According to West (2019), “Respondents may be reluctant to share sensitive information”, “they may give answers that they believe the researcher wants to hear or answers that shed the best light on them and others” and “surveys often do not allow researchers to develop an in-depth understanding of individual”. This reinforces the idea that schools must be very careful when collecting data as it could be unreliable and cause incorrect targets to be developed in the future. 

Conclusion

This assignment has focused on the schools planning of an effective SDP with the use of a self-evaluation report. The school had clearly followed Welsh Government’s (2014, p. 7) planning cycle and carefully considered each step to make sure that they were thorough in the planning of their action points to enhance the future development of their school. In the future, some areas of the SDP will need to be considered, such as a particular strategy for KS2 to improve pupil voice and how best to use surveys/questionnaires to collect information from the children. From this experience, the researcher found that more time and research goes into the planning at schools than they had initially thought and how variables must be carefully considered before implementing strategies. In the future, the researcher is going to use this wealth of knowledge to support schools to help develop effective strategies for their SDP to improve the performance of the school. Also, they will look to join discussion on these areas as often as possible after seeing the importance it has on the performance of the school.   
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Figure 1: School development planning cycle
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