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Introduction
A School Development Plan is essential to all schools and their development, they are ever-changing and consistently being reflected upon. Due to this ever-changing nature of School Development Plans (SDPs), there are many strengths and weaknesses to them, and this essay will seek to discuss these strengths and weaknesses and the effectiveness of SDPs. In doing so, this essay will focus on one area of a schools SDP and critically analyse its effectiveness, whilst discussing the literature surrounding the area.
The school I am currently situated in has six main areas of focus in their SDP and one of which is the teaching itself, focussing on the attainment of high results and ensuring that all students are being pushed (including MAT students, ALN students and lesser ability students) and the standards are being raised and attained by all teachers.
The school in question, whose SDP we will be studying, is a comprehensive school which also has a sixth form, offering education for children aged 11-19 through the medium of Welsh. The school is situated in an area of South Wales where their students come from more affluent areas of the South Wales regions. In 2022, there were 1113 students with 7.8% of those students receiving free school meals (FSM).

Literature Review
Improving the quality of education has been a central concern of educational policies in many countries (Demetrious & Kyriakides, 2022, p. 149), this has allowed SDPs to become an essential part of a school’s development in the twenty-first century, and this has developed in the UK as more pressure has been put on schools by governments. As seen in Brent Davies’ (2004) discussion, schools in the early twentieth century were faced with government agendas that focused on short-term achievements (p. 12). Jamie Wallin agrees with this as he discusses the growing awareness among governments in the early twentieth century to upgrade educational systems (2003, p. 61). Researchers such as Meyers and Van Gronigen have developed this argument in their discussion of SDPs by arguing that the main idea behind them is to create a plan ‘with measurable outcomes...that will result in organisational improvements’ (2019, p. 261). SDPs can be seen to be a school-wide plan implemented and developed by principals that aim to improve primarily students’ achievement (Wallin, p. 63). The aims outlined in these plans, Wallin suggests, should be developed by ‘joint working groups’ that consist of teachers, representatives, principals and parents (p.64), and the school in discussion throughout this essay does this well as a team of staff members create the SDP and self-evaluate consistently throughout the year, something Goldstone argues schools must do in order to see improvement (2022, para 2). He argues that self-evaluation within schools is a form of improvement that is ‘led by the school and for the school’ (Goldstone, para 2).
For low-performing schools, some argue, an SDP can be a useful opportunity for different members of the school community to come together and determine what the school can and will become (VanGronigen, Meyers & Hitt, 2017, p. 1). Within their discussion of SDPs, VanGronigen, Meyers and Hitt (2017) discuss the differing lengths of SDPs and how despite being very beneficial, a year-long plan can be too lengthy for low-performing schools and short-cycle planning can be ‘more flexible and productive’ for schools with low performance rates (p.3). This is not the case in our school, however, as the school runs a year-long plan with is constantly re-visited throughout the year due to the already high-performing nature of the school.
Improving the learning of students is an important aspect of all schools and a primary focus of many schools in doing this is differentiation, or as teacher and researcher, Tom Sherrington calls it, ‘teaching to the top’ (2017). Tom Sherrington (2017) argues that too many students are underchallenged at schools (para 2). This idea of aiming for excellence many suggest derives from the Pygmalion Effect, an idea discussed by Rosenthal et al. where if the teacher thinks the students are more able, they are more likely to invest more time and effort into those students’ learning, which goes hand in hand with the idea of Growth mindset (Sherrington 2017, para 5) (Zimbardo, 2011). Lopez’s discussion on her experience of teaching coincides with this idea as we should teach in a way that the students view themselves as ‘capable, contributing citizens’ (2015, p. 72). Mark Enser (2017) also discusses how we can create a culture of excellence within our schools. Enser suggests that schools firstly need to decide what excellence looks like for the school (2017, para 6). This is something that the school in question does well in their SDP as they instantly state that they aim to ensure at least 90% of KS3 students are attaining a level 5 or above and that at least 85%-90% of GCSE students are achieving a level 2 or above or at least 40% of students are achieving at least 5 A*/A grades.
Another example of how teachers should aim for excellence and teach to the top, Mark Enser (2017) suggests is to lead the way ourselves as teachers and we can do this by live modelling (para 9-10). This can be done by the teacher leading the way on a specific answer and use appropriate differentiated questioning to scaffold an answer, allowing all students to have the best answer possible, not a different ‘best answer’ for different abilities (Enser 2017, para 10) (Morrison 2017).  Sherrington agrees, and suggests that live modelling, or ‘scaffolding’ can be a very effective notion of differentiation as it allows every child to reach a common goal (2019, para 5).
Regardless of the techniques different teachers use, Sherrington (2018), suggests that the first thing schools should do is avoid language that differentiates students like ‘gifted and talented’ etc. (para 6). This is still an issue, however, in our schools SDP as it discusses different groups of students such as ‘more able and talented’ (MAT) ‘free school meals (FSM) in their discussion of classroom achievement, differentiating the children before they even step foot into the classroom. As Mary Myatt argues, differentiation and improving teaching and learning is about having ‘high expectations of every child...and the differentiation comes in through questioning, modelling and explaining’ (2020, para 10).

Developing an action plan
Since June 2022, the school in discussion has adopted the Welsh Government’s new School Development Plan framework which is based on the Welsh Government’s School Improvement Guidance from 2022, which has replaced the School Development Plan guidance from 2014, which will be referenced as we discuss how an action plan is developed throughout the next section of this essay.
As seen from the school improvement guidance (2022) provided to schools by the Welsh Government, schools should look to improve within the context of the new Curriculum for Wales and allow their pupils to grow as individuals and become citizens that fit into Donaldson's four purposes that encapsulate the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Gov. 2022). The Welsh Government continue to state in their guidance that the four purposes, as mentioned above, are the starting point for all teaching and learning, and therefore should be a focal point in schools SDPs (Welsh Gov. 2022). Within the area discussed in this essay, the school in focus’ SDP does not necessarily refer to the four purposes in their plan to better teaching and learning this year, like the Welsh Government suggests they should, however they do outline how they aim to strengthen skills such as creativity, problem solving, critical thinking etc., skills encapsulated by the four purposes.
As mentioned in the literature review of this essay, self-evaluation plays a major role in the success of SDPs. The Welsh Government propose that SDP summaries ‘should include a short summary of the school’s self-evaluation' which would include strengths of the SDP and where they could improve (Welsh Gov. 2022). The idea of self-evaluation from the Welsh Government has most probably been emphasised in the 2022 guidance as Estyn (2019) called self-evaluation a ‘gateway to improvement. Ross Goldstone’s discusses how self-evaluation is essential for a successful school, especially when discussing SPDs. He defines self-evaluation as a process where schools ‘reflect on their practice and identify areas of improvement’ and argue that it is a form of school improvement (Goldstone 2022, para 2). He continues to argue that collaboration is a fundamental aspect of self-evaluation, and it allows all parties involved to feel valued when contributing to school improvement (Goldstone, para 10). Meyers and VanGronigen (2019) agree with Goldstone and argue that self-evaluation through goal setting and progress monitoring is an important aspect of a school’s improvement through their SDP (p.273), and this is something the school in question does very well as they consistently re-visit their SDP and self-evaluate their improvement.
The process of self-evaluation is not new to the recent changes surrounding SDPs in Wales, self-evaluation was also discussed in the SDP guidance of 2014, where it outlines that self-evaluation is where schools reflect upon their performance and use it to improve their planning (Welsh Gov. 2014, p. 8). It continues to state its importance in assisting schools in assessing their performance where they identify how well their performing and what actions can be taken to improve more (Welsh Gov. 2014, p.8), all of which are still important in the new guidance on SDPs.
A major part of a successful SDP is the collaboration process and the different stakeholders who contribute to creating an effective SDP. For example, within the new guidelines, it emphasises the importance of stakeholders and collaboration, even highlighting the importance of parents’ involvement (Welsh Gov. 2022). Brown, White and Kelly discuss how an effective school system features collaboration on all levels, including between schools (2021, p. 3). A part of the collaborative process is how accessible the SDP is for all staff and Governors as they reflect upon the progression the school has made, and this is something that is done well within the school in question. In their explanation of the new framework in June of 2022, the education minister for Wales outlines how he hoped the new guidelines and frameworks for SDPs would not only improve collaboration between senior management, teachers, Governors, and parents, but also between schools, resulting in higher standards and aspirations for all learners (Miles, 2022, para 10).
Despite the importance of collaboration however and different stakeholders, VanGronigen, Meyers and Hitt argue that above all, head teachers are one of the most ‘influential factors on student achievement in schools’ (2017, p.1). Wallin suggests this also by discussing the evidence he had read that establishes a ‘definite link’ between the quality of school leadership and school effectiveness (2003, p.61). Regarding collaboration, there is not much evidence in the school’s SDP to suggest that much collaboration has taken place with different stakeholders, such as different teachers, Governors, and parents. The SDP has been created by few senior leaders of the school alongside the head teacher and this can be a drawback of the SDP as it can restrict the SDP and make it very narrow minded in its thinking. However, within the school in question, the head teacher has a very good relationship with their staff and students, and is directly involved in the SDP, allowing them to have a major influence on the development of the school.

Reflection and Evaluation
SDPs have been important for schools for years and they are a useful means to hold accountability and look to the future (Meyers and VanGronigen, 2019, p. 265), however they are also useful when it comes to reflecting. Whilst reflecting on the school in question’s SDP, it is evident that there is a clear plan and structure to their SDP, especially within the area of discussion, the students’ learning and achievement. However, due to the context of the school, the school has been able to set these high achievement targets as it is a high-achieving school in a high performing area. There is also a possibility that the school has mainly focused on the results of their students and not necessarily the student confidence in the classroom. In order for the SDP to ensure this, one could suggest shifting the focus from the students to the teachers. Wallin (2003) suggests that focussing on teacher performance should be the ‘first step in achieving higher student achievement’ (p.61).
The time-period used in schools SDPs can alter the effectiveness of the school’s improvement. Many schools run a year-long SDP or even longer which does have its benefits as it allows schools to look forward to their long-term goals. However, Meyers and VanGronigen discuss how more frequent short-cycle planning could result in greater learning and improvement within schools (2019, p. 265). One could suggest that these shorter cycles are more beneficial as they allow consistent self-evaluation throughout the SDP process. When evaluating the school in question’s SDP and their use of it, praise should be given to the structure of their SDP. The school combines these schools of thought effectively by having short-term and long-term goals within their SDP. They self-evaluate consistently and reflect on these short-term goals and how they have improved the school over a term/two terms maybe whilst also having over-arching long-term goals which could span up to two years.
Lastly, when reflecting upon the SDP of the school in question it is clear to see that the area of focus of learning and achievement is an essential part of all schools as schools are judged upon their pupils’ grades and achievements. By making this their first area of focus, the school is not losing sight of the focus of most schools and ensuring that they are putting their pupils, and their pupils’ learning first. Despite what the literature says about not grouping students and giving those groups names such as MATs, FSM, high achievers etc. the school in question does a good job of using these groups to ensure that they are effectively differentiating and allowing all students to reach their full potential. Also, by putting focus on the skills the pupils will develop in their lessons with the new Curriculum for Wales, the SDP ensures that pupils are achieving their goals not just in the form of results and grades but also as human beings and the skills they have developed.

Conclusion
As seen throughout this essay, SDPs are essential to the progress of schools and the attainment of the pupils of the school. It is important that all students are accounted for within the lessons for these learning goals to be achieved, ensuring that we as teachers are not only differentiating down, but also ‘lifting the lid’, as Tom Sherrington discusses on our students who are high achievers. It is essential that we, as teachers, do this to raise the standards of every pupil and make them aware that they are capable of more than they think.
Moving forward, therefore, it is important that as I continue my placement, I refer to this area of the school’s SDP as well as other areas as I am teaching and aim to raise the standards of all pupils and aim to maintain the high grades that the students are achieving. I will also aim to give time in my lessons for students to develop skills such as creativity, critical thinking and problem solving in my lessons moving forward, which are areas of focus in this area of the school’s SDP.
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