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Learners, Schools & Communities:
Where am I teaching?
How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.

	
	Target
	What I have done in this assignment...


	Target 1
	Paraphrase your work so that you have greater opportunities to engage critically
	Limited direct quotations and attempted to synthesise multiple sources.

	Target 2
	Use tentative language in your conclusions.
	Made a conscious effort to use more tentative language through out 
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This report aims to critically reflect on the process of self-evaluation in schools, evaluating the process of identification and implementation of a specific aspect of one school’s SDP, namely School X, to inform understanding of the evaluative process. School X is a large urban primary school situated in South Wales with a cohort of 515 pupils, the majority of whom are from English speaking, white-British backgrounds (WG [b], 2019). On average, 45% of these pupils are eligible for Free School Meals (Estyn [a], 2019), which is an indicator of high deprivation in the area. This would have a significant impact on the priorities of School X as there is a national objective to eradicate child poverty and disadvantage (WG, 2015), which has been identified as a major limitation on educational outcomes (EEF, 2017). This has likely informed School X’s SDP’s priority to improve pupils’ basic skills, particularly in oracy, as an SDP should include measures in ‘reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment’ (WG, 2014: 3). 

As stated by Estyn (2016: 1), ‘all schools can improve’, and therefore all schools have a duty to engage in self-evaluation to secure school-improvement. The Welsh Government (2014: 2) advocates that schools should employ a ‘robust evidence-based approach…which leads to positive changes in learner outcomes’, requiring effective ‘short- and long-term planning’, ‘challenging targets’, and honest engagement with qualitative and quantitative data (ibid). The SDP is the document which self-evaluation and school improvement is centred around, where a school ‘sets out the actions a [it] will take to improve learner outcomes’ (ibid: 3). As the Welsh Government states, the SDP should be ‘a live document that should be regularly refreshed’ (ibid) as schools complete the ongoing cycle of self-evaluation, with the emphasis on ‘the impact on learner outcomes….as the measure of its effectiveness, rather than the production of the plan itself’ (ibid: 5), therefore placing the learners and their needs at the heart of the process, at least in theory. 
However, the unintended consequence of this process is the danger of producing for the purpose of satisfying inspections only (Estyn, 2019b). Brighouse and Woods (2014: 10) warn that these dangers of ‘looking good’ for accountability purposes can distract from ‘looking forward’ and inhibit improvement. Further criticisms include that constructing an SDPs are far too often created in isolation by senior management, portraying a biased perspective of the school (Estyn, 2019b). According to Estyn (2019c) ‘Self-evaluation has historically been the weakest area in school inspections’, so for these reasons, their new approach now focuses on professional conversations rather than documentation, in order to promote true self-evaluation for the benefit of school improvement and its pupils (Estyn, 2019b). This should alleviate any external pressures on schools and allow them to focus on the fundamental objective of SDPs: improvement.
The school-improvement process is cyclical in nature and begins with honest self-evaluation (WG, 2014). However, heavy emphasis has been placed on reflection upon quantitative data and this has resulted in unintended consequences; for example not recognising the achievements’ of all pupils, the emergence of competition over collaboration between schools and excessive, unproductive workloads for all staff (WG, 2019a: 3). Brighouse and Woods (2013: 33-34) agree that the schooling system is ‘data rich but information poor’ and suggest that the use of data needs to move beyond its ‘accountability’ measures so that it can be used effectively to help under achieving pupils. This shift is reflected by Macbeath and Mortimer’s (2001:19) statement ‘the most powerful use of data for school self-evaluation is as a tin opener for analysis and discussion within staff’
Guidelines recommend that strategic planning deals with mid-long term, fundamental issues, however this time scale of 3 to 5 years isn’t always suitable whilst schools are in a turbulent environment (Davies and Ellison, 2003: 37), such as Wales’ current curriculum change. Therefore, it is feasible that schools would adopt a short term ‘strategic intent’ approach (ibid, 2003: 39) that involves setting specific and achievable targets that consider progress of realising the new curriculum (WG, 2019a). Furthermore, the ‘Draft Evaluation and Improvement Arrangements for Wales’ document (ibid) outlines the intended new direction for self-evaluation: ‘mov[ing] away from disproportionate emphasis on narrow performance measures to a wider range of indicators which better capture the whole learning experience’ (ibid: 4), placing emphasis on a need for these arrangements to be fair, coherent, proportionate and transparent (ibid), to ‘ensure the best possible educational outcomes for all learners’ (ibid: 9). 

The term ‘oracy’ was coined by Andrew Wilkinson (1965), in response to what Wilkinson (ibid: 3) termed the ‘shameful neglect’ of the skills of speaking and listening which had not been deemed ‘worthy of attention’ in educational discourse. It could be argued that this is partly due to its absence from Sir Edward Curtis’ ‘3Rs’ approach of 1825 which sought to define the essential skills of education (Alexander, 2012: 5). Today, it seems that oracy skills are still viewed as the ‘poor relation’ (Mercer and Manion, 2018: 5) to the dominant literacy skills of reading and writing. However, there is compelling evidence to support a focus on developing students’ literacy skills, not only as a crucial life skill, as indicated by Millard and Menzies (2016: 3):

The things we say and how we say them can inform, influence, inspire and motivate others and express our empathy, understanding and creativity. It is our ability to communicate that enables us to build positive relationships, collaborate for common purpose, deliberate and share our ideas as citizens. It is through speaking and listening that we develop our views, apply knowledge and extend our capacity to think critically. 

but also, crucially as a vehicle for social justice. As outlined by Millard and Menzies (2016: 8), Mercer and Manion (2018: 4), and Alexander (2012: 3) an emphasis on oracy can improve the life chances of young people, and particularly the disadvantaged, due to its positive cognitive, social, and emotional benefits. For example, Mercer and Mannion (2018: 4) highlight how improved oracy skills can lead to improved academic attainment, comprehension and reasoning skills, improved self-esteem and self-confidence, increased emotional intelligence and empathy. 
Despite this, as Rowlands (2019: 3) remarks, the language ‘gap’ between the socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged ‘tends to widen rather than narrow as [learners] progress throughout school’. In addition, Alexander notes that despite a ‘growth in interest’ in ‘talk’ and spoken skills (2012: 5), representatives of both higher education and the employment sector have identified a shortcoming in applicants’ oracy skills, and also claims that, for these representatives, ‘the problem lies squarely with schools’ (ibid). 
Whilst in many education systems oracy skills are seen as separate and inferior to the more dominant skills of reading and writing (Millard and Menzies, 2016: 3), in Wales, the National Literacy Framework defines literacy as ‘a set of skills, including speaking, listening, reading and writing, which enable us to make sense of the world around us’ (Welsh Government, 2013: 16), therefore and seemingly giving these skills parity with reading and writing. The importance of oracy skills is only reinforced by Professor Graham Donaldson in his curriculum review Successful Futures, where he writes: 

Being able to listen attentively and speak lucidly and understandably, or to use non-verbal communication effectively, are crucial attributes in learning and life more generally. Developing oracy – the capacity to develop and express ideas through speech – is of central importance to both thinking and learning. (Donaldson, 2015; 48)

It is therefore clear that schools in Wales have a moral and legal obligation to develop students’ oracy skills in a purposeful and strategic way, or as Rowlands (2019: 4) states: ‘the purposeful teaching of speaking skills…cannot be overemphasised’. Rowlands also states that well-developed oracy skills are essential if learners are to become ‘confident and successful learners, critical thinkers, effective communicators and active citizens’ (ibid), which makes explicitly clear the vital roles oracy skills will play in the realisation of the four purposes of Wales’ new curriculum (Donaldson, 2015).
Millard and Menzies (2016: 6) argue for the necessity of ‘a shift in mindset so that teachers and schools believe oracy forms an integral part of teaching and learning’, and it would seem this mindset shift will also be required in Welsh schools, for, as part of their research based review ‘Oracy Across the Welsh Curriculum’, Mercer and Mannion (2016: 5-6) claim that whilst effective strategies for teaching oracy ‘have been developed’, they have not yet been widely or consistently implemented. They highlight the necessity for oracy skills to be specifically and strategically taught in a structured way, (ibid) emphasising the transformational power of oracy as ‘for many children… school offers the only second chance for transcending their destinies; but only if they provide explicit instruction in the skills of effective communication.’ (ibid: 70)

To avoid the aforementioned danger of self-evaluation processes being completed by senior-management teams, in isolation from the true day-to-day running of the school, and therefore proving ineffective (Estyn, 2019b) School X adopt a ‘bottom up’ approach to self-evaluation, involving numerous stakeholders in the self-evaluation process. This is supported by the Welsh Government, (2019a: 5) who state that:
 ‘Self-evaluation is not the sole responsibility of senior leaders; it should involve all staff and other stakeholders and is strengthened by the involvement of peers… includ[ing] their learners, parents/carers and governors.’ 
Therefore, before generating their SDP, School X gather qualitative data from staff, learners and parents in the form of questionnaires and reviews, in addition to the quantitative data given in the local consortium’s core data pack, and the national priorities of raising standards in literacy and numeracy, and reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment outlined by the Welsh Government (2014: 3). Following this, the school staff work collaboratively to select school priorities and develop strategic steps to achieve these, before the head teacher then compiles this information into the formal ‘SDP’ document. School X then aims to regularly review, and revise the document, ensuring that the evaluation process becomes the ‘continuous cycle’ advocated in Welsh Government guidelines (2014: 2), treating the SDP as a ‘live document’ that is ‘regularly refreshed’ (ibid: 3), with impact being measured using both quantitative data (for example Key Stage 2 levels, or national test data) and qualitative data (staff surveys, pupil voice, discussions with stakeholders). In addition, School X received an Estyn inspection in 2019, and therefore have used the findings and recommendations given to support and guide the self-evaluation cycle. In their Estyn report, School X were praised for the way ‘Leaders engage in effective processes to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the school’ (Estyn, 2019a: 9) and ‘Senior leaders work very well as a team and have a good record of leading improvement in the school’ (ibid: 8). It is also significant that the first item any reader of School X’s SDP will encounter is the school’s motto: ‘Putting Children First’, which reflects Estyn’s (2016: 3) assertion that the main priority for school-improvement processes is to improve standards and wellbeing for all pupils. 
	For the academic year 2019-2020, School X has identified six main school priorities, linked to the skills and qualities they wish to develop in both pupils (independence, oracy, data handling, ICT coding) and staff (developing teacher pedagogy and developing leadership). For each of these, the school allocates a teacher-lead who is accountable for the development of this area, and a link governor, whose role is to monitor its implementation. This therefore ensures that the staff and governing body are involved in the implementation and evaluation cycle, and are not dictated to by the head teacher.
	For each priority area, the school firstly identifies the Measurable Pupil Outcomes they wish to secure, then listing a number of ‘Strategic Steps’ intended to secure improvement, along with intended outcomes. In addition, the SDP outlines the monitoring process, and finally specifies that half-termly ‘RAG-rating’ exercises should take place for each priority. 
Priority two of School X’s SDP is to ‘Improve pupils’ basic skills, particularly in oracy’, with the measurable outcome that ‘most pupils [are] to make a least two sublevels’ progress in oracy over the course of the year in both English and Welsh’. This may, at first seem a surprising priority, given that in their Estyn report pupils were praised for their ability to ‘speak with a high degree of confidence and expression and enjoy giving their opinions’ (Estyn, 2019a: 4), and especially given that the report suggested that writing was the area of literacy requiring most attention due to ‘over-reliance on worksheets’ (ibid). However, given the socio-economic background of the school and Estyn’s recognition that ‘many pupils start school with literacy and numeracy skills that are below those expected of pupils of a similar age’  (ibid: 2) and that ‘the focus on developing pupils’ oracy and reading skills is having a positive impact’ (ibid: 7), the school has perhaps selected this area as a priority in order to further the good work already being done. 
To address this priority, School X (in: appendix 1) has identified four ‘Strategic Steps’: ‘Provide opportunity for all pupils to engage in performance’, ‘Provide opportunities within class to strengthen pupils’ oracy skills’, ‘Use digital technology to create films or podcasts to develop oracy skills’, and ‘Improve basic literacy skills through focused group activities’, with linked ‘Outcomes’ identified, including a need for the literacy coordinator to research further effective strategies, and to supply staff with training to support their use of digital technologies. The SDP also outlines how these strategies will be monitored, often through learning walks or staff meetings, and identifies a timescale for evaluating each strategy. The first ‘RAG rating’ for each of these areas assesses the progress made as ‘red’, with the exception of the staff training areas, which are assessed as ‘amber’. 
From the ‘RAG-rating’ exercise, it is clear that School X’s work on improving standards in oracy was in its infancy. The document does outline worthwhile strategies, such as ‘hot-seating’. ‘agree/disagree debates’, which are similar to many of the ‘active learning’ strategies advocated by Sue Palmer (2011: 85) in her work on ‘Speaking Frames’. School X’s planned use of apps and programmes such as iMovie and Flipgrid is also in line with Donaldson’s (2015: 8) suggestions that schools should make better use of digital technology to support learning. The choice to encourage performance and class assemblies also echoes some of the decisions made at School 21, described by Millard and Menzies (2016: 3), in incorporating opportunities for oracy in routines outside ‘normal lessons’, for example school assembles. Therefore, the combination of these techniques certainly suggests that School X are employing strategies that have the potential to improve their learners’ oracy skills. However, the introduction of such strategies will require careful introduction, repetition and embedding, so perhaps the SDP’s aims of introducing such strategies ‘once a year’ or ‘once a half term’ somewhat undermines their potential: as outlined by Millard and Menzies (2016: 8), oracy must be seen as ‘integral’ to everyday teaching and learning if it is to transform young people’s lives and circumvent social disadvantage. 

In addition, whilst School X’s SDP does introduce a range of meaningful opportunities for pupils to demonstrate their oracy skills, what is perhaps absent is the strategic vision for how pupils’ oracy skills will be explicitly developed. Millard and Menzies (2016: 73) highlight how classroom teachers require ‘timely and relevant training to help them strengthen and widen their pedagogic repertoires’, something which is reflected in the  plans for the literacy coordinator to research effective classroom strategies to share with colleagues. This is echoed by Mercer and Mannion (2019: 6) who state that pupils require ‘structured programmes’, and whilst these programmes do exist, the implementation of these require ‘explicit initial and continuing professional development for teachers’ (ibid). One way that teachers at School X could improve their pedagogical knowledge is by undertaking ‘small-scale research inquiries’ (ibid), which is also one of the 12 pedagogical principles which will drive the new Welsh curriculum (Donaldson, 2015). Strategies which School X could use as the basis of professional enquiry could include the ‘Talk for Writing’ approach advocated by Pie Corbett and Julia Strong (2011), or using ‘Speaking Frames’ as suggested by Sue Palmer (2011), both of which explicitly link the development of oracy and writing skills, which was an area of development suggested by Estyn. Similarly, School X could use the ‘Cambridge Oracy Skills Framework’ (Millard and Menzies, 2016) to further scaffold their work on oracy, in conjunction with making explicit use of the Oracy aspects of the National Literacy Framework (WG, 2013). 
 
To conclude, this report has demonstrated the importance and complexity of effective strategic planning for continuous professional improvement. The evidence suggests that it is most effective when undertaken collaboratively, devoid of external autocratic pressures, with an aim to produce a living co-constructed document which is driven by a meaningful vison and specific strategic evidence-based applications. As such, the school improvement cycle could be a driving force for the effective implementation of the new curriculum in Wales. Furthermore, research into oracy specifically has highlighted how crucial speaking and listening skills are as a vehicle, not only for the realisation of the four purposes of the new curriculum but also for social justice, given its power mitigate the disadvantages of social inequality, and therefore will be integral to the future professional practice. 
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