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	Synthesise evidence
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	Introduce and define key terms
	I introduced the term School Development Plan before calling it SDP.
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	Research further if theories are not accepted
	If literature had repeated criticism, I ensured I researched them to see if they impacted my argument.
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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 (2500)
Word count : 2726

The aim of this assignment is to examine a practical approach to school improvement by critically analysing how a school develops one aspect of its School Development Plan (SDP). This involves evaluating the actions taken by the school, assessing their impact, and examining the evidence base supporting these actions. By analysing these key components, the objective is again, a thorough exploration of the strategic planning and implementation processes within a school environment. 
The educational institution from which the SDP analysed in this report is a primary school located in South Wales and it currently accommodates a total of 582 pupils. There are twenty-two teachers and an additional twenty support staff distributed across the school. Notably, a significant portion of the student population comes from affluent socioeconomic backgrounds, as evidenced by the minor proportion of students eligible for free school meals, standing at 6%, which is notably lower than the national average (for the time of 2018) of 19% (Estyn, 2018). Moreover, the predominate language spoken at home amongst students is English, with only a small number requiring English language support (Estyn, 2018). 
The target outlined in the school development plan that I will explore for the purpose of this assignment is to enhance literacy proficiency across the entire school community. Enhancing literacy holds considerable importance as it is widely recognised for playing a pivotal role in cultivating essential skills crucial learning endeavours throughout students’ lives (Jesson, 2020; Fisher, 2001). 


Literature review 
The Education and Skills Minister outlined an ambitious plan to transform education in Wales. As part of this comprehensive approach, all schools in Wales are expected to engage in continuous improvement planning. This process involves identification of improvement priorities, development of targeted strategies, implementation of action plans, and ongoing reflection on the school's performance. (Welsh Government, 2014). 
[bookmark: _Hlk159680039]The overarching objective of school development is to deliver unparalleled learning experiences for all students, irrespective of their backgrounds or circumstances. This aim focuses on raising standards and encouraging ambition among students, in line with the Curriculum for Wales framework. Schools must support continuous progress for each learner, aligning with the curriculum's overarching objectives (Welsh Government, 2022).
Setting goals has profound influence on both student achievement and school progress (Latham, 2006; Robinson, 2008). Copious research and empirical evidence underscore the pivotal role of ‘goal setting’ in driving school improvement, and aligning them with robust evidence will significantly increase the chance of whole school success (Zmuda, 2004; Schmoker, 2003; McGonagill, 1993). Consequently, schools can set too many goals, overtaxing teachers, and placing a strain on the educational system (Meyer, 2020). Consequently, no meaningful improvements can be made as there will be diminished progress due to the dispersion of efforts across numerous goals (Fullan, 1991). A strict number of goals need to be set to benefit and create progress. Goal setting must be collaborative, which can sometimes lead to difficulties in establishing shared visions (Woods, 2010).
 As a result, there must be leadership for self-evaluation to be effective as it is imperative it is a collaborative process (Armstrong, 2015; Griffiths, 2021). All members of the school community, including students, educators, support staff, governors, and caregivers, are expected to actively participate and contribute to this evaluation process (BERA, 2022). To ensure effective self-evaluation, namely facilitating the participation of these school stakeholders, it is essential to provide regular updates on progress, and ensure they can actively engage in the improvement process (BERA, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Hlk159680153]Stakeholders bring diverse perspectives, and their involvement ensures a comprehensive understanding of the school's strengths and areas for improvement (Brighouse, 2005). When stakeholders participate in school development, they gain a sense of commitment to the plan's objectives and strategies, particularly the students (Stefanou, 2004; Mashau, 2014; Rudduck, 2004). Working as a learning organisation fosters greater dedication from all members of the school community, leading to more effective implementation (BERA, 2022). Furthermore, the School as a Learning Organisation model (refer to figure 1) aligns with Brighouse and Woods' concept of 'the critical friend', where stakeholders work with the school to provide an outside perspective and feedback to drive continuous improvement (Brighouse, 2005). 
[image: ]Figure 1: Schools as a Learning Organisation Model (OECD, 2020)





In the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, schools strategically utilised their School Development Plans (SDPs) to navigate recovery. However, despite these efforts, a concerning backlog effect on learners' literacy skills has emerged as a persistent issue (Lewis, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023; BBC Wales, 2023). The disruption caused by school closures, remote learning modalities, and socio-economic differences has significantly impacted students' language acquisition, comprehension, and writing proficiency (Estyn, 2023; Welsh Government, 2023; Twist, 2022). The Mister for Education recognised this in 2023 and stated that support in literacy is essential amidst the persistent effects of the pandemic, in order for them to fully engage with and benefit from the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2023).
 Although the COVID-19 pandemic undoubtedly had a significant impact on children's literacy skills, it is imperative to acknowledge that this impact cannot be solely attributed to the pandemic. The Welsh Government's focus on improving the literacy of school pupils predates the pandemic and has been a longstanding priority since the release of the 2009 Programme of International Student Assessment (PISA) results, as highlighted by Welsh Parliament in 2021. This underscores the multifaceted nature of factors influencing literacy development beyond the immediate effects of the pandemic (Welsh Parliament, 2021). When schools are examining the factors influencing children's literacy skills, attention should be directed towards the early and widespread use of technology in learners’ lives, inadequate family engagement, socio-cultural factors, limited access to resources/ and a lack of teacher training and support (Van Steensel, 2006; Cunningham, 2009; Johnson, 2022). 
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory underscores the significance of family engagement in child development (Bronfenbrenner, 2000). This emphasises the potential of involving caregivers to enhance literacy outcomes, aligning with the SDP's objectives. However, it's vital to recognise that not all families may actively support their children's literacy development, potentially due to factors like lack of confidence (Clark, 2012; Sapta, 2018; O'Sullivan, 2023). Therefore, ensuring equitable provisions and involving diverse stakeholders is essential to provide necessary support and resources for all children's academic success.
While SDPs provide a framework for addressing literacy challenges, their effectiveness relies on stakeholder involvement, resource allocation, and ongoing monitoring and evaluation (Karimi, 2020; Welsh Government, 2014; Mncube, 2023) Therefore, it's vital to regularly assess the impact of actions on literacy skills to ensure equitable access to quality education for all students ( (Mncube, 2023: Darling-Hammond, 2013).



Developing an action point 
In line with BERA guidelines, the educational institution from which the studied School Development Plan (SDP) derived from will be referred to as school X (BERA, 2018). The SDP is a crucial tool for guiding the school in addressing literacy challenges effectively. School x identified that literacy was a skill that needed to be developed throughout the whole school. Staff members at Progression Step One expressed concerns regarding nursery pupils entering with inadequate speech, restricted vocabulary, and deficient fine motor skills compared to previous years. 
Senior leadership investigated this concern through observations, book assessments and analysis of data from national tests at Progression Steps Two and Three, and it was determined that literacy levels had not improved over recent years when comparing each year groups progress to the previous year when using baseline results. Scholars criticise the reliance on standardised measures like national tests for evaluating literacy levels (OECD, 2011; Kubiszyn, 2024; Hardy, 2013), as they may not fully capture the complexity of literacy development or consider socio-cultural factors affecting learning outcomes (National Education Association, 2023; Hardy, 2013).
However, it is important to consider that school X recognises a significant portion of their student population comes from affluent socioeconomic backgrounds, as evidenced by the minor proportion of students eligible for free school meals (Estyn, 2018). This weakens the standing criticism as research implies that socio-cultural factors affecting learning outcomes may vary from those linked to lower socioeconomic status, suggesting poorer outcomes for individuals from deprived areas (Broer, 2019; Vadivel, 2023) Therefore, while there may be valid concerns about the reliance of standardised measures like national tests, the unique socioeconomic context of the school should be taken into account when interpreting these assessments and their implications for literacy development. 
School X assigns specific staff to each target on the SDP, with leaders of Language, Literacy, and Communication taking ownership. However, School X recognises literacy improvement as a collective responsibility and involves all staff members and students (Little, 1987). School X gathered pupil feedback through school council, revealing a desire for more engaging book selections to improve reading. Responding to this input, they integrated it into their target and updated the reading scheme. Additionally, they planned workshops with the Children’s Laureate Wales to make reading and poetry more captivating for learners. While involving students in their learning is commendable, it's important to recognise that some students may lack insight into complex educational matters (Hovardas, 2014)  and may prioritise areas for improvement based on familiarity such as reading. 
Actively involving students at School X fosters ownership and empowerment, promoting their engagement and motivation (Chan, 2014; Shukla, 2023). Termly reflection revealed increased student motivation and perseverance, indicating the effectiveness of incorporating pupil voice. Whether this improvement directly resulted from pupil voice or the school's responsiveness to feedback remains uncertain. Nonetheless, these efforts successfully enhanced student engagement.
Data collection through anonymous surveys at School X reported that staff were feeling inadequately prepared to improve literacy without support. Research findings indicate that providing individuals with the opportunity to respond to questionnaires anonymously results in more honest feedback, rendering them very effective too in school evaluation (Lelkes, 2012; Constantinou, 2022). Acting on this, School X collaborated with the Central South Consortium (CSC) to facilitate writing journeys for staff development which are aimed at enhancing all areas of writing proficiency for learners. It utilises the acronym ‘GET WRITING’ (refer to Figure 2), the approach ensures learners have exposure to diverse text models, foster engagement through strategically implemented hooks, provide ample time for practice and skill development and have planned opportunities to improve from feedback. 
[image: ]Figure 2: ‘’GET WRITING'’ ( Central South Consortium, 2023)







The highest standards of writing are usually achieved when writing is taught as a process that includes revising, editing and sharing drafts with others (Estyn, 2008, p.17).
For significant improvements in students’ writing abilities, School X must thoroughly plan each stage of the process, considering its complexity and the need for instructional time and scaffolding (Graham, 2019; Arfé, 2023; Dunn, 2021). While the school acknowledges the importance of providing directed improvement time, there's a lack of structured guidance on how students can effectively use feedback to enhance their work. Without proper instruction on feedback interpretation and action, students may not benefit meaningfully from the allocated improvement time, rendering it ineffective (Hattie, 2018; See, 2016; Education Endowment Foundation, 2021).
 School x could provide additional considerations of timeliness and specificity into their SDP (Education Endowment Foundation, 2021). By neglecting to address these essential aspects, School X risks undermining the potential impact of writing journeys on student learning and literacy development. In alignment, social cognitive theory poses that social interactions and observational learning shape behaviour (Bandura, 1977). This implies that students can benefit from observing and learning from examples of effective feedback provided by teachers or peers (See, 2016; Fryling, 2011). 
Conversely it is important to consider that there is a magnitude of research to show that solely practising writing is a powerful tool to improve literacy. Teaching students through writing processes which explore text structure, paragraphs, and sentence construction, will enhance reading comprehension (Graham, 2010). Specifically, teaching spelling and sentence development contributes to improved fluency and comprehension while emphasis on spelling skills concurrently enhances ability to read new words (Internation Literacy Association, 2013; Graham, 2010; Genlott, 2013). As a whole this is compelling evidence that the SDP will positively impact learners literacy skills and this was facilitated through effective self evaluation, strategic planning and involving stakeholders

Reflection and evaluation (500)
School X effectively uses the SDP to plan targets through a variety of self-evaluation techniques such as collaboration, data analysis and pupil voice, each providing unique insight into various aspects of school life, such as teaching effectiveness, student engagement, and the overall school environment. In line with research, they ensured that they collaborated, worked as a learning organisation, involved pupils and reflected frequently on their progress of improvement (BERA, 2022; Armstrong, 2015; Shukla, 2023).
  School X were measuring progress through observations and book scrutinies to assess pupil progression. However, School X did not have a measure for what progress should look like. Descriptors for each progression step would serve as valuable benchmarks in assessing student writing and oracy skills (Brown, 2004). For writing, these descriptors may include the ability to produce half a page of creative writing with precise punctuation and capitalisation. In terms of oracy in practise, descriptors could entail the use of appropriate vocabulary and the organisation of ideas in a logical manner. For nursery-level learners, criteria might include the ability to hold a pen accurately and engage in basic mark-making activities. These could link to the descriptors of learning in the Welsh Curriculum to ensure that assessment criteria is directly aligned with curriculum objectives, facilitating a clear and purposeful focus on desired outcomes. (Donaldson, 2015)   These defined criteria ensure a consistent understanding of progression and support effective monitoring and the ability to identify those students who may benefit from intervention strategies. 
The school may feel resistance towards this from members of staff as using set descriptors for each progression step may narrow the view of progress and reliability whilst potentially neglecting important aspects of their progress that fall outside the predetermined descriptors (Allen, 2018). To address this, educators could allow adaptations based on individual student needs such as learning styles and those with English as an additional language . This might also look like providing diverse assessment methods, such as authentic tasks, projects, and performance-based assessments, which allow students to demonstrate their literacy skills in various contexts. 
Whilst collaboration and comparison proved an effective tool to identify that learners were entering nursery with a poorer vocabulary; they did not try to address it at the earliest stage. Research in primary education settings has found that those emersed in early literacy developmental tasks, exhibit enhanced literacy proficiency later in their academic journey (Crosh, 2024; Barratt-Pugh, 2020; Zuniga, 2021).
 	School X did not plan for early intervention, rather they focused on later stages of schooling to address literacy challenges and aimed to make significant impact through improving engagement with reading, and extensively planning a skill based process through writing journeys. Introducing an additional goal to address the vocabulary gap in nursery settings could potentially foster literacy improvement school-wide, thereby preventing the need for ongoing targeting across multiple school development plans.
 For example they could aim to create a language-rich environment throughout early years a top priority where children are exposed to a wide variety of words and language structures through books, songs, conversations, and activities (Bryant, 1989) Addressing the vocabulary gap early is vital as it can impede self-esteem, behaviour, the ability to make friends, mental health and future employment prospects (Oxford University Press, 2018)
 


Conclusion 
This assignment has facilitated an exploration of how a school formulates and refine targets within their School Development Plan. Through critical reflection, I have assessed the efficacy of actions, their impact, and the evidence supporting them. I've observed that SDPs are indispensable for ensuring continual progress for every learner (Welsh Government, 2022). They function as collaborative documents involving stakeholders, whose involvement is pivotal for progress. Stakeholders not only offer external perspectives and feedback for improvement but also provide invaluable support for staff and students (BERA, 2022; Brighouse, 2005).
In future school practise, such as placement two, I will familiarise myself with the respective SDP to understand what the school’s targets are and who is responsible for development. This will enable me to enhance the student skills and address areas aligned with school priorities, thereby contributing to overall school improvement. Furthermore, as a qualified teacher, I will have knowledge on the process of how schools create a school development plan and I will advocate for early literacy education, particularly when aiming to elevate literacy standards. I will also provide information surrounding SDPs that align with the Welsh Government's recommendations for what makes an effective school development plan.
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