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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.
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Introduction

Within this assignment, the targets of previous assignments will be acknowledged and acted upon, therefore, there shall be fewer direct quotations and any information gleaned from research will be synthesised and embedded.
For this assignment, the School Development Plan (SDP) of the second placement school needs to be understood and critically scrutinised so as to deepen the understanding of what a School Development Plan is, it’s purpose and relevance.  It is intended that in order to carry out this research, meetings and conversations will be undertaken with members of Senior Leadership within the school along with strategic data analysis will be carried out in order to reach these goals.  
One ‘Action Point’ will then be focused on and an exploration of the intended methods for improvement will be launched including a critical analysis and review of current literature.  The action point to be focused on in this assignment, taken from School X’s current SDP will be ‘The improvement of feedback practices to ensure planning for progression across AOLE’ (2022).
The school that will be looked at is an English medium secondary school (11 – 18 year olds) with approximately 1500 learners enrolled with around 150 in Sixth Form according to the most recent Estyn Report.
In order to comply with BERA ethical guidelines for educational research, the school will be henceforth referred to as ‘School X’ (2018).  
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Literature Review

Schools and non-government education providers utilise School Development Plans in order to evaluate their performance and report back to stakeholders and the community as well as the continuing improvement of teaching and learning.  There is a heavy body of evidence to support this approach.
For example Rudduck’s study suggests that for schools to improve their performance overall, they are required to ‘know themselves’, so that they can make adequate and effective plans for improvement (2020).  This idea of self discovery lends itself towards the self evaluation method of performance review, with data being made available from a number of sources such as senior leadership members, to classroom teachers to the learners themselves implying that it is imperative that input is sequestered from a whole school tactic.  These SDPs allow for the amalgamation of many different perspectives on any dimension of practice and allow for a balanced and thorough approach to be followed.
Further research has led to literature supporting this, stating that the collation of differing forms of evidence ie. Formal data, informal data, literary research evidence, is important in order to be able to evidence an improvement in the quality of teaching and learning that can lead to sustainable school improvement and development (Schildkamp, 2019).  
This practice of reflective self evaluation is also embedded within the Professional Teaching Standards within Wales, with every teacher being required to reflect critically on their own practice in order to inform and improve their ongoing interactions with learners and the content of their lessons along with the manner in which they are delivered (Welsh Government, 2019).  The SDP then is effectively the whole school being reflective and critical of it’s practices and performance. 
There are however critics of School Development Plans in general as Davies and Ellison pointed out, stating that some find the idea of SDPs to be overly bureaucratic and monopolises a huge amount of time and energy that could be better spent educating,  this literature also notes the already strenuous workload of teachers and especially school senior leadership (2003), however this literature is considerably older than others referenced here and therefore may very well hold outdated viewpoints as is the case with Hargreaves and Hopkins who held similar criticisms in their 2004 research that mentioned the necessity for a complete re-conceptualisation of management in schools in order for SDPs to be manageable let alone effective (2004).  Such criticisms and concerns may very well be void and unnecessary today with the management structure within schools having developed and adapted over time.
There is also a huge amount of literature to support why School X would want to improve the feedback practices, not to mention that the quality use of feedback is a component of the New Curriculum For Wales under the Assessment For Learning pedagogical principal (2021).  
Dawson, Carless and Lee for example, consider the movement of feedback from something that educators give to learners towards something learners actively do to be positive in that the learners are becoming far more self aware and proactive in their education (2020).  It is also worth noting that the requirement for effective feedback appears to have become far more prevalent since COVID-19 where the majority of learning was carried out online.  With learners isolated and teachers not able to interact with classes in a traditional sense, a huge focus was placed on the importance of effective feedback (Jensen, Bearman and Boud, 2021) that has become an established normality since.  With feedback from self assessment and especially peer assessment being highlighted as ways for pupil to learn how to learn and therefore having a higher probability of academic success (Fukuda, Lander and Pope, 2022).  
Focusing on peer assessment specifically as this is one of the actions to be undertaken by School X in response to the actions identified in the SDP, Li et al found that learners who engage with this type of feedback are significantly more likely to perform at a higher level than those who do not (2020).  However, the same study also found that it is only effective when the class have been trained how to administer peer assessment efficiently and are well practiced in the act of assessing their peers’ work (2020). 
Further critical interrogation of the practice of peer assessment has led to many asking the question of whether anonymity influences the outcome of how quality the feedback received is, however Panadero and Alqassab found that with peer assessment being of use for both the marker and the markee, the effectiveness is entirely dependent on the initial goal (2019).  For example, in a mixed ability class, it may be a confidence boost to mark the work of a peer whom the marker looks up to (eg. A high achieving peer) although the less able may not be able to give such constructive feedback to someone who is more academically able in that subject.
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Developing An Action Point

School X has a highly interesting process when it comes to their School Development Plan.  During a meeting with the Assistant Headteacher, it was clear that this is something that the school takes incredibly seriously.  
Each Area of Learning and Experience (as outlined in the New Curriculum for Wales 2021) undergoes an annual LASER – Learning Area Self Evaluation Review.  This is done by two main sources, hard data and quality assurance.  The hard data providing them with results of summative assessments and key performance indicators, and the quality assurance by way of ‘Threadthrus’.  School X perceives it to be crucial that these Threadthrus are a bottom up process so that the class teachers are as much responsible for the development of action points and strategies as senior leaders.  
The Threadthrus have three intrinsic focuses, the ‘Stepthru’, the Lookthru’ and the ‘Talkthru’.  The Stepthru is classroom observations carried out through a particular software so that no one besides those authorised will ever be able to view it for ethical purposes, these are done via a camera on the teachers computer and the videos are stored securely and deleted after use.  The Stepthrus are done via camera to decrease the chances of the class behaving differently due to having someone different in the classroom and therefore inducing the Hawthorn effect and social conformity (especially if those observing as seen as authority figures within the school) (Sedgewick and Greenwood, 2015).  
The Lookthrus are a process of book scrutiny whereby the Head of AOLE will request a classes books to be looked at with specific criteria in mind and to ensure that every member of the class is progressing – not necessarily at the same rate as the New Curriculum for Wales recognises that no two learning journeys will be the same (2021).  
The Talkthrus are perhaps the most surprising element of the Threadthru process as this involves talking directly to the learners in order to find out how they feel about the content and methods by which they are being taught, the learners are also invited to give some ‘What Went Wells’ (WWWs) and ‘Even Better Ifs’ (EBIs).  
This information and data is then all collated and passed up to senior management who scrutinise everything and input the findings into a document very similar to that of an ESTYN report.  This is done purposefully so that the quantifiers are the same when ESTYN come to do an inspection and the information is readily available to be examined.  
Once senior leadership has processed the data and information they create build points (EBIs) and Sharepoints (WWWs).  These are then utilised to identify and develop the Action Points to be improved on and identify which stakeholders are responsible for actioning the targets.
School X will then correlate the Action Point with an appropriate ‘Walkthru’ – a nationally available teaching and learning resource developed with the most recent and relevant literature and research available with proposed strategies for informing and improving learner development and progress (2022), that all stakeholders in the school have access to.
The process of self evaluation begins in January so that there is enough current data to form an accurate picture of the schools performance.  This is then collated and distributed by the February half term to be actioned upon return.  There is then an interim report carried out in May to evaluate progress and a final evaluation in June to view the concluding results. 
One of Action Points identified in the most recent SDP is ‘The improvement of feedback practices to ensure planning for progression across AOLE’ and the stakeholders identified as being responsible for the implementation of this was ‘all teachers’.  The stakeholders were then navigated towards the Walkthru for effective feedback which includes recommendations such as effective peer assessment (2022).  
Whilst the literature reviewed previously clearly shows the purpose and advantages of schools utilising SDPs, it is extremely easy to understand how some researchers have identified this process of self evaluation as having the potential to become extremely bureaucratic and effectively a ‘tick-box exercise’ due to the repetitive nature.  It quickly became clear however, during the meeting with Senior Leadership of School X, that they do indeed see the benefit of the SDP and though it is ‘a laborious task’ (Walker, 2023), it is essential to learning where they need to improve in order to help their learners become the best that they can be.
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Reflection and Evaluation

The actions that School X have taken in order to improve feedback were discussed at an AOLE meeting where it was debated that the best course of action to was to include peer assessment training for learners who may not be familiar with the concept and practice this technique at regular intervals.  As mentioned previously, there are some studies that show that peer assessment has limitations in advancing the progress of the learners.  Upon reflection of these constraints and evaluating how the variables that lead to the issues with the effectiveness of peer assessment as a viable and valuable form of feedback in the classroom, I believe that a whole class peer assessment would minimise the disadvantages.  For example, if the teacher were to collect the work in and then distribute the work to peers taking into consideration the desired outcomes, rather than the peers merely swapping books with the person sitting next to them (especially in a mixed ability class such as is th3e practice in School X), it would have the potential to increase the meaningfulness of the activity and give greater control to the teacher to diminish any of the drawbacks discussed earlier, such as a learner not having made the progression to give insightful feedback and EBIs to a more talented classmate.  In order to push this even further, the carefully redistributed work for peer assessment could be anonymised as the literature above discussed, in order to reduce the pressures of social expectations on the learners and give them the freedom to mark the work with no fear of peer relations being effected.
In reflection upon the overall process of compiling a School Development Plan, I can see how some research has criticised the time-consuming nature of the task.  However having looked at recent literature and research has allowed me to realise that the nature of self evaluation as a practitioner, a department and indeed as a whole school, as laborious as it may be, can only lead to positive progression towards improvement and development of the teaching strategies that are utilised in any educational institution.  I find that the method of employing the ready-made Walkthru’s to be advantageous in that the research is readily available, however I do wonder about the restrictions of using a resource such as this.  For example, although it is a wonderfully comprehensive resource, it can not possibly account for every outcome of an evaluation and during the conversation had with SLT, it was unclear as to who would be responsible for constructing an appropriate action if that scenario were to ever occur.
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Conclusions

In conclusion, the purpose of this assignment was to understand the method and meaningfulness behind the processes and implementation of a School Development Plan within a practical context.  Having looked at the research and literature as well as conversations with staff and senior leadership, I can certainly recognise and appreciate the advantages of such an undertaking.  
My own pedagogical philosophy and practice will be informed and influenced as I now have a deeper understanding of the benefits of whole school practice.  While I still see the benefits of individuality and flair of a teachers methods, it seems there is an advantage of the school working together towards common targets and agreeing on a best course of action together and strategizing what the implementation should look like as a team.  Whilst I am striving to become a reflective practitioner myself in order to comply with the Welsh Governments Professional Standards of Teaching, it is refreshing to see schools undertaking the task on an institutional level.
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