How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base (2,440 words)
Introduction:
[bookmark: _Int_BjtM5gII]Macbeath (2001) explains that the vast amount of change occurring not only in the policy/curriculum reform but socio-economic factors/the media impacts school development heavily, as it becomes “increasingly clear that success in the future [for children] will depend on considerably more than being literate, numerate and technologically competent.” (p.192). The demands on schools to create an authentic learning environment that can adapt to any change is high, even more so as technology allows for ease of contact with schools and councils. School Development Plans (known as SDPs) created internally allow each school to identify, monitor and evaluate specific actions they need to take in order to improve learning outcomes for learners, constantly changing with the needs of the time. The school I will be referring to in this essay, fully anonymised to comply with BERA guidelines (2018), is a small community Primary School in Northeast Swansea with 4 full-time permanent teachers, 5 part-time teachers and around 11 part-time support staff. I will be exploring how the SDP was created, why aspects have been chosen and how their improvement is being monitored. Secondly, focusing on the priority of professional development in the SDP and what drives such a need for improvement within the school and education as a whole. 
Literature review:
This plan was written after consultation and input from the staff, governors, parents and 		pupils. The consultation was carried out through INSET days, questionnaires, analysis of the 	NEIR Evaluation tool and school Senedd meetings...The plan is formulated as part of the 		school’s self-evaluation procedures which are cyclical and continuous. 
     School Development Plan (2023) p.13 
[bookmark: _Int_Bz9Lgay4]The SDP in question was created by the current head teacher after numerous consultations with all stakeholders in the school, allowing input from internal and external sources. The process encourages open and honest discussions about improvement using both formal and informal collections of data as well as in person and online in an attempt to eliminate response bias. The use of self-evaluation to form the plan does allow for in-depth analysis of each area as staff are commenting on what they know but may also leave room for errors and unreliable reporting (e.g., an unconscious bias for or against their own work). Staff may also struggle with finding time to commit to self-reporting, a common issue as Levine and Leibert (1987) suggest that “planning requirements often have the unintended effect of overloading teachers and administrators.” (p. 398). Despite the whole school and beyond being involved in the creation of an SDP, quality and quantity will vary greatly from each contributor due to time and expertise, and so editing the inputs into one coherent document is an enormously time-consuming task for managerial staff. 
To ensure all stockholders reading the document understand the language and timeline of development, SDPs will highlight several priorities that encompass wider themes of improvement and suggest steps to develop the area in simple but specific terms. Bourne and Pollard (1994) suggest that these priorities (or key concepts), “bring coherence to the curriculum; they identify priorities; they are identifiable and communicable to children; they enable progression to be built into the curriculum.” (p.196) However, with such priorities comes a hierarchy of importance within the school which not all will agree with – some will put health and well-being targets above literacy based on personal beliefs while others will argue literacy should be more important and tackled first – thus leading to internal tension or even conflict. 
The social and economic factors surrounding school context are also a concern when developing SDPs as the relevant budget and scope of the school must be considered. Those in lower income areas (such as the school referenced throughout) are likely to have less of a budget but the same number of areas to cover and improvements to be made as their wealthier counterparts, meaning the quality of the improvements named in the SDP may suffer. This is not always the case and research has shown this, for example in a large-scale analysis of data and School Improvement Plans (SDPs were previously known as SIPs) from 311 schools, Fernandez (2011) reported that: "even when controlling for important socioeconomic characteristics of each school, the quality of the SIP was positively related to school improvement in math and reading scores and statistically significant.” (p.354) By controlling the external characteristics of the schools studied, the results suggest that the relationship between SIP/SDP quality and learner performance is not simply a product of wealthy schools being more likely to create high quality improvement plans and therefore achieving better academic results. The ability to construct and implement a high-quality SDP is therefore individual to each school regardless of its budget constraints. 
In order to thrive in the increasingly demanding school contexts, teachers 	must adapt to 	the diverse students’ needs through educational adjustment to new pedagogical 			approaches, education policies, and educational reform efforts. In this regard, teachers 		need continuous support through multiple professional development opportunities to 		deepen content and pedagogical knowledge and to improve teaching skills.
       Jimoyiannis et al (2014) p.1970
As Jimoyiannis et al (2014) describes, the adaptation of education is ever evolving and thus so must be teacher training and development opportunities. Singled out as a priority in the SDP attached, professional development is paramount in improving the pedagogy and innovation throughout the school. The vast array of training opportunities available to schools in Wales means that the level of variation from school to school will be high, even more so in different towns or regions. Traditionally, the development opportunities centre around task-oriented projects or courses which have a defined timeframe and learning viewed as a series of incidents or observations (Smith & Rowley, 2005, p.94). This more common method of development is found in most SDPs and teacher training modules, which will be familiar to most practitioners after studying for relevant teaching qualifications in a similar style of assessment. However, some professional development adopts an inquiry stance (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999, p.249) and shifts the focus from question and answer towards engagement in active learning and self-directed processes without a clear timeframe/deadline. Without time constraints or an intentional goal-oriented activity, the professional development becomes more of a fluid and constant relationship between practice, inquiry and reflection. 
Developing an action point:
As mentioned above, the SDP discussed was created using self-evaluation data from all staff – this offers a range of both advantages and disadvantages. Some theorists support such a method, like Cranton (2001, p.16) who praises self-evaluation as a means for protecting the emancipatory teacher interests and processes. It also protects the finances of the school; less evaluative observations/meetings mean staff can teach without taking time away to critic their colleagues. Towndrow and Tan (2009, p.290) also support self-evaluations, claiming they are “encouraging teachers to increase their awareness of, and to evaluate, their own teaching.” The role of reflection in professional development is crucial as a Professional Standard in teacher training from the Welsh Government (2018), which encourages a strong level of awareness in all teaching practitioners. By encouraging self-evaluation as data input for its SDP, the school has offered teachers a level of assessment familiar to them, enabling a sense of development in their own practice that contributes directly to the development of the whole school. The format of such self-evaluation can vary however which, as the head teacher notes during a professional conversation on the SDP (Head and Deputy of School, 2023), does present some challenge to the method. A lack of structure means that although practitioners are free to express their evaluations in any form they wish (often brief reports, daily check-ins or structured codes), this can make it harder to collate into one cohesive document. To combat this affecting the SDP as a whole, the head teacher implemented a RAG (red, amber, green) rating system that ensures consistency in evaluation results. [image: ]
   Figure 1 – SDP Reflection coding
The structure clearly labels three colours as acceptably developed but with varying degrees of attention needed to improve. The red indicates a lack of progress in the recommendation for improvement and thus would be labelled a priority in later reviews of the SDP if recorded. This allows for the prioritisation of improvements to be made in the school which may help reduce the impact of the SDP on staff, as not all will have the time to develop everything in their area at once. This is just one form of self-evaluation that offers a robust and simple track record of the development plans but does not come without its own issues. For example, the SDP is constantly added to and changed but staff are only made to contribute termly, and so many may leave a large timeframe between self-evaluating and recording their findings and so a drop in reliable data could occur. As Macbeath (2006, p.143) discusses, genuine self-evaluation “happens most of the time spontaneously and intuitively...It is implicit in the work that teachers take home with them and in the planning and preparation for the next lesson.” 
The process of self-reflection was completed by the teaching practitioners in the school, but the SDP was also influenced by the parents and families of the pupils. The importance of parental engagement is also highlighted as a development opportunity in the SDP and has been increasing steadily overall in education for some years. Munn (1998) discusses the growth in the role of parents and family in the school system:
Parental voice, expressed through school boards and governing bodies, can be 			represented as an example of making one aspect of civil society public by giving rights to 	the laity in the matter of school governance, thus emphasizing the collective rights 		of parents and others as citizens in the general welfare of the school system.
   Munn (1998) p.380
The involvement of parents in the school is growing but is still in the development stage with several stages of improvement to be made as per the SDP. The rights of the parents and families to influence school policies and activities is exercised by the four parent governors of the school, who attend bi-termly meetings with the deputy and head of school to discuss the SDP and its progress as well as any other concerns. This close line of communication provides the community an accessible route to policy creation and authentic improvements relevant to their children and by extension the rest of the pupils in the school. By allowing parents to affect change in the SDP, the school effectively creates a response to the combination of the various stakeholders needs, allowing for a well-rounded and thorough development plan that encompasses the school and the community surrounding it. The effect of such an engagement is also felt by the children, for example, Parcel and Dufur (2001, p.954) found that parental involvement in school activities (such as PTA meetings and after school clubs) had a positive impact on their children’s mathematic achievements. A growing number of research studies (e.g. Thompson [2002], Jeynes [2003], Rumberger and Palardy [2005], etc) also support the existence of a positive relationship between parental engagement with school policy/activities and children's academic achievements. 
Reflection and conclusion: 
When evaluating the work of the school to develop professional learning opportunities, it is important to first reflect on the actions identified to improve the situation and its relevance - for example:
[image: ]
      Figure 2 – SDP priority 4 
The above action is one of seven in the priority 4 section of the SDP which aims to further improve standards of learning by training all staff as often as possible in varied sectors. The action was identified by the introduction of a new head teacher to the school the same time as the new ALN bill was passed in Welsh government (2020), and so understanding the implications of the changes in ALN provision added as a task for all staff to complete. Developing pupil profiles (and/or IDPs) is a broad goal which is why the outcome and impact section including smaller steps to success are useful to any stakeholders reading the SDP, however the language could be considered somewhat ambiguous. There are little criteria available to test or evaluate that the staff can indeed ‘understand the ALN bill’ as understanding is so subjective, and without a method of testing for this or deadline for such understanding to be reached, it could be a difficult task. This could be rectified by changing the outcome slightly, instead running an ADDS session whereby the ALN bill is dissected and explained by all staff so that SLT and Heads of school can not only ensure they themselves understand the bill, but that they can confidently identify staff members that have a clear understanding and those that may need additional sessions to fully grasp the consequences of the law. This would take up ADDs session time but would cost little compared to external training and ensure that understanding was clearly encouraged and witnessed rather than guessed at. It is noted however, that the Autumn term scored red for limited progression but improved to amber for satisfactory progress by the next term, highlighting the improvement to all stakeholders. 
The number one priority labelled in the SDP centres around developing a sense of well-being for both pupils and staff, and details seventeen actions which then have several steps to achieve each. This is the most action points of any priority and more of them are RAG rated green than any other priority, suggesting that ordering the improvements in a hierarchal way does impact the effectiveness and speed of change. The focus on Health and Wellbeing as an AoLE is a common one, particularly since the COVID 19 pandemic caused many families to isolate and home-school during lockdown, inevitable consequences of mental well-being are still being revealed. An NHS survey taken in 2020 revealed that 16% of children aged 5–16 years self-reported that they were experiencing symptoms in line with a mental health condition, increasing from 10.8% of children just three years earlier. (NHS Digital Lifestyle Team, 2020). This increase means demand from schools for wellbeing support has been overwhelming in the recent years, giving rise to SDP actions such as the school’s priority 1, to develop and increase the amount of support and time given to ensuring emotional and mental wellbeing for children, as well as staff. This, along with the professional development focus, will inform my own practice after witnessing first-hand the passion and hard work staff have put into creating the action points and priorities of the SDP. The passion to educate and facilitate staff wellbeing to better pupils' learning resonates with me deeply and will remain at the forefront of my mind as I enter the world of teaching. 
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