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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.

Introduction

This written report will critically reflect and investigate methods employed by the placement school in relation to meeting an aspect for improvement, identified within the School Development Plan, reinforced with evidence gathered whilst undertaking my Professional Teaching Experience within the learning institution.

Following careful deliberation of teacher self-evaluation documents, perceived weaknesses were identified within the current teaching methods. Six priorities for improvement have been acknowledged within the School Development Plan, as a means of refining and counteracting the limitations identified, within the current curriculum; intimated during discussion with my senior mentor.

The chosen aspect for improvement to be discussed is the action point of ‘ensuring good learning and teaching practice with an aim for excellence in the classroom, focussing on the development of capabilities’. 

For the purposes of this investigation, the school will be referred to as School X, in order to maintain anonymity, in addition to ensuring an objective argument. The school provides educational provision for mixed gender pupils between the ages of 11-18 and serves multiple, primarily rural, communities within the north Carmarthenshire area. It was established in 2013 after the amalgamation of two older educational institutions “delivered in partnership with the Welsh Government through its 21st Century Schools programme”, as emphasised by (Cyngor Sir Gar, 2018).

Literature review

Planning is an essential part of the quotidian work of schools in their efforts to meet the needs of their students. A School Development Plan (SDP) is an effective means of implementing these measures within the school community. A vast array of schools participate in this activity in order to act in their pupils’ best interests, as supported by (SDPI, 1999, p.5).

The process of school development is elaborated by (Llywodraeth Cymru, 2018, p.3) who divulge how an “SDP will be informed by the regular self-evaluation a school undertakes of its own performance and contextual data and will contain the school’s improvement priorities”. 

(Llywodraeth Cymru, 2018, p.3) further expound upon the significance of this collective data and research, in setting out “how the school will achieve its targets, in relation to its priorities, and how it will use the resources it has available”. It also addresses “how the school intends to develop its staff” within the framework of the School Development Plan, in the attainment of school priorities and targets.
This notion of developing staff is supported by (DERA, 2005, p.7) who accentuates how the majority of schools “consult extensively with staff when formulating their SDPs; they use the outcomes of School Development Days (SDDs), staff focus groups and questionnaires” prior to presenting proposals for “senior management teams” after consideration of “an appropriate evidence base to determine the nature and priorities of the plan”. 

Thompson (2012 p.3) emphasises the negative attributes of school development planning by underlining how “the priorities in any development plan a school is constructing are potentially compromised between the need for improvement in league tables and progress towards whole school inclusion”. This outlook is reinforced by Xaba (2006) who elaborates that the process of school improvement is “fraught with numerous challenges that require an approach that focuses on its purpose”.

These negative attitudes towards school development are contested by Chetcuti (2007) who provides a more constructive viewpoint which addresses that while there are “a number of hurdles to be overcome” as a means of reaping the “benefits that a sound school development process is bound to provide”, he also intimates the numerous positive outcomes of a school development plan. 

Under the improved model for school improvement, the present regional procedures for the improvement of schools are fortified. A vision of “regional school improvement consortia working on behalf of local authorities”, as stipulated by (Llywodraeth Cymru, 2014, p.2), inspires the national model, in which the aim is to advance the performance of institutions and the education of youths. The Challenge adviser is a vital element of this endeavour.

Largescale transformational developments are the outcomes found in the wake of the new regional system, which will develop the schools at an internal level. It will be the role of Challenge advisers to increase capacity and sustainability in school enhancement programmes ensuring that standards are met in presenting high-brow teaching and education. (Llywodraeth Cymru, 2014, p.2) conveys that the challenge adviser will be a means of “supporting and challenging school leaders to improve performance and brokering support that has a positive impact on learners”. It is suggested that Challenge Advisers may be employed in full time work by an organisation or indeed accepted as a part-time employee. 

The fundamental role of the challenge adviser is exemplified by (Llywodraeth Cymru, 2014, p.3) in detailing the collaboration between the school, local authorities and the regional consortia, in adhering to the “national model for regional working”. (Llywodraeth Cymru, 2014, p.3) accentuate upon this notion through particularising that:

“the SDP will also serve a key role in informing the engagement of Challenge Advisers in their ‘challenge and support’ role with schools, and be a means whereby local authorities and regional consortia have a clear single reference point for schools’ planned improvement activities”. 

The essence of the action point of ‘ensuring good learning and teaching practice with an aim for excellence in the classroom, focussing on the development of capabilities’ lies in the assertion of good progress in the development of thinking skills and pupil capabilities.

The fundamental qualities in the development of capabilities are disclosed by (LJHS, 2016) as to “provide more chances for children to apply and develop their knowledge and understanding by planning lessons and questions which allow pupils time to reflect” in addition to developing their “thinking skills and personal capabilities and their oral communication skills”.

The development of children is expanded upon by Biggeri (2007) who regards this process as “an expansion of capabilities” or of “positive freedoms”. He further emphasises the significance of “capabilities, choices, and conditions during childhood and adolescence” and how these factors “crucially affect children’s position and capabilities as adults”. 

Biggeri (2007) also highlights that “deficiencies in important capabilities during childhood not only reduce the well-being” of individuals, though it could have greater “societal implications”. This is therefore a vital aspect to instil and nurture in addition to ensure that children progress in an educational environment.


Developing an action point

In forming the school development plan, it is vital that one incorporates a variety of qualities for improvement. These qualities would synthesise many factors including that the school act in the best interests of the pupils and formulate a structured plan to deal with all eventualities and commit to evolving the school environment to meet pupil needs.  

An element that must be considered in developing a school development plan is the process of self-evaluation. (DERA, 2006, p.1) emphasises that self-evaluation “provides the best means to identify strengths, weaknesses and areas for improvement” within the context of school improvement.

Chapman and Sammons (2013, p.2) define school self-evaluation as a process in which “members of staff in a school reflect on their practice and identify areas for action to stimulate improvement in the areas of pupil and professional learning”. 
The authors stipulate how the process of school self-evaluation “should be part of an ongoing process” focused on review and driven by school outcomes. 

Chapman and Sammons (2013, p.18) further elaborate that “self-evaluation is not a task for school leaders alone” and that other groups should have an involvement in coordinating the process “if their position as stakeholders within the school” is to be recognised professionally.

On the basis of self-evaluation, the school development plan emphasises the current situation of school X, in addressing the priority of developing pupil capabilities. The document conveys how this action point has not been focused upon previously within the curriculum, in addition to stating that within certain subjects, tasks are presented that are not relevant to the scheme of work. Therefore, moving forward, the school must be more inclusive of schemes of work which serve to enhance the cognitive thinking skills of pupils.

Xaba (2006) explains the need for “realistic development plans” within a school development plan. This emphasis for setting realistic and achievable targets is evident within the planning process of School X. Having discussed the intricacies of the school development plan with my senior mentor, he disclosed how prior to the integration and formalisation of the priorities identified for development, the Challenge Adviser inspected the school over a ten day period, to ensure that the priorities set are realistic and challenging for learners, in addition to ascertaining as to whether the school had established a clear system for improvement.

This notion of establishing realistic targets for improvement is substantiated by the success criteria outlined by School X, in attaining the priority of raising pupil capabilities and ensuring good learning and teaching practice. This is quantified by the school development plan, which expands on how improved teaching methods lead to superior student exam results, in addition to greater inclusion of literacy, numeracy and digital ability across the curriculum. They also reinforce the importance of developing a high standard of skills, with special regard to creativity, entrepreneurship and digital literacy. There would also be a focus on cognitive skills and metacognition which would be personified by the planning and implementation of lesson plans.  

These standards are reflected in the report conducted by (Estyn, 2017, p.13) upon inspection of School X, which delineates how the “core subject indicator” is utilised to exemplify the “percentage of pupils achieving level 5 or above in English or Welsh first language, mathematics and science in combination”.  The report expands on this data through analysis and comparison of the benchmark quartile of pupils in the “year 9 cohort” against the national “Wales average”. Upon reflection of the data, there are a variety of results that present that there are both positive and negative outcomes to the relevant examinations.  This trend is exemplified by the percentage of pupils who received 93% in English, which is 3.8% higher than the national average of 89.2%. A similar positive outcome is observable in the percentage of learners receiving 94.9% in Mathematics, again indicating an increase of 3.8%. In comparison with these figures, the data reflects the underperformance of Welsh as a first language within the institution, with students receiving poor results continually over a two-year period, paralleled by the national average. In 2016, pupils achieved 90.2% in level 5+, which was 1.8% lower than the average for Wales, in addition to 36.8% attaining level 6+, demonstrating the larger deficiency compared to the national result of 57.2% and thus falling into the benchmark quartile of 4 according to (Estyn, 2017, p.13) which pertains to the “lowest performing 25% of schools”. Therefore, the inclusion of developing capabilities within the school development plan is justified, as it is apparent that School X has taken on board the advice recommended by (Estyn, 2017, p.13) in developing this priority.

The engagement of stakeholders in developing an action point is accentuated by Anderson et al (2001, p.57) who distinguish stakeholders as “those who have a legitimate interest in the continuing effectiveness and success of an institution”. 

Stoll and Fink (1995, p.134, quoted in Anderson et al 2001, p.57) expands upon the inclusion of stakeholders, in developing the notion that the “school in most communities is the central social agency” within the wide-ranging network of “individuals, groups, organisations and institutions which share responsibility for the growth and development of pupils”.

Anderson et al (2001, p.57) develop upon the role of both “internal” and “external” stakeholders, emphasising their role within the institution and the wider educational community. The authors elaborate how the “internal stakeholders are by far the most influential” in shaping perceptions of a school, in terms of performance and character. Placing great emphasis on the overall impact of stakeholders, both individually and in terms of “team performance”. 

Anderson et al (2001, p.57) continue to expand upon the responsibility of stakeholders in the “transmission” of a school’s reputation, and how such clients are “crucial in the communication of the institution and what it stands for to the wider community”.

This notion of engaging with the wider community is exemplified by School X in establishing a community wide incentive that aims to “improve pupils” confidence and application of everyday numeracy skills, through development and delivery of a ‘real-world’ project” as accentuated by (Addo, 2016).

(Addo, 2016) detail the progress of School X in promoting creative practitioners, individuals, partnerships, studios and organisations “to work with a group of fifteen year 8 boys aged 12 to 13 at key stage 3” to identify a problem or issue in the community and develop creative and collaborative solutions that serve to engage the cognitive capability of the pupils and promote thinking skills. 

This demonstrates the efforts of School X in meeting the priority of greater pupil capability, as it evidences the attitude of the institution in developing positive relationships through transforming “learners’ attitudes and engagement levels” in addition to establishing an “inspiring learning environment, within which the process of developing their numeracy skills may be achieved”. School X is also interested in working with the wider educational community to “engage parents in this process”, as emphasised by (Addo, 2016) in partnership with School X.

Reflection and Evaluation

In enacting the priority for improving pupil capabilities, School X has developed an action plan in order to create activities and strategies to ensure improvement. Of these strategies, the appointment of a Support Co-ordinator has been beneficial in developing the capabilities of pupils across the curriculum.

In reflection of how School X has made progress in implementing this action point, it is important to note that the availability of resources may have prejudiced this investigation and impacted the efficacy of the report, as access to schemes of work and subject specific lesson plans were limited.
The school development plan of School X emphasises the function of the Support Co-ordinator in establishing the school policy for developing pupil capability. The role of the Support Co-ordinator is to collaborate with heads of departments, to examine lesson plans and revise the current level of provision demonstrated in meeting the priority, with particular emphasis given to the quality of provision given towards developing capabilities in literacy, numeracy and digital skills, during observation and examination of lessons.
School X has delineated that the key evidence sources in meeting this objective can be observed through scrutiny of lesson observations and lesson planning, in addition to assessment of national test results.
Harries (2019) develops upon this notion of pupil test results in elaborating how 68% of year 11 pupils who sat their GCSE examinations in 2019 “gained the Level 2+ threshold” purporting to the learners who received five GCSEs or equivalent at grades of A* to C in core subjects. Harries (2019) further elaborates that “85% of pupils gained five or more Level 2 qualifications”. 

Analysis of this data demonstrates that the school has made progress in meeting this particular priority, as 68% of students received five grades of A* to C quality. This is an increase of 3.9% from the GCSE results of school X in 2017, at the time of the Estyn inspection, and subsequent implementation of the school development plan in addressing the recommendations for improvement specified; specifically, the development of pupil capabilities. (Wales Online, 2019).

An alternative method for ensuring that this priority is met would be the use of capability development projects as advocated by Ako (2020) who elaborates how such projects are intended to improve student learning in schools and communities of learning. 
Ako (2020) stipulates that projects such as this could include the delivery of presentations and workshops, to promote pupil capability and cognitive skills, in addition to “offering professional learning events and online learning opportunities” which would aim to establish creativity and entrepreneurship skills, as well as a strong emphasis on the development of digital literacy.

Conclusion

In conclusion, in undertaking this report I have acquired a greater understanding of the intricacies in the development and implementation of a School Development Plan. Particular emphasis is put on the action point of developing pupil capabilities, which I shall consider and incorporate in my teaching practice in future. By means of this investigation, I have realised how valuable it is to engage with stakeholders in developing an action point, as it sets realistic targets and ensures that the needs of the pupil are always at the pinnacle of one’s concern.
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