How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base. 

Introduction
In the introduction you need a very brief summary of the task you have been given and the aspect you have chosen to write about. You also need to give a brief outline of the context of the school.

A School Development Plan (SDP) is a comprehensive roadmap created by a school to identify areas of improvement and plan strategies to enhance the quality of education they provide (Welsh Government, 2022). The process involves a thorough analysis of the school’s performance and outlines specific targets to address identified areas of improvement. The SDP is informed by regular self-evaluation of performance and contextual data carried out by the school, with support from relevant stakeholders including local authority advisors (Welsh Government, 2014). 

This report will outline how a school develops one aspect of its SDP, how this target is addressed and how the impact is measured within an evidence-based framework. A large primary school in Carmarthenshire will be the focus of this report. 14% of pupils in the school are eligible for Free School Meals which is below the Welsh national average of 19%. 15% of pupils are identified as having Additional Learning Needs, which is below the national average of 21%. The school’s population is predominantly White British, with the majority speaking English at home (Estyn, 2018).

This school’s SDP outlines six strategic targets. For the purposes of this report, the Language, Literacy and Communication target will be discussed, namely to embed principles of imitation, innovation and independent application to improve writing across the school.

Literature review

School improvement is a key part of the Welsh Government’s educational strategy to provide a high-quality education that enables every learner, whatever their background or circumstance, to achieve their full potential and thrive in our modern society (Welsh Government, 2022). Adhering to the Curriculum for Wales (2022), a fundamental part of this school improvement process will be supporting schools to ensure that every learner makes progress, contributing to the four purposes of the curriculum.

Countries across the world have embarked on substantial programmes of educational reform with the aim of raising student outcomes and achievement (McLure and Aldridge, 2022). A large amount of time and money are invested into these initiatives, but the success is varied (Masters 2014; Alkhater 2016; Van Kuijk, Mullender-Winjnsma and Bosker 2021). Evidence indicates that change efforts may not be resulting in the desired outcomes (OECD, 2019). Results from the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), which is often the impetus for reform initiatives, indicate that many countries have made limited progress (Crato, 2021). For Wales, the most recent PISA results do show an improvement, but results still lag behind over UK nations (Jerrim, 2021). 

School reform policies across the world have mandated a form of formal school improvement plans as a means of facilitating change (Welsh Government, 2022; No Child Left Behind Act, 2001). The goal of these plans to to ensure time and attention is dedicated to implementing these reforms and that progress against the plans can be tracked (Strunk et al., 2016). There is an underlying assumption that these plans facilitate improved outcomes for learners and contribute to desired school reform (Fernandez, 2011). However, there is limited research on the efficacy of school improvement planning, especially research which is specific to the Welsh context.

Formal improvement plans are intended to improve goal development, alignment and completion in schools (Meyers and VanGronigen, 2019). However, there is evidence that the plans often lack rigour and the process is prone to flaws (Mintrop and MacLellan, 2002; Meyers and VanGronigen, 2019). For example, use of templates created by government bodies could reduce the school leader’s autonomy and constrain their authentic plan development to fit into the box of the pre-approved plan (VanGronigen and Meyers, 2017). One key potential pitfall of SDPs is that having regular overhauls of strategies and management can waste value time and resource, particularly if there is limited evidence for their effectiveness (Bobic and Davis, 2003). There is a danger of implementing strategies that are not backed by evidence-based research. Interventions such as learning styles, brain training and brain gym were popular fads taken up by schools but which lacked research evidence and have since been debunked as myths (Pashler et al., 2008). To be effective in improving and sustaining teaching performance, schools should not feel obliged to follow trends, especially those that are unproven (Estyn, 2018b). Effective school leaders should have the confidence to say no to initiatives that do not align with their priorities, and should focus on using research evidence and action research to inform decisions (Estyn, 2018b).

Research on SDPs in American schools reports that better quality plans are correlated with higher pupil test scores, even after controlling for pupil demographics and prior achievement (Fernandez, 2011; Reeves, 2011; Huber and Conway, 2015). It is important to note that correlation does not prove causation and it cannot be confirmed that the SDP directly caused the improved scores. The association between plan quality and test scores could be caused by other institutional dynamics. For example, the quality of the staff might be driving the improved performance rather than the quality of the plan, and schools with more experienced leaders are more capable to drafting high quality plans (Fernandez, 2011). Another American study found that initially strong relationships between plan quality and outcomes lesson over time (Strunk et al., 2016). They highlight the importance of considering how implementable the plans are and detailing the staff how are overseeing specific elements of the plan as well as the resources required to implement the plan to help avoid logistical issues (Strunk et al., 2016). A common theme across studies is that overall, plan quality is weak (Meyers and VanGronigen, 2019). 

Research on the efficacy of formal planning in noneducational settings is generally in support of role it plays in enhancing organisational performance (Strunk et al., 2016). Multiple studies found positive relationships between formal improvement plans and organisational performance (e.g. Armstrong 1982; Miller and Cardinal, 1994; Vagnani, Gatti and Projetti, 2019). It is clear from the literature that merely generating a strategic plan is not enough to reform a school. A SDP must be paired with a true commitment to change and supported by the necessary resources to enable such change (Strunk et al., 2016). Given the growing prevalence of school planning, more research is needed to explore and evaluate school plans, particularly the relationship between plan writing, plan quality and intended outcomes of educational reforms such as improved pupil progress.

A common target of both government level school reform and individual school SDPs is to improve literacy. Literacy’s importance in the Welsh curriculum is recognised in the creation of the National Literacy Programme, which ensures literacy skills are developed across the curriculum areas (Welsh Government, 2016). In evaluations of literacy programmes across Welsh schools, teachers and leaders express the importance of having clear guidance and exemplifications to support them to plan and teach literacy (Welsh Government, 2016). As such, some school decide to opt into literacy schemes provided by external organisations. 

Talk for Writing is a whole-school literacy programme developed by Pie Corbett (2011) with the aim of improving children’s writing skills. The approach emphasises three teaching methods: “Imitation” (pupils learn texts by heart, so they can internalise the structure and language), “Innovation” (pupils adapt text to create their own versions) and “Invention” (pupils apply what they have learnt to create their own original text). These methods aim to improve writing ability by giving pupils an understanding of the structures and elements of written language (Corbett & Strong 2011). Young writers benefit from explicit explorations of these processes through supportive talk, which enables them to share in the thinking involved in creative writing (Corbett and Strong, 2011).

Two major principles underpin the Talk for Writing programme: the role of oral language and the role of reading in shaping writing. Linguistic features of young writers are first acquired in their oral language (Donaldson and Cooper, 2013), and there is a correlation between children’s vocabulary and measures of text quality (Olinghouse and Wilson, 2013). This supports the rationale of focusing on oracy skills when first developing writing. However, this connection weakens as children get older and text becomes linguistically more complex than speech (Dockrell, Marshall and Wyse, 2015). In terms of reading, there is extensive research showing that reading skills support pupil’s writing (Abbot, Berninger and Fayol 2010; McCarthy, Hogan and Catts, 2012). 

While the research literature provides indicative support for the underlying principles of the Talk for Writing programme, there is limited research on some of its specific features. However, the absence of research on a particular approach does not necessarily mean it is ineffective, but rather that there is no empirical evidence to draw conclusion from. Dockrell, Marshall and Wyse (2015) evaluated the programme being trialled in primary schools and found that teachers were enthusiastic, found it easy to implement and reported improvements in pupils writing. However, they caution that more research evidence is needed to securely evaluation the programmes’s impact on academic attainment and tease out the specific aspects that are required for improvements in writing (Dockrell, Marshall and Wyse, 2015). 


Developing an action point

The school development planning process is guided by regulations set out by the Welsh government which outline the content and timetable for school development planning (Welsh Government, 2022). However, it is for individual schools to determine the cycle of self-evaluation and development planning that suits the needs of their school (Welsh Government, 2014). A school in Carmarthenshire will be discussed here to illustrate this process, referred to as School X to follow BERA (2018) anonymity guidelines. 

Self-evaluation

School improvement planning begins with self-evaluation, a vital tool which allows schools to reflect upon their performance (Welsh Government, 2014). This process will enable schools to identify their priorities for the year, but is also an opportunity to identify strengths as a way of building on success and sharing best practice (Welsh Government, 2014). School X used their most recent Estyn report as a starting point to feed into their self-evaluation process and build their priorities (Headteacher Y, 2023) It was outlined in their Estyn report that while literacy was generally good across the school, opportunities for pupils to write creatively and at length were less developed (Estyn, 2018). Alongside this qualitative data, feedback from staff outlined that clear guidance and examples of how to support writing would be beneficial to the school. Thus, the self-evaluation process led to the school adopting the Talk for Writing programme across the school and setting the priority of ensuring the processes of imitation, innovation and invention are embedded in their school (Headteacher Y, 2023).

Data analysis 

Data plays a key role in informing the self-evaluation process (Welsh Government, 2022). BERA (2022) states that a school’s culture should recognise the important role of evidence and data use in school improvement. Specifically, that sufficient resource should be devoted to training staff in collecting, analysis and using data (BERA, 2022). A key piece of data used by School X is pupil test scores on both Welsh National tests and regular testing carried out by the school (Headteacher Y, 2023).  Estyn () has identified a strong correlation between self-evaluation process that focus on impact and outcomes and improvements in educational experiences and outcomes in learners. This finding indicates that having a focus on learner outcomes, measured by frequent testing, will support school improvement in School X. However, it is cautioned that data is used proportionately alongside first-hand evidence including staff and pupil voice (Welsh Government, 2022). 

Stakeholders

The creation of an SDP is a collaborative process that involves all stakeholders, including learners, parents, teachers and the wider community (Welsh Government 2022). School X’s SDP is currently lead by the senior leadership team, with school staff feeding into the process. They have limited pupil voice input in their current SDP (Headteacher Y, 2023). Pupil voice is a vital part of any school system, enshrined in the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (1989) which stated that young people “have the right to express a view and the right to have the view given due weight” (Lundy, 2007, p.931). Research shows that pupils are capable of giving rich and nuanced accounts of their experiences in school and that they are capable and deserving of playing a key role in shaping school policy (Simmons, Graham and Thomas, 2015). Given the important role of pupil voice, this is an area for development for School X, discussed further in the following section. 

Strategic planning

Once a priority is identified, the SDP should include strategic planning on how the target is going to be achieved (Welsh Government, 2014). For this to be successful, it should clearly outline a strategy for how the target will be met, a timeline and who is responsible for each process (Welsh Government 2014). For School X, their strategy was to embed the Talk for Writing programme across the school. In previous years, School X had a literature spin which mapped which books each year group would explore each year. While they found that this lead to increases enthusiasm for books, they were not seeing any direct impact on attainment (Headteacher Y, 2023). Thus, this year their plan includes drilling down into the method of creative writing, following the approach of ‘Imitation, Innovation, Invention’. All staff attended an INSET training day on using the method and were supported by curriculum leads to design a curriculum map for the year, outlining how the periods of imitation, innovation and invention would fit into the wider curriculum plans (Headteacher Y, 2023).

Measuring impact 

A SDP should be a live document, which is regularly updated and referred to across the school year to track progress (Welsh Government, 2014). During the school year, School X assesses their process against their targets using monthly monitoring activities such as book looks, learning walks, pupil progress meetings and staff feedback. The headteacher is then responsible for RAG (Red, Amber, Green) rating the schools process against these targets (Headteacher Y, 2023).

Estyn (2018) state that it is important that this process is supportive rather than punitive. Research shows that co-operative learning is effective and the effect of peer learning and feedback is particularly powerful in helping teacher to refine their practice (Hattie, Masters and Birch, 2016). School X use these monitoring activities as opportunities for open conversations between teachers and the supportive senior leadership team, rather than for scrutiny and for catching teachers out (Headteacher Y, 2023). This indicates that School X are engaging in positive co-operative learning practices to help them meet their targets. 

School X are in their first year of the Talk for Writing programme, so they have limited quantitative assessment data to assess how much progress pupils are making on improving their creative writing and ability to write at length (Headteacher Y, 2023). However, following a termly evaluation with an education support advisor from the local authority, School X received positive feedback on the Talk for Writing process being embedded across the school (Headteacher Y, 2023). Additionally, they are keeping an open dialogue between teachers, enabling them to share best practice and support each other throughout the implementation process. The next step for School X will be to assess the impact Talk for Writing is having on their pupil attainment levels and to develop the next stage of their strategic plan accordingly (Headteacher Y, 2023). 

Reflection and evaluation

The professional standards for teachers in Wales put effective pedagogy at the core of the school improvement process (Welsh Government, 2017). This is underpinned by research showing classroom teaching as being the greatest influence on pupil learning (Wiliam, 2016) and an OECD (2017) report outlining that developing a high-quality teaching profession is the key to the successful future of schools in Wales. School X have used this impetus as a key driver in the SDP process and selected priorities that aim to increase the quality of their classroom teaching. 

An area for development in School X’s SDP process is the involvement of pupils. There is research evidence showing the positive impact of young people being included in school improvement processes (Kendall, 2008). Firstly, on the benefit to the pupils, namely in the development of self-confidence and motivation in pupils who were part of a youth forum (Davies et al., 2006). Importantly, qualitative case study research indicates that these skills are transferable to the classroom. After participating in school decision-making processes, pupils felt more confident asking and answering questions in class and better able to concentrate in lessons (Welsh Government, 2010). Other positive benefits include improved behaviour, attainment and attendance, but these outcomes are more difficult to quantify and directly attribute to participation in school improvement processes (Whitty and Wisby, 2007). However, qualitative data from case study research is positive, with school staff linking participation in school improvement processes to positive changes in pupil behaviour (Welsh Government, 2010). Other schools report that pupil participation in school council activities correlates with improve attainment data (Welsh Government, 2010). Thus, preliminary evidence is indicative of the positive benefits to pupils of being involved in school improvement planning processes. 

Additionally, there is emerging evidence that young people’s participation has organisational benefits, including increased pace of change and greater awareness of young people’s needs (Kendall, 2008). Case study research reports that staff identify more positive organisational changes as a result of involving pupils in the planning process, as well as a improved staff attitude towards change (Welsh Government, 2010).

Owing to the positive role pupil voice can play in the school improvement planning process, School X could benefit from developing their processes to include their pupils. Examples of best practice involve setting up youth forums or focus groups to collect a sample of pupil opinion (Welsh Government, 2010). School X could involve pupils in the next stage of developing their Literacy, Language and Communication target by asking the pupils what the barriers are to extended writing or how they would like to be taught creative writing. 

As a way of improving literacy, School X have opted to follow an external programme, namely Talk for Writing. While this programme’s core principles arguably do have research support, not every aspect of the programme does (Dockrell, Marshall and Wyse, 2015). Therefore, School X may wish to closely monitor the impact of the programme within their school and follow the research literature carefully for more up-to-date evidence.  

Throughout School X’s monitoring activities, there was evidence of supportive co-operative learning processes as opposed to a punitive approach of checking up on staff (Headteacher Y, 2023). Such an approach is supported by research evidence showing its effectiveness in enabling teacher professional development (Hattie, Masters and Birch, 2016).An area which could be developed in School X is the using of a coaching or mentoring approach to support teachers to discuss and improve their practice. Whitmore (1999) developed the GROW (Goal, Reality, Options and Will/Way Forward) coaching conversation model to facilitate professional learning conversations. This helps staff to see see lesson observations not as external validation, but as a tool to improve practice and pedagogy (Estyn, 2018). 
 

Conclusion

SDPs are a government-mandated aspect of the school improvement process. However, it is worth noting that the research base on such plans is mixed and relatively limited (Fernandez, 2011; Strunk et al., 2016; Meyers and VanGronigen, 2019). What is evident is that there is a relationship between plan quality and school progress and that schools should be supported to ensure the process is worthwhile and not merely a tick box exercise (Strunk et al., 2016).

In focusing in on one example school, the process of how a SDP is created can be analysed. A key feature of this process is self-evaluation, and 

It is clear from the research around this topic that teacher quality is a vital component of the school improvement process (Wiliam, 2016). This provides an impetus for significant development into teacher professional development (Estyn, 2018). A key take-away for me professionally is a reminder of the important role that teachers play in shaping young people’s futures. To follow the Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015) 
















