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INTRODUCTION
The focus of this assignment will be to analyse how a learning organisation designs and implements a school development plan (SDP) from a particular action point or recommendation in order to set goals that seek to raise standards or learner outcomes. The SDP analysed in this assignment is a live document from a secondary school which will be anonymised and referred to as ‘School X’, in order to adhere to the ethical guidelines for educational research as outlined by the British Education Research Association (BERA, 2018). 
School X is an English medium comprehensive school with 1,134 pupils aged between 11-16 at the time of their last Estyn inspection in 2017.  School X is situated in South Wales with just over 14% of its pupils living in the one of the most economically deprived areas of Wales with 17% of pupils receiving free school meals (eFSM) which is in line with the national average of 17.1% (Egan, 2016;  Estyn, 2017).
The action point identified b as the focus of this assignment is to ‘maximise the performance of the individuals within the cohort and continue high expectations and outcomes at KS4 to ensure that every child achieves their best with particular emphasis improving the quality of teaching, especially the level of challenge for the more able students. To support and develop the wellbeing and attitudes to learning of all pupils in key stage 4’ (Appendix 1).

LITERATURE REVIEW
The Welsh Government (2014) describe a SDP as a document which outlines the strategy for improvement for an individual school, detailing actions required by the school to enhance literacy, numeracy and learner outcomes over a three-year period. The plan is a ‘living’ strategy which must be regularly reviewed to ensure targets remain relevant and measure achievement or shortfalls in attaining set targets (Welsh Government, 2014). The Welsh Government requires schools to publish School Improvement Guidance (Welsh Government, 2020) which alongside the strategic improvement plan places additional emphasis on pupil well-being. Both policy documents require schools to work with relevant stake-holders, including statutory agencies, whilst also requiring schools to become introspective and reflective in their self-assessments. SDPs are integral to the betterment of any learning organisation (Hopkins, 1998), as the education sector is one that is consistently changing at a fast pace it requires adaptability and good insight to the current and future needs of its stakeholders. It is important that any learning organisation has a well-designed and thoughtfully constructed SDP in order to support both long-term and short-term planning. 
Ball (1997) reminds us that all such strategic reviews must be ongoing exercises and that schools should not be identified as under or over performing on the evidence of a single review, but rather that the narrative should reflect the journey the school, its staff and its pupils have undertaken. Although on the one hand Ball’s (1997) comments could be perceived as criticising development plans it can also be taken as a support for the use of a ‘living’ strategy as proposed by the Welsh Government (2014, 2020).
Davies and Ellison (1998) are more robust critics of development plans. They hypothesise that many plans do not promote development but are often strategies to produce budgetary savings dressed up as ‘efficiencies’. However as their study predates the Welsh Government policies by a couple of decades it is not really possible to assume that the current approaches are anything other than the intent to improve opportunities and outcomes they purport to be.
The Welsh Government (2014) produced guidance defining an SDP as the school’s strategic plan for improvement. This was superseded in 2022 and replaced with a School Improvement Guidance (SIG) document (Welsh Government, 2022), following Donaldson’s curriculum review (Donaldson, 2015) and the introduction of the new Curriculum for Wales. The SIG document included significant emphasis on Wales curriculum reform, with particular focus on individual learner progression and well-being regardless of their background or circumstances (Welsh Government, 2022). This requirement was identified in the Welsh Government’s national mission which outlined the need to promote equity to help deprived learners aim high and set and achieve their goals (Williams, 2017).
Both documents are relevant to the discussion of School X’s SDP as the SIG document wasn’t published at the time of their last Estyn inspection whose recommendations have heavily informed the whole school targets as well as departmental targets established in its SDP. Though the two documents have some dissimilarities, both documents share similar guidance steps for establishing an efficient SDP, which follow a planning cycle of self-evaluation, strategic planning, action points and reviewing impact (Welsh Government, 2014 & 2022). 
School X’s target to “maximise the performance of the individuals within the cohort and continue high expectations and outcomes at KS4 etc.” could be criticised as comprising more than one target. However it is not really possible to achieve improved outcomes without meeting the other elements of the strategy highlighted in this ambition. For example the target to improve outcomes is clearly dependent on the recognition of the strong correlation between good quality teaching and learner outcomes (Fauth, et al., 2014; Looney, 2011; York, Gibson & Rankin, 2015)   This target is also in line with the recommendations made by Estyn following their most recent inspection and likely played a key role in setting their objectives. The school had reported an increase of 7.5% in their attainment of A*-A grades in their SDP and had outlined action points to keep steadily improving their results. Grades can represent a mixture of multiple factors (Brookhart et al, 2016) such as effort, ability, participation and improvement and relevant objectives have been set in school X’s SDP to ensure the steady improvement of attaining A*-A grades.
One element of the target exceeds the achievement of good exit grades however as there is an increasing understanding amongst educators of their role in not merely helping pupils to pass exams but the need to provide pupils with learning skills and attitudes they can transfer into their ongoing adult development (National Research Council, 2012). Bridgeland, Bruce and Hariharan (2013) suggest that for students from impoverished backgrounds the life-long learning skills promoted in school may be of greater importance than exit grades, so school X’s goal of supporting well-being and improving attitudes may provide long-term benefits to such pupils. Brookhart (2016) in a narrative review of a range of literature suggest that exit grades are not solely a measure of good teaching but that pupil outcomes are a multi-faceted phenomena dependent on a range of factors which include social and environmental factors of individual pupils and/or the school alongside engagement and teaching resources and methodologies. 

Action Points
Schools are most likely to strengthen their ability to provide enhanced outcomes for all pupils when they adopt ways of working that are consistent both with their own aspirations as a school community and the current reform agenda (Hopkins, 2015). For school X this would mean applying the four stages of the SDP (Self-evaluation; Strategic planning; Making improvement/action; Reviewing impact) to meet their expressed intent.

Self-Evaluation
The school has set an aspirational target to increase the percentage of more able pupils achieving a minimum of 5 A */A grades at GCSE level. The example provided shows that the school has made progress towards this target, with the percentage increasing from 10% in 2016 to 17.5% in 2017.
Self-evaluation refers to how schools reflect upon their performance through both qualitative and quantitative data and use this information as a basis for realistic, relevant, achievable, and sustainable improvements (Welsh Government, 2014). The requirement for self-reflection is necessary within any practitioner’s development as the process of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action inform their future experiences and improve practice (Schön, 1984). The Welsh Government introduced changes regarding how schools should approach their self-evaluation, expressing the need for Welsh schools to strengthen the importance of robust self-evaluation and to draw on a broader range of evidence, a key difference in the new guidelines for self-reflection is to recognise it as a starting point for work with local authorities and regional consortia in order to agree upon any additional support that may be required to attain their improvement targets (Welsh Government, 2022). 
The main purpose of the self-evaluation process is to identify and prioritise areas of improvement and set objectives which consider systems and strategies that may be implemented to help reach its goals. Strategic planning will consider a range of relevant factors and potential limitations that may be encountered when implementing an SDP, such as financial management and funding, staff development, and any post-inspection action plans (PIAP) and how National literacy and numeracy frameworks (LNF) are embedded into the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2014). Effective strategic planning should include a clear success criterion in order to tackle their individual objectives, and to ensure targets are both suitably challenging and quantifiable they must be approved by the governing body. 

Strategic Planning
Bryson (2004) discusses strategic planning in the public sector as the process of clearly articulating the nature, purpose and rational of the activities undertaken. For school X this would involve the school management sharing their vision with stakeholders including pupils, their families and teaching staff. School X has done this by expressing their desire to raise the number of students exiting with grades A or above. Although it is widely accepted that there is a correlation between good grades and good teaching (Stronge, Ward & Grant, 2011)  there is a conflicting argument proposing that it is difficult to define good education (McFarlane, 2019)  or even to define quality (Mukhopadhyay, 2020). The Welsh Government (2019) moved away from target setting as a means of identifying quality teaching preferring approaches which improve individual pupil outcomes rather than publishing league tables.
The school has reviewed its academic class structure and created two accelerated classes in each year group, which aim to challenge the more able pupils and provide them with more appropriate work. This action aligns with the SDP goal of improving standards for more able pupils. However this action could be criticised as it targets these MAT pupils as a group without recognising that the individual pupils may have different learning styles which could be addressed through a more discrete approach such as differentiation (Tomlinson, 2014). This is supported by Locke and Latham (2002) who suggest that pupil motivation increases when individual approaches which identify individuals’ goals and aspirations are adopted. 

Making Improvements
The school has also implemented higher-order teaching and learning strategies, which encourage independent learning and the development of higher-order questioning skill (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978). This action aligns with the SDP goal of improving teaching and learning quality.  There is an argument however that teaching higher-order thinking often results in lower levels of achievement (Hattie, 2009; Zohar & Alboher-Agmon, 2018) although Griffin (2012) broadly supports the approach, proposing that ‘poorer achieving’ pupils benefit most from this approach.
The school has a dedicated focus on MAT pupils in all department improvement plans, which shows a commitment to the SDP goal of improving standards for more-able pupils. Furthermore the school has developed four out of twelve pedagogical principles that aid in creating authentic, independent learners. These principles align with the SDP goal of improving teaching and quality.
Finally the school has a more robust tracking system in place to monitor progress toward the aspirational target. This action aligns with the SDP goal of using evidence to inform decision-making and measuring impact.

Reviewing Impact.
Overall, the example provided shows a clear link between the school’s SDP goal of improving standards for MAT pupils and the actions taken to achieve this goal. The example also highlights the importance of using evidence to inform decision-making and measure impact. Once established and approved by the governing body the next step in the SDP cycle is to put into practice the actions and strategies decided and share them with any stakeholders involved. This is particularly important when consulting staff as sustained commitment and high-quality leadership is crucial in the successful implementation of a SDP (Welsh Government, 2014). These actions and strategies are then scrutinised in the ongoing execution of the SDP, with regular reviews, updates and ongoing monitoring of data and findings which feed into the SDP as a live document.

Reflection & Evaluation
Gibbs (1988) proposed a model of reflection which is widely used in education and other professions. This cyclical model includes a section on ‘evaluation’ where learners are encouraged to review their experience considering both what went well and what went less well. The Welsh Government (2022) also propose a model of reflection, similar to Borton’s (1970) model, asking just three questions – ‘How well are we doing? How do we know? How can we improve?’  In reflecting on the SDP of school X I will attempt to do this. It is important to also consider the ‘analysis’ stage of reflection where the practitioner moves beyond describing events and attempts to provide meaning to the experience.
School X has produced a SDP in keeping with the requirements laid out by the Welsh Government. Having said that, the requirements state that the SDP must have a ‘clear vision’ (Welsh Government, 2014) and it could be argued that the target focussed on in this work is a little long-winded and would perhaps be clearer if split into smaller aims. 
When setting goals and objectives the acronym SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and time-based) is often used to ensure that the objective is clearly understood by all (Herridge, 2023). This rather wordy target does lack specificity and could be clearer if it was three goals. The Welsh Government (2008) has set standards for supporting those pupils deemed to be ‘more able and talented (MAT)’ so focussing on this aim is a worthy goal whilst supporting and developing wellbeing and attitudes is a laudable objective in its own right. Wellbeing is defined by the Welsh Government (2010) as a holistic state including a range of emotions and feelings including confidence, happiness. Etc. The SDP of school X in targeting this area helps to provide pupils with life-long skills (Laal & Salamati, 2012) which enable MAT students to continue to develop after leaving the school.
In evaluating the SDP it appears that it complies with the relevant legislation (Welsh Government, 2010, 2014) in setting standards and enabling achievement of goals. The SDP provides a resource for pupils, staff and other relevant stakeholders to measure the performance of the school. Fullan (2006) emphasises the need for schools to collaborate and work in partnership with governing bodies and other stakeholders in order to produce transparent plans that reflect the needs of the school and the wider community. The school has collaborated in this way and has identified and undertaken actions to meet the set goals and is constantly reviewing these as required (Fullan, 2006; Welsh Government, 2010, 2014). Whilst the plan could be written in a style that is easier to understand by lay persons, as not all those who access it will be engaged in education, it does provide a good framework for the schools ambitions.

Conclusion
School Development Plans provide a robust means for schools to liaise with stakeholders (Fullan, 2006) in taking cognisance of the schools current strengths and weaknesses, setting targets for improvement and developing the necessary plans to achieve those outcomes (Welsh Government, 2010, 2014). School X has developed and published such a plan and accessing it has helped me understand the concept and its application.
Working with stakeholders to develop the SDP is crucial under the policy but also enables me to develop my ability to work in diverse groups or teams in producing a joint vision for schools and their pupils (Ball, 1997; Hopkins, 2015). The opportunity to examine a strategy to support MAT pupils and to develop higher order skills (Griffin, 2012; Vygotsky & Cole, 1978) has also been enlightening and will aid my future practice. 
Reflecting on the plan is an important component of its function (Welsh Government, 2010, 2014) and undertaking this reflection has helped me better understand the reflection process and to understand how reflection models used as an individual may also be employed in wider developmental discussions (Borton, 1970; Gibbs, 1988; Schön, 1984; Welsh Government, 2022). These reflective skills will help me to continuously develop and improve my teaching throughout my career.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1: An extract from School X’s Art Departmental Development Plan.
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Current Performance: Capacity to Improve: Subsequent Monitoring:

cohort and continue high expectations and outcomes at KS4 to
ensure that every child achieves their best with particular
emphasis improving the quality of teaching, especially the level of
challenge for the more able students. To support and develop the
wellbeing and attitudes to learning of all pupils in key stage 4.

March 2017 Good Excellent None
Recommendation Commentary on progress
R1:To Ma; the performance of the individuals The more able and talented are highlighted as the group of learners who achieved a minimum of 5 A */ A at GCSE level. In 2017 this % had increased

from 10% (2016) to 17.5%. The following actions have taken place with regard to recommendation 1 and 2;

Aspirational targets are set.

‘The school has reviewed its academic class structure. As a result of internal exams and other performance indicators pupils will be set
accordingly from Year 8 onwards. We have created 2 accelerated classes in each year group thus challenging the more able and setting more
appropriate work.

Higher order teaching and learning strategies are used in class encouraging independent learning. Higher order questioning skills have been
developed

Dedicated MAT focus on all Department Improvement Plans

40f the 12 Pedagogical principles developed by staff aid creating authentic, independent learners

A more robust tracking system is in place.





