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Introduction

The aim of this assignment is to research how a school develops one aspect of its School Development Plan (SDP) and to produce a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact, and evidence base. The school I am focussing on will be identified as school X to comply with the BERA regulations of anonymisation (BERA 2018). The target of school X's SDP that I will be focussing on will be target 3 identified: To continue to develop teaching and learning and reducing the impact of poverty on educational attainment through the implementation of the Curriculum for Wales with a key focus on Welsh, Science and Technology, and Outdoor Learning. I will narrow down this focus to specifically look at the target 3c-to improve outdoor learning provision across the school. School X is an English medium primary school of 409 pupils. It is a happy, inclusive school in a deprived area of Bridgend County Borough. The school has a higher-than-average percentage of children eligible for free school meals, but a lower-than-average percentage of pupils identified as having an additional learning need (ALN). 4.8 percent of pupils have English as an additional language.  A recent ESTYN inspection in 2022 reported the behaviour of the children both in and around the school as exemplary (Estyn 2022).

Literature Review 

The school development plan is a strategic plan for improvement, which brings together, in a clear and simple way, the school’s priorities, the main measures it will take to raise standards, the resources dedicated to these, and the key outcomes and targets it intends to achieve (Department of Education).  There is a requirement from the board of governors to prepare, and periodically revise an SDP, by consulting the guidance provided by the Department of Education (Article 13 (3) of the 1998 Education order). Guidance has been produced to support schools in this process of evaluation and development (Every school a good school-school development planning-guidance, Jan 2011). The board of governors play a crucial role in developing the action plan and they work together collaboratively with the head, the leadership team, and all staff, as well as involving parents and pupils and any other agencies or community groups that work with and provide services to the school. 

The SDP plan starts by outlining a vision for the school. Then follows self-evaluation using quantitative data (assessment outcomes, exam results etc), and qualitative data (inspection reports, pupil reports, pupil, and parents’ perceptions of the school etc) to target areas of weakness that need to be improved. During this self-evaluation process, it is important to consider how well the school is doing compared to previous years, as well as compared to other schools. The next stage is to identify two to four target areas to focus on over the next three years and to produce an action plan per year on what the school will do to bring about those improvements. Members of staff will be assigned to each target and the financial and other resources and timescales to bring about the changes will also be reported. The SDP is then put into action and reviewed at the end of the 3-year period to determine if effective changes have been produced.



As mentioned earlier, the specific aspect of school X's development plan I have chosen to focus on is to improve outdoor learning provision across the school. ‘Outdoor learning’ is defined by the Institute for Outdoor Learning (IOL, 2018) as, ‘purposeful and planned experience in the outdoors' (Prince, H.2019). School-based provision is where outdoor learning is used to support curriculum delivery and consequently integrated into it (Fägerstam, 2014; Macquarrie, 2016). Research has shown that people derive a sense of well-being from using public space for different reasons (Cattell, et. al., 2008). It would therefore be beneficial to harness these benefits by making use of our natural environment and children have been identified as one of the key social groups to target (Nilsson, 2007).  Friedrich Froebel (1887) is in support of this view, and he places a huge emphasis on play.  Friedrich states that "Play is the highest expression of human development in childhood, for it alone is the free expression of what is in the child's soul".  The Council for Learning Outside the Classroom (CLOtC) is the national voice for learning outside the classroom and strongly promotes the view that every child should be given the opportunity to experience life outside the classroom walls as a part of their compulsory education.

However, Rickinson identified that there is a gap in knowledge about how teachers see the outdoor classroom and why and how they are using it (Rickinson 2004). As a result of this there has been increased research into initiatives to better inform practitioners to improve their use of outdoor learning, with an aim to increase its value in schools (IOL, 2018). The research also looked at the challenges and barriers involved in implementing outdoor learning in schools. 

The results of this research identified several key features of allowing outdoor learning to become a firm part of the primary school curriculum. The first is the values and beliefs of the teachers. Whilst most teachers are of the opinion that outdoor learning is beneficial in the curriculum, there are reservations about lack of expertise and experience and/or specialists to deliver the initiative.  Concerns regarding safeguarding and risk assessment are also issues that are hindering or restricting the use of outdoor learning. The DfE's latest guidance states that "children should be able to experience a wide range of activities. Health and safety measures should help them to do this safely, not stop them "(DfES.2006). There is however a lack of confidence in the risk assessment process which needs to be overcome.

Another issue is funding, it was found that some schools have lottery funding to secure an area, for example forest school provision, whereas a lot of schools do not have this opportunity. Most of the outdoor learning location appears to be the playground and day trips but there is an increasing number of schools partaking in residential trips to outdoor learning centres. Time is also another major factor influencing the use of outdoor learning. The study concludes however that although there are limiting factors, most teachers realise the potential for its place in the curriculum and aim to make this happen.


Developing an action plan

The SDP is a "live" document that is regularly monitored by school staff and annually by the government. The progress of the school is measured using the schools monitoring, evaluation, and review (MER) processes. To meet school X's target of improving outdoor learning provision across the school, the school has identified four key actions in its school development plan:

1. To revisit the outdoor learning action plan and review current practice and provision. 
    Update action plan to reflect findings.
2. To identify good practice through research and training to plan for outdoor learning.
3. Plan and implement learning activities across the curriculum including wellbeing.
4. Review impact of outdoor learning activities on pupil engagement and wellbeing.



I will look at each one of these key areas in further detail.

1. To revisit the outdoor learning action plan and review current practice and provision. Update action plan to reflect findings. 
The SLT will be responsible for this, and this action be started immediately. The success criteria/ outcomes for this action will be that outdoor learning becomes embedded practice across the school and will be evidenced as the action plan being reviewed. Feedback and review is an effective approach to evaluate impact, since the use of outdoor learning is not something that can be measured by means of formal assessment. Therefore, talking to the staff is crucial to determining if the learning is being developed effectively. Engaging with other stakeholders such as parents is also necessary to ensure they are onboard with the children working in the outdoors and will dress them appropriately for the weather. 


2. To identify good practice through research and training to plan for outdoor learning. 
All staff will be involved over a one-year period. The success criteria will be that good practice is identified and shared as evidenced by professional reading articles and notes as well as staff and team meeting minutes. The importance of teacher's professional development is that it should enhance the quality of teaching and learning in educational establishments (Pedder and Opfer, 2011). Pedder and Opfer also conclude that effective continuing professional development (CPD), can lead to successful changes in teacher's practice and significant improvements in student achievement. This will ensure that all staff are kept up to date with current practice and are reliably informed to be able to deliver the outdoor learning to the children. Again, time may be a barrier, with the already heavy workload teachers are currently under. School X has already started Forest School training for staff in all year groups and the cost of the programme has been factored into the school budget. However with staff put of school each week attending the programme, there are consequently staff shortages in the school and this may limit the amount of training or number of staff that can complete the training.


3. Plan and implement learning activities across the curriculum including wellbeing. 
All staff will be involved over a one-year time scale. The success criteria will be that planning shows progressive skills and experience for all pupils and that outcomes of engagement and well-being improves for nearly all pupils. This will be evidenced by planning scrutiny and work scrutiny. The obvious advantage of planning scrutiny is that it ensures that outdoor learning is embedded in the formal curriculum. However, although it is planned there is no guarantee that it will all be taught, since cost, time and lack of confidence may be potential barriers to its implementation


4.Review impact of outdoor learning activities on pupil engagement and wellbeing. 
This will be carried out by the head teacher over a one-year period. The success criteria will be that outdoor learning environment is developed for all pupils to access and will be evidenced by work scrutiny, listening to learners and review of forest schools with external providers. Whilst workbook scrutiny is often used by OFSTED inspections (OFSTED 2019) to assess how well a subject is being taught through studying the outcomes evidenced, workbook scrutiny does not always provide valid results. It does not show the bigger picture as to whether the skills are being embedded in the learners, since with outdoor learning in particular, skills are learnt as they are learning outdoors and therefore not necessarily evidenced in their books. Therefore, book scrutiny should go hand in hand with lesson observations and talking to the learners to gain more valid and reliable meaningful assessment of the quality of education. Outcomes could also be evidenced by means of photographs of the activities uploaded onto seesaw and this should be looked at by the inspection team. QR codes stuck into the children's books to link to seesaw would be on a method of making this more accessible for the assessors. There is a lot of emphasis on book work when assessing the children, but this needs to be reviewed and modified for the case of outdoor learning. 

Listening to learners is a form of formative assessment in which activities undertaken by the students and their teachers, in assessing themselves, provides information to be used as feedback to adapt and modify the teaching to meet the pupil's needs (Black and William, 1998). This method of assessment is an important way of informing teaching and learning through ongoing feedback rather than a summative assessment at the end of the learning. Therefore, listening to learners is a very effective way of finding out if the pupil’s engagement and wellbeing is developing from the use of outdoor learning, since this subject is difficult to assess by means of a summative assessment, as compared to subjects such as numeracy or literacy which are much more easily assessed by means of summative assessment. I would suggest talking to the children at the start of the target setting and ask them questions such as " How much outdoor learning do they currently do? ", "Would they like to do more outdoor learning?" etc, and then ask them the same questions at the end of the review period to assess if the implementations have been effective. 

Reflection and Evaluation

Outdoor learning has been shown to increase engagement and promote the development of a wide range of skills including communication, problem solving and resilience. It also increases the physical and emotional well-being of the children and has proved to be most effective when embedded in the curriculum. Ofsted recommends that schools view learning outside the classroom as an essential element of a broad and balanced curriculum (Ofsted,2008). Outdoor space in schools is a free asset that can be utilised effectively to enhance learning with large amounts of evidence available to support outdoor learning and the beneficial effects it has on learning, health and well-being, and social skills. However, there are potential barriers to overcome, the main ones being lack of experience and confidence. This can be overcome by implementing training to the staff such as forest schools and "learning outside the classroom". This however comes with its own limitations such as the cost of the training which is often not within the school’s budget and time constraints. School X, after having identified outdoor learning as a target to improve on in its SDP, has proposed several ways in which to implement this. The action plan includes book scrutiny, planning scrutiny, research, and review, as well as training and professional learning. Whilst these approaches are an effective means to produce the desired outcome of improving the use of outdoor learning, there are a few additional recommendations that School X could follow. This could include training the children into developing a mindset for using the outdoors for learning rather than just thinking of it as play time. An idea to start with could be to encourage scavenger hunts to connect the children to the seasons, natures etc. To overcome the lack of confidence of the staff there needs to be increased training in outdoor learning using initiatives such as "forest schools", "school gardening”, learning outside the classroom" etc. There is a lot of training available to build confidence if funds allow. Training also needs to be offered regarding risk assessment and safeguarding. Engaging with stakeholders is vital to ensure teachers, parents , LSO's etc are all supportive of the venture.



Conclusion

The purpose of this assignment was to critically reflect on the actions, impact and evidence base of how a school develops one aspect of its SDP. The target that was chosen to focus on in School X was to improve outdoor learning provision across the school. From studying the school’s development plan, I have learnt how the school plans to put this into action through feedback and review through talking to staff and learners, book scrutiny, and increased research and training to improve skills and confidence of the staff. However, although the school's action plan appears to be an effective way to meet these targets, it is also evident that the improvements the school wish to make may be limited by cost and time barriers. This assignment will influence me professionally since it meets the professional standards of leadership in supporting formal leadership roles by developing an understanding of the school’s ethos and vision and developing an understanding of the responsibilities across departments. It also meets the professional standard of continuing professional learning, as well as collaboration by seeking advice and support and working with in-school colleagues.


References

· Black,P. and William,D.(1998). "Assessment and classroom learning". Assessment in Education,5(1),7-73.

· Catell, V., Dines, N., Gesler, W., Curtis, S., (2008) "Mingling, observing and lingering: everyday public spaces and their implications for well-being and social relations". Health and Place, 14 (3), pp.544-561.

· DfES. 2006.Learning outside the classroom: manifesto, Nottingham: Department for Education and Skills [Google Scholar].

· Fagerstam, E (2014) High school teachers' experience of the educational potential of outdoor teaching and learning. Journal of Adventure, Education and Outdoor learning, 14 (1), 56-81.

· Froebel,F.(1887): The education of man. Translated by W.N.Hailmann. New York &London:D.Appleton&Co.

· Institute for outdoor learning (2018). Outdoor learning research. Evolving research and practice development in outdoor learning. https://www.outdoor-learning-research.org/research/research-reports.

· Nilsson,K.Baines,C.,Konijnendijk,C.,C.,eds.,(2007) final report, COST strategic workshop: Health and the natural outdoors. http://www.sl.life.ku.dk/upload/cost_
              strategic_workshop_final_report_web.pdf.

· Ofsted (2008). Learning outside the classroom: How far should you go? Available at:
              www.Lotc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/12/Oftsed-Report-Oct-2008.pdf.
          
· Ofsted, June 2019, workbook scrutiny no. 190028.

· Pedder, D. and Opfer,V.(2011). Are we realising the full potential of teachers' professional learning in schools in England? Policy issues and recommendations from a national study. Professional Development in Education, Vol.37(5), pp 741-758.

· Prince, H. Changes in outdoor learning in primary schools in England, 1995 and 2017: lessons for good practice. Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning, 19(4). pp.329-342, 2019.

· Rickinson, M.,Dillon,J., Teamey,K.,Morris,M.,Choi,M.I.,Sanders,D.,&Benefidd,P.(2004)
             A review of research on outdoor learning. London: National Foundation for  
            Educational Research &Kings College, London.


