

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




Targets

	
	Target from 6008 Assignment Feedback
	What I have done in this assignment….

	Target 1
	More frequent references to a wider range of literature would provide greater opportunities for critical engagement. This is the key to academic writing, as you can develop skills in using the ideas of authors to create debates or to summarise theories from different perspectives. Also, you would show that your knowledge and understanding is informed by scholarly writings.
	I have used a wider range of literature.

	Target 2
	Ensure that any additions to your work (for example; inclusions of tables, etc.) are fully discussed and relevant to your practice.
	I have ensured that additions are relevant and discussed. 




Introduction
The purpose of this report is to critically examine and reflect on a school’s development process, focusing on the effectiveness of assessment for learning (AfL) practices within the School Improvement Plan (hereafter referred to as SIP).
School X is a two-form entry primary school with a nursery. At the last Estyn inspection (2018), there were around 10% FSM children, increasing to 14.5% in 2023 (Welsh Government, 2023) This increase is likely due to the after-effects of Covid-19 and the cost-of-living crisis. 
The SIP features a target of improved AfL within the Raising Attainment section. The field of AfL has substantial scope within the field of school improvement research. Furthermore, this target is present on both the most recent and previous SIPs. As such, this report will evaluate the effectiveness School X’s SIP, considering the efficacy of its AfL integration.

Literature Review
	AfL, as it is currently understood, began with the work of Black and Wiliam. Their review (1998a) and subsequent instructional booklet (1998b) revolutionised the field and laid the groundwork for decades of subsequent research. Wiliam (2009) characterises AfL as when teachers ‘use evidence of student learning to adapt teaching and learning, or instruction, to meet student needs.’ This adaptation, according to Black and Wiliam (2009, p.7) occurred via three key processes:
· ‘Establishing where the learners are in their learning
· Establishing where they are going
· Establishing what needs to be done to get them there’ (B&W, 2009, p. 7)


This cycle needs to be completed in its entirety to be true assessment for learning. Without implementing teaching and learning strategies to guide students to their destination, the assessment did not inform their future learning, rendering it summative. Boyle and Charles (2014, p,3) describe this cycle as a process of assessment, teaching, and learning, all three of which combine to create formative pedagogy. Scott (2001, p.3) describes AfL as a message system, reinforcing this interconnected cycle of assessment, feedback, and targeted improvement. 
	Though educationalists have praised the benefits of AfL for decades following Black and Wiliam’s work, many measures incorporating AfL have not had the desired effect of improving education (Christodoulou, 2014, p.14; Coe, 2013, p.10). Wiliam himself acknowledged this, claiming that the DfE told him they tried to use AfL and it hadn’t worked. He challenged this, stressing that they had not tried the AfL that would have worked (Wiliam quoted in Stewart, 2012). As in school improvement, accountability policies seem to have placed pressures on assessment, distorting it from a tool for feedback to a measurement of performance (Christodoulou, 2014, p.21).
Government policy pushing accountability onto schools has also impacted the school development process. The Welsh Government have had several school improvement initiatives since the abolition of the league table system in 2001 (Grigg, 2016, p.67). Though the government moved away from league tables, schools were still categorised in subsequent systems. The National Banding System was announced in 2011, placing secondary schools into bands numbered 1 to 5, and still prioritised school performance (Hughes, 2021). Though the systems were measured in similar ways, the Welsh Government adamantly denied that school banding were akin to league tables, instead asserting that the data would be used to prioritise support and to recognise good practice.
The National School Categorisation System was introduced in 2014, this time applying to Primary and Secondary schools (Welsh Government, 2014). This system categorised schools into four colour codes based on the school’s performance data and a self-evaluation provided by the school. Though this system placed an emphasis on self-evaluation, the similarities to the previous systems prompted a perception by many of labelling and inciting competition among schools, and acted as an accountability measure (BBC News, 2022; Welsh Government, 2022, p.5).
Following the implementation of the Curriculum for Wales, the government has moved away from categorisation, choosing to place the emphasis wholly on self-evaluation (Welsh Government, 2022). Donaldson (2015) advocated for this change in his pivotal report, stating that school’s self-assessments should not be submitted to the government (Donaldson, 2015, p. 102). 
	The curriculum reform also brought about reform in the school development process. Estyn have changed their inspection model and will no longer require schools to submit a self-reflection report prior to inspection (Lloyd, 2019). Estyn asserted that the reports they received were not reflective and working towards improvement, as they had hoped, but had become performative and ‘overly positive about the school’s work’.
	Welsh Government Guidance for the school development process has also changed, with the introduction of a national guidance resource (Hwb, 2021). The aim of this resource is to move away from prescriptive lists in self-evaluation and to re-focus reflection. 

A Reflection on School X’s School Improvement Process
Self-evaluation is central to the school improvement process. In this context, it involves members of staff reflecting on practice to identify areas requiring action to improve the quality of learning (Chapman and Sammons, 2013, p12).
School X’s self-evaluations occurred in in three notable ways. Firstly, every summer term, a self-evaluation form is completed by all staff members, including teachers, TAs, learning support staff etc. Secondly, a further self-evaluation form is completed by the SLT, who use a traffic light system of colour coding to assess the effectiveness of each criterion within the form. Finally, the SLT complete another self-evaluation report from a package bought by the school to identify areas to develop in the SIP. 
This package purchased by School X is based on Estyn’s 5 inspection areas:
1. Learning
2. Wellbeing and attitudes to learning
3. Teaching and learning experiences
4. Care support and guidance
5. Leadership and management
(NASUWT)
The package uses these categories and their respective subcategories to create a list of criteria which are then graded from 1-4 to determine effectiveness of the school and targets for school improvement. Careful examination of school effectiveness has been linked to school improvement (Carter, 1998, p.4), however following a prescriptive tick-list based on Estyn’s inspection framework to do so, does not align with recent guidelines from the Welsh Government or Estyn. 
Estyn have commented on schools purchasing packages or hiring consultants for self-reflection reports, stating that ‘such behaviours take the document further from the school’s ownership” (Lloyd, 2019). Furthermore, both the colour coding in the SLT’s report and the grading system in the package reflect elements of Wales’s old banding systems. 
The Welsh Government has declared that self-reflection reports should showcase a school culture that focusing on improvement, not external accountability (Welsh Government, 2021, p.3 2022), an approach supported by educational theorists (Goldstone, 2022).
School X could consider designing their own reflection template based on the national resource rather than following the package to ensure that reflection is purposeful and the focus remains of improving the quality of learning, rather than external accountability.
When completing self-reflections, staff from School X analyse relevant data to inform their decisions. For example, School X implements a resource suggested by the CSC: the PERMA model of wellbeing. This model incorporates ‘five key pillars for flourishing and thriving at school and beyond:
1. Positive emotions
2. Engagement
3. Relationships
4. Meaning
5. Accomplishment’ (Cook, 2023, p.8)
Following this model, School X completes a pupil survey to assess their current wellbeing levels. The results of the PERMA evaluations then inform the wellbeing grading in the self-reflection. 
	School X has made efforts to liaise with its stakeholders and incorporate them into the school improvement process. Involvement of stakeholders in school improvement is a key part of the process and is imperative for inclusive leadership and a positive school culture (Goldstone, 2022).  Stakeholder involvement at School X can be seen in the involvement of all staff within the self-reflection process, as well as in the involvement of governors. The governors at School X are very active within the school, with each governor assigned an AoLE and contributing to curriculum planning.
	When considering how to develop stakeholder engagement, School X could consider reflecting on the case study of Llanrhidian Primary School (Estyn, 2017). Llanrhidian used online questionnaires to efficiently collate and analyse stakeholder views, before distributing them in newsletters and via Twitter. This responsiveness was well-received by stakeholders, including parents, who attended a School Development Day each autumn. 
While the school can be commended for prompting such high levels of parent engagement, the same response could not necessarily be guaranteed at another school. At the time of this case study, the average number of FSM pupils was 3%, which is significantly lower than School X’s (14.5% in 2023 (Welsh Government, 2023)) and drastically lower than the national average. Parental financial and working situations can strongly impact on their mental and physical capacity to attend events such as a school improvement day. 
Parental engagement in school improvement has not been fully explored in School X, however it is important for the school to consider a meaningful approach that will work for their parents. The positive perception around engagement among parents and Llanrhidian engendered an environment where parents felt that their voices were heard and were more positive and open to contributing, enhancing the school culture.   
In terms of measuring impact, School X relies mainly on MER analyses (monitoring, evaluation, and review). This method of evaluating impact is endorsed and modelled by the CSC (2022, p.48). It also supports their desire to create sustainable change within the school. Senge et al. (2012, p.321) reason that sustainable change is achieved through careful consideration of ‘the forces that reinforce growth and the constraints that limit it’.
An example of School X’s ongoing Mer analyses is their investment in the Nessy spelling app. Spelling was identified previously as an area of concern for many students, so they evaluated students’ baseline spelling levels, purchased licences for the Nessy app, distributed these licences and are currently reviewing the impact it has had on their spelling ability. Using this data to focus on pupil progress helps to create what Brighouse and Woods would refer to as ‘the best possible progress’ (Brighouse and Woods, 2013, p.129).

An Evaluation of the Impact of AfL in School X’s SIP
School X’s is not a static document, but an interactive point of continuous reflection and development. Termly action reviews are completed by SLT as progress is updated and monitored against the desired goals and its impact so far. This prioritisation of continuous professional development is very much in line with current guidance from the Welsh Government (Hwb, 2021).
Of the progress noted at the end of the 2023 autumn term, it was noted that School X completed a professional enquiry based on AfL, which was then shared with key stakeholders. 
Professional enquiries are an especially effective form of professional development (Cardiff Metropolitan University, 2019, p.4) and enable teachers to both participate in and lead educational research (Evans, Llewellyn and Lewabe, 2022, p.171). Engagement in this has enabled School X to build upon the skills, knowledge, and experience of its staff, encouraged said staff to critique their practice and explore new, innovative approaches to AfL, and develop their professional knowledge (Cardiff Metropolitan University, 2019).
Secondly, all teaching staff visited a cluster INSET day facilitated by the CSC on AfL and progression, indicating their prioritisation of professional learning. This prioritisation is felt by all staff throughout the school and has even been recognised in a recent CSC report, where School X’s involvement in the regional professional learning coaching and mentoring programme is commended (Rhondda Cynon Taf, 2024). 
As part of the cluster INSET day, School X’s AoLE leads met with their secondary counterparts to discuss progression. This knowledge feeds into Wiliam’s key process of ‘establishing where they are going’ to develop meaningful formative assessment (B&W, 2009, p. 7). However, the AoLE leads did not feedback to other teaching staff on these discussions, this rendered the effect of AfL strategies less purposeful. As School X holds a weekly staff meeting, this could be an ideal opportunity for AoLE leads to relay the information learned from their discussions. 
Though professional learning is critical to facilitating improvement, recent research has revealed that only 14% of primary schools spent at least 1% of their budget on professional learning, and that a greater number of schools have reduced CPD budgets rather than increased them within the last three years (Teacher Development Trust, 2020). Engagement with professional learning is key to embedding innovative and purposeful AfL techniques into teaching practice but has also been shown to have a positive impact on teacher satisfaction and retention figures (Jones, 2023). A meta-analysis has also found compelling results showing the positive relationships between professional learning and student achievement (Burroughs, 2019).

Conclusion
In conclusion, this report critically examined School X’s SIP, reflecting on the effectiveness of its incorporation of AfL. The SIP showcased an excellent commitment to improving AfL, however it showed over-reliance on an out-dated model of self-evaluation, jeopardising the focus on improving quality of teaching with attention on accountability. The literature review highlighted the historical challenges of following an accountability mindset in school improvement. 
	School X’s SIP had positives, including their engagement with stakeholders and their data analysis of PERMA results to inform decisions in the self-reflection. It also held areas for improvement, such as the use of bought-in packages and presented an opportunity for more nuanced parental engagement. 
The impact of AfL in this SIP showed promising initiatives in the professional enquiry and engagement with professional learning opportunities, however potential improvement here could be made in the communication among the staff.
Overall, School X is doing well to facilitate school improvement, however it is important to adapt strategies to current educational policies, and to ensure that the whole school network is actively engaged.
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Where they are.
(Determined through assessment techniques, e.g. questioning or self-assessment)


Where they are going
(Determined through appropriate and clear goal setting, e.g. success criteria)


How to get them there
(Determined through teaching and learning strategies to target and improve their learning, e.g. a focused task to revise and clarify targeted skill identified through assessment)


