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

This report will investigate how a school develops one aspect of its School Development Plan (SDP), critically reflecting on its chosen actions and their impact. This report aims to identify how the target was addressed within the school and how its impact is measured within a framework based on evidence.  

This report will focus on an inspection area taken from the SDP, which the school refers to as ‘learning and teaching experiences’ ([Placement school], 2022). This section of the report identifies eight specific developmental areas. To ensure a comprehensive report within the allotted word count, this study will concentrate on a particular area of focus titled 'Developing digital portfolios for year seven pupils' ([Placement school], 2022). An in-depth analysis of this area will be provided by narrowing the scope, offering valuable insights into its development and outcomes.
 
A digital portfolio is an online collection of a student's academic work and accomplishments, providing a comprehensive view of their progress throughout their academic career. By storing their work in digital form, pupils can easily share their achievements with teachers, parents, and guardians. Digital portfolios can be used as a tool for self-reflection and goal-setting and can also help pupils develop digital literacy skills and become more familiar with technology tools and platforms. 

The school from which the SDP was obtained is an English medium secondary school in West Wales. The school has approximately 1,250 pupils from year seven to sixth form. Following BERA's (2018) recommendations, the school, teachers, and pupils will remain anonymous throughout.  

Literature review

Improving pupil outcomes should be the primary objective of school improvement in providing pupils with the best learning experiences and outcomes, regardless of their background or circumstances (Welsh Government, 2022b). An essential factor for effectively implementing school improvement in Wales is ensuring that schools foster the progress and participation of every learner towards achieving the 'Four Purposes’ (Donaldson, 2015) under the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022a). This indicates that an effective SDP must align with the national framework and include precise goals, strategies, and success standards for each area. 
 
The SDP should describe how the stated priorities will be monitored and assessed over time, including how data will be used to help make decisions and find areas for improvement (Welsh Government, 2014, p. 8). Breaking it down into smaller segments with individual time frames makes it clearer what actions need to be taken in the short term to achieve the longer-term goals. 
 
A successful school development plan is a living document regularly reviewed and updated (Welsh Government, 2022a). Effective self-assessment is considered the foundation for all school evaluation and improvement work (Welsh Government, 2022b). Through these efforts, the school can ensure that the SDP remains relevant and responsive to the changing needs of the school and its pupils.  

The school leadership team creates the SDP with input from the staff, governors, and other stakeholders. Cooperation and communication with these stakeholders can assist in creating a shared understanding of priorities and efficient methods for change (Welsh Government, 2022a). This cooperative approach aids in developing efficient methods for improvement and fosters a shared awareness of the opportunities and problems faced by Welsh schools.  
 
Estyn (2020) emphasises the importance of teachers' participation in the development process, explaining how important it is for all staff members to take a more vital ownership role in their professional development and for the self-evaluation and school improvement process to become a school-wide priority. By taking part in such an opportunity to enhance their professional development, teachers can demonstrate their commitment to meeting the objectives of the 'Professional Standards' (Hwb, 2019). This is especially evident in the context of the 'professional learning' standard, where teachers engage in ongoing reflection and seek feedback to refine their pedagogy. 
 
Using electronic portfolios (ePortfolios) to exhibit and record learning has been a common practice for decades; teachers began experimenting with ePortfolios as early as the 1990s, and the move to digital portfolios has been gradual (Cambridge, Cambridge, & Yancey, 2009, p. 1). 

Writing extensively about using ePortfolios in various educational contexts, Helen Barrett (1994) highlighted the benefits of digital portfolios for supporting assessment, documenting learning, and fostering pupil engagement. According to Ali Jafari and Catherine Kaufman (2006), Barrett is considered an early pioneer in the field. 
 
The popularity of portfolio building and sharing through digital technologies has risen significantly, thanks to the ease of use provided by new technology (Cambridge, Cambridge, & Yancey, 2009, p. 1). This highlights that while the fundamental concept remains the same, utilising portfolios to record and reflect on learning has become much easier thanks to new technology. 

According to Helen Knauf and Marion Leopold (2021), digital portfolios in the classroom allow for enhanced creativity and experimentation with different media, such as images, videos, and audio recordings. This can encourage pupils to explore other forms of expression and showcase their unique talents. Digital portfolios could be advantageous, especially concerning performances in Drama or fragile sculptures in Art and Design which are challenging to store. Emphasis was put upon this aspect when conversing with Teacher B (2023), an Art and Design teacher who shared concerns over the safekeeping of pupils' work, especially considering the length of time before their work is assessed, with pupils beginning GCSEs in year nine. These concerns occasionally limit the use of certain mediums; however, introducing digital portfolios would relieve some of these concerns. It may also save on printing costs concerning photographic elements of any subject (Teacher B, 2023). 

Allowing pupils and teachers to easily organise and keep track of pupil work over time, digital portfolios make it easier to identify areas of strength and weakness (Joyes, Gray, & Hartnell-Young, 2010). This can help assess and evaluate by accepting and addressing criticism through reflective writing and thoughtful discourse. Furthermore, the idea of pupils reflecting on their learning over a period tie in with the positive emphasis on the importance of self-assessment within the classroom (Estyn, 2022).

Digital portfolios may also offer improved communication. They can be easily shared with parents, teachers, and other stakeholders, allowing for more frequent and transparent communication about pupils’ progress and achievements (Eynon, Gambino, & Torok, 2014, p. 12). This fulfils the aspirations of Graham Donaldson (2015) by incorporating parents and carers in pupil progress. This could also provide a more continuous view of the pupils' progress, rather than relying on parents' evenings or occasional school contact.  

The Welsh Curriculum (Donaldson, 2015) includes the Digital Competence Framework (DCF) (Welsh Government, 2018), which is a set of skills that learners need to develop to thrive in an increasingly digital world. The DCF states that learners should be able to "create and manage digital content in a variety of formats, including digital portfolios" (Welsh Government, 2018, p. 20). This suggests that digital portfolios are essential to developing learners' digital skills and competencies in the Welsh Curriculum. 

Digital portfolios may also provide a more interactive and visually appealing way of displaying pupils' work (Willis & Rice, 2013). This can increase pupil engagement and motivation, as they are more likely to be interested in and proud of their work when presented attractively and engagingly.  

Developing an action point 

Google Sites is a popular platform many schools use to create online portfolios of pupil work and progress (Woolf, 2021). However, according to Teacher A (2023), School X found that this platform needed more security, which posed potential safeguarding risks for their pupils. Despite its accessibility and ease of use, the school is unable to police it since they are unable to review content before it is posted, meaning there is a risk of sharing inappropriate or harmful content. As a result, School X decided to look for alternative media that could better meet its safeguarding requirements and provide greater control over the uploaded content. Based on this, School X developed its own website for pupils to display their online portfolios.

According to Bruner’s theory of representation (1977), the three types of representation are enactive, iconic, and symbolic. Early childhood is a standard time for enactive representation, which involves learning through movement and activities. Learning through visual imagery, such as pictures or diagrams, is called iconic representation. Learning using language and symbols, such as words or numbers, is a symbolic representation. These three modes of representation build on each other, with enactive and iconic representation providing the foundation for symbolic representation (1977).

Bruner's theory is considered a constructivist approach to learning (Stapleton & Stefaniak, 2019, p. 2). This approach suggests that individuals actively construct their own understanding and knowledge of the world through their experiences and interactions. By embracing Bruner's theory, school X understood that learning through enactive and iconic representation often happens outside traditional books or classroom materials (Teacher A, 2023). The school recognised the value of this type of learning and wanted to find a way to capture it appropriately and disseminate it to others.

Evaluating the current school practice, including observations and feedback from teachers, pupils, and parents, is considered qualitative data. Qualitative data involves collecting descriptive information, such as opinions, attitudes, or experiences (Thomas, 2009, p. 83). In this case, evaluating current practices provided insight into how pupils were learning, what learning experiences were most effective, and how the school could better support pupil progress. Through the development of online portfolios, the school can showcase the diverse ways pupils learn and provide evidence of their progress and achievements beyond just traditional academic assessments. 

After recognising the need to create the school's unique platform for online portfolios, the school employed a professional web designer. According to the SDP ([Placement school], 2022), the Assistant Head Teachers, DCF Lead, Network Manager, and Teaching Staff are responsible for this aspect and are led by one of the Assistant Head Teachers. While in development, the pupils and their parents/guardians are also involved and consulted to track the progress of the online profiles.  

Through the improvement of this aspect, the school aims to achieve improved engagement from pupils, improved parental engagement and the development of digital skills and mapping of the pupils' progress ([Placement school], 2022).

The online profiles are being trialled within School X, and a full rollout across all year seven forms is planned for the new school year in September 2023. At the outset of the rollout, the stakeholders responsible for developing this aspect convened fortnightly to address any potential teething problems promptly. Since the online portfolios are in their final stages of development, and few issues are arising, stakeholders currently meet once a term to deliberate on emerging issues. This is a promising sign, and it is reasonable to expect that they will be finalised by their target date, allowing for a full roll-out in September.

Concerning measuring the online portfolios' impact, the school has developed an advantageous interface that enables pupils, teachers, and parents to track individual progress. This interface typically allows pupils to document their learning experiences linking them to the ‘four purposes’ (Donaldson, 2015). The pupils can also reflect on their progress and set goals for the future. Teachers and parents can use this information to support pupils' learning and monitor their progress. 

The online portfolios can also be utilised to measure impact by assessing engagement. By analysing the frequency and quality of pupil contributions, teachers can gauge the level of engagement among their pupils, which can be a helpful indicator of the effectiveness of their instructional practices. 

The school has devised a plan to use systematic sampling to ensure that a representative sample of pupils is included in their data collection. Systematic sampling involves randomly selecting participants from a larger population (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The school intends to use this approach to obtain data from every class to cover the different learner groups. The school also plans to connect with parents/guardians to ask whether their pupils have introduced them to their online portfolio. 

Reflection and evaluation 

By implementing a digital portfolio system, the school is successfully meeting the aims of the Curriculum for Wales' Digital Competence Framework (DCF) (2018) by incorporating digital technologies into its teaching and learning practices. This helps pupils develop essential digital skills and promotes the development of the Four Purposes of the curriculum (2015).

Furthermore, the online portfolio system provides an innovative and positive solution that allows pupils to share their work in various mediums and formats. This enables them to develop their self-assessment and peer feedback skills, essential aspects of the learning process (Estyn, 2022). By embracing technology in this way, the school is creating an environment that supports different learning styles and preferences and is helping pupils to develop the skills they will need in the digital age. This approach is helping the school to achieve its goals and improve pupil outcomes. 

The school has recognised that there may be a discrepancy in website usage between advantaged and disadvantaged pupils. The school aims to promote equal engagement opportunities for all pupils, especially those from underprivileged backgrounds, to ensure access to the same resources and opportunities as their peers (Teacher A, 2023). The school could provide access to devices and reliable internet connections for pupils who do not have them at home, similar to the support provided during Covid-19 (Welsh Government, 2021). They could also offer offline options for pupils needing more reliable internet access, such as allowing them to submit work in person or through an alternative platform. 

The school may also consider that not all pupils may be proficient in using digital technologies or feel comfortable with online platforms, which could limit their ability to engage fully with an online portfolio system. Teachers may also require additional training to use and manage online portfolio systems effectively. As a solution, the schools could provide ongoing training and support for teachers and pupils to ensure they are comfortable and proficient in online portfolio systems. They can also offer resources such as instructional videos and user manuals to make it easier for teachers to use the platform effectively and in line with any updates. Although implementing these suggestions may demand extra time and resources, they are crucial for the school to leverage the platform to its fullest potential. 

Online portfolios can be vulnerable to hacking and cyber-attacks, leading to the theft or misuse of sensitive pupil data. The school could take measures to ensure the security of its systems, such as password protection, two-factor authentication, and encryption, as suggested by the National Cyber Security Centre (2021), which may require additional funds. In addition, technical issues like server downtime or system crashes could lead to loss of pupil work. To avoid this, schools can back up pupil work regularly, establish contingency plans, and work with technical support teams to promptly address any issues. 

Teacher A at School X has indicated that the stakeholders have collaborated to decide that the online portfolios will continue to be developed. Thus far, they have proven to be a successful tool in facilitating the school's progress (Teacher A, 2023). This suggests that the school is meeting the success criteria within its development plan and progressing towards its end goals. 

Conclusion 

Through the report, an understanding of the benefits of online portfolios has been gained. Therefore, openness and willingness will be shown toward incorporating digital teaching strategies and technologies in future teaching practice. 

In addition, a greater understanding of the school development process in Wales has been gained, and an understanding that school development is an ongoing effort to improve educational outcomes for all pupils and to create a more equitable and inclusive system of education as described by the Welsh Government (2022a). By providing a clear roadmap for improvement, a school development plan (SDP) can help schools focus on achieving their goals and continuously improving outcomes for all learners. 

The SPD can facilitate collaboration and alignment among stakeholders by providing a shared understanding of the school's goals, priorities, and strategies for improving teaching and learning. Considering this, a formal request will be submitted to review the school’s development plan when beginning a new school or placement opportunity. This can help better understand the school's culture, values, and expectations and to align teaching practice with the goals and priorities identified in the plan, a beneficial advantage when attending a new school. 
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