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How a school develops one aspect of it’s SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base
Introduction
This assignment aims to critically reflect on how school X develops one aspect of it’s school development plan (SDP), by considering the evidence base used for self-evaluation in support of the priorities identified and strategies used for improvement in target areas that are not meeting the objectives of the school, followed by an evaluation of the impact of a measure put in place to achieve the desired outcomes. 
Following a review of the SDP of School X, I have decided to look at the school’s priority number one, literacy, which is high priority for schools post pandemic as a result of  many months of disruption (Welsh Government, 2021). Discussions with teachers from placement schools I have attended during this course confirmed that progression of pupils had regressed due, in part, to COVID19, and with progression being a prominent part of the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) (Welsh Government, 2022), it is imperative that schools put strategies in place to reduce the ongoing effects of the pandemic.
School X is located in South Wales, has 493 pupils with 37% eligible for free school meals (FSM), above the average for Wales of 23%. 36% of pupils have additional learning needs (ALN), above the average of 15% (Welsh Government 2022).
Schools should understand what is required of them, what good practice looks like and be able to assess and analyse data linked to the progress of their learners. The aim of the school should be to develop, with the needs of the learners as the overarching principle (Welsh Government, 2022). Through a process of self evaluation, School X can identify where the teaching and learning is falling short of expected standards and put plans in place to improve. Although Estyn, since September 2019, no longer require schools to submit self evaluation reports prior to inspection, they remain an integral part of the improvement process (Estyn, 2019). School improvement is, as stated by Welsh Government in 2022, to “help schools give learners the best possible learning experiences and outcomes”.  School X’s philosophy is that improvement is achieved through continuous dialogue, a supportive and inclusive environment and development through collaboration with evidence-based evaluation driven by learner progress and the four purposes.
 Developing an action point
School X uses a broad range of evidence drawn from across the school to answer two questions:
1. Are learners progressing in the ways described in the principles of progression, supporting them to develop towards the four purposes?
2. Is the pace of learners’ progress in line with the expectations of teachers and the curriculum?
(School X, 2023)
The answers to these questions form the basis of further evaluation and evidence gathering to prioritise areas of need and deliver a focused SDP to stakeholders. During the process of developing the SDP, School X consider guidance from Curriculum for Wales, the Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015, the Additional learning needs and Education Tribunals Wales Act 2018, the Equalities Act 2010, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child publications and issues surrounding social justice, inclusion, the community, parents, governors, local authorities, learners and teachers. It is a collaborative document drawing together influences from everyone in and around the school.
My focus will be on improving the literacy skills of learners at school X, in particular, reading and understanding language. Literacy is a core skill which interlinks with all other areas of learning (Welsh Government, 2021). Reading and, more broadly, literacy is embedded within the Curriculum for Wales and is also forms part of the cross curricular skills of literacy, numeracy and digital competence (Welsh Government, 2022).
What is a School Development Plan (SDP)?
The SDP is a strategic plan for improvement, setting out targets as priorities using evidence gathered from qualitative and quantitative data. It is a consequence of self evaluation and details strengths and weaknesses with the strategies and resources allocated to meeting its priorities (Welsh Government, 2022). School X has short term, for the coming year, and long term, two to three year, aims centred around the school mission statement and how it is to improve for learner progression. All stakeholders are involved for improvement, accountability and transparency reasons. Learners participate through pupil voice groups and the community, governors, teachers and senior management should all have an input in evidence gathering and implementation of strategies used to meet the priorities with reference to the four purposes of the CfW (Welsh Government, 2022).
SDPs vary between schools depending on what the evidence suggests needs to be improved. Budgets, level of deprivation and the local community will all have an impact on school priorities but the overarching principle is that of open self evaluation resulting in improvement for learner progression.
Welsh Government guidance sets out what a school must do as part of their self evaluation process. School X’s SDP contains priorities for the coming year along with broader, longer term improvement objectives. (School X, 2023). The process of self evaluation involves the school gathering data in a holistic manner from across the school to build a picture of individual learners. The school management team work collaboratively with teachers and pupils to discuss progression and develop action points. The SDP serves to create an inclusive, diverse environment where evidence of effective practice shows that a sense of community and belonging promotes positive learner outcomes (Estyn 2020).
Data analysis 
The senior leadership team at School X take the view that well-being is at the heart of all learning. The school’s vision references well-being, feeling safe and valued and showing empathy and respect in order to become informed citizens of the world. (School X, 2023).
Key ideas from the vision statement are applied across AoLEs and discussed to ensure they are achieving expected outcomes. This approach might not reveal inadequacies in teaching and learning as a pupil might have good wellbeing but still not progress as they should. The school’s approach is, however, consistent with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs theory which states an individual needs to have their most basic needs met first, such as food and shelter and a sense of wellbeing before they can progress to a stage of self actualisation where they can participate effectively during lessons (Taormina and Gao, 2013). Using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model we can see that these basic needs should be met by family and school who have the most influence on a child. It follows that the school would need to meet well-being needs prior to any learning to be effective (Hayes, O’Toole and Halpenny, 2017). This supports the Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015 which shows links between poverty and underachievement (Welsh Government, 2021).
There is little evidence of parental involvement within School X’s SDP and it might be difficult to understand for someone outside of the education profession. Even though the school publishes an abridged version online, it could be written in a more user-friendly way and parents could be invited to the school for meetings where the SDP is discussed. Although essential to track learner progress and for improvement, accountability and transparency, the SDP seems an onerous document. It could be divided into sections and worked on at intervals through the year. 
Reflection and evaluation
In order to realise the priority of improving standards in reading, the school decided to continue the existing initiative of Read Write Inc. The programme was in effect at School X but was re-evaluated for it’s potential to achieve the current priority. The rationale behind this strategy was ascertained from monitoring activities and data analysis. The school identified, through tests, that reading ability was significantly lower than averages across Wales. Lesson observations took place with feedback received and discussed with teaching staff to produce qualitative data. Analysis of both sets of data showed that standards of reading needed to be improved throughout the school. This led to the strategy of improvement in the delivery of the Read Write Inc. programme to be implemented. The cost of the programme is £3,700 which is a large amount of the school budget. It was identified from a review of the previous SDP that the Read Write Inc. programme was not being utilised to its fullest potential due to the need for further staff training in its implementation. To ensure effective application of the strategy, Read Write Inc. leaders have been appointed, with training on the programme scheduled. In the school’s assessment, learners from reception to year one were assessed but not from year four onwards. The programme is designed for pupils up to year four but with the effects of missed schooling due to the pandemic, perhaps a whole school assessment would have been more appropriate especially given the evidence suggesting learners attainment levels have fallen since 2020 (National Federation for Educational Research, 2022). There is no evidence to suggest that when evaluating the programme the school considered that, as a commercial enterprise, information online regarding Read Write inc. might have an element of bias particularly their website reviews. Collaboration with cluster schools would be a good way to see the success rates they have with the programme or discover a more cost-effective method to meet the priority. Estyn is a valuable source of information and could be used for generating ideas for strategies. The thematic report, English language and literacy in settings and primary schools (Estyn, 2021), could be a starting point for discussion.
Evaluation of the strategy is to be measured against the success criteria included in the SDP, being: “reading ages from year one to year six are in line with expected reading ages”. This is perhaps too broad of an evaluation method and maybe looking into why it works for some and not others on an individual basis would give a more appropriate evaluation. “There will be an improvement in the number of children who achieve results in line with Wales averages”. This might not be a good evaluation of the strategy given that others are being planned for alongside Read Write Inc. I would suggest testing a small number of learners using Read Write Inc. exclusively for half a term to see the results from this strategy independently to make a judgement on its effectiveness. “There will be an improvement in the progress of children through the Read Write Inc. scheme”. As with the latter evaluation technique, it would be difficult for School X to judge that learners literacy skills improved as a direct result of the Read Write Inc. programme unless it was used exclusively, which in this case it is not. Early evaluation of the implementation of the Read Write Inc. strategy revealed that regular staff meetings to discuss and revise it’s teaching did not take place, meaning the possibility of inconsistent teaching between year groups and given the cost of the strategy, is not an effective use of the school’s budget.
Alternative strategies the school could have introduced include programmes such as ‘reading buddies’, utilising Vygotsky’s theory of the ‘more knowledgeable other’ and ‘scaffolding’. Pupils from year six can ‘buddy’ a younger pupil and read with them on a daily basis, supporting them when they need help. This would cost the school nothing and encourage older pupils to take a responsible role, making connections across year groups enhancing the school’s community ethos and providing common objectives among learners. From placement experience, I know this strategy works well, although is small in scale when compared to Read Write Inc. and would possibly have a smaller impact on achieving the priority. Reading diaries could be introduced and prizes given for book reviews. Classes could select a class book to read together which could lead to lessons being planned around comprehension or local authors could be introduced to the learners and visit the school to meet with the children to discuss reading and literature. ‘Reading Eggs’ and ‘Rapid Reading’ are software options that could be explored. I have experience of the effectiveness of both programmes and with School X’s high level of available technology could be cost effective alternatives to Read Write Inc. Both software can be accessed from school or at home opening up the possibility of reading homework linked to work done in school. One placement school employed these strategies for independent learning in the classroom where the learners enjoyed using them to improve their reading skills. Many of these strategies could be combined and be more cost effective than Read Write Inc. The disadvantage to this approach is the management of a range of techniques requiring co-ordination across year groups, a solution to this could be a teacher nominated as reading programme lead to oversee all interventions. 
Conclusion
This assignment aimed to critically evaluate the SDP and the processes involved in its development along with the impact of an intervention implemented to meet one of the priorities. I have learned that schools are not just places where children go for lessons, they also develop a sense of belonging to a community and to be respectful and supportive to each-other.  Although there is a hierarchical structure to the members of staff, they work in collaboration to produce a document that is detailed about what they plan to do to improve for the benefit of the learners. It fosters an inclusive environment and encompasses everything from well-being to maths, reading, safety, happiness and all-round holistic factors. The input from within the school and external stakeholders is considered and welcomed.
I have realised that schools are made up of a team of professionals working for the best interests of pupil progression and in the case of School X are open and honest about their shortcomings and what they need to do to improve. I did not realise the level of input individual teachers had on the management of the school and how they can influence change from within in a safe, non-judgemental environment. 
The SDP should be seen as a way of being open and transparent with stakeholders as to what they need to provide learners on their journey to fulfilling the four purposes of the CfW and the tools with which they support them. It is a collaborative document produced for the community as a whole, although steps could be taken to make it more accessible to everyone. This assignment has given me insight into the inner workings of a school and how the role of the teacher extends beyond the classroom. I am looking forward to making valuable contributions to a school I am involved with. I have realised that being critical and reflective of my own practice is not a negative, it is how individual teachers and the profession as a whole, move forward, improve and transform.
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