Introduction 

This assignment outlines one aspect which requires improving in my placement school’s development plan. The aspect that will be focused on is the school’s aim to improve the implementation of practical and authentic tasks within the teaching of mathematics. Throughout this assignment I will refer to this school as school X in order to comply with the British Educational Research Association (2018) guidelines. To provide a short overview of school X, Estyn (2017) reveals that it consists of around 470 pupils with 26% claiming free school meals, a figure that is 7% above the national average. Most pupils are from a variety of ethnic backgrounds and there are many pupils in the school who speak English as an additional language. It is important to state that School X is a pioneer school and is working with the Welsh Government in the design of the new curriculum. This is important to share since Donaldson (2015) highlights the importance of authentic contexts for learning since it can prepare children with the skills they need for future jobs. As a result, this may be one of the reasons why the school is aiming to improve the teaching of mathematics because it is a pioneer school.


Literature review 

Due to the context of this assignment, the process of the school development will be defined by The Education Trust (2020) and Welsh Government (2014) who share that a school development plan consists of the process of identifying weaknesses and planning a series of actions to strengthen these areas of improvement. Areas of weaknesses can be identified through achievement data which focuses on test results or through observations which is known as formal data (Learning point, 2004 and Schildkamp, 2019). However, acting on these weaknesses is not a straight forward process since the study from Gelderblom et al. (2016) cited in Schildkamp (2019) found that data does not always lead to a change in practice as Huber (2014) and Escobar (2019) add that experienced staff may be reluctant to change their teaching style. As a result, this stresses the importance of involving all staff within the development of the plan so that each stakeholder adds their own value to the target (Welsh Government, 2014 and Huber, 2014). Allowing a collective input towards the planning of the SDP can also lead to a more accurate plan as the value staff add may be crucial. For example, Schildkamp (2019) shares that identifying a weakness and acting quickly to solve the issue can be ineffective since the weakness may actually come from an area that has not been recognised. However, involving staff to discuss the data can allow the school to create a more accurate plan for action as they can answer questions regarding the cause of the results and how they can be improved (Learning point, 2004).
According to Bloom (1986) cited in Huber (2014) a part of the planning process is to ensure that the school is using its resources effectively. With regards to school X, these resources can be viewed as the practical resources for mathematics or the teacher’s own knowledge since the aim is to improve the style of lessons.

The aim to implement practical resources with the teaching of mathematics is to create an environment where children see the relevance in their learning. This aim can also be known as an authentic task since Gulikers et al. (2005) cited in Vos (2011) reveal that authentic contexts for learning involves activities that allow children to develop skills that will be used in a real-life situation. Considering the change of the Welsh curriculum, the development of these skills will be acknowledged by Donaldson (2015) as he highlights the importance of developing the skills of children to prepare them for the future workplace. It must also be noted that mathematical skills will not only prepare children for the future, but it will also help them in everyday life as children will use mathematical language when asking for a quantity of an item (Taylor, 2013 and Welsh Government, 2020). A similar view is shared by Taylor (2013) who notes that authentic learning activities which involve problem solving can increase children’s thinking skills and allow them to appreciate the subject as they begin to see the relevance in their learning. This can also be important to their achievement since Keng and Kian (2010) found that children’s engagement increases when involved in activities that are made relevant to them and this may lead to positive contributions to The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), since the mathematics test requires children to use their mathematical knowledge to solve problems that may exist in the real world (OECD, 2007 cited in Keng and Kian, 2010). Due to school X being a pioneer school, this may suggest one of the reasons why their aim is to implement authentic and practical activities since the basis of the new curriculum came from the poor PISA results which can be seen in Hume (2016). Literature from Moyer (2001) cited in Drews (2007) present findings from teachers which may hinder this process as it was found that some teachers avoided the use of practical resources as they believed that the older pupils may view them as being too childlike. This finding emphasises the importance of teacher’s being aware of the importance practical activities can bring towards children’s mathematical development, especially when further findings from Moyer (2001) cited in Drews (2007) found that teachers used practical activities to make the lesson ‘fun’. This suggests that the teachers are not fully aware of the benefits such activities can bring and this can have a negative impact towards children’s development since separating learning and its relevance can lead to the belief that knowledge is the only outcome of education, as opposed to a tool that can be used to solve problems in real life (Herrington, 2000 and Askew, 1998 cited in Drews, 2007). In the same vein, these findings also support findings from Makgato (2014) and Learning through Landscape (no date) who report that the effectiveness of teaching does not rely on the number of resources that are available, instead, it relies on the teacher’s ability to apply knowledge that allow them to be effective.


SDP

As discussed previously, a school development plan is a plan that is used to display the school’s targets for improvement and the actions they need to take to achieve the target which can also be referred as strategic planning (Agi, 2017 and Cook, 2004 cited in Huber, 2014). According to Martinez et al. (2016) a school’s leadership team can identify weaknesses through methods such as evaluating test results and observations as highlighted previously in Learning point (2004) and Schildkamp (2019). On the basis of this assignment, it is noted that school X use the process of a learning walk to identify weaknesses and to monitor if teachers are acting to strengthen these areas. Research from Steiny (2009) describe a learning walk as a short classroom observation that focuses on a particular aspect of teaching. The benefit of a learning walk is that school X uses it to not only identify weaknesses but to also use it as a tool for developing teacher’s knowledge and skills that allow them to meet the targets set. This corresponds with the view held by Derrington (2016) cited in Scott (2018) who convey that learning walks enable teachers to improve their teaching as they can collect new methods of teaching through observations. As a result, it can be argued that the learning walk process acts as a space for the zone of proximal development to occur since a more knowledgeable teacher can share good practice (Vygotsky, 1962 cited in Smith, 2009). Such positive results of this process can be seen through the findings of Ginsberg et al. (2018) who revealed that teachers in their study displayed a feeling of surprise towards the amount of knowledge they were able to gain from a short visit to another classroom.  It must be noted that these positive views cannot be generalised as the study was conducted on a small sample of teachers based in one school and other research suggests that there are also drawbacks from using a learning walk. One possible drawback is presented by Scott (2018) and Akbar (2018) who argue that the observation can put pressure on the teacher as they may feel that their teaching is being scrutinised. To combat this, Steiny (2009) suggests conducting regular learning walks as this eventually reduced the teacher’s worries about being observed in his study. Another alternative could be to take a similar approach to Cefn Hengoed Community School seen in Estyn (2014) where teachers are given the responsibility to self-evaluate their own lessons to identify areas of improvement that can develop their teaching. From this, teachers can discover new ideas which can be shared with other staff to develop their teaching and can be suggested that feelings of pressure will be reduced.


Regularly monitoring the strengths and weaknesses of approaches has already been identified as a strength of school X as seen in their latest ESTYN report (Estyn, 2017). Governors have been applauded for their efforts of regularly visiting the school but are described as having low experience with teaching. From this, the accuracy of their evaluations may be unreliable and in fact, compliments a learning walk further since Steiny (2009) as discussed previously, revealed that the observer can target a specific area and focus on the strengths and weaknesses of it. An improvement may also be to accompany the governor with another experienced member of staff to make the data collection more reliable and appointing a teacher to cover the classrooms can allow this process to happen more often (Ginsberg et al. 2018). Currently, school X monitors the progress in meeting targets every term which can be considered as a long period of time to assess the strengths and weaknesses of all teacher’s approaches. This length of time can reduce the effectiveness of the plan as Dunaway et al. (2012) argue that schools should regularly assess the plan in order to identify if teachers are working towards meeting the targets. In the same vein Huber (2014) shares that regularly monitoring the efforts of meeting the goal can allow teachers to make any necessary changes that are needed to meet the target. Whilst discussing the process of meeting targets, it is important to share the views from Geoffrey and Lesley (2014) cited in Escobar (2019) claim that staff should be trained to meet the targets of the action plan and this is an area where school X has recently been praised by (Estyn, 2017). To train staff to meet these targets, inset days are used and this a term that is used to describe the in-service training of teachers (Craft, 1996 cited in Altun, 2011). Huber (2014) and Altun (2011) believe that such services can lead to an increase in knowledge and skills that allow teachers to prepare the children for the world that is continuously changing. However, Keast (1981) cited in Altun (2011) reveals that the price of bringing in an experienced spokesman can be costly, and this could suggest that school X may be limited to the amount of INSET experiences they can hold. A further criticism to the idea of an inset to develop teacher’s skills is that most training programmes run for a short period of time and therefore, it is questionable whether or not this has a positive impact towards the quality of teaching, especially when findings from Dilaver (1994) cited in Altun (2011) found that primary teachers argue that these programmes do not enhance their development due to the length they run at. It would be interesting to find out if staff at school X share the same view and if so, would they suggest alternatives? Research from Schildkamp (2019) would suggest that the headteacher can discover these alternatives by involving the staff in the process of planning (Hoogland et al. 2016 cited in Schildkamp, 2019). He further claims that is effective leadership as it can empower staff and lead to a supportive school culture where teachers feel valued and as a result, may complement other areas such as the learning walk, since teachers will move from feeling of worry to support. 


Reflect and evaluate 

Reflecting on the effort school X has taken to achieve its target, it is pleasing to notice that there is a desire to promote the development of teachers through training and observation feedback. However, it is unclear how useful this observation can be towards the teacher and the school’s aim of meeting the target. For example, research from Newton (2017) shares that the pressure of an observation impacts the decisions teachers make and this is similar to research from Goodwin et al. (2017) who suggested that participants may alter their behaviour when there is a presence of an observer in the room. In this case, teacher’s may alter their lesson and purposely include practical resources to meet the observed criteria and as a result, may lead the observer to believe that the teacher is meeting the target. This reinforces the view held by Dunaway et al. (2012) that efforts of meeting the target should regularly be reviewed and can lead to a more reliable process of data collection since Evans (2014) found that the impact of the Hawthorne effect does decline after 10 observations, possibly suggesting that the observation eventually becomes more natural. However, it can be argued that the learning walk does prevent teachers from altering lessons as the observer can ask the student questions about their lessons, which may reveal how often practical resources are used (Steiny, 2009). This is an effective part of the learning walk process since the introduction of the resources may appear ‘good’ but if children do not understand the purpose of them, then it loses its purpose (Askew, 1998 cited in Drews, 2007).

A recommendation to further improve the process of meeting the target would be to encourage staff to use the outdoor environment to promote children’s mathematical knowledge. This can be beneficial as teachers will not need to worry about resources since they can use the natural resources that exist in the outdoor environment such as sticks and acorns (Learning through Landscapes, no date). However, this does rely on the teacher’s ability to use these resources in such a way that allows children to see the relevance in their learning and may require the training of staff to do so. Given that Keast (1981) cited in Altun (2011) regarded the price of training as being costly, an alternative approach could be to ask the school’s forest school leader to conduct the training programme and work closely with the numeracy lead to combine skills that is needed to teach mathematics through the outdoors. According to Cahyono and Ludwig (2018) this approach will benefit pupils as they will begin to understand that mathematic concepts exist around the outdoor environment, and do not appear only on a worksheet and Learning through Landscapes (no date) reveal that teachers in the Foundation Phase are relying too heavily on worksheet activities to enhance children’s learning.


Conclusion 

From evaluating this aspect of the SDP, it is clear from the findings discussed that a whole school approach is needed when addressing a target and meeting the target. Findings from Hoogland et al. (2016) cited in Schildkamp (2019) has allowed me to understand the importance of involving staff in this process as it empowers them to take action and provide more input into the plan. Furthermore, conducting this research and evaluating the school’s method of measuring impact has allowed me to understand the purpose of learning walks, as opposed to viewing them as a tool only used for identifying weaknesses. This appears to be a common perception held by teachers as found by Scott (2018) and Akbar (2018) as discussed earlier. To conclude, I have learnt that these walks are used to share the strengths and weaknesses of teaching styles, which is used to improve the school’s teaching and not to upset staff with criticism. From this, I hope to use my knowledge gained to improve my leadership skills in the future so that I can create a supportive school culture which opens opportunities for staff to feel comfortable with observation and use it as a tool to develop their teaching (Estyn, 2014 and Newton, 2017).
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