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

As schools strive for excellence they often employ strategic plans, among which the School Development Plan (SDP) stands as a guiding framework. This report critically examines the initiatives undertaken by my placement school to enhance a specific section of their SDP: the improvement of writing skills. With a focus on actions taken, the impact they have, and the evidence supporting these endeavours, the report will be examining the ways in which the school can achieve effective writing abilities among learners. This report will navigate through the school's dedicated efforts, with a consideration of the underlying pedagogical and theoretical foundations that have shaped the school's journey to achieving its SDP's goals. 

To begin, we must first understand the school's context. The school is a Roman Catholic faith-based school with 226 pupils on roll. The school is situated in a semi-affluent area with only 14% of pupils eligible for free school meals. 5.7% of pupils have been identified as having additional learning needs and only 6.3% of pupils have English as an additional language. The school has an informative and reflective SDP which plays a crucial role in advancing the overall educational experience for learners. One particular focus area that has gained prominence in the school is the enhancement of learner’s writing skills. This literature review explores the theoretical underpinnings of the school’s development plan aimed at improving skills in learners. 

This theoretical framework consists of Piaget's cognitive development theory (Huitt & Hummel,2003) and its processes which emphasises the sequential stages of cognitive growth in learners. The understanding of how writing skills align with these stages is essential in designing effective school development plans. Piaget's theory suggests that cognitive development occurs sequentially, with learners moving from the sensorimotor stage (infancy), all the way to formal operational stage (young adults). Each stage influences cognitive abilities, including language and writing skills. In the context of improving learners' writing skills, a development plan grounded in Piaget's theory might involve tailoring writing tasks to match the cognitive capabilities of learners at dissimilar stages. For instance, younger learners in the preoperational stage might benefit from activities that focus on basic vocabulary and sentence formation, while older learners in the concrete operational stage could engage in more complex extensive writing tasks. 

As learners progress into the concrete operational stage, characterised by more developed logical reasoning, the school development plan can evolve to incorporate more intricate writing tasks. Activities might involve critical analysis, argumentative writing, and the exploration of complex themes. At this stage, learners can organise their thoughts coherently better, leading to more sophisticated writing outcomes. Furthermore, cognitive development is supported with the interaction with learners’ peers and their environment. The schools SDP may be influenced by Piaget's theory which encourages collaborative writing projects, where learners engage in the joint construction of written artefacts. This collaborative approach not only aligns with Piaget's emphasis on social interactions but also enhances writing skills by fostering diverse perspectives and shared knowledge. 
In summary, Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory offers a robust theoretical foundation for designing school development plans focused on improving learners' writing skills. By aligning writing tasks with the cognitive stages of learners, incorporating collaborative learning experiences, and considering other theories such as the ZPD, educators can create a nuanced and effective plan that nurtures the gradual development of writing proficiency in learners throughout their educational journey. 

To add, Lev Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory (Kurt,2020) offers valuable insights into social aspects of learning. Vygotsky notes the function of social interactions, cultural tools, and influences of knowledgeable navigators in learning processes. Looking with a focus on writing skill improvements, this theory underscores the significance of collaborative learning experiences within the school development plan. Vygotsky came fourth with the idea of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which brings forward the space between learners’ independent achievement and what they can achieve with the guidance of a more knowledgeable person (Shabani,2010). When applying Vygotsky's theory to writing skills, the development plan can leverage collaborative writing projects where learners work together to construct meaningful work and develop their writing skills. Peer collaboration and teacher guidance become integral components in this sociocultural approach to writing development. Additionally, Vygotsky’s concept of the ZDP becomes pertinent in tailoring writing tasks to learners' cognitive capabilities as mentioned in Piaget’s theory. The ZPD represents the range of tasks that learners can perform with the roles mentioned previous. This means that tasks should be stimulating enough to encourage growth but not overly frustrating. The SDP can leverage the ZPD by providing scaffolding and support for learners as they engage in increasingly complex writing activities as they move through their cognitive development stages. Furthermore, Vygotsky highlighted the significance of cultural tools, for instance language, in facilitating cognitive processes. Within the SDP, language serves for communication and as a vehicle for thought and knowledge. This perspective underscores the value of language-rich environments and encourages educators to create a literacy-rich atmosphere that supports the development of writing skills. 

Moreover, as educational stakeholders work towards addressing social injustice, it is essential to integrate the principles of the new Welsh curriculum into the development plan. The Curriculum for Wales (Curriculum for Wales: Overview| GOV.WALES,2023), introduced to revolutionize the education system, places a strong emphasis on developing students as ambitious, capable learners, ready to contribute to a better Wales and the wider world. Within the context of social injustice in schools, the new curriculum serves as a guiding framework to explicitly address issues of equity and access. The Curriculum for Wales promotes a more inclusive learning environment by fostering an understanding of diversity and encouraging educators to tailor their teaching approaches to individual students' needs. This inclusivity aligns with the broader goal of addressing social injustice by highlighting and dismantling systemic barriers that disproportionately affect marginalized learners. By embracing the principles of the Welsh curriculum, the SDP can aim to create an educational system that is responsive to the unique backgrounds and experiences of all students. Access and equity in education ensures that learners, regardless of background, have equal opportunities to succeed academically. This encompasses not only access to quality education but also a fair and inclusive learning environment. When social injustice is prevalent in schools, it hinders the development of a level playing field for students, affecting their overall educational experience and prospects. 

Vygotsky's emphasis on cultural tools, particularly language, is highly relevant in the context of addressing social injustice in schools. Language serves as a means of expression and a powerful tool for thinking and learning. In a socially unjust educational environment, certain groups may face linguistic barriers or biases that hinder their cognitive development. Recognizing language as a crucial mediator of cognitive processes, educators can work towards creating an inclusive and supportive atmosphere. In addition, the curriculum places a significant emphasis on developing ethical and informed citizens, emphasizing the importance of values such as equality, justice, and sustainability. This aligns seamlessly to address social injustice in schools, as it encourages educators to embed these values into the learning environment. By incorporating the ethical dimensions of the new curriculum into the development plan, educators can contribute to fostering a sense of social responsibility among students, empowering them to recognize and challenge instances of injustice within their educational experience. 

Extending beyond Vygotsky, social constructivist theories advocate for active, collaborative learning experiences where learners construct knowledge through social interactions. J. Lave and E. Wenger's theory situated learning (Sandra & Herrera, n.d.) complements this perspective, emphasizing the importance of learning in authentic contexts. In the context of writing, this theory suggests that learners benefit from engaging in real-world writing tasks that have relevance and application beyond the classroom (considered under Donaldson’s (2015) review- real authentic contexts in teaching). Within the school development plan, social constructivist principles can be implemented through project-based learning initiatives. For example, learners might collaborate on community-based writing projects, creating pieces that serve a purpose in their local community. This not only enhances writing skills but also instils a sense of purpose and real-world application, aligning with social constructivist principles. 

Shifting the focus to specific writing pedagogies, the Writing Process Approach provides a theoretical foundation for structuring writing instruction. This approach, rooted in the work of scholars such as D. Murray and J. Emig, views “writing as a recursive process involving prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, and publishing” (Moxley, 2024). The development plan can integrate these stages, emphasizing the importance of multiple drafts and revisions in fostering polished writing skills. Moreover, the Writing Process Approach aligns with the idea of metacognition (awareness of thought processes). Learners are encouraged to reflect on their writing process, making conscious decisions about their choices in language, structure, and style. This metacognitive aspect can be incorporated into the SDP through reflective writing exercises, journals, or peer feedback sessions that prompt learners to analyse and articulate their writing decisions. 

The SDP is a crucial document that guides the school's improvement efforts, and its development is influenced and supported by school’s self-evaluation, data analysis, stakeholders, strategic planning, and impact measurement. The SDP in question chose to focus on the improvement of writing skills. This focus followed a recommendation from Estyn (St Jospeh’s R.C. Primary school | Estyn, 2023). The school began by conducting a thorough self-evaluation to identify their existing strengths and weaknesses. To support the implementation of the recommendations Estyn suggested, the school must consider the stakeholders involved. 
 
The school, alongside internal support, need to expand to external bodies to help them meet this recommendation well. For example, the school are collaborating closely with governors and the archdiocesan education team. Governors have a crucial role in book scrutiny. The school will take three books from each year group (Lower ability, middle ability, and higher ability) to look through and analyse. This allows the school to track progression, offering teachers a guide to individual and class-wide understanding of the material. Regular book scrutiny promotes consistency in teaching practices across different classrooms or subjects within a school. Consistency is important for maintaining high educational standards. It provides a means to monitor how well the curriculum is being implemented in the classroom. This ensures that the intended learning outcomes are being achieved and that teachers are following established guidelines along with the new curriculum. The new curriculum for Wales is based on the four purposes: Ambitious and capable learners, Enterprising and creative learners, Ethical and informed citizens, and Healthy and confident learners (Donaldson, 2015).

The plan starts with an emphasis on teacher professional development in writing instruction. While the initiative is commendable, questions arise regarding the alignment of the training with best practices in writing instruction and the sustainability of ongoing opportunities for teacher growth. Furthermore, collaboration among educators is a central pillar of the development plan, aiming to foster a culture of shared ability. However, is there sufficient time and resources distributed to ensure meaningful collaboration, and what evidence exists regarding the impact of these discussions on teaching practices? The SDP shows that one of their stakeholders, Helen Bowen (Home | Helen Bowen Education Consultancy LTD,2018), has been invited on inset days to discuss how collaborating with teachers and school leaders to establish effective methods that actively engage learners and equips teachers with the resources to do this. Helen Bowen collaborates closely with the school to ensure they are following their actions and ensuring that there is growth in their recommendations.

The establishment of clear writing expectations using Skills Progression Ladders represents a pivotal aspect of the SDP aimed at improving pupils' writing skills. This strategic inclusion is rooted in the recognition that explicit guidelines can provide a structured framework for both teachers and students, fostering a cohesive and developmental approach to writing instruction. It is essential to evaluate how well the expectations are relayed to teachers and learners. Clear and transparent communication is essential for the successful implementation of any instructional framework. The analysis should delve into the methods employed to bring awareness to these expectations, exploring whether there are professional development sessions, written guidelines, or collaborative discussions that ensure a shared understanding among educators. Also, examining the feedback loop from teachers and learners can provide insights into the communication process's clarity and effectiveness. The incorporation of models and examples in teaching is a positive feature of the plan. It offers a visual representation of well-structured and effective writing. Learners, especially those who are more visually oriented learners, can benefit significantly from seeing concrete examples of what is expected. Moving forward, learners gain a clear understanding of the standards and criteria against which their work will be assessed. Clarifying this helps to demystify the writing process and empowers learners to strive for specific goals. 

The school's approach aligns with the new curriculum for Wales, which is centered around the four purposes (Donaldson, 2015). The curriculum proves the importance of book scrutiny in tracking progression and ensuring consistency in teaching practices across different classrooms or subjects, which is crucial for supporting high educational standards. This aligns with the new curriculum's emphasis on achieving intended learning outcomes and following established guidelines. Additionally, the school's focus on teacher professional development in writing instruction is in line with the new curriculum's aim to foster ambitious and capable learners. The emphasis on collaboration among educators also resonates with the new curriculum's goal of creating enterprising and creative learners. The involvement of external stakeholders, such as Helen Bowen, in discussions and collaboration further supports the aim of securing effective practices that engage learners and enhance teachers' skills, aligning with the curriculum's goals. The establishment of clear writing expectations using Skills Progression Ladders reflects the school's commitment to improving pupils' writing skills, in line with the curriculum's focus on developing ethical and informed citizens. The analysis proposed, evaluating how well expectations are conveyed and understood, aligns with the curriculum's emphasis on successful implementation. The SDP effectively links the school's initiatives to the key principles in the new Welsh Curriculum, showing a commitment to fostering well-rounded learners and aligning with the overarching goals of the educational framework. 

The SDP positively impacted learners’ academic outcomes by improving writing proficiency and enhancing engagement. For instance, assessments revealed across-the-board advancements in learners' ability to structure coherent paragraphs and utilize diverse vocabulary. Collaborative writing projects fostered greater student engagement and motivation, leading to increased ownership of their work and a willingness to revise based on peer feedback. However, challenges arose during implementation, notably resource constraints and increased teacher workload. Limited access to technology and instructional materials hindered certain writing activities, while the demand for planning and assessing differentiated tasks added pressure on teachers' time. Despite these challenges, the SDP's overall impact on learner’s outcomes reflected the school's commitment to enhancing writing skills and fostering a supportive learning environment.

Moreover, the integration of the new Welsh curriculum principles into the development plan underscores the SDP aims to create an inclusive and fair learning environment. The curriculum's emphasis on diversity, inclusivity, and social responsibility aligns seamlessly intending to address social injustice in schools. By recognizing and dismantling systemic barriers, the SDP contributes to fostering ambitious, capable, ethical, and informed learners. 

The analysis further delved into the SDP processes, including self-evaluation, stakeholder involvement, and strategic planning. Notably, external support from governors and the archdiocesan education team, along with collaboration with Helen Bowen, shows a comprehensive approach to improvement. The engagement in book scrutiny, aligned with the new curriculum's aims, ensures consistency and high educational standards. The critical analysis of the SDP’s key elements, such as teacher professional development, collaboration, writing expectations, and the use of models, provides insights into the effectiveness and alignment with contemporary best practices. It highlights the importance of clear communication, feedback loops, and visual aids in fostering a structured and developmental approach to writing instruction. 

In conclusion, the SDP not only reflects the commitment to improving writing skills but also aligns cohesively with the principles and aims of the new Welsh curriculum. The SDP aligns with broader aims of fostering holistic development among learners, aiming not only for academic achievement, but also for social responsibility, creativity and confidence. 
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Targets:
1. Consult with the Harvard referencing guidance, available from the UWTSD here: Referencing Handbooks | University of Wales Trinity Saint David (uwtsd.ac.uk)
2. You should ensure that you engage with a wider range of literature and use this to reinforce what you are trying to say - you need to avoid writing long sections that are not supported with useful literature.  

image2.png




image1.png




