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




	
	Targed/target
	Yr hyn yr wyf wedi'i wneud yn yr aseiniad hwn
What I have done in this assignment...


	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	On occasions, your explanations are under-developed which prevents full critical engagement.  Please see comments within your text.
	I have attempted to critically engage with the points I made regarding how School A creates and implements its SDP using my practical experiences at School A and literature.

	Targed/Target 2
	Try to bring in professional examples within your experience, where appropriate, that align with theoretical points 
	I have attempted to link points I have made about School A’s SDP to professional experiences during my time at School A.





Introduction

The school development plan (SDP) is a school’s single strategic plan for improvement, intending to effect improvement through a comprehensive long-term planning process. It will detail the school’s priorities, the action points needed to be undertaken to meet the priorities, the resources dedicated to fulfilling each action point and the key outcomes and targets each action point intends to achieve. The priorities are identified through regular self-evaluation of its performance and contextual data (Welsh Government, 2014). Also, it must detail how the school will develop its staff (including temporary staff) to meet each priority. This report will explore how action point 2.2 (Figure 1) from School A’s SDP is being addressed, and how School A measures the impact of action point 2.2 within an evidence-based framework. 

 
[image: ] Figure 1. Action point 2.2 of School A’s school development plan.
 
 
Review of Literature

In a study exploring relationships between the quality of SDP planning and school performance, Fernandez (2011) identifies a correlation between the quality of the school’s SDP and overall performance of pupils in numeracy and reading. However, Escobar (2019, p. 443) cautions against Fernandez’s (2011) results, noting that “correlation does not prove causality”. Drawing on my experiences across numerous schools through my own time in education and during my initial teacher training placements, I am aware of how schools with more experienced senior leaders are sometimes better able to develop and implement astute planning throughout the school. This is supported by the work of Xaba (2006), who highlights that school development planning is a highly technical process requiring skill and experience to be executed successfully. Therefore, one might argue that whilst there may be a positive relationship between the quality of an SDP and overall performance of pupils in prioritised areas, improvements may not be credited exclusively to the SDP. 

Nevertheless, whilst studies highlighting the positive impact on teaching and learning that a quality SDP can yield continue to be published, there exists earlier research that questions the implementation of SDPs. Welsh Government’s (2014)  SDP guidance emphasises the need for a clear purpose that is shared and understood by all within the school. Yet, McLaughlin (1993, p. 16) notes that every stakeholder within a school agreeing on a strategic plan is not necessarily ideal. He argues that this may promote shared “shared delusions”. Whilst McLaughlin’s (1993) publication may be from 27 years ago, evaluating his concern against the guidance issued for contemporary SDPs and the educational reforms happening in Wales highlights two causes for concern. 

As highlighted in a later study by Bell (2002), the rigid and inflexible nature of long term strategic planning that their accountability systems promote offers minimal opportunities to amend action points or divert the school’s priorities to any new, urgent issues that may arise during the school year. Furthermore, the rigidity that accompanies the act of strategically planning for up to 3 years away, as guided by the Welsh Government (2014), risks interfering with a school’s ability to reflect and reform. This is especially important in Wales and specifically School A, where its role as a pioneer school helping develop Wales’ new curriculum, as recommended by Donaldson (2015), means regularly adapting to the dynamic Areas of Learning and Experiences’ frameworks during their finalisations.  

As part of Wales’ new curriculum, Donaldson (2015) included creating authentic contexts and promoting problem-solving as two of his 12 pedagogical principles to promote good teaching and learning. Specifically, Donaldson (2015, p. 14) defined authentic as “rooted in Welsh values and culture”. The authenticity of school learning has been a long-standing area of concern in educational research (Weninger, 2017). One could argue this extends as far back as to the theory of experiences proposed by Dewey (1938), which necessitated experiences as the basis for education.  

Contemporary research into providing authentic contexts for learning has identified positive changes in student’s problem-solving skills (Karakas-Ozur and Duman, 2019; Wu-Yuin, Anh and Ya-Han, 2019; Yuliati, Fauziah and Hidayat, 2018). However, it must be considered that these results were yielded from data during geography, mathematics physics lessons respectively. It is evident that much of the contemporary research exploring the effects of authentic contexts for learning is analysing data observed in subject-specific lessons. As Wales’ new curriculum moves to an organisational structure comprising of areas of learning and experiences – moving away from subject-specific disciplines – it raises the question as to whether the positives identified in subject-specific lessons can be replicated in classrooms employing Wales’ new curriculum. Nevertheless, reflecting on my experiences planning teaching around authentic contexts at School A leads me to believe that these positive impacts on learning are already prevalent in classrooms employing Wales’ new curriculum.  

Developing an Action Point
 
School A identified Priority 2 and its associated action points through the development of the school’s post-Estyn inspection plan, as Estyn highlighted that there are limited opportunities for pupils to develop their thinking and problem-solving skills. This is in contrast to other priorities within School A’s SDP, which have been developed after analysing quantitative data. Most notably, Priority 1’s focus on raising standards in core subjects had been developed following analysis of the percentage of pupils achieving various key performance indicators, which are included at the beginning of the SDP. Research has suggested that the use of data analysis to inform planning for school improvements can contribute to increased learning and achievement (Poortman and Schildkamp, 2016; Van Geel et al, 2016). Whilst this may be the case, I would argue that the school’s post-Estyn inspection plan represents enough self-evaluation to not warrant any additional self-evaluating using quantitative data analysis to further develop Priority 2 and its action points. The conclusions drawn by Vanlommel and Schildkamp (2019) support this, who identified that practitioners can make false interpretations of data, based on pre-existing beliefs, biases or assumptions.  

As well as using data analysis to inform strategic planning, School A involves all school partners and stakeholders to ensure everyone commits to the school’s improvement, as recommended by the Welsh Government (2014). They achieve this through pupil, staff and parent questionnaires, consulting with the local authority as well as dedicating sections of the SDP specifically to how the school can engage with the wider community to enrich each priority (Figure 2). This is especially important in the case of School A, as it serves a much wider area than the locality in which the school is situated due to its role as a faith school. 
 
[image: ] Figure 2. How School A plans to involve the wider community to enrich Priority 2.
 
 Once the school has completed its self-evaluation (informed by its data analysis and stakeholder consultation) and identified its priorities, each priority is broken down into action points. These action points, enacted collectively, therefore serve as School A’s success criteria against achieving the priority. School A uses a four tier colour-coded system to measure the progress made against action point; ranging from strong progress (green) to limited progress (red). As can be seen in Figure 1, action point 2.2 is itself broken down into multiple milestones. Implementing multiple smaller-scale milestones as a means of achieving large-scale whole-school targets is a common strategy across schools (Blanchard, 2013). Whilst initially it may appear to increase the complexity of the SDP by having such an extensive list of milestones, School A’s process of allocating each milestone to one of three columns (term one, term two and term three) provides a logical structure to the development of the action point throughout the school year. 
 
In addition to the three columns representing the three school year terms, another column is present noting which members of staff are tasked with the internal accountability of each action point. For action point 2.2, it lists the headteacher, deputy headteacher and “all staff”. However, whilst the timeline for enacting each smaller-scale milestone of the action point is clear, the accountability column is vague. As seen in Figure 1, only the “planning scrutiny” milestone lists the member of staff responsible for this action. Through my professional teaching experience at School A, I am aware that the headteacher has distributed responsibilities amongst staff for each milestone of the action point. I and a second initial teacher training student at School A worked closely with the project lead of the whole school creative project described in action point 2.2. Through this experience, I am aware of a successful grant application that is helping fund the whole school creative project. It is noticeable that this is not detailed in the ‘source of finance and cost’ column in the SDP. Therefore, one might question why these important details are not present in the SDP. A possible explanation may be that the copy of School A’s SDP this report is examining was received in October, which may not reflect amendments made since. Nevertheless, considering the Welsh Government (2014) state the importance of SDPs containing clear details of responsibilities and accountability, it could be argued that these details should be finalised before October.  
 
Reflection and Evaluation
 
The first milestone for action point 2.2 following the initial AoLE meetings in September consists of the headteacher and deputy headteacher scrutinising lesson plans and books, checking to see whether teachers are providing authentic learning opportunities which enable the development of problem-solving skills and to measure the current impact of the action point. Having sat in this meeting in December, I appreciate how this process helped drive forward best practice at School A by ensuring all staff are adhering to the shared vision of providing authentic learning opportunities to develop problem-solving skills. Furthermore, an examination of the literature reveals that this process also has the potential to motivate teachers (Riches and Watson-Davis, 2019); something I did not consider at the time. However, I question whether this process should be undertaken at an earlier time in the school year. By beginning this process in December, any teachers found to be not addressing this priority sufficiently have spent nearly an entire term not contributing to the shared priority of the school. Whereas, if this process was initiated earlier, any teachers struggling with the implementation of the priority could be provided with assistance much sooner.
 
An aspect of action point 2.2 that was enacted early into the school year was the incorporation of whole school creative projects into long term planning to link with authentic contexts. Of which, ‘Working Whispers – An Exploration of Industrial Heritage’ is by far the most ambitious project; spanning from October to April. Through collaboration with another school, professional artists and local organisations, pupils are provided with plentiful opportunities to apply and develop problem-solving skills in a variety of abstract situations. The use of assessment, pupil feedback and self-assessment assists teachers in understanding how much structure and guidance pupils require during project-based learning (Maher and Yoo, 2017) and is being used to measure the impact of the project. This is especially crucial during this project, where an emphasis has been placed on providing opportunities for pupils to work independently and lead the learning. Whilst student feedback and reflection are being encouraged continuously, I would argue that greater levels of formative or summative assessment should be conducted as well, to gauge how much learning is taking place. This is supported by the work of Barron and Darling (2007), who note that there is a need for assessment as well as self-reflection for project-based learning to be most effective. 

Nevertheless, the teachers involved with the creative project will have much to share with their colleagues during the “monitoring week – share good practice” milestone scheduled for June. Whilst not having had the opportunity to observe such a week, the idea of sharing evidence of authentic learning opportunities with fellow teachers sounds promising. My experiences observing and teaching in two year groups, as well as assisting with projects across other year groups has enabled me to experience a multitude of pedagogical approaches and ideas in how to use a range of authentic contexts and enable the development of problem-solving skills in school. On the contrary, most teachers at School A are exclusive to one classroom and therefore are unable to explore and reflect on how their colleagues are developing this priority. Similar to School A’s scheduling of lesson plan and book scrutiny, I would propose School A explores the feasibility of adding sessions where teachers can share their good practice with colleagues earlier in the school year. Consequently, this would enable the teachers’ current class of pupils to benefit during the remaining school year, whereas the current scheduled date late in term three provides minimal opportunity for teachers to apply newly acquired ideas to their current class. Contemporary research does argue in favour of teachers sharing good practice (Goss and Sonnemann, 2020; Wardrip, Gomez and Gomez, 2015). However, a study by Oliver et al. (2017) found that some teachers struggle to produce formal representations of their teaching to share with colleagues, proving necessary for schools to dedicate valuable continued professional development time to support this process. Therefore, this may not be as straightforward to implement in School A as previously thought. 
 
 Conclusion
 
According to the review of literature and mandate from the Welsh Government (2014), it can be said that the processes of creation and the implementation of an SDP are crucial in fostering improvements in schools. This is evidenced through School A’s development of action point 2.2. The structured process in chronologically meeting each milestone set out in the SDP has, in my opinion, addressed one of its most urgent recommendations from the Estyn report. I would attribute this to the achievable, yet still challenging nature of the action point. In addition, the willingness of all stakeholders to come together and agree on a set of goals, accept scrutiny and share good practice contributes greatly to the successful implementation of action point 2.2. Nevertheless, it is important to consider that an SDP does not guarantee school improvement and that even action points yielding positive results can be further developed, as proposed for action point 2.2. 
My critical reflection on School A’s SDP has deepened my understanding of the importance of long term strategic planning. Also, in my future teaching practice, it will encourage me to think holistically when scheduling experiences or continued professional development activities. Specifically, I will consider whether I or others would benefit from such experiences or continued professional development activities being enacted sooner; as proposed for the book scrutiny and share good practice weeks I highlighted in School A’s SDP. 
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