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Targets from 7004:

· Terminology - 'criteria' is a plural term. Therefore, you cannot refer to 'a' success criteria.

· This grammatical error will be corrected in the essay if referring to success criteria at any point. 


· Consider a masters study during your early teaching career. You have a way with words that will allow you to shine. That could assist your progression up the professional ladder.

· After completing the course, I will definitely look into a master’s study. 




Introduction

In this assignment I will critically reflect on a priority listed on the School Development Plan (SDP) of my placement school. Adhering to BERA guidelines (2018), I can state that my placement school is a naturally bilingual mixed school catering for students from 11 to 18 years old, located in southwest Wales. I have chosen to analyse and gain a deeper understanding on the actions, impact and evidence base of priority two. This is stated in the SDP as: ‘Further improve standards in teaching and learning throughout the school with a particular focus on differentiation, assessment and feedback processes.’ 

Firstly, I will demonstrate my understanding of a SDP and my chosen area exploring differentiation, assessment and feedback.  I will discuss how the school self-evaluated in order to note this as a priority. Furthermore, through analysing this aspect I will consider data analysis, involving stakeholders and strategic planning. When evaluating the stated priority, I will reflect on the measured impact to review the development and provide any practical suggestions that have emerged from this essay. 

Literature Review

To aid schools in providing students with the utmost learning experiences and outcomes, the primary objective of school improvement is established, according to Welsh Government (2021). Thus, the quest for continuous improvement and development is an essential aspect of the education sector. The creation and implementation of a SDP is one of the ways that schools can achieve this. According to Fullan (2014), “Effective planning and development of school systems is necessary to meet the ever-changing needs of students and to ensure that they are equipped to thrive in today’s dynamic world” (p.23). The SDP is a strategic plan that outlines the schools’ priorities and objectives for improvement, as well as the actions required to achieve them. SDP’s are dynamic documents that must evolve over time to meet the changing needs of students and the education system. Self-evaluation is a critical component of this process, allowing school to assess their progress and adapt or adjust accordingly (MacBeath and McGlynn, 2004; Downes and Maunsell, 2012). Thus, it is an “indicative, living framework” (Chang, 2008, p.2). 

Research has shown that an effective SDP involves collaboration among all stakeholders including students as the primary stakeholders, teachers, parents, administrators, and community members (Bryk et al., 2010; Fullan, 2015). This is echoed in guidance by Welsh Government (2014) on SDP’s that states “all school partners and stakeholders will be involved in identifying strengths and areas for improvement.” (p.5).  The SDP is a critical tool that assists schools in organising their efforts and allocating resources appropriately (Boyle and Charles, 2016). According to Brighouse and Woods (1999), we can apply the notion of 'critical friends' developed by Michael Fullan as a means of self-evaluation to maintain improvement, and to engage stakeholders and partners in the improvement process. The authors define critical friends as individuals or groups who provide honest and constructive feedback of the school’s performance, policies, and practices. These critical friends can be internal or external to the school community. The authors argue that engaging critical friends in the improvement process can help school identifying blind spots, challenge assumptions, and generate new ideas for improvement. This is why Brighouse and Woods (1999) insist, “Critical friends are invaluable to schools.” (p. 108). However, as Goldstone (2021) clearly identifies, effective self-evaluation requires schools to be receptive to such critical perspectives. 

Thomson (2010) argues that successful whole school change requires a comprehensive approach that considers the broader social, cultural, and economic context. Therefore, whilst critical friends can help build transparency and create local insights for a more inclusive approach, we must also acknowledge the national context. That is to say, critical friends should not exclusively inform priorities of an SDP. Rather, as noted in guidance on SDP by Welsh Government (2021), the process should be informed by a range of evidence, including national and local data, as well as the views and experiences of learners, staff, and parents. This holistic application will allow for alignment with the school’s vision and values and take into account the wider educational context, including policy and legislative requirements. 

Literature thus far has demonstrated that developing an SDP, requires a systematic approach. Schools need to identify an area that needs improvement, set measurable goals, and develop strategies to achieve these goals. They also need to consider the available resources and assess the feasibility of their plans. Throughout the implementation process, schools need to monitor and evaluate their progress continually, adjusting as necessary.
The priority I have chosen from the SDP refers to three pedagogies, differentiation, assessment, and feedback. I will briefly synthesise through literature these three components. Differentiation refers to the process of tailoring instruction to meet the diverse needs of students in a classroom (Tomlinson, 2014). This links to the second pedagogical principle of the reformed Curriculum for Wales, “…challenges all learners by encouraging them to recognise the importance of sustained effort in meeting expectations that are high but achievable for them.” (Donaldson, 2015, p.64). As such, differentiation aims to provide students with equitable access to learning opportunities by providing them with content, process and product options that align with their individual learning styles and needs (Subban, 2006). Donaldson (2015) argues, “Self-limiting beliefs about fixed ‘potential’ are difficult to alter and can have a profoundly negative effect on learning.” (p.64).  This underlines the significance that “one size doesn’t fit all” (Gregory and Chapman, 2012, p.1). Differentiation, when implemented effectively, helps to promote student engagement, motivation, academic achievement, while also fostering a positive classroom environment that values and supports diversity and inclusion (Subban, 2006; Hattie, 2012; Tomlinson, 2014). Notwithstanding, productive differentiation requires a deep understanding of students’ individual needs and abilities, which can be challenging for teachers to achieve. Research indicates that teacher training and professional development are critical in supporting effective differentiation practices (Tomlinson, 2014). Differentiation is a complex but essential approach to teaching that has the potential to improve student learning outcomes. 
Assessment and feedback can clearly be linked to two of the pedagogical principles outlined in successful futures, “employing assessment for learning principles” and “encouraging children and young people to take increasing responsibility for their own learning” (Donaldson, 2015, pp. 67-69). Thus, they are critical components of the education process that contribute significantly to student learning and academic achievement. One of the key themes that emerge from literature is the importance of formative assessment. For instance, Black and Wiliam (1998) argues that it is a fundamental aspect of effective teaching and learning because it allows teachers to adapt their teaching to meet the needs of individual students. Furthermore, Wiliam (2011), suggests that formative assessment can greatly enhance student learning and achievement. Donaldson (2015) synthesises Wiliam’s findings by stating “effective teacher assessment can ‘double’ the rate of learning” (p. 68). The literature also highlights the importance of using a range of assessment methods. While traditional forms of assessment, such as tests and exams, have their place, they may not be the most effective way to measure student learning (Harlen, 2005). The main findings in regard to feedback is that its timely and the inclusion and role of students in the process. Hattie and Timperley (2007) argue that feedback is most effective when it is provided promptly, and students have an opportunity to use the feedback to improve their learning. Furthermore, students need to be actively involved in the assessment process to develop a deep understanding of the subject matter (Boud and Falchikov, 2006). Correspondingly, Higgins et al (2021) discuses metacognition, which refers to the process of ‘learning to learn’ indicating it enables learners to exert more authority over their learning experience. This is upheld by Donaldson (2015) who notes, “In order to become capable learners, children and young people need to be able to stand back and observe their own process of learning and identify how it can be improved.” (p. 69). By incorporating these practices into their teaching, educators can create a more effective and engaging learning environment for their students. 
Developing an action point

Using Welsh Government’s model (2014), the cycle for school development planning (figure 1, p.7), I will discuss the vision or priority two as it is termed in the school’s SDP.  As noted, the priority is to further improve standards in teaching and learning throughout the school with a specific focus on differentiation, assessment, and feedback processes. 
The first stage of the model is self-evaluation. Self-evaluation can promote a culture of continuous improvement and support the development of a shared vision for the school (Marshall and Sharpe, 2019). Welsh Government (2021) state, “All schools will have honest, robust, enquiry-based self-evaluation arrangements in place, building on the range of information and evidence available, as part of their strategic improvement process” (p.13). This honest, enquiry-based approach will allow for schools to, as Hattie (2012) states, “…know thy impact” (p.19). Self-evaluation is a crucial process for schools to identify areas for improvement and ensure they are meeting the needs of their students. Therefore, to ensure a successful self-evaluation process, schools can use tools such as quality assurance frameworks, data analysis to gather evidence and evaluate their performance (Lingard et al, 2012). 
Specifically, the school had input and collaboration from all staff and stakeholders to ensure the plan reflects the needs and goals of the entire school community. This input of information came from several sources. These include professional conversations, surveys, staff meetings, focus groups, lesson observations, book scrutiny, and data analysis, to name a few. However, it was clear that the school is data-driven as the basis of their evidence. This highlighted the vitality of internal data data from the school to discover these whole school goals and needs. Internal data is important because it allows schools to take ownership of their SDP’s. This is supported by evidence research on effective self-evaluation, which illustrates the imperative of focusing on evaluation for improvement rather than meeting external accountability (Welsh Government, 2022). The damage to genuine school improvement due to overly focusing on external accountability is clearly visible. For instance, Estyn (2019) wrote “Some schools even hired consultants to write their [self-evaluation] report so that it was ‘Estyn-ready’”. Thereby, they acknowledged there was a fixation on external accountability and decided to no longer ask for such report.  For the same reasons, Welsh Government (2022) have announced “the ending of the national categorisation system” (p.5). This is whereby schools were categorised with RAG (red, amber, green) ratings. This created “consequential risks” (Welsh Government, 2022, p.5) such as competition between schools, and incentivised improvement for the wrong reasons resulting in futile outcomes. 
Thus, to avoid the school and staff seeing the process as a ritual audit and to promote meaningful practice for school improvement in an organic way, the school uses a bottom-up approach to self-evaluate. However, it is still important to acknowledge the need for a degree of external accountability. As previously mentioned, according to Brighouse and Woods (1999), we can apply the notion of ‘critical friends’ to maintain improvement. Through this concept and the bottom-up approach it ensures that, “…leaders and school governors to be sensitive and non-judgemental, to listen and take account of families views.” (Welsh Government, 2015, p.9). In addition, when lower-level employees or stakeholders are involved in the decision-making process, they are more likely to feel invested in the outcome and more committed to implementing the decision (Brighouse and Woods, 1999). What's more, incorporating diverse perspectives from a wide range of stakeholders can lead to more creative and innovative solutions to problems, and can also help identify potential challenges or barriers that may have been overlooked.  By engaging with these stakeholders and seeking their input and feedback, schools can better meet the needs of their students and communities and achieve their educational goals (Welsh Government, 2015).
Yet one drawback of this approach is that the wide range of inputs and ideas can make it difficult to maintain focus on the original goal or objective, resulting in a loss of the bigger picture. This is substantiated as Fullan (2007) highlights the importance of maintaining clear and concise objectives to avoid diluting the overall vision with an abundance of competing perspectives. This coincides with the fact that schools exist within a local and national context. Therefore, the school's priorities must link with national objectives and laws in education. This indicates the need of striking a balance between school and national vision. For instance, as noted earlier the priority is linked with national pedagogies from curriculum for Wales (Donaldson, 2015, pp.64-69). The national priority must be taken and applied and see how it relates with the context of the school. Thus, these pedagogies are then evaluated against internal data. 
The school uses a variety of quantitative data. For example, progress results. They have a program called SMID that collects data from SIMS and creates data analysis for them. This appears in several forms including colored bar graphs to show progress. Whilst this saves time, I learned the importance of not taking data for what it is superficially. 
Rather, the data must be evaluated and analyzed. For example, the mentor shared a specific situation. Looking at data from psychology results, the grade average was underperforming. The school went to the head of the department, and they went through data. Only through analysis, they realized that one student had dropped out of school but was still on the system, so it brought the average grade down. Therefore, this is demonstrated the imperative of evaluating and analysing the data to establish the whole picture. This is in line with work by Schildkamp (2019) which states “it is important to use data to determine the cause of a problem”.  
The verdict through self-evaluation regarding this priority found that slow pace of learning and low expectation hinder learners’ progress. This requires consideration when discussing the second and third stage of the cycle which is strategic planning. This inevitably effects the actioning of making improvements. Thereby it is noted in the SDP, the target is for teachers to ensure that three elements of differentiated instruction is in place. For assessment and feedback, teachers are encouraged to use a wide range of formative assessment strategies and that feedback is delivered appropriately timed. Furthermore, to implement this the school assessment policy will be reviewed and updates and a school feedback policy will be designed. These targets are on-going on a continuous time scale. The core responsibility is directed at Heads of AoLE’s and the deputy head. In order to measure impact (the fourth stage of the model), it is monitored every term throughout the school year through work scrutiny done by the senior leadership team. This includes lesson observation as well as the County’s review report to gain understanding and effective awareness of the school’s needs on the classroom floor. This then is shared in contact management meetings to recognise the progress made by the AoLE. According to Chang’s (2008) three classifications of evaluation, the school internally self-evaluates which is then formatively monitored. In this action plan, there is no additional estimated costs as it has been noted as ‘management time’ therefore the source is from the core staffing budget.
Reflection, Evaluation and Conclusion 
Whilst evaluation through literature of the school’s SDP has been done throughout this assignment. Upon reflection, the school has not fully incorporated the Schools as Learning Organisations (SLO) model (Welsh Government, 2022).  Several action-oriented dimensions from the model can be seen, including developing a shared vision and establishing a culture of inquiry. However, moving forward steps could be taken to follow this model closer. For example, creating and supporting continuous learning opportunities for all staff. Research studies have consistently shown that professional learning and development can facilitate educational change and improve student outcomes (Yoon et al 2007; Wei et al 2009; Guskey and Yoon 2009; Desimone et al 2011). Therefore, it is recommended that schools invest in targeted professional development courses to support their teachers in implementing and sustaining improvements in the key areas stated in the priority. These should be based on current research and adapted to meet the specific needs and context of the school community to increase its effectiveness. This would therefore allow teachers to be ‘change agents’ and therefore successfully transform aspects of how the organization operates (Fullan 1993; Fullan 2011). Brown and White (2021) refer to research that highlights, when such improvement occurs in disadvantaged areas, they can result in a decrease in the disparity of educational attainment between students from the most and least affluent families (Butler and Schneller, 2012; Brown, 2020). Consequently, this would meet the national education mission as outlined in a speech by Jeremy Miles (2020), whereby tacking the gap in education outcomes as a result of poverty. 
In conclusion developing an SDP requires careful planning, execution and evaluation. By focusing on priority two discussed in this essay, the school can create targeted and meaningful actions. The impact of these actions must be closely monitored and evaluated to determine their effectiveness, and evidence must be gathered to support any claims of success. The development of the SDP is an ongoing process that requires collaboration and input from all stakeholders. With a focus on continuous improvement, schools can create a positive and effective learning environment that benefits all members of the school community. 
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