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How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.
Introduction:
Throughout Wales, most schools implement a three-year School Development Plan (SDP). This strategic document outlines the school’s aims and planned actions for enhancement, with a focus on improving learner outcomes (Welsh Government, 2023b). This report will critically reflect on the SDP process held by a primary school, considering their aims, implementation and self-evaluation. With regards to the BERA (2018) ethical guidelines, the selected primary school will be referred to as School A to preserve their confidentiality. 
Situated in an urban area, School A is a mainstream primary school with an enrolment of 230 pupils (My Local School, 2023). Approximately 26% of pupils receive free school meals, slightly higher than the Wales average of 23%. Additionally, nearly 30% of pupils are identified as having additional learning needs (ALN), surpassing the Wales average of 21% (Estyn, 2019c). In their SDP, School A (2021) established four targets: maintaining the high standards of pupils, implementing a whole-school curriculum and promoting well-being. Their fourth and final target aims to “Develop quality of teaching and learning experiences so that all children make good progress and become independent learners” (School A, 2021, p. 4). Further elaboration and evaluation of this target will be presented in the following sections.
Literature Review:
This literature review is organised into two main sections: the theoretical foundations that inform the SDP process of planning, implementation and evaluation, and the impact of teacher quality on pupils' progress and independence. 
Since devolution, the Welsh Government has been responsible for its education system (Welsh Government, 2021a) and the policies and guidance that underpin the SDP framework (Welsh Government, 2023b). With the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) being introduced in 2022, the SDP guidance was influenced accordingly. Donaldson (2015) played a pivotal role in the creation of the CfW, which is evident in SDPs as they are expected to facilitate the learners’ development in alignment with the four purposes of the Welsh curriculum. Furthermore, the CfW places a stronger emphasis on the holistic development of the whole child. Consequently, SDPs are tasked to adopt this holistic approach by meeting the twelve pedagogical principles outlined by Donaldson (2015). 
Previously, the SDP process in many schools had limited stakeholder involvement, primarily relying on the opinions of the senior leadership team (Estyn, 2019b). However, a positive shift occurred, with an increasing number of schools actively engaging a diverse range of stakeholders throughout the SDP process. This inclusive approach allows for the incorporation of various perspectives, contributing to a more comprehensive and well-rounded SDP (Estyn, 2016). Moreover, the active involvement of stakeholders, particularly teachers, is recognised to provide a sense of ownership and commitment to the SDP targets (Demetriou and Kyriakides, 2012). This collaborative approach mirrors the practices of Finland, a country praised for its education system (OECD, 2020; ABC News, 2020). Finland greatly integrates pupil voice into the school improvement process as this provides them a unique insight into their educational experiences, allowing schools to promptly respond by tailoring their improvements to better address the needs of their pupils (OECD, 2020). Many schools in Wales follow this practice, as well as promoting greater community involvement throughout the SDP process as this engagement provides a deeper understanding of the local area context, such as socio-economic factors and community needs (Welsh Government, 2021b). Yet, achieving community engagement poses challenges given the various limitations, including conflicting work schedules, lingering poor experiences in school and a fear of being judged over a knowledge gap (Harris and Goodall, 2007). To resolve this, schools must evolve their relationships with the community, creating a welcoming culture that highlights the impact of their input on the learners' development through the SDP (Welsh Government, 2016).
SDPs undergo regular self-evaluation based on the school’s performance and relevant data sources (Welsh Government, 2014). Successful schools utilise both quantitative and qualitative data to inform their SDPs. For example, many schools benchmark their outcomes against national PISA results (Ingram et al., 2023) and the performance data shared by cluster schools. However, relying solely on attainment data is a limitation in SDP evaluation (Welsh Government, 2022) as it overlooks other crucial elements contributing to high-quality learning, namely the well-being of learners. Consequently, schools must integrate a broader range of data, for instance pupil attendance, behavioural observations and well-being referrals, to ensure the holistic development of all learners (Welsh Government, 2022).
SDPs are designed to facilitate continuous improvement in schools. Through a cycle of planning, implementation and evaluation, schools are constantly evolving their practice (Welsh Government, 2021c). Various policies, such as the school professional development policy (Cambridge International Education, 2018), advocate for a whole-school reflection on practice in line with SDP. This specific policy aims to enhance the SDP by promoting widespread professional development, elevating teacher quality, and subsequently ensuring pupil development. Nonetheless, schools must acknowledge that policies, whilst influential, do not address the unique needs and context of the school (Goldstone, 2022). Therefore, schools should approach these policies as guidelines for improvement, rather than strict mandates.
As part of their SDP, numerous schools aspire to meet the criteria of the twelve pedagogical principles (Donaldson, 2015). However, given the diverse needs of pupils and the evolving learning environment designed to cater to those needs, sustaining teaching quality requires ongoing efforts to compassionately address and support pupils in their development (Somantri and Iskandar, 2021). Hence, many school staff often consult the professional standards for teaching and leadership (Welsh Government, 2017) to identify an action plan for areas requiring self-improvement. This self-development is crucial, as its positive impacts extend to the development of the pupils. Every school strives to foster the academic progress and independence of its learners, and high-quality teaching contributes to these objectives greatly (Welsh Government, 2017). The professional standards hold clear expectations, outlining the potential skill development areas. This clarity highlights how many educators can support pupil independence and progress. For instance, teachers can achieve this by working towards the ‘creating the effective and inclusive learning environment’ pedagogy standard (Welsh Government, 2017, p. 69), ensuring supportive resources are accessible throughout the learning environment, thus empowering pupils to independently lead their learning. Yet, educators must be cautious not to place an excessive emphasis on compliance with these standards (Estyn, 2019a), but instead, adopt a sincere commitment to developing inclusive pupil-led learning practices that promote progress and independence. In addition, educators should not overlook the pupils' social and emotional development for academic attainment. Addressing these aspects holistically may be a preliminary step in building their resilience in this manner before transferring it to an academic one (Somantri and Iskandar, 2021).
Developing an action point:
As stated earlier, School A’s (2021) primary target is to ‘develop quality of teaching and learning experiences so that all children make good progress and become independent learners’. Achieving this target will oversee the fulfilment of the four purposes (Donaldson, 2015), specifically creating ‘healthy, confident individuals’ and ‘ambitious, capable learners’ who are ready to learn throughout their fulfilling lives. It is in their best interest that schools cultivate independent learners who make substantial progress, as this empowers them to be self-motivated, thus taking initiative in pursuing their learning goals (Robinson and Persky, 2020). This autonomy builds resilience as pupils overcome challenges, thus preparing them for lifelong learning and personal development (Robinson and Persky, 2020). However, School A (2023) acknowledges that many pupils thrive in a more collaborative, structured environment, especially those in earlier development stages. As such, School A aims to create a balanced and inclusive learning environment for pupils in their initial progression steps (Welsh Government, 2024), incorporating varying levels of structured challenge to promote the adoption of independent learning. 
In 2021, School A created its current SDP following the effects of the COVID-19 lockdown on pupils’ learning development. As part of a broader initiative to address the pandemic’s short- and long-term effects on pupils’ education (Yr Athrofa, 2022), School A employed a combination of observations, teacher input and summative assessment scores, utilising both quantitative and qualitative data for the analysis of areas requiring improvement (School A, 2021). For quantitative data, School A examined the latest summative assessment scores of all pupils in comparison to their pre-COVID scores. By analysing their previous scores, School A (2023) identified that a majority of pupils, particularly ALN pupils, were not meeting their anticipated higher performance levels, showing little to no progress, with some pupils regressing. Nevertheless, summative assessments fail to capture the emotional stress influencing the learner's performance, especially post-COVID when they are likely to bear emotional burdens that affect their learning daily (Kuhfield, Soland and Lewis, 2022). Test scores alone do not provide an accurate representation of their capabilities and working levels (Jones et al., 2020). Therefore, it is essential that School A cross-reference their scores with the qualitative data collected. 
As a form of qualitative data, School A (2021) informed their SDP with teacher input from their observations of the pupils. Upon transitioning from online teaching to the traditional classroom setting, numerous teachers shared their challenges in instructing pupils (School A, 2023), as many had grown reliant on the heightened home support, leading to poor confidence in their abilities. However, this perspective did not represent all pupils, as many were unable to receive learning support at home. Therefore, they quickly became disengaged in the classroom learning environment, with little self-motivation to complete their work to their expected standard (Kuhfield, Soland and Lewis, 2022). As a result, School A (2021) specified in the creation of the target that they will first enhance teaching quality and learning experiences as outlined by the twelve pedagogical principles (Welsh Government, 2023a). From here, learners will reap the benefits as the school educators become well-versed in developing pupil progress and independence.
Throughout the SDP process, active participation has been ensured from all relevant stakeholders, encompassing the senior leadership team, teaching staff, and the school governing body, which includes multiple pupils' parents (School A, 2021). They collaborate closely to critically evaluate success criteria for each target and determine effective means of seamless implementation. As mentioned previously, having a broader range of stakeholders is beneficial for the school as it incorporates diverse perspectives on school strengths and areas needing improvement (Demetriou and Kyriakides, 2012). Furthermore, it promotes community engagement by considering their needs, which the pupils may also share (Harris and Goodall, 2007). Notably, pupil voice is absent in School A’s SDP process. This is a significant limitation as pupil voice captures the genuine needs, concerns and aspirations of pupils, which can be addressed greatly through the SDP (Demetriou and Kyriakides, 2012). Moving forward, pupil voice should be included for a more student-centred approach.
School A (2021) divided this target into two approaches. Firstly, they sought to enhance staff professional standards for teaching and leadership (Welsh Government, 2017) by participating in training and observing good practices. A significant focus was placed on the pedagogy standards, specifically developing the ‘learners leading learning’ strand (Welsh Government, 2017) to reintroduce independent work. One observed example included displaying a WAGOLL and prompting pupils to create their success criteria based on its features (School A, 2023). This approach aims to deepen pupils’ understanding and foster independence in their learning (Estyn, 2022). Having said that, WAGOLLs can pose a rigid model, potentially hindering pupils from independently exploring innovative approaches to their work (Davis-Singaravelu, 2022). To address this, School A should showcase multiple WAGOLL examples with varying features, ensuring pupils are not confined to a single example and can progress independently. 
Secondly, School A (2021) aimed to better support their ALN pupils due to their minimal progress post-COVID-19. School A’s (2021) ALN specialist attended ALN training and conferences to adapt observed good practices to School A and share insights with staff for whole-school implementation. This mirrors the approach taken by Herbert Thompson Primary School (Thrive, 2020), where five staff received Thrive training for ALN students, later expanding their newfound knowledge school-wide to improve teacher quality in addressing ALN needs. As such, School A has adopted a social justice approach by ensuring all pupils make an equitable amount of progress (Smith, 2012), considering currently there is an attainment gap in School A between pupils with ALN and those without. Thus, School A (2023) is aiming to meet the pupils' right to an inclusive education (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2021). This approach benefitted School A’s (2023) learners as their needs were addressed first before returning their focus to their academic attainment. Also, with one teacher trained, School A maximised whole-school impact while minimising training costs. As a result, School A discontinued ability-based streaming, recognising its ineffectiveness for ALN learners (BERA, 2014). Instead, they advocate for inclusive pedagogy, employing ongoing formative assessments to identify and address any learning needs.
The deputy headteacher reviews the SDP, evaluating staff and pupil progress termly and taking necessary action as per School A's protocol (2021). At the recent two-year mark, School A (2023) noted a persistent attainment gap between those with ALN and those without, a figure shared by many across Wales (BERA, 2020). Consequently, School A reconstructed its summative assessment process, as inspired by Education Wales (2023). This adaptation allows pupils a reflection period, moving away from the previous linear approach. This reflection period will enhance pupils' metacognition skills, influencing their personal and learning development (Nieto-Márquez, García-Sinausía, and Nieto, 2021). However, School A must ensure effective education on reflecting and responding to feedback to fulfil its purpose. 
Suggesting an alternative approach:
An alternative way that School A could achieve the SDP target is to emphasise a greater focus on making pupils digitally competent. This would allow pupils to be confident in this skill, resulting in pupils being independent learners on digital tasks and making good progress (Scheel, Vladova and Ullrich, 2022). Through curriculum and wider training courses (Senedd Research, 2016), teachers could develop the quality of their digital skills in order to model and apply these skills in future lessons. Understandably, this would be costly to implement across the whole school due to limited digital resources in School A. Also, it is a time-intensive process, requiring detailed instruction and regular reinforcement for pupils to attain digital competency (Scheel, Vladova and Ullrich, 2022). Despite these considerations, once acquired, pupils will be independent in a skill that is greatly admired in modern society (Welsh Government, 2018). As such, this skill development will benefit pupils through their education, and personal lives, as it is a highly transferable skill. This will further allow pupils to become ‘ambitious, capable learners’ as their digital competency encourages their independence and facilitates significant progress. Therefore, School A could consider adopting a similar approach in future SDP cycles.
Conclusion: 
To conclude, this report provides a critical assessment of a local school's SDP process, specifically focusing on the target of "Develop quality of teaching and learning experiences so that all children make good progress and become independent learners" (School A, 2021, p. 4). The evaluation encompasses an examination of their objectives, implementation strategies, and self-evaluation methods. While School A (2021) effectively used its data of observations and summative assessment scores, for benchmark comparisons, it also revealed limitations by overlooking pupil voice in the creation of the SDP targets that could address the expressed pupil needs if utilised correctly. 
This experience has significantly influenced my professional future as I am now aware of the SDP process and its variations between schools. With my deeper understanding, I feel prepared to actively engage and contribute my perspectives in future SDP endeavours. Although I believe I have contributed to the 'wider reading and research findings' QTS strand, my goal is to further develop the 'enabling improvement' strand through collaborative participation in future SDP initiatives (Welsh Government, 2017).
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