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	[bookmark: cysill]Targed/Target 1
	Link the activity to the theory.
	I have placed a particular focus on ensuring that the theory is relevant and applicable to my PTE.
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	Use wider literature.
	I have read extensively and made note of the valid points within the literature review. I then used these points within the discussion.
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	More strategic approach to referencing.
	I have taken a more strategic approach to referencing. Although I may have used various references for one point, this was done to show the validation of the evidence base.
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Introduction

This essay seeks to investigate how a primary school situated in Swansea, South Wales develops an aspect of its SDP. This will involve an investigation into the use and importance of data within this process, as well as other aspects which include national priorities, engagement with stakeholders and maintaining core values.

As schools have changed over time (Sheninger, 2014), formal improvement planning has been increasingly valued by schools (Yikici & Altinay, 2017). I have been fortunate enough to have completed a Professional Teaching Experience (PTE), within which I had the opportunity to review the school’s development/improvement plan (SDP/SIP). To satisfy ethical considerations (see: BERA, 2018), the school shall be named School X.  

At the time of its most recent Estyn inspection (2014), School X had 468 full-time pupils, many of whom were considered to be socially and economically disadvantaged. Approximately 28% of these pupils were recognised as having additional learning needs (ALN) whilst the percentage of free school meals (36%,) was greater in proportion than the national and local averages. This inspection left the school with a report from which the school leaders had identified two strategic targets – one of which was to improve the learning experiences, pupil involvement and challenge across the curriculum. This essay intends to identify and explore an action point which concerns this target.

Literature review

SDPs were not immediately introduced to schools after schools had recognised that there was a need to address areas for improvement (MacGilchrist & Mortimore, 1997). It was in the mid-1980s and during a post-pioneering era that there was widespread encouragement for greater attention on school improvement (Inner London Education Authority, 1985; Glover, 1990). While some authors have indicated that there is not a sufficient amount of literature surrounding this topic (Schildkamp, 2019), others contradict this claim and portray this topic are as being one which is considerably vast (DiPaola & Thomas, 2003). Yikici & Altinay (2017) emphasise that schools now place a greater value on this process than they have done historically. 

In line with the growing importance of formal school improvement planning, schools have come to immerse themselves in processes of gathering data to measure baselines and outcomes (Johnson, 2005). Torbeck (2011) has described schools as having a data culture, a culture wherein the reliable measurement of data is encouraged in order to support difficult decision-making processes. This is supported by Johnson (2005) and Schildkamp (2019) who argue that research shows that schools that immerse themselves in a data culture can make a greater contribution to student learning and achievement (see: Lai et al., 2014; McNaughton, Lai & Hsalo, 2012; Poortman & Schildkamp, 2016; Van Geel et al., 2016). Acting upon school improvement without the use of data is thought to be ineffective more often than effective, and it would cost the school with regards to finance and time (Schildkamp, 2019).

Whichever way a school gathers data, whether systematically (e.g. Mandinach et al., 2008) or through informal methods (e.g. Heitink et al., 2016), the purpose behind SDPs should be for ongoing school development, as opposed to meeting accountability demands (Hoogland et al., 2016). It is because of this that there should be careful consideration of the different stakeholders involved (Park et al., 2013).

The consideration of different stakeholders is a key area of discourse within this topic area (Welsh Government, 2014). According to Schildkamp (2019) and the Welsh Government (2014), a pivotal stakeholder is the headteacher of the school. While the headteacher (as well as other teachers) can play a role in the formation of the culture of the school, it has been highlighted that classroom teaching can depend heavily on this culture (Miravet & Garcia, 2013). This is important as teaching is the most influential factor in enabling learners to achieve (Welsh Government, 2014). Yikici & Altinay have indicated that a crucial element in forming an appropriate culture and henceforth improving the school is providing resources and qualified personnel (2017). These resources which affect classroom teaching include “(…) academic press among teachers, student support, trust and respect” (Yikici & Altinay, 2017; p.2). Research suggests that academic press can be defined as having high expectations for students and valuing success – which is said to elicit higher levels of student achievement (Lee, 2012). The school leader should also collaborate with others involved, such as the community, and involve them in key decision-making processes.  This would, in turn, support the development of pupils and collaboration of teachers (DiPaola & Thomas, 2003). This is an important point to consider because involving specific partners from the surrounding community (such as parents) has been found to have a direct correlation with pupil involvement (Rockwell, Andre & Hawley, 2008). To elicit this involvement, Hoover-Dempsey et al. (2005) suggest that three motivations should be considered – “motivational beliefs [self-efficacy], perceptions of invitations [child and teacher invitations], and perceived life context [time/energy and skills/knowledge]” (Robbins & Searby, 2013; p.115). Methods which consider these motivations are believed to be more effective than those which do not (Robbins & Searby, 2013).

This collaboration could be important in achieving the strategic target of School X (to improve the learning experiences, pupil involvement and challenge across the curriculum) by dealing with the action plan (review the effectiveness of the literacy scheme of work in light of the LLC AoLE). Estyn (2012) have highlighted that, nationally in Wales, 40% of all pupils leave primary school and begin their KS3 studies with a reading age considerably lower than it should be. Half of these learners (20%) have a reading age of approximately nine-and-a-half years old (Estyn, 2012). Meanwhile, Donaldson (2015) indicated that this aspect of learning is the central premise to learning across the curriculum and that learners should be developing competence in this in different forms. Therefore, in considering that School X had recognised the need to address the national literacy issue (Estyn, 2012), literature within this field suggests that effective practice would involve introducing some reading-practice methods which encourages parental involvement through considering the three parental motivations (Robbins & Searby, 2013).

Developing an action point

School X’s SDP has two strategic targets with six action points for each target. These targets have been decided from the recommendations from the most recent Estyn report (2014). The focus priority is to improve the learning experiences, pupil involvement and challenge across the curriculum, with a focus action point on reviewing the effectiveness of the literacy scheme of work in light of the LLC AoLE. There are two different ways School X has decided to achieve this action point.

1. Review the effectiveness of the 8 reading behaviours in light of the New Curriculum across the school.

2. Review the effectiveness of the school’s present grammar, punctuation and spelling strategies, writing progression model and scheme of work in light of the New Curriculum.

In recognising these strategic targets, it is clear to see that these were identified with the purpose of continuous development, rather than to meet accountability demands (Hoogland et al., 2016). Evidence of this is found in the school’s avoidance of immersing itself within a data culture (see: Torbeck, 2011) and setting a focus on the personal development of students instead. 

The failure to immerse itself within a data culture has been said to be a disadvantage in more ways than one. For example, Johnson (2005) said that measuring the impact of action points become more difficult whereas Schildkamp (2019) highlights how this could cost the school time and money. Alternatively, other researchers have pointed out the benefits of a school immersing itself within a data culture. A common example is that doing so could contribute positively to student learning and achievement (see: Van Geel et al., 2016). It could be argued that this is important in reviewing the effectiveness of the 8 reading behaviours and the school’s grammar, punctuation and spelling strategies as well as the writing progression model and scheme of work in light of the New Curriculum because as Johnson (2005) pointed out, these action points become difficult to measure without the use of data. However, as the Welsh Government’s document on SDPs pointed out (2014), using data would be appropriate for a quantitative approach and there are examples within School X’s SDP that the school took a qualitative approach. For example, as opposed to data, School X relied on training and feedback (both once-a-year) as well as pupil books, lesson observations and learning walks (each once-a-term). This is clear evidence of good practice as the Welsh Government had pointed out that SDPs should be under constant review (at least annually).

School X certainly sought parental involvement in addressing these action points. This involved introducing occasional opportunities for parents/guardians to visit the school after-hours and look through their children’s books to inform themselves of what they have been learning. This was welcomed formally and informally throughout the year and across the school. For example, there were specific days which were structured so that teachers could dedicate more time to discussing the work undertaken within the classroom, but if parents wanted a quick, informal conversation then teachers were happy to engage, and on various platforms too (e.g. via the Dojo system, on the telephone or face-to-face). Other initiatives include: ‘reading behaviours’; and ‘reading books’, accompanied by a comments book, where the teacher comments on the quality of the pupil’s reading after listening to them read and the pupil can take it home and the parents/guardians can do the same. This means that education is continuing at home and there is a greater likelihood that the pupils will elicit improvement (Fajoju, Aluede & Ojujo, 2016). These initiatives also consider the three motivations outlined by Robbins and Searby (2013) as these initiatives are not challenging or demanding, and there is a range of various invitations.

Another stakeholder involved in the SDP are the teachers. In considering that the headteacher of the school plays a crucial role in forming the culture of the school (Yikici & Altinay, 2017; Miravet & Garcia, 2013), it’s important to remember that “teachers’ values and thoughts play a crucial role on the formation of school culture”, too (Yikici & Altinay, 2017; p.2). The teachers within School X are clear on the aims of the school and the direction it intends to go in. This is thanks to good working relationships and collaboration amongst the staff within School X.  There is, however, one aspect which could be improved. Yikici & Altinay have pointed out that an important aspect for consideration in SDPs is whether there is enough qualified manpower to meet the expectations. Generally, there was enough manpower, but there were times where there was not enough. This led to some read – write – inc. (R.W.I.) sessions being cancelled on a number of occasions, sometimes for consecutive days. This is crucial as it is directly pertinent to this focus action point. However, it is fair to point out that schools sometimes face unavoidable issues that cannot always be anticipated and planned for in advance.

Reflection and evaluation

Upon reflection, it is fair to say that School X’s action point is a good action point in principle. At first glance, it is clear that there is a visible link to a national issue, a local issue, and a major component of the New Curriculum (and Donaldson’s Successful Futures (2015)). There are clear elements to this action plan which act as steps to achieving the strategic target, there is a willingness to reflect upon these steps shown, and all of the stakeholders have some form of role to play. This positively correlates with the Welsh Government’s document which dictates that all staff within the school should share the same clear vision and work together towards achieving the same goals (2014). The methods they used to do this were also appropriate in considering the action points were focused on the quality of schemes, as opposed to a quantitative approach.

School X had also clearly immersed itself within the community through the various events and initiatives they have on top of the events which most schools have (such as parents evening). This has blurred the lines between learning within school and at home, permitting children to understand that education does not just happen within an educational institution. These events and initiatives offer the chance for the improvement of student learning and achievement (Lai et al., 2014; McNaughton, Lai & Hsalo, 2012; Poortman & Schildkamp, 2016; Van Geel et al., 2016).

Internal stakeholders, such as teachers, were also considered and involved in the process. This, in turn, affected classroom teaching (Yikici & Altinay, 2017; Miravet & Garcia, 2013) and it suggested that School X scrutinised these action points, meaning that rather than solely looking at the ‘big picture’, School X had paid attention to smaller details, too. This was certainly done effectively as the resources for teachers were considered and provided for. This harmonic relationship amongst the staff enabled a good school culture to be cultivated (Yikici & Altinay, 2017). There would be no suggestion for improvement within this area except for providing back-up plans for absentees, so that initiatives such as R.W.I. (read – write – inc.) are not cancelled. However, as I have previously mentioned, some issues are unavoidable.

It is clear that it is difficult to determine the effectiveness of a school’s development plan, especially without the use of data. However, upon reflection it is clear to see that using data alone would have been the incorrect approach to this task which required a qualitative assessment. It seems reasonable to conclude that there are both positive and negative things about this SDP, but there is certainly a potential for more. 

When talking about SDPs with other teachers, an individual raised an interesting point when he said that ‘not everything measurable is important, and not everything important is measurable’. This is relevant to School X’s case as literature clearly outlines that data-use is helpful, but it is important that data acts as a baseline and a measure of progress and does not become the vision. This is supported by Hoogland et al. (2016) who have emphasised that data should not be used for meeting accountability demands but to measure and evaluate progression. Within School X’s context, it may have been useful to use data to indicate the ‘starting point’; for example, School X intended to address the national issue of reading ages (Estyn, 2012) and using data to understand the reading ages of the pupils within this school would open the door to comparison to other schools and the ability to measure the progress made. School X would be able to measure the effectiveness of the initiatives introduced by monitoring the reading ages at specific points throughout the year and analysing this data. Data could also be used within this context to measure success in eliciting parental involvement. Methods could then be analysed and modified in preparation for involving more parents in their children’s learning.

Conclusion

This essay has sought to investigate an aspect of School X’s SDP. I have looked at the use of data by the school and considered to what extent the use of data is central. Alongside data, I have considered other aspects relating to the school’s SDP, such as its commitment to national and local priorities, its engagement with stakeholders and some of the school’s core values. 

I have learned about the importance of data and how it can drastically improve the fluency, efficiency and analysis of the SDP. In the future, this would inform my professional practice as I realise that this should be one of the central premises within this process. It is crucial to remember, however, the other aspects of School X’s SDP which did not require data and were addressed well. For example, the consideration of the school culture and the provision of resources and manpower.

School X clearly took national issues and local issues into consideration, which taught me that a SDP should not solely focus on the school’s aims but also ponder the wider goals. For example, it is a national mission that there are a million Welsh speakers in Wales by 2050, so if I were involved in the school development process now, then national aims such as this one should be contemplated. I also learned that the importance of good interpersonal relationships within a working environment is important to the successful delivery of a SDP, as it increased the fluency of the working team and appeared to motivate staff to work harder towards the school’s goals.
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