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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
Top of Form
The primary school, which will form the basis for this assignment will be referred to as ‘school A’ in alignment with the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA) (2018) Ethical Guidelines. For this assignment I will be reviewing school A’s School Development Plan (SDP), particularly focussing on one priority of their SDP which is to develop the use of the outdoors to support their curiosity designed curriculum (School A, 2023). This aligns with the Welsh Government (2022a) who advocate for the positive influence of outdoor learning on children’s health and well-being. In agreement, Estyn (2023c) note that outdoor learning supports both children’s learning and well-being.
School A is an average-sized primary school with approximately 230 pupils enrolled aged 3 to 11 years that serves the outskirts of Swansea (Estyn, 2019). The school states that around 21% of pupils have additional learning needs (Portmead primary school). Additionally, School A emphasises the importance of every child achieving their full potential irrespective of disability, colour, or race. The school has their own moto, ‘Work hard, be kind’. 

An SDP is a strategic plan for school’s enhancement (Welsh Government, 2016). A strategic planning process entails examining the environment and challenges, setting objectives, devising strategies to accomplish these objectives, establishing a framework for monitoring  and managing implementation progress (Robinson and Pearce, 1983). Strategic planning motivates governors to increase their engagement in school affairs and establish objectives aimed at enhancing learning outcomes and student achievement (Connolly and James, 2014). According to Alshareef (2022) effective strategic management must prioritise the cultural context of both teachers and children to achieve success. Neglecting this aspect may generate conflicts, resulting in communication breakdowns between the school and its stakeholders (Thompson and Martin, 2010; Bergin and Bergin, 2014). According to Potter (2022) it is crucial that schools do not direct all of their attention towards individual children, but instead focus on developing the entire school gradually to better meet the needs of a diverse range of children.
The Central South Consortium (2017) highlights that a successful SDP serves as the driving force behind all improvement efforts within a school, acting as the primary reference point for essential information and data relevant to the school’s enhancement journey. Moreover, Hargreaves (1982) and Fullan (2009) suggest that exceptionally successful educational systems prioritise developing and disseminating clear goals and professional standards, ensuring that children’s achievements remain the central focus of schools systems. SDP’s ensure this with clearly defined goals that play a crucial role in ensuring the successful operation and continuous improvement of schools by aligning their mission and vision, enhancing educational quality, fostering professional development, managing resources effectively and promoting long-term sustainability and positive relationships among stakeholders (Yan, 2023). In agreement, Estyn (2021) emphasises the importance of key stakeholders on SDP’s. However, research suggests that the specific nature of the impact that SDP’s have on schools depends on the type of plan being implemented (MacGilchrist and Motrimore, 1997). Research indicates that SDP’s are ineffective when they are overly lengthy without a clear focus, include numerous priorities and lack adequate investment in staff development (Frost, 2023).
The Welsh Government (2022c) highlight that the proficiency of schools in conducting thorough self-assessment and devising improvement strategies is essential for effective evaluation, enhancement, and accountability processes. BERA (2022) identify six elements as effective evaluation systems including school culture, a national support system, school leadership, critical perspective, evaluation literacy and data use and stakeholder engagement. According to Chapman and Sammons (2013), school self-evaluation entails educators reflecting on their practices and identifying areas for enhancing both children and professional learning. Moreover, Macbeath (1999) notes that self-enhancing schools necessitate a culture that fully commits to and acknowledges the intrinsic value of self-assessment, rather than viewing it merely as a prerequisite for external inspection. 
When developing SDP’s, schools must adhere to the Welsh Government’s (2022b) guidance which is issued under section ten of the Education Act 1996 (UK Government, 1996). This guidance identifies school governors, Estyn and other agencies such as the National Academy for Educational Leadership as crucial elements of accountability. Moreover, the Welsh Government (2022c) encourages schools to conduct self-evaluation in areas such as leadership, learning and teaching, their curriculum and well-being, equity and inclusion to develop priorities and measure impact.
Outdoor education is acknowledged for its substantial health and well-being advantages and is endorsed by the Welsh Government as a fundamental pedagogical strategy to advance Wales’ national mission of enhancing education through the CfW (Welsh Government, 2021 cited by Welsh Government, 2023). However, schools encounter several obstacles when implementing outdoor learning including the need for risk assessment, time constraints, adaptability, workload demands, weather conditions, assessment and behavioural challenges (Williams and Scott, 2019). Moreover, some teachers perceive that learning occurs primarily within classrooms (Maynard, Walters and Clement, 2011).
Estyn (2023a) highlights the benefits of outdoor learning including adventurous elements, the incorporation of physical activities, respect of the natural environment, nurturing curiosity and innovation, fostering cooperation and teamwork, cultivating resilience and determination and enhancing both gross and fine motor skills. However, it is crucial for outdoor learning to align with the CfW (Edwards, 2023). This can be achieved by planning outdoor activities within real-life, authentic contexts, applying knowledge to practical challenges and facilitating learning experiences at various scales. However, in the midst of conflicting demands and goals, it can be difficult to maintain outdoor learning (Rea and Waite, 2012).
Waite et al. (2017) suggests that assessment should encompass a wider appreciation of the outcomes attainable in outdoor settings, such as enhancing children’s emotional and social well-being and fostering positive attitudes towards school, learning and the broader community. Moreover, Thomas (2002) and Waite (2013) note that conversations between children and their teachers regarding their learning alters the institutional practices transferred from the classroom to outdoor settings.
The Welsh Government (2020b) note that assessment plays a crucial role in facilitating the progress of each learner at a suitable rate, ensuring they receive the necessary support and challenges. In agreement, Davies and Hamilton (2016) highlight the importance of assessing children’s outdoor learning. Blamires and Peterson's (2014) assessment framework incorporates creativity within evolving active learning methods, recognizing the unique nature and context of subject disciplines, accounting for several facilitating factors and capitalising on existing innovations in teaching and learning technology. However, every framework still needs to be refined on a localised scale to establish a shared understanding of what constitutes a valuable and beneficial evaluation, which is crucial for learning, alongside standardised assessment of outcomes (Hermansen and Nerland, 2014).
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School A’s SDP is underpinned by the Welsh Government’s (2023) national priorities and operates on an annual basis (School A, 2023). School A identified the need for developing the use of the outdoors to support their curiosity designed curriculum through both quantitative and qualitative data gathered from key stakeholders. This approach aligns with Estyn’s (2017) emphasis on involving all stakeholders in identifying areas for school improvement. One justification was derived from a HAPPEN survey administered to both children and staff. This survey aims to empowers both children and teachers to make meaningful changes by gaining a better understanding of children’s physical, psychological, emotional, and social health (Happen, n.d). The survey identified that the children at School A experienced insufficient exposure to nature. Moreover, they identified through Trauma Informed Training that exposure to the outdoors advocates a need to promote biophilia. They also identified that outdoor learning inspires wonder and promotes inquisitive minds which compliments the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) (Natural Resources Wales, n.d).
Moreover, key stakeholders are identified as being provided with key responsibilities for each priority of the SDP including the school Governor’s, progression step leads and Area of Learning Experience (AoLE) leads at School A (2023). This aligns with the Welsh Government (2014) who note that it is crucial for the SDP to outline specific responsibilities, accountability measures, actions and timelines to prevent duplication, confusion and to optimise resource utilisation. However, School A did not specify a timeline for this priority.
According to the Welsh Government (2014) it is essential to establish explicit criteria for success, which can then be used to honestly self-evaluate the effectiveness of the planned improvements using qualitative and quantitative data. School A conducted continuous evaluation of SDP using qualitative data. This included discussions amongst the staff to receive feedback and learning walks. Additionally, they used two online applications called seesaw and class dojo to collate evidence of the outdoor learning that was conducted. Additionally, children’s parents/guardians could see what their children learnt in school. Seesaw was used by foundation phase and class dojo was used by key stage two. During progression step meetings, the posts on seesaw and class dojo would be reviewed to ensure at least two outdoor lessons were planned weekly for every class. These meetings would also provide the opportunity to evaluate the effectiveness of the outdoor lessons, share good practice and make suggestions for improvement.
Top of Form
Rusconi (2023) notes that continuous evaluation is essential for enhancing performance and progress. In agreement, Snow et al. (2017) note that concentrating on a sequence of minor alterations, combined with continual gathering and reviewing of evidence, has the potential to result in significant transformations. In alignment, School A’s continuous evaluation highlighted critical actions required to work towards the priority effectively, rather than delaying progress. However, it is crucial to remember that continuous improvement relies on the idea that long-lasting change requires time and collaborative effort, is influenced by specific contexts and entails continuous adjustments, learning and data acquisition (Bessant and Caffyn, 1997; Bhuiyan and Baghel, 2005; Langley et al., 2009). To develop School A’s continuous evaluation, they could create a whole-school monitoring calendar in alignment with Estyn (2023b).
School A’s (2023) SDP allocated a section for funding to be considered for each priority. To develop the use of the outdoors, funding was intended to be sourced from fundraising activities such as school fayres and the Christmas concert where parents and members of the community would contribute. This is in alignment with Arar (2013) who note that parental involvement towards schools funding has a substantial contribution.
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Research indicates that the Coronavirus pandemic substantially decreased children’s participation in outdoor activities globally (Kourti et al., 2021). Therefore, School A’s decision to prioritise outdoor learning for all children was effective and crucial for their development, in alignment with the Welsh Assembly Government (2009) who state that the outdoor environment provides optimal conditions for experiential learning, allowing the opportunity for creativity, physical activity, exploration and risk taking. Furthermore, School A’s rationale for this priority was constructive, as it utilised the HAPPEN survey as previously mentioned, which identified that the children at their school suffered from insufficient exposure to nature (Happen, n.d). 
To strengthen their rationale, they could have administered surveys to parents to identify their views on the integration of outdoor learning experienced by their children. This suggestion aligns with Epstein’s model of parental involvement that promotes schools to foster a sense of parental ownership through collaborative decision making, emphasising communication as a two-way process that redistributes some responsibility from parents to the school (Bower and Griffin’s, 2011). Estyn (2009) note that positive relationships between schools and families, built on trust and respect, it positively influences children’s outcomes, attitudes towards learning and well-being. However, Arshad, Wrigley and Pratt (2020) emphasises that parental involvement can be challenging because it often requires significant efforts from both schools and teachers to understand their local community and must be regarded as a two-way relationship in order to be effective. Additionally, they could have utilised parents feedback when self-evaluating the success of the actions taken to achieve the SDP’s priority to assess the effectiveness and its success (Whalley, 2007).
School A utilised Seesaw and class dojo to evaluate the implementation of outdoor learning for their SDP. To enhance their evaluation, they could have incorporated pupil feedback by seeking their opinion on the school’s implementation of outdoor learning or providing them with a questionnaire. This would align with the United Nations Conventions of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989) which emphasises the importance of professionals ensuring that children’s voices are heard and respected. Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2020a) underscores the importance of schools and teachers engaging with pupil voice and addressing their needs, input and experiences. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that some pupils remaining silent can be a drawback of employing pupil voice initiatives (Keisu and Alhström, 2020).
Pupil voice is encompassed within Assessment for Learning (AfL), particularly feedback which could have been utilised to improve evaluation, as advocated by Black and William (1998). In agreement, Ko and Sammons (2015) emphasises that AfL is crucial factor in quality teaching. Furthermore, research from Odden (2007) cited by Hattie (2009) indicated that schools achieving doubled performance had leaders who implemented formative assessments, collaborated on evidence of effective instruction, utilized time efficiently and possessed a comprehensive understanding of children’s performance. Moreover, Estyn (2022) highlights that feedback from learners about their school experiences to their teachers is beneficial.
Patzer (2020) argues that a teacher’s proficiency is a significant asset, especially when it is shared. In agreement, Estyn (2018) advocates for teachers to engage in discussions and learn from each other. School A provided the opportunity for teacher’s to share their effective practice during progression step meetings. However, sharing good practice to all staff may have achieved greater benefits and supported their professional development further. During these meetings, they would also discuss how many outdoor learning lessons they had achieved each week, to see if they were meeting their target of two outdoor learning lessons a week.
To enhance the assessment, the Leuven-scale for well-being could have been employed to measure children’s well-being prior and after outdoor learning experiences. The Leuven-scale comprises of five points enabling childcare professionals including teachers to measure a child’s emotional well-being and involvement (Learning Journals, 2021). This relates to the Health and Well-being AoLE of the CfW (Welsh Government, 2020a). Furthermore, it aligns with the CfW’s aim of fostering healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government, 2022a). The majority result could be used to measure the overall impact. If the scale demonstrated that the children’s well-being had improved, it would imply that outdoor learning has a beneficial impact.
Additionally, the Leuven scale for involvement could be utilised to measure the effectiveness of the implementation of outdoor learning. High scores would indicate successful improvement. However, a low score would indicate that the children were not sufficiently engaged in the process, highlighting the requirement for further improvement. However, if the children were not adequately engaged in the implementation process, then it would identify a need for improvement. According to Woods (2016), Laevers' concepts are informed by various theorists, including Vygotsky, Piaget, Rogoff, Bruner, and Bronfenbrenner. Therefore, his scale is considered effective because it integrates insights from multiple theorists.
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Assigning key stakeholders significant roles within the SDP appeared to be beneficial because it ensured continuous monitoring of the priorities. School A also took measures to ensure that all SDP priorities had numerous members of staff assigned lead roles, which ensured that in the event of someone being unable to attend school, there would ideally be someone available. The lead members for each priority of School A’s SDP also included a School Governor. This is in alignment with Estyn (2020) who emphasise the significance of involving all staff and key stakeholders in the self-evaluation process of SDP’s, particularly by organising staff into teams to lead and develop priorities.
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Studying and reviewing School A’s SDP has provided me with a thorough understanding of how SDP’s are created and why. Additionally, I have discovered various different self-evaluation strategies that can be utilised when creating an SDP and to evaluate what is being implemented to achieve these including the Leuven-scale for well-being and involvement, parental involvement, pupil voice and AfL techniques, particularly feedback.
In conclusion, I will commit to maintaining effective teaching approaches in alignment with the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership (Welsh Government, 2019), with a particular focus on pedagogy, advancing learning by integrating real-life, authentic contexts to facilitate effective teaching and learning. To achieve this, I will continue to plan for various outdoor learning opportunities in alignment with Estyn (2023a) to incorporate physical activities, nurture curiosity and innovation, foster cooperation and teamwork, cultivate resilience and determination and enhance children’s gross and fine motor skills. Furthermore, I am committed to collaborating with schools and staff to advance their SDP priorities, aiming to enhance the overall school environment and enrich children’s experiences. This approach will also help effectively address the needs of a diverse range of children (Potter, 2022).
Top of Form
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