How a School Develops One Aspect of its SDP: a Report that Critically Reflects on the Actions, Impact and Evidence Base. 

This report will explore and analyse one target of a School Development Plan (SDP); ‘Focus on raising standards in Literacy, Language and Communication (LLC) and Mathematics and Numeracy for boys and e-FSM learners’.
Respecting anonymity of the school in accordance with BERA Guidelines (2018), said school will be referred to as ‘School A’. School A is a Gold Right’s Respecting, school near a town centre; currently consisting of 596 pupils on its roll. 29% of this figure are eligible for Free School Meals (e-FSM), currently above the national average of 23.8% (Department for Education, 2023). The reporter is interested to explore, evaluate, and conclude the attainment gap between boys and girls additionally, learners who are and are not e-FSM. Furthermore, School A’s action plan design aiming to address the target, to enable progression for its learners’. In this report, evidence is based on research, additionally, information and documents gathered from meetings. Meetings involved senior and elected individuals involved in the creation of action plan design for this target focus.

Literature Review
Qutoshi and Khaki’s (2014) research of a headteachers role in SDP link with the Welsh Government (2023c); showing teachers’ aim is to offer valuable knowledge and expertise, hence, provide better outcomes for learners. Their findings reveal headteachers must possess many skills, however, face many challenges when creating SDP. The role involves communication with stakeholders to gain knowledge of the current school content and structure to determine target needs for priority. Challenges may include, reaching stakeholders expectations for motivating teachers and satisfying learners families, maintaining a positive, progressive environment, and meeting the needs of the learners to enable progression. Qutoshi and Khaki (2014) express, limitations being a lack of financial resources, management of resources, and a lack of teaching staff. However, suggest a proactive governing board and enthusiastic teachers is an essential support for School Improvement (SI). 

According to the Welsh Government (2014), SDPs are a schools’ strategic aim to improve outcomes for learners’. Schools self-evaluate their data and performance regularly, identifying priorities with an intended timeline for achievement or amendment. These priorities adhere to the national priorities of raising standards in the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) additionally, reduction of impact poverty has on attainment in education. This may have a strong link with objective 2 of the National Mission, ‘Breaking Down Barriers’ in learning to ensure all learners access ‘excellent education opportunities’ (Welsh Government, 2023b). School A’s focus target may be perceived as a barrier for the learners’ educational opportunities. The action plan designed by School A may narrow the attainment gap in the LNF between girls and boys, and for those who are eligible for FSMs. This may fall in line with striving to achieve objective 2 of the national mission. 

SDPs function as a three-year rolling plan. Year one expressing priorities, targets, and strategies in detail; ‘year two and three capturing the high-level of priorities and targets. It is each individual school’s responsibility to govern timelines for self-evaluation and strategic planning that most suits their specific aims and needs. Considering the national priorities, the school assesses comparative information, the attainment and performance of pupils’ results and data to design SDP. SDP should contain, priorities, targets in brief, strategies for action, how the school intends to work with stakeholders, utilisation and availability of current staff and resources, and a statement of progress of the previous year’s target with reason if the target was not met (Welsh Government, 2016). Mayers and VanGronigen’s (2019) research shows inconsistencies in effectiveness of SDPs such as, SDP similarities of school clusters lacking individuality and specificity; targets being continued from the previous year suggesting unmet targets, or lack of proactiveness; priorities can focus solely on test results which may be too narrow a focus; commonly, timelines are not appropriately considered. This may support Qutoshi and Khakis (2014) findings of how vital headteachers’ expertise in effective SDP, and stakeholder collaboration is.

Based on the Welsh Government (2016) guidelines, School A’s SDP document, and a meeting with School A’s headteacher; School A’s target derived from comparing data and test results between pupils and other schools; Estyn report (2016); staff communication regarding under achievement within the cohort, and pupil and staff surveys. Their 2022 – 2023 priorities saw aims to improve standards in numeracy/mathematics and literacy as two separate targets. Each target had no focus on an attainment gap between boys and girls or FSM learners. This suggests through deeper evaluation, School A could narrow their focus to meet the needs of specific categories of learners who they deem higher priority. 

Arnott and Phipp’s (2003) research suggest boys are outperformed by girls in education. Their research reveals the possibility of this being ignited by the promotion of equality in female education many years ago. They believe there was a political shift from Labour instilling traditional family values and work for woman; to the Conservatives changing the Curriculum, intentionally more favourable to girls. Their research shows an attainment gap of boys achieving 10.8% less than girls at GCSE level; becoming more equal at A-level and employment qualification level. This may be due to learners having more choice in subjects that are of interest to them when they move on to A-levels or college (Welsh Government, 2023). 

Government statistics in 2022 revealed a 28% attainment gap between FSM and non-FSM learners (Francis-Devine. Et al, 2023). The report considers how important learners access to food has on the ability to learn. According to Estyn (2014), learners who live in poverty are a higher risk of low achievement in education. They are more likely to have poor attendance, behaviour issues, lack of resources, and parental support. They express the negative impact this can lead to on attainment and engagement. Furthermore, expressed a need for e-FSM learners to gain further support to meet their needs. The strategies implemented by School A aim to narrow the attainment gap between e-FSM and non-FSM learners. 

Developing the Action Point.
School A’s three-year rolling priorities (Welsh Government, 2016) began in 2021 therefore, this report’s SDP target is in its first year; expressing the target, and details of the action plan. Therefore, no results of School A’s self-evaluation are currently available. School A are implementing two main plans of action; ‘To Develop our Social Reading Environments with a Particular Focus on Social Interaction’ and ‘To Enhance Teachers’ Knowledge of Children’s Texts of Contemporary and Diverse Authors’. Each plan underpins several strategies from implementation. Each action plan specifies terms each strategy is to be implemented. The timescale for implementing all strategies begins in the Autumn Term and concludes during Summer Term. However, the action plan should state who is the main driver of the strategy; when the strategy will be evaluated; who will be involved. In view of missing key information, School A’s timescale details are extremely vague. 

The Welsh Government (2023a) state under the instruction of objective 4 of the national mission, enabler ‘Education for Wales’. Schools must accept responsibility to design robust arrangements for assessing, evaluating, and accepting accountability for self-improvement through approaches that gather evidence. Schildkamp (2019) agrees with the Welsh Government (2023a), enablers can have a positive impact on data collection. Nevertheless, barriers can include the level of proactiveness and self-accountability of the leadership staff and team around them.
School A’s headteacher and senior lead for the focus target provided information on how they gather and analyse their data; determining the specific focus of priority. They used a mixture of summative and formative assessment methods to improve educational quality (Schildkamp, 2019). 
Summative assessment used of the LLC and Mathematics/Numeracy national testing, to measure the greatest need for focus. According to each year group, they then compared the learners results against the national standard benchmark (States and Keyworth, 2018). 
Daily, each teacher assesses learners formatively gaining knowledge of how each learner responds to and progresses in the Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) (Fulla Garleta and Ferlolino, 2018). The senior lead for the focus target collaborated with teachers in each cohort, of where each learner was at for LNF. Furthermore, average results from assessments of LNF classwork, measuring current achievement of the target within the classroom were provided. 

School A solicited information from various stakeholders to gain increased effectiveness for SI. Furthermore, enhanced aims for learner performance improvement and educational quality (Ramasimu, 2023). Additionally, to the learners and teachers key in action plan design, a Governor is assigned to each target. The target lead collaborated with their linked Governor, regarding areas for development; available resources; human and material resources needed; intended action plans for that target. 

According to Oecd (2013), school effectiveness displays an unpretentious relationship between educational resources and progression through increased opportunities to learn. Through collaboration, School A produces main actions for the target. The senior leadership team chose a Reading for Pleasure (RfP) conference for staff training, that focused on a variety of strategies to implement (Nugraha. Et al, 2020). To support them with this they used a Professional Learning Grant (School A, 2021). According to Mitchell (2013), ‘changes in time’ can be a disabling factor of achievement for learners and teachers. For teachers at School A to sustain their competencies in teaching in line with those changes, staff training may have been an enabling factor (Welsh Government, 2023b). Through newly found knowledge, and advised strategies, School A may gain better opportunities of achieving their target. 
To implement strategies, School A’s senior leadership team apply for appropriate funding to allocate towards improvements of resources and costs. For example, Pupil Development Grant (PDG), focuses on breaking the link between disadvantage and educational attainment; Recruit, Recover, and Raise Standards (RRRS) funding, focusing on supporting pupils disadvantaged by the COVID19 lockdown (School A, 2021). 

School A’s action plans highlighted various strategies with term dates to be introduced. Each plans’ rationale was established from analysing the school’s baseline evaluation of surveys, communicating with teachers, and learning walks.

Action plan A is to ‘Develop our Social Reading Environments with a Particular Focus on Social Interaction’. Post evaluation, the target lead identified most children preferred to read at home rather than in school. Additionally, from conducting observations, the reading environments in each classroom were sub-standard. This was due to a lack of welcoming atmosphere and resources. Furthermore, from learner surveys there was little time for conversation in school about what the learners are currently reading. 

Plan B, to Enhance Teachers Knowledge of Children’s Texts of Contemporary and Diverse Authors. Post evaluation, School A identified teachers lacked knowledge and variety of authors. The target lead wished to extend teachers knowledge of diverse authors through contemporary texts. Therefore, enhancing opportunities to adhere to the Welsh Curriculum providing teachers with the autonomy to promote relevant and current issues or topics. Hence, excel learners’ understanding of the wider world (Suhardina and Lestari, 2020). 

According to Zhou (2020), Vygotski’s theory emphasised learning through social interaction between teachers’ and learners’, and learners’ and their peers. He perceived language as a mechanism allowing humans to express ideas and ask questions. However, Zhou (2020) explains, Bruner disagrees with Vigotski’s social learning. He believes learners are active participants in their own leaning. Moreover, they gain new knowledge, and ideas from their own representation of information provided to them.  

Inspired by the RfP conference, strategies chosen to implement for Plan A include purchasing new storybooks for each cohort; access to the RfP website for teachers to gain broader knowledge of authors; teachers to read text by contemporary and diverse authors for ten minutes a day; reintroduce Book Flix; teachers use texts as a stimulus for topic. The intended outcomes for the teachers were to be familiar with at least five contemporary authors they were previously unfamiliar with. Furthermore, apply all author knowledge to planning; staff to have a sound knowledge of how to further their professional development beyond the project; proactive and motivated staff to engage learners (School A, 2016). 

Plan B’s strategies include teachers to create a homely, stimulating class reading corner; model how to effectively use the reading corner; Foundation Phase (FP) staff to use the reading area for continuous provision; furthermore, create role-play based on fiction texts Key Stage 2 (KS2) staff to create quests in the reading area. The intended outcomes were to develop an environment that mirrors the RfP ethos to be led by learners. FP teachers will create an environment that creates curiosity to encourage more engagement with reading. KS2 will develop reading areas to encourage social interaction and information about themselves as readers (School A, 2016).

According to the Welsh Government (2016), the impact on learners is a measure of the action plans’ effectiveness, as opposed to the presentation of the action. 
School A intends to measure impact through photographs and informal observation of improvements made to classroom reading environments while they were being used. Additionally, further surveys, comparing baseline and final data; Planning for conversations about reading produced by teachers for learner focus groups; Collaboration between teachers of reading texts.

In evaluation, it is clear School A seem to have a robust leadership team. Considering progressive outcomes may be based on the competencies and attitudes of teaching staff to execute an effective action plan that has been designed (Qutoshi and Khaki, 2014); their proactiveness and collaboration with stakeholders to self-evaluate and research current data, findings, and supporting decisions for priorities seemed profound (Welsh Government, 2023a). In view of the attainment gap for targeted learners, this report may consider the newly designed Curriculum, specifically ‘Objective 2 Enabling Learners’ a positive factor in narrowing the attainment gap. This is due to the new Curriculum being designed around catering to the interests and needs of the learner (Welsh Government, 2023) and funding to create opportunities for e-FSM learners. It is believed School A adhere to this with their reformed reading environments being learner led with a social focus.

School A’s SDP seems to be well supported by theory and action. Using a combination of national testing (summative assessment) in alignment with classroom assessment (formative assessment), gathered evidence to narrow the target focus to two required actions (Dolin. Et al, 2018). However, it may be important to consider a potential barrier when relying on summative assessment. Barsharm (2018) explains how testing learners may affect subject performance due to pressure anxiety. Suggesting, formative classroom assessment may be more informally provided may reflect positively on subject performance. School A’s use of mixed methods may be wise for a more accurate analysis of data. 

Staff had training to enhance their performance and productivity (Khan and Abdullah, 2019). That empowered teachers with new knowledge and recommended strategies to implement into action. However, strategy introduction dates were provided without details of when their effectiveness would be reviewed (Qutoshi and Khakis, 2014). 

Considering cognition for some may be affected by certain complexities in their home environment (Mahn and John-steiner, 2012); 29% of the school are e-FSM and are identified as a factor in the target. Welcoming, resourceful reading areas may not be available to learners at home. Creating a better atmosphere in the classroom reading environments may encourage boys to want to engage with RfP; particularly if there are opportunities to discuss their reading experiences with peers. However, giving all learners equal opportunities to engage with all strategies in the action plan may not narrow the attainment gap and the gap may remain. School A could be advised to implement a more focused intervention strategy on targeted learners only, for an increased opportunity to close the gap.

There are many individuals involved in designing SDPs. At the heart of design are the learners moreover, teachers’ aspirations for providing the best possible outcomes (Qutoshi and Khaki, 2014) (Welsh Government, 2014). For successful execution, proactive leadership roles and accountability by all involved must be collaboratively upheld.

To enable School A to create SDP that can be successful, they have accessed appropriate funding to allocate to relevant needs. This allowed staff to gain extra knowledge through staff training and purchase resources required to meet learners needs. 

School A have carefully and strategically planned well to improve LLC for learners. All strategies inspire the reporter’s future practice to improve professional development.  However, focus is on reading and included all learners rather than targeted learners only. The reporter would focus strategies on targeted learners to narrow the gap. 
No information has been provided by School A to show action for improving Mathematics for learners within the focus. 
School A plan to use various methods to measure impact. However, as mentioned the action plans are in the early stages therefore, success rates are not currently available.
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