How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact, and evidence base.
Introduction 
A school's objectives, priorities, and action plans are systematically outlined in a school development plan (SDP), also known as a school improvement plan (SIP). This strategic document promotes continuous development to improve the learning environment, influence decision-making, and foster personal, collaborative growth for the benefit of all stakeholders, in the best interest of the learners (Haynes et al, 1996). 
This essay will focus on one particular school target. To keep the identity of the school context anonymous, throughout the assignment, the school will be referred to as School X (BERA, 2018). School X is an English medium, voluntary aided Church School situated in rural Vale of Glamorgan. With 215 pupils on roll with an age range of three to 11 years old, there are eight single-aged classes, including a part-time nursery funded by the local authority (School X, 2024). It is stated that 0.4% of learners are eligible for free school meals (FSM) which is far less than the 21% national average. In addition, 2.3% of individuals have additional learning needs (ALN) which is likewise significantly below the national average of 18% (Estyn, 2021). School X have created a target of incorporating more opportunities of ‘Outdoor Learning’ in all areas of learning and experience (AoLE), which will be discussed in detail. 
Literature Review 
A school development plan (SDP) is a strategic plan for improvement across the school. Measures are developed with the sole intention to enhance the performance of learners (Haynes et al, 1996). An SDP, which is based on frequent self-evaluations the school undertakes, of contextual information and its own performance, which includes priorities and short- and long-term goals (Welsh Government, 2014). Schools are given guidance on how to create an effective SDP. The Welsh Government (2014) states that the structural foundation of an SDP is the creation of a long-term vision for the school. This vision helps create a continuous cycle that demonstrates how a school will evaluate its performance, identify areas in need of improvement, create plans to address those requirements, take action and assess the outcomes. The Education (School Development Plans) (Wales) Regulations 2014, pronounce that the SDP is required to function as rolling three-year plan. Schools are able to set realistic priorities and allocating required resources in a strategic manner when creating the SDP (Welsh Govermnment,2014). Participating in a rolling three-year plan allows a sense of flexibility as schools are able to adapt their strategies if needed and implement other methods that may be better suited, concluded from self-evaluations (Richmond, 2022). 
Self-evaluation is the first stage within a school development planning cycle. Schools plan for sustainable improvement which is based on the performance evaluations. This is essential to support the enhancement of pupil outcomes, professional development, and school improvement. The act of self-evaluation can often be defined as the act of communication of goals, priorities, and quality of standards as well as utilising readily available and appropriate resources to accomplish discussed factors (MacBeath et al 2000). Simons (2013) defines school self-evaluation as the process of collecting, compiling, and disseminating information with the intention of fostering the creativity of students, development, and knowledge goals, identifying the school’s values and educating stakeholders about the decision-making process inside the school. This definition aligns with the recommendations made by the Welsh Government (2014) for self-evaluation, which include recognising strengths, expanding on them, and recognising and disseminating best practices. Estyn provides three questions for schools to work through during the process of self-evaluation. These include, ‘how well are we doing?’, ‘how do we know?’, and ‘how can we improve things further?’. The areas identified for improvement are the sole focus for the inclusion in the SDP (Welsh Government, 2014).
Professional teaching standards for teachers in Wales emphasise effective pedagogy as the central component of school improvement (Welsh Government, 2017 HWB 2019), suggesting school leadership teams should prioritise monitoring and evaluating impact within the school. School leadership creates conditions that support effective teaching and learning and builds capacity for professional learning change (Hallinger et al., 1996; Marks and Printy, 2003). Enthusiasm and commitment to a shared vision is able to transform a school by fostering its ability to collaborate to overcome obstacles and accomplish significant goals (Robinson et al, 2008). Working together can assist the creation of an organisational culture that will cater for the full development of community relationships and stakeholder participation (Hallinger and Heck, 2010). Collaborative leadership and school improvement have shown to be mutual reinforcements. Research has shown no clear correlations between initial leadership levels and initial school improvement and subsequent achievement gains (Hallinger and Heck, 2011). These results offer significant evidence in favour of the theory that by altering crucial organisational processes, such as leadership and school improvement, schools can enhance learning outcomes, regardless of their initial accomplishment levels. 
Action plans and implementation follow on from self-evaluation. The effectiveness and calibre of the planning process have a direct bearing on the creation and execution of an action plan (Meyers and VanGronigen, 2019). This suggests that a strong planning process is evident to support a school’s efforts towards improvement and development as it guides all stakeholders within a school towards objectives. Stakeholders with deep knowledge of strategic planning and implementation processes, significantly benefit the enhancement of school improvement (Schidkamp, 2019). An example of an action plan being implemented would be providing staff with interventions to further their knowledge and skills. Schools are able to use their budget as well as the use of government funding, to allocate a proportion to provide effective professional learning and development activities for staff members. Continuous professional development is required to ensure teaching standards are met for the benefit of the learner, the practitioner and in turn the school and their improvement priorities (Hwb, 2024). According to Estyn (2022), leaders should make sure all educators have access to high-quality professional development opportunities in order to advance their subject expertise, professional knowledge, and teaching and learning abilities whilst maintaining a constant emphasis on ways to enhance students’ development and well-being. 
Developing an Action Point
The primary focus of this assignment is the target School X has set for the period, 2022-2025 based on the suggestion from Estyn’s most recent inspection report (Estyn, 2022). It was stated that younger students benefited from well planned outdoor learning experiences that enhanced their overall growth, consolidation, and comprehension of certain skills. However, there were less opportunities for older pupils to fully utilise the outdoor learning spaces to deepen their education (Estyn, 2022). Aa a result, School X conduced a self-evaluation following the recommendation. It was also made sure that the ‘next steps’ within an SIP cycle included creating opportunities for outdoor learning for children in progression steps two and three. An action plan was then created to provide staff the necessary training to accomplish the goals, which were included in all of the SIP targets for 2023-2024 (School X, 2024). 
School X employs a wide range of self-evaluation techniques and within the school’s self-evaluation a wide range of stakeholders are involved. Every term the Headteacher carries out lesson observations in order to ensure teaching and learning is in line with the Curriculum for Wales and lessons are striving towards pupils obtaining The Four Purposes (Donaldson, 2015). Learning walks are frequently conducted by the Senior Leadership Team (SLT), curriculum lead, and governors to give teachers helpful criticism and feedback on their teaching methods and classroom environments. This enables individuals to work collaboratively, exchanging concepts and best practices (Conversation with Deputy Headteacher, 2024). By completing a form, strengths and areas for improvement can be obtained from learning walks and observations, providing baseline data to help comprehend specific requirements. 
In the process of school improvement and development, it is vital that all stakeholders, including children, staff, parents, and governors, have a voice. Governors play a crucial role in this process by ensuring they fulfil their statutory duties and responsibilities as a ‘Critical Friend’ to the school. This involves actively engaging in Monitoring, Evaluation, and Review (MER) processes and providing constructive feedback and support to the SLT. The Curriculum Governor Team specifically assists in self-evaluation by working with staff as link governors and organising events like learning walks. To remain informed and stay in line with the school’s improvement goals, Curriculum Governors also attend Twilight sessions with Subject Leaders (School X, 2024). Through active governor participation in the SIP, the school can guarantee thorough monitoring and accountability, which will ultimately support continuous enhancement of teaching and learning outcomes.
After the external evaluation of School X conducted by Estyn, feedback from pupils was generated to gather an understand of their views of outdoor learning. The opportunity to engage in outdoor learning activities provides the children with a break from the confines of the classroom environment. Apart from the children going outside for snack and lunch break, sitting indoors all day can become quite monotonous causing the children to become disengaged. Adding outdoor learning activities can provide a sense of excitement and enjoyment to learning. However, some teachers expressed uncertainty about how to effectively plan lessons that incorporate outdoor learning strategies (Conversation with Deputy Headteacher, 2024). This viewpoint reflects a potential gap in teacher training and professional development. By addressing this issue and giving staff the tools and relevant training, it may help individuals to become more confident and prepared to plan and implement engaging outdoor learning experiences for their pupils. 
As the enhancement of outdoor learning opportunities was recommended by Estyn (2022), School X have made it a priority by incorporating the recommendation into four out of the five targets on the SIP. These four targets are in relation to different AoLE: Literacy, Language and Communication (LLC), Mathematics and Numeracy, Science and Technology, and Mental Health and Wellbeing. The measures adopted in response to the priority are extensive and in-depth. The SIP includes information for staff on the actions needed to take place. Teachers are able to see who is involved, the start and completion dates, budget allocation, MER timeframes as well as the evaluation of the target. Developing additional opportunities for LLC Outdoor Learning activities at Progression Step two and three is an action plan within LLC’s target. An inset day and twilights in the Autum Terms 2023 are given to all staff. SLT must MER every term during the specified period of September 2023 until July 2024 (School X, 2024). 
School X have integrated the importance of regular monitoring of targets. The self-evaluation monitoring timetable includes stakeholders such as all teaching staff s well as governing bodies, stating the activity of self-evaluation such as ‘Standards and Curriculum Committee invited to Literacy Walk’, and where and when it will take place (School X). Feedback from stakeholders is received to determine their perceptions and satisfaction regarding the effectiveness and relevance of e.g., outdoor learning experiences. Measuring the impact of an executed action plan informs the school with continuous feedback including things that are working well and suggestions to improve and therefore, make adjustments on the SIP. 
Reflection and Evaluation
The enhancement of creating more opportunities to develop Outdoor Learning activities within School X has resulted in all teaching staff, including LSAs (learning support assistants), to undergo a comprehensive and specialised outdoor learning training program (School X, 2024). Estyn (2011) stated that senior management in Wales lacks specific training, which has resulted in unproductive outdoor learning environments where adults play an organised supervising role instead of an educational one. This initiative to train staff, was put forward to equipe the educators with the necessary knowledge, skill and pedagogical approaches tailored to effectively facilitate outdoor learning experiences across various subjects and age groups (Mannion et al., 2015, p. 6). Children gain valuable skills from studying outside, including adaptability, self-confidence, empathy, risk assessment and teamwork (Bulton and Thomas, 2022). This might be due to the children receiving more flexibility to experience freedom. The learners may move around more and be more active than they would be inside (Maynard et al., 2013). 
Although teachers have received the relevant training, School X fails to provide information regarding the execution of outdoor learning. This suggests there may be possible challenges with implementing outdoor learning activities. The pressures of high demand on teacher’s time, the self-efficacy and confidence of teachers as well as the expense and availability of resources and continuous training, are common obstacles (Dillion, 2010). Existing curriculum pressures may also be a barrier. In 2010, the Foundation Phase statutory curriculum for children aged three to seven years old in Wales was introduced. The curriculum included a vision of encouraging learners to be creative, and imaginative and making learning more fun. The framework acknowledges and emphasises the ways in which outdoor learning may support the overall development of children (Welsh Government, 2015). However, outdoor learning opportunities tend to only be utilised by foundation phase teaching staff and not those who teach children aged seven to 11 years old. A possible reason would be that within the curriculum, there are few references to the need and benefits for outdoor learning and therefore showing a gap in professional development (French et al., 2023).
Given that the SIP’s targets prioritise outdoor learning, it could be argued that conducting frequent learning walks and observations would serve as an invaluable strategy to gain profound insights into the various activities being carried out. By engaging in observational learning, teaching staff can collaborate and build their collective knowledge base, thereby enhancing their ability to not only deliver innovative and engaging learning experiences for children but also to foster stronger, more collaborative connections among themselves (Tosriadi et al., 2018; French et al., 2023). Teachers can see directly how outdoor learning initiatives are carried out by participating in regular learning walks and observations. This allows for opportunities for professional development, giving individuals a chance to identify successful practices, exchange ideas and work together to solve problems (Todd, 2017). This maximises the benefits of outdoor learning experiences for students’ overall development. 
Conclusion
This assignment focuses on School X’s strategic objective of incorporating more outdoor learning opportunities across all AoLE. The assignment explores the process of school development planning (SDP) and the importance of self-evaluation in driving improvements in teaching and learning outcomes. Through a literature review, it discusses the significance of effective pedagogy, collective leadership and action planning in achieving school improvement goals. 
School X’s action plan to meet the recommendations from Estyn’s inspection report, displays a focus on significant teacher training and involvement of multiple stakeholders in the implementation of outdoor learning activities. While reflection and evaluation draw attention to the advantages of outdoor learning for students’ overall development, they also reveal certain difficulties, such as curriculum constraints and implementation hurdles. 
From this assignment, several insights arise. To foster continuous development, it’s imperative that the SIP aligns with stakeholders’ input and external recommendations. Equipping teachers with professional learning opportunities is essential to ensure the effective implementation of new initiatives within the school. Moreover, ongoing monitoring and evaluation play a pivotal role in assessing the impact of implemented actions and making necessary adjustments for improvement. 
These takeaways emphasise the value of data-driven decision-making, ongoing professional development, and collaborative planning in promoting successful educational results, all of which will be critical in shaping future professional practice. As a professional, putting these ideas into practice would enable me to promote children’s holistic development and make meaningful contributions to school improvement plans. 
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