Introduction

This essay will aim to explore School Development theory and provide a detailed analysis and reflection on how it is implemented and developed in relation to a specific element of a school’s School Development Plan. By conducting a review of the literature surrounding both S.D.P theory and my own chosen element for exploration and reflecting upon what I’ve already experienced as a practitioner and what I will do next, this essay will aim to explore both theory and practice. I will also consider, and provide recommendations where suitable, the limitations and critiques of each prospective step and reflect upon them. This essay will consider Literacy, specifically improving reading fluency in all students from Year Seven to Year Eleven, as the specific element of an S.D.P for exploration in an English-Medium mixed-gender secondary school. The school has 869 pupils, with 458 students being male and 411 being female, of which 22.1% of students are in receipt of Free School Meals, 5.6% have Additional Learning Needs or Special Education Needs, and 6.9% of students are Black or Ethnic minorities. This school has a pupil to teacher ratio of 16.2:1, with each student’s budget being £5,848 per annum. In terms of attainment, this school has a Literacy score of 39.7 and an attendance percentage of 86.4%. All these figures reflect the school year 2023-24.

Literature Review

School Development Theory is a ‘distinct approach to educational change that enhances student outcomes and strengthens a school’s capacity to manage change’ (Hopkins 2008). These efforts consist of the strategies a school uses to improve their capacity to provide quality education, with a particular focus given to student learning outcomes (Hopkins 2001). School Improvement Theory focuses on several principles, namely that schools must have clear structuring, as well as the willingness to make decisions based on goals and values, and finally accepting that evaluation enhances the learning of an organization (Hopkins 2005). Successful School Improvement is contingent on a school’s capability to effectively manage change to improve student attainment (Reynolds 2010). The first stage of S.D.T involves full and frank self-evaluation. In this phase leaders within the school must assess what they are doing and discontinue any ineffective methods before looking at what changes they can implement, while also assessing staff’s readiness to change the school and themselves (Reeves 2009). Reeves describes this process as ‘pulling the weeds before you plant the flowers’ (Reeves 2009 p.13). He outlines the importance of inter-grade dialogue to provide alternative, fresh viewpoints, as well as the importance of streamlining staff timetables and prioritising staff meetings concerning S.D.T, and the importance of clear standards and success criteria (Reeves 2009). Reeves’ contention is echoed in the School Improvement Plan Guidance Document (2022), which stresses the importance of ‘honest, robust evidence-based self-evaluation’. The presence of this idea in modern governmental policy solidifies its importance. Once a school has completed the self-evaluation, it must conduct data analysis to best inform next steps for improvement. This cycle of data analysis typically follows the Model for Professional Practice (Australian Institute of Teaching and School Leadership 2010) and consists of three stages. Firstly, the Review stage involves gathering information, analysing data, and making decisions. Next the Respond phase consists of the consolidation of methods, altering what is done and changing how a school decides what to do. Finally, the Plan and Act phase is concerned with developing strategy, aligning resources, and actioning a plan. School Development Plans are often managed by the Headteacher of a school, with a ‘Project Management’ approach, which involves the delegation of specific areas to subject specialists to cultivate collective responsibility (Duke et al 2012). Measuring the effectiveness of a School Development Plan involves ‘using data from the measurement of both teaching and learning to guide management decisions over time, from recruitment to development, and motivation, compensation and retention’ (Duke et al 2012 p.36).

Research on school, staff and pupil-level influences on student attainment identifies vocabulary as a crucial element in improving the background knowledge that students possess (Marzano 2003). All teachers should try to provide explicit instructions throughout the school day, while supporting effective comprehension strategies, as well as aiming to increase the quality and quantity of sustained discussion of reading content, while maintaining high standards for reading tasks (Urquhart and Frazee 2012). Teachers should also aim to improve student motivation and engagement with reading, while teaching essential content knowledge to give students the critical thinking skills to master key concepts (Urquhart and Frazee 2012). Furthermore, students should be encouraged to read harder texts, develop their close reading skills, be encouraged to read more non-fiction and develop their ability to write for the reader (Lemov 2016). By demonstrating to students the practical applications of literacy skills, schools can provide students with the critical thinking skills required for life after secondary education. This notion is consistent with the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which outlines the four purposes of education, one of which is ‘creating ambitious capable learners ready to learn throughout their lives’. The critical thinking skills that competent literacy skills provide are crucial for this purpose. Another of the purposes outlined in the Curriculum for Wales (2022) is to create ‘enterprising, creative contributors ready to play a full part in the world of work’ and strong literacy skills play a huge role in the pursuit of this. This contention, that Literacy skills are required in almost every facet of school and home life, is further supported by Sweeny, who states that ‘writing is an integral part of students’ lives due to texting and social media, but most students don’t view this as writing’ (Sweeny 2010 p. 124). Schools might aim to improve literacy by connecting reading and writing. This concept of ‘balanced literacy’ integrates reading and writing by mixing instruction and practice in authentic contexts and purposes (Bitter and O’Day et al 2009). This idea works on the premise that ‘writing provides a different modality within which to practice the skills and strategies of reading for an authentic context’ (Allington and Gabriel 2012 p. 13). 



Developing an Action Point


Self-Evaluation


The findings of the school’s most recent ESTYN inspection showed that not enough students were meeting the Level 1 threshold for literacy when compared with national averages. The use of ESTYN inspection results means the school will be engaging with nationwide standards for education, which is an important element of any review of practice. However, this inspection took place in 2018, and the relevance of this data to students in 2024 could be questioned. In addition to this, this data is pre-COVID, which could possibly decrease its validity for use in constructing this plan. Based on end of year test results Heads of Year and Heads of Department tailor Personal Improvement Plans for students who score poorly. Between July and September, a Whole School Evaluation is carried out to identify priority areas for development, which means that by the time the next school year has started a plan is already in development. This data is then compiled into Department Standard Reviews in September. The School Improvement Plan is completed by mid-October, with Department Improvement Plans being completed before October half-term. S.I.P and D.I.P then feed into Performance management, which is also supplemented with lesson observations, ‘book looks’ and listening to learners.

Data Analysis 

During the data analysis stage of the S.D.P, both quantitative data and qualitative data are analysed. In terms of quantitative data, Classcharts information is used to identify trends and/or any demographics that are at risk, for example children in receipt of free school meals. Internal Literacy tests and End of Year exam results are then analysed and compared with national averages. The qualitative data that the school collects include lesson observations, ‘book looks’ (assessing students’ classwork by collecting books in regularly) and listening to learners and responding to the feedback they give. The school’s decision to collect both qualitative and quantitative data gives them a more comprehensive understanding of literacy levels, as the qualitative data would inform them of things like contexts, perceptions, and individual perspectives, while the quantitative data would provide empirical data and statistics to analyse and gauge their success against. This increases the validity of the findings of their research, as well as giving them a more diverse audience appeal. The importance of using both data types is supported by the School Improvement Plan Guidance Document (2022), which documents the need to ‘use a balanced approach that draws on a coherent and comprehensive set of qualitative and quantitative information to evaluate learners’ progress in schools in a non-hierarchical manner.’ 



Stakeholders

There are several individuals within the school who need to be involved in the implementation of this element of the S.D.P. The S.D.P itself is constructed by the Headteacher as they are the individual whose vision and idea of what the school should be is central to the plan. As Literacy sits within the area of Learning and Teaching and Curriculum, the Assistant Headteacher for Learning and teaching and Curriculum would also be heavily involved. Head of Department for English and the other English teachers would be involved in the day-to-day implementation of the plan. The delegation of certain elements of the S.D.P to subject specialists ensures that each element of the plan is handled by the best person for the job. This ‘Project Management’ approach (Duke et al 2012) shares the workload and cultivates a culture of collective responsibility. Furthermore, collaborative practice is a vital component in self-improving school systems (Goldstone 2022). Goldstone’s work is significant as it is part of a British Educational Research Association project, a reputable educational research authority. Additionally, the consistent presence of this theme in two pieces of work published ten years apart underlines the importance of collaboration when implementing S.D.Ps.

Strategic Planning

At the start of the Strategic Planning phase the school identifies clear and easily quantifiable targets. The first target was to increase the number of students at Level 1 Literacy threshold from 91% in 2023 to 95% in 2024. The second target was to increase the number of students at Level 2 Literacy threshold from 71% in 2023 to 77% in 2024. The use of numerical targets provides an easily measurable, empirical objective to aim for. This notion is consistent with the steps outlined in the S.D.P Implementation Guidance Report published by the Educational Endowment Foundation in 2019, which states ‘schools need to define the implementation outcomes they want to achieve and develop appropriate measures’ (p. 20).

Once the targets have been identified, the plan can then be implemented.
Firstly, the school will assess the reading fluency of all Key Stage 3 and 4 students using a testing tool on Teams. This decision could be problematic, as it could permit an external factor, in this case a student’s ability to use a computer, to impact the data gathered. This data is then paired with prior testing scores to identify pupils that require intervention. These interventions consist of the Reading Buddies scheme, which involves students being paired with another student who is a more proficient reader than them to read a book together, use of the Lexonik literacy programme and Units of Sound, a computer-based programme designed to help struggling readers with their reading and spelling skills. The Reading Buddies scheme makes use of positive peer relationships to improve Literacy. The next step involves establishing intervention groups. The final step is to connect with cluster Primary schools to develop reading throughout catchment area and arrange community reading events for all five catchment schools. By involving Primary schools in their S.D.P the school can pre-emptively support students before they’ve arrived at the school, fostering a network of support in the wider community.

Measuring Impact

Measuring the impact of the S.D.P first requires analysis of the results of reading fluency tests. Based on these results, training is given and actions from cluster meetings are raised. The impact of this training is monitored weekly through the minutes of departmental and Area of Learning and Experience meetings, as well as through book scrutiny. The weekly meetings provide an opportunity for regular, consistent monitoring of efficacy. The impact is evaluated by comparing reading and writing test results to national average scores, to give a clear, numerical benchmark against which to measure the impact of the changes in practice. Data collected post intervention shows a positive response in students 80% of the time, which demonstrates the effectiveness of the plan.

Reflection and Evaluation

When considering alternative steps that could have been taken by the school in their development of Literacy, one change that could be beneficial is to seek out more recent, up to date data for analysis. The data that this element of the S.D.P was based on, a 2018 ESTYN inspection, is from five years ago. This could be problematic as the data that the S.D.P is based upon could potentially be outdated and be of limited relevance when considering current student performance. In addition to this, this data is from a pre-COVID inspection, and some students will have spent a considerable time being schooled from home. This is a variable that could have greatly impacted Literacy, so the use of data from before this could bring the validity of said data into question. Another potential change to consider would be to increase the involvement of parents and carers in the development of Literacy in students. Parents in typically low-income areas can have an inherent mistrust of schools, as they have negative experiences as well as little experience in advocating for their children in school, while parents in high income areas can be overbearing and disrupt the school’s ability to function (Weissbourd 2009). The importance of establishing synergy between the school and parents is further evidenced in the research of Hargreaves and Fink (2012). Data from a survey conducted at a school showed that while 95% of staff felt satisfied with the level of progress the school had made, only 35% of students felt satisfied, while 25% of parents were satisfied. This demonstrates that sometimes expectations and definitions of success can be very disparate in schools and parents. 
The school could also place greater emphasis on the dual coding of reading and writing together to improve Literacy. This concept of ‘balanced literacy’ aims to gradually hand responsibility from teachers to students by moving from modelling to scaffolded support and finally independence (Bitter and O’Day et al 2009). This model is further developed in ‘Improving Literacy in Secondary Schools’, a guidance report published by the Educational Endowment Foundation in 2018. It states that ‘reading helps students gain knowledge which leads to better writing whilst writing can deepen students’ understanding of ideas’ (p.4), and that combining the two is more likely to improve student skills in both disciplines compared to a less balanced approach. The effectiveness of this method is underlined by its presence in two pieces of literature published nine years apart, despite the changes society and education has undergone. The E.E.F is an independent charity who have no stake in the argument other than furthering the accessibility of education, which further solidifies the efficacy of ‘balanced literacy’.

Conclusion

I decided to explore Literacy for several reasons. Firstly, Literacy is one of three cross-curricular disciplines, along with Numeracy and Digital Literacy. Literacy skills and a competent grasp of the English language are crucial in unlocking the entirety of the school curriculum, in both a classroom setting and in student’s everyday lives. If students possess solid literacy skills, then they are more likely to engage in additional reading, which not only better equips them to engage in classroom discussions, but also can produce an interest in reading for pleasure. I chose Literacy because it is the area of the S.I.P that I have the most first-hand contact with, as an English teacher. I can view student work and see whether their literacy is improving. Finally, I opted for Literacy as my area of focus to best equip myself with relevant techniques to aid the school in their ongoing targets and ensure my teaching is in step with departmental and school-wide policy. Moving forward I will aim to include dual coding in my lessons to improve student understanding and allow them to recontextualise information in their own way to improve learning.
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