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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
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Introduction 

This report aims to provide a critical analysis of a school's approach towards one aspect of its development plan. The chosen target will be evaluated to demonstrate how it is currently being addressed, along with an assessment of the impact of actions taken. According to the Welsh Government (2018), a school development plan is the strategic plan for improvement, indicating the processes and actions a school has undertaken to meet its individualized goals and objectives.

To maintain anonymity and confidentiality, the school in focus will be referred to as School 'X', in line with the BERA (2018) guidelines. School 'X' is an 11-18 mixed community school located in West Wales, with a total of 1579 students. As per the latest Estyn report, only a small number of students are fluent in Welsh, with around 1.65% of students from Welsh-speaking homes and around 4% receiving support for English as an additional language. Additionally, approximately 6% of students come from the 20% most deprived areas of Wales (Estyn, 2022).

After evaluating School 'X's development plan, the report will focus on the improvement of 'Level 2 outcomes in Welsh' and opportunities to develop and practice Welsh language skills within or outside of Welsh lessons (School ‘X’, 2021). This report aims to critically assess the school's approach towards achieving this target, taking into consideration any limitations and potential for improvement.

Literature Review 

The Welsh Government (2018) states that school development plans (SDPs) outline school improvement strategies and initiatives to enhance pupil outcomes. This suggests that pupil development should be the priority of a schools aims and objectives. Each school has a unique approach to periodically reviewing its performance and contextual data, incorporating short- and long-term priorities for improvement. The school development plan describes how the school will achieve its targets related to its priorities, outlining the use of available resources such as funding and staff development (Welsh Government, 2018).

School development plans are an ongoing, structured, and cooperative procedure that schools undertake to foster improvement, according to Haynes (1996). Likewise, McNamara (2002) highlights the significance of school development plans, as they facilitate schools to thoroughly evaluate their present requirements and preferences. Moreover, McNamara (2002) proposes that an efficient planning process that encompasses the school's missions, objectives, and principles is necessary to guarantee the continuous relevance and flexibility of the school development plans. This view is echoed by Hargreaves (1996), who considers school development plans to be highly beneficial for educational practitioners as they allow for collaborative development of realistic strategies to achieve priorities and targets. Collaborative working with stakeholders from across the board to achieve aspirations and priorities is a key advantage of the school development plan process, according to Curry (2007). Nonetheless, according to Xaba (2006), crafting a school development plan can be an intricate task and may encounter various obstacles if the individuals involved lack the requisite abilities and expertise. For this reason, The Welsh Government has issued school improvement guidance that sets a new standard for schools, pupil referral units, local authorities, diocesan authorities, regional consortia, and Estyn, outlining their responsibilities in promoting school improvement while adhering to their broader legal obligations (Welsh Government, 2022).

The Welsh Government’s strategy to promote and facilitate the use of the Welsh language is to achieve the target of a million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2018). The Welsh government is committed to seeing the Welsh language flourish and has made it a compulsory element of the curriculum for all pupils up to the age of 16 as part of their strategy for the new curriculum (Department for Education and Skills, 2015). The goal is for everyone to enjoy using the Welsh language, make steady progress in their Welsh language learning, and gain the confidence to use Welsh outside of the classroom (Curriculum for Wales, 2022). The new curriculum's goal is to ensure that all learners may advance their Welsh language proficiency and be capable of speaking Welsh confidently in a variety of situations (Department for Education and Skills, 2015). To demonstrate their plan for achieving the objectives outlined in the Welsh-medium Education Strategy, each local authority must create and submit their Welsh in Education Strategic Plan (WESP) to the Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2017). The Welsh Government wants to give all learners the resources they need to advance their Welsh language skills and confidently use it in daily life (The Welsh Government, 2017). To achieve this goal, local authorities must plan and ensure that all learners receive an exceptional curriculum and motivating teaching and learning experiences (The Welsh Government, 2017).

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]A new framework has been created to assist English-medium schools and settings in providing genuine purpose and authenticity to their curriculum when learning and teaching Welsh (Curriculum for Wales, 2022). This guidance is available to all English-medium education professionals who are involved in the planning, designing, evaluating, and reviewing of the Welsh language in their curriculum (Welsh Government, 2022). It is meant to support their understanding of what to teach and learn, and it can be used by educational institutions and other contexts to construct their curriculum and assessments that will help them identify the knowledge, skills, experiences, and dispositions that will be crucial (Welsh Government, 2022).

According to the Welsh Government, there should be a greater emphasis on the Welsh language's commercial value for the job market, the potential cognitive advantages of bilingualism, and its significance in helping children and young people develop a solid understanding of Wales' past and present cultural life (Department for Education and Skills, 2015). Additionally, in order to better inform the delivery of Welsh language training for the current workforce, the Welsh Government will collaborate with the Education Workforce Council to gain a better knowledge of the Welsh Language abilities of the current workforce (Department for Education and Skills, 2015).

Developing an Action Point 

As per the Welsh Government (2018), schools usually undergo four stages during their improvement cycle, and the initial phase entails self-evaluation, whereby schools recognize their strengths and weaknesses. School ‘X’ used various methods to carry out this stage, including reviewing previous Estyn inspection reports from 2020, and in relation to this, the Estyn report stated that there were only a minority of pupils who achieve a level 2 qualification in Welsh, and pupils’ Welsh language skills are generally underdeveloped. School 'X' also utilises SMID (2022), a data analysis software that helps track the progress of every pupil during their time at school, enabling them to identify performance patterns at various levels with ease. Another way in which School ‘X’ carried out self-evaluation was with what they called ‘Threadthru’s’ which uses a focus taken from the school development plan to engage teachers and middle leaders directly in raising standards in this area. Threadthru’s involve three parts: StepThrus, LookThrus, and TalkThrus. In StepThrus, classroom teachers’ video or live-stream a lesson for a learning manager to provide feedback. In LookThrus, teachers share examples of pupil work for the learning area to assess pupil progress. In TalkThrus, teachers survey pupils using Google forms. These steps help School 'X' to evaluate their performance and determine areas for improvement in teaching and learning Welsh. However, it would have been beneficial for School 'X' to also research the teaching and learning of Welsh in other English-medium schools using comparative information, as suggested by the Welsh Government (2018).

During the second stage of the school improvement cycle, referred to as strategic planning, all partners and stakeholders of the school collaborate to achieve the objectives of the school development plan by pledging to a set of priorities. School 'X' implemented this stage by encouraging teachers to adopt the Siarter Iaith Aims and Objectives, as suggested by the Welsh Government (2015), to cultivate positive attitudes towards the Welsh language and increase its usage both inside and outside the classroom. Additionally, School 'X' evaluated the effectiveness of the current Welsh language provision and established stronger links with Menter Iaith and Urdd to offer pupils more opportunities to develop and practice their Welsh language skills (School 'X', 2021). Nonetheless, after scrutinising the development plan of School 'X', it is crucial to observe that there is inadequate parental engagement in advancing the progress of the Welsh language., which goes against the principles of the Siarter Iaith that encourage the whole school community, including parents, to participate in ensuring the school fully embraces the Welsh language (Welsh Government, 2015).

During the third stage of developing an action point, it is crucial to identify and implement any necessary improvements. The Welsh Government (2018) emphasizes the importance of clearly defining responsibilities and duties to ensure efficient and effective implementation of the school development plan. At School ‘X’, this stage was carried out by organizing Continuing Professional Development (CPD) Fridays, which aimed to strengthen the Welsh language skills of teachers and other educational practitioners. Alongside this, time during INSET days were set aside for teaching staff to develop their Welsh language skills. This allowed them to teach and implement the use of Welsh in their classrooms confidently and effectively. Furthermore, School ‘X’ implemented lesson observations and work scrutiny so that the classroom teachers receive recommendations on the use of Welsh within the classroom. School ‘X’ has clearly outlined the responsibilities of individuals and allocated resources to ensure continuous development of Welsh language skills, both inside and outside the classroom.

The final stage of action plan development is reviewing impact. School ‘X’ implements this stage by providing time for teachers and educational practitioners to improve their Welsh language skills and to review and assess the effectiveness of Welsh language provisions given to pupils during CPD Fridays and INSET days. School ‘X’ plans to review and monitor the impact of its efforts in May and June of the academic year.

Reflection and evaluation 

School ‘X’ is taking on a holistic approach to improving level 2 outcomes in the Welsh language. One way in doing this is by having all staff use incidental Welsh within the classrooms and in all assemblies. This creates an immersive environment for pupils, encouraging them to use the Welsh language more frequently and confidently. By seeing their teachers and other staff members use Welsh regularly, pupils are more likely to see the value in using the language and develop a positive attitude towards it. To further enhance the use of Welsh in the classroom, teachers are encouraged to create bilingual resources and displays for their pupils. One practical suggestion is to ask pupils to write dates and titles of their work in Welsh. This not only helps pupils to learn and use Welsh, but it also reinforces the idea that the Welsh language is an important part of their learning experience. By integrating Welsh into everyday classroom activities, pupils are more likely to see it as a relevant and useful skill to have

School ‘X’ also provides a range of enrichment activities and resources for pupils to improve their Welsh language skills. For example, all pupils have access to a variety of apps and websites that are designed to enhance their learning and enjoyment of the Welsh language. During the first ten minutes of each lesson in Key Stage 3, pupils are encouraged to read a Welsh language book or use the recommended apps to improve their Welsh language skills. However, the school recognizes that this may not be suitable for all pupils, especially those with additional learning needs, and is committed to finding ways to make these activities inclusive and accessible to all.

In addition to in-class activities, School ‘X’ also holds regular enrichment activities to promote the use of Welsh. For example, they celebrate Diwrnod Shwmae - the day of speaking Welsh - and hold a school Eisteddfod - a traditional Welsh festival of literature, music, and performance. Pupils are also given the opportunity to attend Urdd sports competitions, where they can participate in various sports such as rugby, swimming, and hockey, all whilst using the Welsh language.

Finally, School ‘X’ is committed to promoting a strong visual Welsh ethos throughout the school. This means ensuring that all pupils understand the benefits of learning Welsh and being bilingual. By promoting the Welsh language as an integral part of their learning experience, School ‘X’ is helping pupils to develop important skills for life that are essential for the new Curriculum for Wales (Curriculum for Wales, 2022). By immersing pupils in Welsh within the classroom, providing access to enrichment resources and activities, and promoting a strong Welsh ethos throughout the school, School ‘X’ is creating an environment where pupils can develop their Welsh language skills and see the value in being bilingual. This approach not only benefits the individual pupils but also helps to promote and preserve the Welsh language and culture.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I believe that School ‘X’ has effectively adhered to The Welsh Government's (2018) policies and legislation, resulting in a successful school development plan. Specifically, in regard to the priority of improving level 2 outcomes in the Welsh language, School ‘X’ implemented a thorough and effective planning system, with clear responsibilities and roles assigned. However, the school did not provide any guidance on what steps should be taken if the implementation of the Welsh language provisions did not yield improvements. As a fluent Welsh speaker, I will endeavour to incorporate the Welsh language into my lesson planning and encourage pupils to use the language with confidence where appropriate. Through completing this report, I have gained a greater understanding of the school development plan process and the specific stages outlined by the Welsh Government policies. I have gained valuable insight into the fact that the success of a school development plan is dependent on the school's level of commitment and effort. It is clear that meticulous planning and unwavering dedication are crucial components in achieving the desired outcomes of this live document.
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