PART B: How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.
I was given the opportunity to carry out my second placement at an English - medium primary school, based in the Roath area of Cardiff with a 2 form entry. The school has 523 pupils on roll, with a pupil – teacher ratio of 19.1 ESTYN (2018). During my time at the school I have been looking at how the school develops one aspect of its School Improvement Plan(SIP) (Appendix A). More specifically how actions, impact and evidence from the SIP implement the school’s ethos and principles. 
I have chosen to critically analyse Strategic Aim 1 – ‘Excellent teaching where learners are fully engaged in the learning process and actively drive a dynamic curriculum that excites and ignites a lifelong passion for learning’ (Appendix A), and focus more particularly on Priority 1.4 Pupil Voice after researching into the aspect and having further conversations with stakeholders of the SIP to deepen my understanding.
A School Improvement Plan (SIP) is a form of continuous improvement and should include targets that are specific, measurable, realistic and can be addressed is a timely manner. Consequently, upon reviewing literature including Dunaway, Kim & Szad (2012, p158), a SIP could be explained as the structure as to which all stakeholders associated with a school including staff, pupils, parents, guardians and governing bodies use to evaluate and address any weaknesses within the establishment. A SIP is the structure used upon assessing a school’s performance to devise targets and implement actions to achieve those targets for future improvements. This is further explained by Meyers & Van Groningen (2021, p437). A SIP is the “overarching purpose” Hwb: School Improvement Guidance (2022), which equips learners to excel, with the support of parties mentioned previously, no matter what their circumstance or background. Fundamentally this interlinks with the Four Purposes of the New Curriculum of Wales (2022). 
The School Improvement Guidance (2022) has recently replaced the old framework, The Education (School Development Plans) (Wales) Regulations (2014) and provides a more inclusive criteria by advising what schools and supporting bodies should do to encourage evaluation, improvement and accountability. However, with the new guidance in place it is exactly that, guidance. For improvement to be effective the guidance and strategies cannot be applied to all as a blanket scheme. Each school is unique. Hopkins, Harris & Jackson  (1997, p401) explain that each school’s journey will be at a ‘different stage of development’ therefore needing a different strategy to ensure that their students are benefitting.
Theoretically, the process of encouraging improvement for a school is to begin by self – evaluating and critically analysing the school’s performance both academically and financially, to then create a plan of how these properties can be improved. Next is the implementation stage whereby those involved, implement the plan that has been devised. This is then followed by evaluating the success of the implementation by critically analysing the findings and beginning the process again. The ongoing cycle is further explained by Hargreaves & Hopkins (1994). Another version of the cyclical process is explained by Bernhardt (2013) as a 4 stage process – plan, implement, evaluate and improve. Each variation of the cycle is always based around the same principles of do, reflect, improve. 
The ongoing cycles explained above can only be effective when all stakeholders ( staff, pupils, parents, guardians and governing bodies) involved work collaboratively, systematically and progressively with the aim to reach the desired outcome of school improvement. Creemers & Kyriakides (2008) devised “The dynamic model of educational effectiveness” which proposes for an effective learning experience to occur four factors should work alongside one another in solidarity. Those levels being students, teachers, school and system which can be exampled through the school’s SIP. However the effectiveness of the school improvement plan will only be beneficial when all parties involved play their part. 
Pupil voice is a form of evaluation. Through pupil’s feedback implementation of actions are analysed. Flutter (2007, p343) explains how “pupil voice strategies can be transformational experiences for teachers and for pupils”. Through the use of pupil voice, feedback is continuous between teachers and learners allowing for versatility when it comes to teaching and learning. Pupil voice enables the perspectives of learners to be captured and considered whilst involving them in the decision making process in relation to what is being learnt and how they learn it. It also encourages a sense of empowerment and inclusivity leading to a productive communicative relationship between teacher and learner. Crane (2001, p54) supports this point and stipulates that without pupil voice “schools cannot learn how to become better places for learning without asking the students”. 
The concept of Pupil voice also ignites deeper thinking and engagement from learners as they feel listened to. Hargreaves (2004) explains how six points can be drawn from the use of pupil voice within the learning environment. It motivates their ‘engagement, responsibility, meta – cognitive skills, relationships with staff, social skills and participation’. By establishing and utilising these points via the use of pupil voice it enters a new realm of education by delivering a more personalised curriculum. The independent educational membership organisation, The School, Student and Teachers Network (SSAT) in their blog – The Power of Pupil Voice (2021) strongly agree with the points raised by Hargreaves (2004) by further explaining that education would be transformational if “pupil voice is meaningful, valued and embedded in school systems and within the school vision”. Pupil voice also encourages more than just the teachers to take accountability and ownership of the knowledge being exchanged but also promotes student independence as supported by Nystrand et al (1997, p30).
The School Improvement Plan (SIP) that is being analysed for this assignment is reviewed every 3 years which has its advantages and disadvantages. The timescale that the SIP is reviewed could be argued to be too long for evaluation and too long for changes to be implemented as to which the establishment could benefit from more frequent changes. However, it could also be argued that some of the points outlined in the plan wouldn’t show how effective they are without a long term scope being used. A model of the organisational structure that implement the SIP can be seen in Appendix B. These include pupils, teachers, senior leadership team members, governors, guardians, midday supervisors, cleaning staff, administrative staff, SRB and inclusion staff and the local authority. 
The development of the SIP as previously discussed follows a cyclical pattern. Each step of the cycle includes input from a number of parties. The stakeholders involved in the process of compiling the SIP deliberate on areas of improvements taken from the analysis gathered after evaluating the previous SIP results, and then delegated them under 4 strategic aims following similar proposals made by Penuel & Shepard (2016, p787). 
The task of devising the strategic aims themselves is a difficult one, having to decide which areas to focus on entails a lot of strategic planning. Strategic planning as defined by Cooper (1985) “is the method by which an organization identifies relevant trends in its environment, analyses their potential implications, and projects an integrated strategy to address these future events and their contingencies”. The school’s strategic planning follows the visions outlined in the SIP through ‘High Performing Team Behaviours’ which can be seen in Appendix C. Through collaboration between stakeholders and professional conversations, the 4 visions were developed and flow throughout the SIP itself.  These aims are clearly outlined and specific, which is essential to directly address areas of improvement as supported by Mandinach & Gumer (2013, p31) who support the idea of goal setting. 
The section of the progressive cycle that encouraged further exploration during my placement was the aspect of evaluation. The school uses a number of methods to evaluate the progression of learning and the school environment which are stated in their SIP, for example, follow up questions about an area with all stakeholders, surveys, professional dialogues, fortnightly meetings with AOLE leads to assess the progress of curriculum projects, pupil voice council meetings, pupil learning journals and book reviews. The emphasis being on ‘Strategic Aim 1’ (Appendix A) which focuses on teaching and learning by enabling staff to engage in professional development to input into their teaching whilst influencing the use of the four purposes. By adopting this strategy the school enable staff to deliver an effective learning experience as well as reinforcing the fundamental values of the new curriculum. 
In particular, priority 1.4 of the SIP outlines how teaching and learning establishes a link between improvements and ambitious and capable learners through the use of pupil voice. The school strive to promote the use of pupil voice as an evaluative method of all aspects in the educational setting. Pupil council meetings are held once a fortnight whereby learners raise any issues or suggestions with the day to day running of the school. Through these meetings pupils influence their learning through contributing to their class projects and carry out survey’s created by the council throughout the school community. Another form of promoting pupil voice is carried out on Immersion Days. 
Immersion Days allow pupils at the school to suggest ideas about a new topic including what they would like to learn and how they would like to learn it. The pupil council then gather these ideas and present them to staff members who evaluate how this specific learning could be implemented in connection to particular areas of learning. The Immersion Day experience was trialled by the school using one class and after it’s success was then transformed in to a whole school approach. Each term a new topic is introduced as a project that runs alongside the other AOLE’s integrating what pupils would like to learn about and what they need to learn about. 
To have their say pupils are given the opportunity to create a double page spread in their exercise books based on the latest topic and outlining what they think it might be about and how they would like to learn more (Appendix D). Another approach adopted by the school is the use of video recordings of pupils giving suggestions about what they would like to learn about in during the topic. This method of evaluation using pupil’s voice and Immersion Days employs the ‘Strategic Aim 1’ from the SIP as well as embedding the four purposes. It also empowers learners and captures their full focus by creating learning based around what interests them. Headteacher X, (2022) outlined that through the use of ‘pupil voice’ in the school it has encourage more positive outcomes including “better behaviour, better relationship, higher attendance and attainment levels”. 
The impact of using this method is that the school has seen greater engagement from learners who feel that their ideas are being heard and actioned. The ‘Curriculum Voice Team’ was also established and given access to The Curriculum for Wales documentation on Hwb in order to familiarise themselves with the structure of AOLE’s. As a result of using this approach the school is currently considering proposals from learners about how they could celebrate the King’s coronation. The results of this will be seen in June and will no doubt reflect learner’s proposals as explained in the ‘Evaluation: Progress and Impact’ section of ‘Strategic Aim 1’ in the SIP. 
By reflecting on what the school has done it could be suggested that the process they have used thus far appears to be working for their establishment with high attendance levels and good working relationships evident throughout the school setting. The promotion of using pupil voice when considering areas of improvement within the school improvement plan is genius. As Hart (1992) found participation from learners is vital especially when it consists of their individual learning experience, full engagement is required for it to be effective. 
The creation of the 4 strategic aims plays a major role in the framework devised also known as the SIP. These aims should be considered as umbrella terms for more complex targets and aims. However it could be suggested that it may be restrictive as not all proposals of improvements may fall underneath that umbrella. The 4 strategic aims should be viewed as sub topics under which house further sub topics. In essence, the strategic aims try to create a more defined and precise model to work from however they tend to be more comprehensive when analysed. 
On the other hand, the way in which the school has implemented the aims and actioned the proposals of others is very successful. The school has implemented and evaluated the pupils’ voices and attained to incorporate their views in every aspect of their academic experience as seen through the Immersion Days and learning journals. The approach adopted by the school reinforces accountability of both learners and stakeholders as well as encouraging the delivery of the four purposes. 
The SIP provides room for flexibility when it is needed to adapt the learning and environment to best suit all parties needs. Through each strategic aim key points for improvements have been created and have specific actions to guide the way through the process of achieving the desired outcome by a specified time. However through professional conversations it was noted that if an aim hasn’t been successfully achieved to a confident level then there is room to expand the timescales.  
A different approach that all stakeholders could take would be to set more specific targets for the learners to try and obtain as some of the targets set are vague and lack specific detail. A further suggestion would be to try and incorporate pupil voice suggestions into every aspect of learning and not just through curriculum projects. The final suggestion to propose future improvements of the SIP would be to use more ways to assess and review the impact of the aim. Especially the methods of implementing the aim. At present the school uses book reviews, pupil learning journals, professional meetings and a few other methods of reviewing the strategic aim but this could be further expanded by including regular check – in points with learners and stakeholders to gather a more in depth view of how the aim is progressing. This would enable more reflection time and assessment of the quality of learning. 
By constructing this paper and researching the SIP for this assignment I have been able to look at the full scale of what is needed to proactively run a school. I have had the opportunity to have professional conversations with colleagues and look past the writing on the page to find the true meaning of the SIP. I have been able to explore outside of the classroom setting and witness first hand other aspects of teaching further deeper my understanding of the ITE. I have been able to compare and analyse the SIP to practical day to day life at the school and make connections with the pedagogy. It has allowed links to be made behind the cognitive process behind how lessons are delivered, what content they are delivering and how to make them beneficial for all. This assignment has motivated continuous improvement during my teaching experience to push myself as a teacher and learners to aim for excellence however that may look for them. 
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