How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.





Chloe Amber Thomas
2204463
2204463@student.uwtsd.ac.uk





A school development plan (SDP) is a school’s strategic plan for improvement, (School development plans, 2014) In this assignment a school development plan will be critically reviewed and the actions, impact and the evidence base of the SDP will be reflected upon. One aspect of the SDP that will be analysed is higher order thinking skills, (HOTS). The reason why HOTS has been chosen is following discussions it appears that HOTS has become a target from  the local authority and which a lot of schools within the area are addressing. The local authority is ensuring they are across education within the area which can lend itself to SDP aspects. This shows that the schools and the local authority work together which enables the local authority are aware that the schools are of high quality and deliver high standards of teaching and learning throughout the authority, (Strategic School Improvement)
The school, the SDP has been taken from is based in Neath Port Talbot. The school opened in 2015, following an amalgamation of the infants and juniors. There are currently 410 pupils. On average 28% of pupils have free school meals which is above the average of 18%. Mostly all pupils are white British ethnicity and English is their first language. (Estyn, 2018)
An SDP is a plan to aid in the school’s improvement and development. It should bring the schools priorities, the measures it will take to raise the standards, the resources that will be used, the outcome and targets in a simple and clear way, (Department of Education). Within an SDP the school needs to use their vision as a focus to draft their targets and aspects. Within Wales there are national priorities which any SDP within Wales needs to consider and address. However, these national priorities can change, under the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act (2021), they were amended and updated and as a result governing bodies need to be aware of the changing national priorities, (School improvement guidance, 2022). The Education (School Development Plans) (Wales) Regulations 2014 (“the Regulations”) impose a duty on the governing body of the school to draw up a SDP. This enables the governing body to exercise their responsibility to promote high standards of educational achievement. The governing body holds overall responsibility for the SDP, in reality, the head teacher, the staff and the governing body will produce and will implement the necessary actions and strategies for the SDP. (Education Regulations, 2014).  To aid in the creation of a SDP, guidance was issued under S.10 of the Education Act, (1996).
An SDP is required to run over a three-year period in line with the School Performance and Absence Targets (Wales) Regulations 2011, Regulation 5(3). The three years will address different aspects, year one will contain detailed priorities, targets and strategies, year two and three will contain high level priorities and targets. This does not mean the SDP is fixed for the time period it should be a live document which responds to any feedback or outcomes of the self-evaluation processes the school undertakes to assess the priorities. This enables an SDP to be a live document which will represent current targets and strategies not fixed ones that may be out of date, (School Development Plan, 2014). SDP’s are drafted using a planning strategy, please see picture below. 
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The Welsh government have produced guidance to help and aid schools with SDP’s. One important factor that Welsh Government (2014) state is an SDP should be one plan. This enables it to be clear and precise and easily understood. It is a single means of capturing the school’s importance, priorities and strategies that will be used.
The above image is a very clear and straightforward picture of the planning process in which the majority of schools use to draft and agree on their SDP and their action points. An SDP can consist of a number of different action points, the aspect that this assignment will be analysing is higher order thinking skills (HOTS). HOTS can be described as skills that enhance the construction of deeper, conceptually driven understanding, (Schraw & Robinson, 2011). 
Previously within schools and education children were taught remembering and recalling information for tests and assessments. Under the new Welsh Curriculum (2022), assessments should be used to show what pupils know and understand. This information should support teaching and learning. This is a move away from using data to measure school performance for accountability. (Hwb, 2022). With this shift, focusing on HOTS is very important as HOTS go beyond simply remembering and recalling information. Bloom’s taxonomy demonstrates this as it helps teachers and pupils move beyond remembering and into deeper analysis and evaluation, (The learning centre, 2022). With Blooms taxonomy there are six steps which would be applied relevant of the age of the children, (Bloom et al, 1956). HOTS is used as an umbrella term, as it encompasses a number of different forms of thinking which include critical, systemic and creative, (Miri, David, Uri, 2007). HOTS are not as a standalone lesson and Newman (1990), argues that they are skills which should be incorporated across all lessons. 
The aim of teaching is seen to equip the children with a full set of tools which allow children to reason, reflect and make good decisions based on the knowledge they hold, (Brookhart, 2011). Children and adults do this every day without realising, crossing the road for example. Within schools, children need to be able to make reasonable decisions based on the knowledge they would have been taught in mathematics, literacy or science. HOTS provide children with this skills to be able to make these decisions, (Brookhart,2011). 
Evidence of HOTS improving children’s knowledge has been evident. In an inspection undertaken by Estyn in 2017, following HOTS being implemented across the school board it was found that the pupils standards of attainment across the school ages was consistently higher than the average figure in Wales, (Estyn, 2017). HOTS can sometimes be interactive; this can encourage the children to articulate and share ideas with fellow children orally, these skills can be transferred and be applied to other learning and life situations, (Fogarty & McTighe, 1993)

For an SDP to work effectively there are a range of different processes that need and can be undertaken. As seen from the previous picture, SDP starts with a strong vision from the school, the vision is what the school are aspiring to achieve. (School Development Plans, 2014). For the vision to be effective it needs to be motivational and achievable, if it is not both things it can impact on the aspects within the SDP. In addition the vision needs to portray a clear purpose which all staff within the school understand and are aware what the school are aiming to achieve. (School development plan). In school X, their vision is on their school website which allow all the community to see it, this benefits learners, parents and stakeholders and it demonstrates the school to be open and honest to everyone. (School improvement guidance, 2014). One of parts of School X’s vision is to engage children’s thinking skills, which can be linked with the new Welsh curriculum (2020) by having a big push on thinking skills, (Hwb, 2020) which came from Donaldson 2015 review, (Donaldson, 2015).
The first part of the SDP process is self-evaluation. The SDP cannot develop and progress without self-evaluation. The function of self-evaluation is to enable schools to assess their progress in relation to their aims, (School development plans, 2014). Self-evaluation provides school, teachers and pupils to be able to develop however it is also important that self-evaluation celebrates achievement within the school, (Self evaluation, 2020). 
By undertaking the self-evaluation process, schools can identify and analyse their performance, their strengths, what improvements need to occur and how to implement the improvements, (school development plan). In relation to HOTS being chosen as an aspect of the SDP, through the new curriculum, (2020) it was found that school X need to continue to develop their pupil’s ability to explain why they are learning to analyse, (SDP, 2022). It is important that the children can explain why they doing something not just simply being able to do the task. Through research it is important to be truthful to enable the best development. This was evident in school X’s, SDP where undertaking a thorough self-evaluation process, they found that their teaching strategies did not provide enough opportunities for pupils to develop and work on their integral skills, (SDP, 2022). The importance of finding strengths and areas of development has a direct link with improvements within education and learners’ outcomes, (Estyn,2018). 
Another feature of SDP’s are the stakeholders. Stakeholders are people who will be consulted within the SDP, the process and will be affected by the SDP and the impact of it (Engagement in Education). Stakeholders mostly contain the headteacher, all staff, governors, governing body and parents all in relation to the school. In line with the Welsh Government the school’s governing body will consult with the headteacher, parents, staff and any other appropriate individuals regarding the SDP, this involves the monitoring and reviewing processes, (School development Plan, 2014). 
Following this, is strategic planning. Strategic planning enables the SDP to capture the schools’ priorities, strategies and findings, enabling it to be a clear and easily understood, (School development plan, 2021).  One important feature of an SDP is that it needs to involve a success criteria. Without the success criteria, there is simply no way of assessing if the aim has been achieved. The aspect that is being focused on is HOTS, within school X’s SDP, (2022) each of their four aspects has its own success criteria which is specific to each aspect to enable the impact to be measured specifically, (school development plan, 2021). Within the success criteria of school X’s(2022) it gives statements towards staff and pupils this allows the school to assess and examine the work against staff and pupils. Following a discussion with teacher A, their success criteria is set out in different points to enable everyone to be able to clearly see what they need to be doing, (teacher A, 2023). Within an SDP, the cost should be included, this will be beneficial when it comes to monitoring the impact of the SDP and the aspect and whether the money was well spent. 
The purpose of all of the steps, the stakeholders and the data are to be able to measure the impact against the success criteria. How schools measure the impact is up to them, however, to enable the most accurate impact a SDP should be a live document that can altered and updated when needs be. By having the document live this means the SDP will reflect up to date data that has been gathered from the school. In school X, there is a schedule and timetable which includes meetings, and different tools which will be undertaken throughout the year to enable impact to be measured. This timetable was distributed to all staff, which enables all staff to fully involved and aware of any evaluations and meetings, (School X, 2022). Recently in school X, a listening to learners and book look was undertaken by teacher A and a challenge advisor within the education industry. By having an external individual this enables more information to be gathered regarding the aspects and the development within the school. (School development plans, 2021). 
Following these exercises, teacher A will write up a report, including the findings of what is going well, what needs to be improved. This report will be shared with all staff and will be discussed in the next staff meeting. (Teacher A, 2023). By having the report and discussing it, the findings will be acted upon which means the impact found will be more than words, it will lead to actions which will develop the school.
Through this assignment an SDP has been analysed and reviewed. This SDP is from a school in Neath Port Talbot, within this school the SDP is on display in the staff room. It is very clear and very easy to read. This allows the SDP to be clearly accessed by all the staff. By having it on display this can encourage conversation which is a positive regarding staff being able to be fully aware of the success criteria and where they should be aiming for. However, school X could go one step further by also placing the schedule of impact on display as well, by doing this it would help to marry the two documents together to help aid in the understanding of linking the schedule with the why they are being done of the SDP. (School X, 2022). The schedule of evaluation processes is an effective tool within school X, after each one the findings are discussed with the necessary stakeholders and the findings are then implemented which shows their SDP is up to date with their findings. (school development plans, 2021). While this very beneficial, the SDP is reviewed fully once, which yes is in line with the SDP regulations. This is undertaken at the end of the summer term which is on the schedule, however it can be argued that only fully reviewing it once a year is not enough. In line with school development guidance, it can be argued that reviewing the SDP more often it would aid the SDP and the development of the school. 
In school X, this term a listening to learners and book look was undertaken. Following a discussion with teacher A, it was seen that the questions asked to the children included what activities they have undertaken where you need to evaluate. The purpose of this question is to evaluate whether the children can discuss work they have done and undertaken. Under the new Welsh curriculum, (2020) it is important that children can explain their own work, and the reason behind doing the work. The importance of this was discussed by Bloom, through his taxonomy, (Bloom et al, 1956). Children need to be able to explain why they are doing something not simply what they did or what they remembered. (Bloom et al, 1956).  Leading on from listening to learners and book look, a report will be written up by teacher A. Within the report areas of development, what pupils need to improve and what can we do, what staff need to do to enable this development will be drawn up. This is a very positive part of the report as it will show very clearly and precisely what the school want the children to be able to achieve and the steps the staff need to undertake to aid the children in their development. This form of reporting falls in line with the Welsh Government, (2023) as this report can directly feed into the SDP while keeping this information precise and clear for all stakeholders to understand. 
SDP’s, are an important factor of schools development and a way of showing everyone involved in the school what their targets are, how they are aiming to achieve the targets and who is involved through the process. The Welsh Government have published a lot of recent guidance regarding SDP, to help aid schools. Through research and critical analyse, some of the targets that schools decide on can be deprived from external factors, such as the local authority and the Welsh government, (2020). HOTS can be seen in a lot of SDP’s throughout Wales due to the Welsh curriculum (2020), within pedagogy there is an importance on teaching children problem solving skills which will enable life skills that can be used in the future. These skills can be seen with the new four purposes derived from Donaldson, (2015).  Within my professional learning, I will make sure I make my self aware of a school’s SDP, this will enable me to develop my teaching in line with the school’s priorities and enable the children that are being taught are developing the skills and knowledge that are important to the school and the community. 
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Figure 1: School development planning cycle
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