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How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impacts and evidence base 
This report aims to asses and evaluate the success of how a school develops an aspect or priority of its’ school development plan (SDP.) This report will discuss my first placement school, an urban, bilingual comprehensive school of around 1200 pupils in the Carmarthenshire local authority.  The school is considered a Professional Learning Pioneer school, with a senior leadership team (SLT) of deputy headteacher and three assistant headteachers who are primarily responsible for the SDP. The thoroughly structured and methodical way the SDP was developed within the school was beneficial to the report, later discussed along with a reflection. The priority from the 2019-2020 SDP I would like to discuss is Priority 2: Improve classroom pedagogy in order to challenge and extend all pupils, and therefore this report primarily focuses on the action taking to encourage teaching staff to develop their own pedagogical knowledge in the classroom. This paper will firstly discuss literature surrounding the school development process and the key principles involved, as well as the suitability of Priority 2 as “best practice” in school improvement planning (Hanover Research 2015.)
School Development Plans have appeared as “grassroots” approaches to school management since around the mid-1980s and were firstly pioneered by individual schools and LEAs (Mortimore 1992.) Since then they have been adopted nationally by the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) and the Department for Education (DFE) and are used widely across both primary and secondary schools in the UK. Defined by the Education Improvement Commission () as “a road map that sets out the changes a school needs to make to improve the level of student achievement, and shows how and when these changes will be made,” School Development Plans (SDPs) are key to monitoring and developing as a school. Sustainable school improvement is supported by effective short- and long-term planning, using honest self-evaluation, school data sets, qualitative feedback from staff and students as well as challenging targets. 
The process of designing an SDP is summarised effectively by Patt Flett (2004,) however the volume of online resources to help with this process by 2020 only signifies how this is an integral part to school planning. A key piece of literature within this field is OFSTED’s 2001 outline on planning school improvement, putting more focus on who’s responsibility this is within a school and how to measure and give timescales of success. The online resource network EdSurge also offers advice on planning SDPs (Pipkin 2015) and highlights the School Improvement Network offered by Frontline Education, which offers advice, resources and professional development opportunities related to knowledge in improving school planning that I would personally use for this purpose (Frontline Education, n.d.)
The key principles found across the majority of this literature when designing an SDP is to;
· Directly address issues identified by self-evaluation and previous success criteria
· Incorporate improvement strategies based on scientific research; 
· Establish specific and measurable objectives for progress and improvement; 
· Identify who is responsible for implementation of strategies and a timescale.
(as listed by Fernandez, 2011)
The benefit of such strategic planning compels leadership teams to establish priorities and goals, develop strategies whilst also ensuring commitment from staff and stakeholders (Armstrong, 1982; Kotler & Murphy, 1981, Fernandez 2009.) A highly praised result of School Development Plans and similar whole school initiatives is the resulting opportunity to share good practice within the schools and their networks. Estyn’s 2019 report in St Mary’s R.C Primary School offers an example of shared good practice where all staff were invited and involved in the construction and development of the school’s SDP. The noted success of this included a climate of collaboration, mutual support, well defined responsibilities a shared ownership of the school’s vision. 
Despite the success and continual use of SDPs across education, there are areas where certain schools and studies have encountered issues with such whole-school systems. Ellis (1998) notes that due to the subject/department based nature of secondary school enforcing policies with consistency, “departments are aware that policy exists but fail to react; or they simply reject the policy and carry on regardless,” and suggests that it is better suited for primary schools. There is also a concern by the Report of the Independent Teacher Workload Review Group on reducing unnecessary workload (2016) which emphasises “planning together needs to focuse[d] on the outcomes for pupils” and not to “tick boxes” looking at whole-school initiatives. 
To contrast with these claims, one may argue that SDP development is also an opportunity for CPD, where teachers have responsibilities beyond their department and develop a sight for the school’s “bigger picture.” Improving pedagogy and CPD as a priority can often be seen within SDP (as is the case with the focus of this evaluation) however the action of improving this develops skill as a teacher. In the case of my placement school, the formation of action research groups to meet the requirements of the SDP, in itself created opportunities for collaboration and professional development across the school. This has been widely praised in research, as teaching is a “social practice” and shared practice and research groups can be significantly impactful to “beginning teachers” (Mitchell et al. 2009, Ado 2013,) as well as more experienced teaching staff.
This critical reflection focuses on staff pedagogy as a school priority, whilst also monitoring this through lesson observation and book studies by the Senior Lead Team (SLT.) The literature within the field emphasises the advantages of “productive” pedagogical development on the learners (Gore et al. 2004, Colbert et al. 2008.) The use of CPD and pedagogical research, noted by BESA (2017,) can also develop skills that are sometimes missed or not covered well enough in teacher training, and can increase teacher motivation which leads to more stimulating and effective teaching. Overall by improving understanding of new techniques and implementing new strategies, teaching quality is continuously reflected upon, revised, developed and becomes reflexive as a teaching skill (Cambridge Assessment International Education, n.d.)
Improving pedagogy as a whole-school priority is an attainable goal which, made clear by research, has overwhelming positive impacts on teaching and learning, without requiring any drastic measures or equipment. Following the Hanover Research “Best Practices in School Improvement Planning” (2015,) a reliable source and model of best practice, the steps involved link well with this priority. By creating action research groups and dedicated HMS days to share practice, this follows the “creating an improvement culture” aspect of this model and sharing and acting on the pedagogical research collected. 
Applying this previous literature to the School Development Plan of my placement school, it was noteworthy and beneficial to my evaluation that their School Development Plan was of very detailed standard and was considered a “live” document that was revised at a minimum of 3 times a year. This was the first revision of the academic year 2019-2020 and was following a self-evaluation using SMID data to review the last 2018-2019 plan. This strategic cycle also included the previous plan as an attachment which meant direct links could be drawn and the reflection process was evident. The senior lead team were all involved in improving the document, with input from various other key staff which were responsible for priorities listed. 
My focus for this evaluation was Priority 2- “Improve classroom pedagogy in order to challenge and extend all pupils.” This was carried forward from the previous plan as a continuous priority, noting the success in performance management regimes and analysing the engagement with the professional standards by teachers. The self-assessment also noted the improvement in learning outcomes following book scrutiny’s and lesson observations, as part of a monitoring by the Senior Lead Team. This highlighted that the priority was measurable and could be evidenced to show improvement in a 3-year review cycle. The final reflection from the previous year that there was too much emphasis in training available for pedagogy, rather than the impact on the learner.
Having noted the 18-19 SDP results, the current SDP addressed many of the issues raised and showed evident reflexive practice with the changes made for this academic year. The first area of change was interestingly regarding feedback and opportunities to demonstrate good practice through the monitoring by the SLT. The school changed its structure of lesson observations and book scrutinies to focus on one key stage at a time, and to conduct learning tours following cycles of these observations, scrutiny’s, and the feedback.  This allowed time to evidence progress and changed the lesson plan template of the school to include areas to add SMID data and pedagogical research which influenced the lesson planning. This allowed for more purposeful observations and feedback, evidence of research and development of pedagogy.
	Linking closely with this was the book scrutiny training put in place for department heads, familiarising them with the structure and to take responsibility for consistency in the standards met in their department. This involved more staff in the monitoring process of the SDP priorities whilst also ensuring evidence of good practice was upheld by every department regularly, as opposed to intermittent monitoring by the SLT.
	The most influential and impactful strategy seen to improve use of pedagogy in the classroom within the SDP, however, was the introduction of action research groups (ARG) and dedicated HMS days and after school sessions surrounding CPD and personal research. Each teaching member of staff was given a focus based on previous observation feedback and assigned a group which addressed that area (e.g. increasing student engagement, improving AFL, digital competence, student-based learning, etc.) These ARG were then given seminars led by the SLT and given a OneNote to add their research evidence. This showed consideration when looking at improving classroom pedagogy as a priority that it is evidenced and worked on by every teacher and did not allow for failing to contribute to the group.
	The significant impact of these operational research groups, seminars and HMS days, was the sharing of good practice following the scheme’s first trial. Shared practice “fairs” were conducted where teachers could contribute what they have learned. There were also many scheduled ARG meetings where following the research the group could collaborate and collect their findings of what was successful. Overall the scheme created an “Improvement Culture,” a term previously mentioned discussing Hanover Research (2015,) and had direct positive social impact on staff morale, incentive to conduct personal research and encouraged sharing good practice.
	A final individual-based change the school made to address this priority was to increase independent responsibility of the teachers. All staff were to familiarize with the Teaching Standards OneNote and to begin adding evidence to their Pebblepad. This not only resulted in regular uploading of work but was also discussed during “performance management” activities such as lesson observations, learning walks and meetings with department heads. By embedding operational research as part of “performance management” to be monitored during lesson observations and book scrutiny, it becomes reflexive and habit to the teacher to reference and use pedagogical research in their everyday lesson planning and continuously develops this throughout the year. This aspect of the action plan to address this priority not only shows consideration to evidencing and measuring the progress made, but a continuous support network through the ARG work, SLT monitoring and the training given to Heads of Department to support pedagogical research.
To reflect upon the action taken by the school, one could argue that a “mixed methods” of strategies were incorporated for a single priority. By combining a change in SLT performance management activities, increasing autonomous responsibility for research and Pebblepad evidence and a structured, whole-school ARG project, the results are measurable and evident in the work conducted. I was also fortunate enough to attend these ARG meetings and 2 HMS days which proved to be very productive and insightful experience and clearly showed the dedication of the staff to attain this priority. It was also evident during the experience that data analysis was very important to the SLT and evidence of improvement was at the forefront of their work. Also during a HMS day I observed a collaborative learning seminar conducted by an SLT member, which as noted by the Department for Education in The Improving Schools Programme Handbook (2009,) is an efficient and successful way to “build capacity to sustain improvements” and a “can do culture,” with motivation and collaboration directly from senior and lead members of staff. A final experience during the HMS day was the use of a “More Knowledgeable Other” (Vygotsky 1978,) when discussing the new curriculum and focus on “authentic Welsh education,” 
	When evaluating the process in which the school created, measured, reflected and improved on priorities, the structured scheme of the SDP was very successful. By self-evaluating their targets and success criteria 3 times in an academic year, the feedback given was consistent and improvements were made within the year to see the effect. When considering Priority 2, the development of a teacher’s pedagogy could be seen quickly in lesson plans, new strategies tested in classes and on OneNote or Pebblepad. The priority not only developed the pedagogical knowledge and skillset of each teacher but also had direct improvement to the learner experience in the classroom. 
	To evaluate the use of the ARG strategy, the results from each group were mixed.  Some groups had opportunity to collaborate and use the same strategy in each of their classes and feedback experiences as a group, whilst others conducted individual research and shared very different strategies after they were tried. From experiencing a range of CPD themes in seminars and lectures at university, I believe a series of these themes for each teacher (or carousel of groups) would have more beneficial in working holistically on all areas of pedagogy, rather than focusing on their “weakest” area and not improving elsewhere. I strongly believe an overview of all areas of development and relevant sources outlined for all to access and improve in more than one area of pedagogy. The overall success of the scheme emphasises the importance of strategies such as this and the potential for HMS days to encourage autonomous learning. If the strategy was to be carried forward a third year, as per the SDP self-evaluative cycle, a natural progression of this work is to work more with “in-class support, modelling… and coaching” (Department of Education 2009,) to meet the individual needs of the teaching staff.
	This report set out to critically analyse the success of the SDP in addressing Priority 2, improving the use of pedagogy in the classroom, and the evidence collected from the school gave an excellent deeper insight in to the development system involved. The school made excellent use of relevant data and feedback from both teachers and students, and from thorough self-evaluation made drastic improvements in the engagement with pedagogy amongst staff. One of the more significant findings to emerge from this strategy was the learning culture created amongst staff, and that working as a team to collaboratively learn provides an excellent support network and motivation.
To be part of HMS days during this time and to report my findings in this assignment has provided invaluable insight to developing whole-school initiatives. It was beneficial to see the training and provisions offered and the response of enthusiasm of staff, showing that pedagogy is a continuous part of the job role and the willingness to help one another was another positive result of the strategy. The skill required to analyse the SDP and self-evaluation cycles behind the plan, enrichens my capability as a teacher and a responsible, contributing member of teaching staff in future.
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