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A Critical Evaluation of the Development of a Strategic Target in a School Development Plan: Actions, Impact, and Evidenced-Based Reflections


Introduction

Welsh Government (2018) endorses the School Development Plan (SDP) as a strong motivation towards the vital need for perpetual development in learning that is vital to sustain high scholastic values. British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2024) ethical guidelines will be applied to this essay. Therefore, for the purpose of this essay the placement school will be called School A. 

This essay focuses on the critically evaluation of one particular action from School A’s School Development Plan that is: “To Improve the Schools Welsh Language Oral Skills Throughout the School”. This initiative supports the Welsh Government’s goal of reaching one million Welsh speakers by 2050 Welsh Government (2023) and promotes the status of bilingualism in schools. 

School A, is primary school situated in Rhondda Cynon Taf, that is primarily inhabited by non-Welsh speaking learners (98%) Therefore, there are many significant challenges in meeting the Welsh Governments high target (Gruffydd et al. 2025).

The schools’ self-evaluation process identified differences in staff capabilities and inconsistency in the use of Welsh language beyond the planned curriculum lessons. This resulted in the employment of "Helpwr Heddiw" sessions to correct identified deficiencies and encourage learners to take the lead in actively engaging with the Welsh language. Estyn (2021) signified that effectual language involvement supports learning development through increased articulacy and self-confidence. "Helpwr Heddiw" facilitated integration of Welsh language into daily learning behaviours and promoted a natural and consistent use of Welsh language (Beard, 2020).

The essay begins by providing a synopsis of the pertinent educational policies and frameworks including the School Improvement Guidance and the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government 2024). It then delivers a critical evaluation of the usefulness of the Helpwr Heddiw sessions, by analysing educational research and school acquired evidence. This is succeeded by a discussion of learning, implications for professional practice, and recommendations for future practice. A conclusion closes the essay by providing a reflection of the importance of strategic plans, self-evaluation processes, and professional practice standards in nurturing bilingual proficiency within the school setting.
                                                                                                                                              Literature Review

To achieve continuous improvement schools, develop a strategy for progression, setting out plans to advance learning outcomes. This is formally known as The School Development Plan (SDP) and is achieved by using a process of self-assessment using the background information and current attainment of the school.  The school’s priorities for improvement also include targets for short and long-term development (Welsh Government 2018). In addition, the Welsh Government provides frameworks that help manage a self-assessment process that follow the national priorities for learning across Wales. One framework is The School Improvement Guidance: Framework for Evaluation, Improvement and Accountability (Welsh Government 2024). This framework assists schools to ensure social justice principles are followed, providing their learners with the most favourable and equitable provision and conclusion, whatever their socio economic status may be. It is a systematic method to support advanced planning towards future achievement. 

Schools undertake inclusive assessments of existing attainments to identify strengths and also weaknesses that require improvement. They use these findings to plan and develop future strategies using precise goals and plans to attain standards for success and resources to support successful implementation of these plans. Progress monitoring safeguards strategy effectiveness and allows for required modifications (Welsh Government 2024). This supports the Curriculum for Wales by accentuating the continuous progress of the learner and the fulfilment of the curriculum's four intentions (Welsh Government 2024).

The Curriculum for Wales provides a comprehensive structure for curriculum design whereas the School Improvement Guidance provides a systematic method for evaluation and any improvements guarantee anticipated standards are met. Integration of the ideologies of the Curriculum for Wales and the systematic methods summarised in the School Improvement Guidance, can assist the establishment of vibrant learning environments. Dynamic environments nurture development and accommodate the varied needs of students. If schools abide to these principles, they ensure standards remain high and learners are inspired towards continuous improvement.

Welsh language is considered an integral part of Welsh heritage, and its preservation is a national priority. Therefore, Welsh language is highly promoted in schools to ensure proficiency in learner’s bilingual oral skills. This important factor supports the National Mission to attain a million Welsh speaking people by 2050 through using Welsh language daily in school settings (Welsh Government 2023).
 
The Education Endowment Foundation (2025) proposes that involvement with vocal expression heightens cognition and enhances general educational results. This is significant to the inclusion of bilingual oral skills in school development plans. 

(Smith, 2018, p.101) examined the influence educational policies may have on social justice outcomes. Findings concluded that the Welsh Government’s Cymraeg 2050 strategy towards the growth of spoken Welsh schools in Wales may produce obstacles in its current system. Barriers include financial limitations, undue burdens on the curriculum, or varying application across the regions.

Knight (2024) suggests that research has highlighted study requirements for learners’ verbal expression at school as an emphasis for teaching and learning. This endorses oral language as a skill, underlying the importance of good communication for future employers and linguistic abilities towards learning and future welfare. 

However, despite the acknowledgement of the importance of Welsh speaking and policy led initiatives to support schools Knight (2024) suggests that it is not unusual for children who are not exposed to Welsh speakers at home to have limited contact with the Welsh language. It is also suggested that even though approaches to Welsh language are positive this results in lower abilities and low confidence. In addition, Estyn (2024) identified that school staff may need to improve their Welsh language expertise. However, schools had not been able to source appropriate language provision, and this was recognised as a damaging the development of Welsh language for children. It has also been recognised that learners from deprived households may have added difficulties. Lack of finances may affect availability of home-based resources and produce barriers to accessibility of supplementary Welsh linguistic opportunities outside of school, resulting in diminished self-confidence. (Smith, 2018, p.101) advocates that all learners, whatever their socio-economic circumstances should have opportunities to progress their Welsh language skills by access to additional practice and engagement with the local community.

Gruffydd et al. (2025) believes the target of a million Welsh speakers by 2050 is an ambitious target. A significant part of the Welsh Government strategy relies on the substantial contribution of Welsh-medium schooling to support its plans to achieve a million Welsh speakers and numbers are increasing due to a growth in provision. School A is located in Rhondda Cynon Taf an area that by tradition has been thought to have less Welsh speakers. Education in the Welsh medium language is considered a potent means for generating Welsh speaking growth particularly in regions like the south-east, where a large number of learners (98%) have non-Welsh speaking backgrounds. There is however, concern that reluctance to use Welsh socially outside school leads to realisation that high levels of Welsh education does not always result in increased use of Welsh language. 

The National Policy on Welsh Language Transmission and Use in Families is a Welsh Government strategy for the promotion of Welsh language use in the home and community. Originating from the "Cymraeg 2050: A million Welsh Speakers Strategy aims to improve communication of Welsh language through the generations by acknowledging that the home setting will promote children’s wellbeing and ability in Welsh as they grow. The policy aims to encourage and preserve Welsh language use in families safeguarding it for generations (Welsh Government 2021). 

However, research has shown that there is limited support in Welsh for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). Children either receive provision in English or Welsh provision is inadequately. The demand for Welsh-medium ALN services has not been evaluated resulting in less than adequate development and delivery. Professionals who are Welsh speakers are scarce leading to inequitable assessments and learning resources hindering ALN support in the Welsh medium. Regional disparities also exist leading to a lack of cooperation among local authorities and inequalities in the quality of service and accessibility. The Welsh Government has been urged to order a complete a review of Welsh-medium ALN delivery nationally to ascertain need and correct these weaknesses. There is also a significant need for training of fluent Welsh ALN professionals and development of Welsh-medium educational resources and assessment tools. Collaboration between Welsh regions sharing best practices and resources would lead to a dependable, effective Welsh-medium ALN provision throughout Wales. Alignment with the Welsh Governments enterprises promotes opportunities for children to speak Welsh throughout their education (Children’s Commissioner for Wales 2021). 

Developing Action Point

School A’s broader mission of "Striving for Excellence in a Caring Environment" aligns with the target to "Improve Welsh Oracy Standards Across the School". This priority ensures learners’ progress in confidence and ability to use Welsh language in differing environments. The initiative supports the Welsh Government’s target of one million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government 2023). 

School A’s self-evaluation procedures had identified discrepancies in the competencies of staff and inconsistency in the use of Welsh language. Learners actively engage in planned Welsh lessons however, supplementary Welsh practise and recall of sentence patterns continue to be areas for improvement. Estyn (2021) advises that settings that are successful in generating immersive Welsh-language conditions result in integrated use of language skills throughout all activities. Beard (2020) validates this advice, identifying the requirement for change from customary, structural teaching techniques to supplementary communicative methods. It is proposed that this can be achieved by creating immersive settings where Welsh can be used naturally during the school day and not solely in isolated designated language lessons. Therefore, strategic planning is an important process to drive the development of the learners' progressive language skills so that learners are regularly exposed to practice. 

During the planning process the school adopted a systematic, phased methodology, the lead for Welsh receiving Welsh Language Continuum training to increase their competency and self-confidence in the use of Welsh. Staff training sessions achieved a collective perception of essential language patterns and strengthened approaches for implanting supplementary Welsh speaking throughout the school. The school also employed a tracking structure to measure Welsh oracy development. Listening-to-learners activities and staff reflections were utilised for evaluation of learners’ confidence and self-expression. In addition, the learner- managed Criw Cymraeg group was reinforced, providing learners with leadership roles to promote the use of Welsh language throughout the school. Cross-school partnerships were also introduced to reinforce authentic Welsh exchanges. 

The author introduced improvements in personal teaching practice to support School A’s promotion of Welsh language skills by implementing Helpwr Heddiw sessions into daily practice. These sessions provided additional opportunities to nurture Welsh speaking values by exposing learners to the Welsh language and allowing them to take a leading role with their learning during each school day. Each child was given the lead by taking turns on a sessional basis. Learners interacted with each other by asking and answering questions using the Welsh language patterns that had been taught in the daily Welsh language sessions. At the end of each session the child was rewarded for their achievement through a positive reinforcement incentive, for example being awarded with a badge. This change in practice aimed to help boost School A’s SDP target of integrating habitual Welsh speaking into daily school activities. 
 
In order to measure School A’s progress teachers are required to keep records of self reflection and self evaluation of their professional education to assess their self-confidence when using and teaching Welsh linguistic skills. The learners’ ability to remember Welsh sentencing configurations is also assessed in various contexts. Members of staff from the senior leadership team conduct organised lesson observations to assess success of incorporation of Welsh into teachers’ lessons. Listening to learners during their activities provides understanding of learners’ competency when using and engaging with the Welsh language in varying circumstances. A regular review of the SDP and the work undertaken by learners provides a clear indication of the schools progress towards its target of increased supplementary use of Welsh.

There is evidence that teachers’ confidence when speaking and teaching Welsh has considerably improved with training and organised planning sessions that have resulted in greater alignment across year groups. Learner management in promoting Welsh has resulted in an increased impetus and eagerness to learn languages. However, more initiatives such as “Helpwr Heddiw” are needed to naturally incorporate Welsh into other topic areas. Stronger achievement conditions and measurements are also required in order to quantify the progress of individual learner achievement. It will also be necessary to continue to strengthen and sustain an alliance with cluster schools to safeguard consistency in language development and resource distribution.

The school has made considerable improvements in Welsh linguistic standards. However, in order to progress, the school should focus on a more comprehensive approach to immersing Welsh continuously into lessons throughout the school day. This would strengthen assessment processes, methodologies and inter school alliances. If these areas are addressed School A can achieve a strong Welsh language culture that supports learners to become confident and fluent Welsh speakers.
Estyn (2023) recognises school staff as being fundamental to the introduction of supplementary Welsh linguistic skills into the daily habits and behaviours of learners.
The initiative of incorporation of Welsh speaking into daily classroom activities in primary schools is recommended in research, signifying that it is vital for improving proficient oral communication in the Welsh medium. Consistency in Welsh language education in English-medium schools is conducive in the improvement process for the learners' abilities to communicate (Beard 2018). 

Reflection

It was emphasised in the SDP that although, there is evidence of learner engagement in Welsh during planned lessons, the use of incidental Welsh language sentence recall and patterning remain under developed. However, the authors change of practice by introducing learner led integrated use of Welsh speaking into daily school activities, is believed to have strengthened School A’s stated objective to introduce frequent use of Welsh speaking into daily classroom activities. 

The author recommends that learners should be rewarded for instinctively using the Welsh language spontaneously throughout the school day. Teachers should also be encouraged to incorporate supplementary Welsh speaking skills during curriculum planning. 

Helpwr Heddiw is one identified and helpful mode to promote and improve supplementary Welsh speaking at School A. The author believes that endorsement of these additional recommendations will increase the impact on Welsh language progression at School A by reinforcing Welsh language attainment in support of Welsh Government language goals.

Conclusion

The importance of improving Welsh language speaking standards at School A has been examined through implementation the “Helpwr Heddiw” daily sessions. The findings of Beard (2020) suggest that defined engagement strategies and regular exposure to Welsh language improve learner self-confidence and involvement in Welsh oracy skills. Staff training has proven to be a valuable contribution to the wider objectives of the Welsh Government’s Cymraeg 2050 strategy (Welsh Government, 2023). However, Estyn (2023) recommends that further efforts are vital to ensure that Welsh language skills are included in the school curriculum.
 
Evidence-based decision-making has supported the planning of school development targets. Self-evaluation and progress appraisal have highlighted the importance of planning and have led to improved language acquirement (Welsh Government 2024). In addition, research has emphasised the need for continuing professional development to provide staff with competencies to deliver Welsh-medium tuition (Estyn 2024).
This study has provided evidence that effective pedagogical methods involve the integration of professional teaching standards. These standards are: managing learning environments, assessment, differentiation, recording and reporting, and involving partners in learning. The improvement of Welsh speaking skills in primary school teaching involves professionals being committed to professional learning, teamwork, and innovative approaches. Adherence to these professional standards enables educators to support learners to skilfully vocalise the Welsh language. This in turn contributes to the sustainability of the Welsh language and the growth of bilingual competency in Wales.
The Authors future teaching practice has been positively influenced by increased knowledge of systematic approaches to combining language skills and allowing learners to take lead roles. Spontaneous use of the Welsh language outside planned lessons is also vital to promote oracy and self-confidence. These principles together with cross-school partnership support and robust assessment processes promote sustainable progress in Welsh language education. Regular evaluation of the SDP can support School A to continue building a strong bilingual learning ethos with developed self assured learners becoming articulate Welsh speakers.
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