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Introduction

Since 2015, all schools in Wales have been required to create and implement a school
development plan (SDP) (Welsh Government, 2017) with the aim of creating a self-improving
system of high standards and educational achievement (Welsh Government. 2014a). This
critical reflection will focus on the development and implementation of a single aspect of an
SDP. The school to which the SDP belongs will be referred to as School X in accordance with
BERA guidelines (BERA, 2018). The role of the Science department in addressing the
school’s target of improving pupil attainment will be the main point of interest for this review
(School X, 2018). To better understand the challenges faced by the school in implementing
this aspect of the SDP, it is important to understand the context of the school. School X is an
11-16 comprehensive school which caters for 428 pupils, 29% of which are eligible for free
school meals (FSM) and nearly 33% of the pupils have additional learning needs (ALN), with
13% having statements. Furthermore, 40% of the pupils live within the 20% most deprived
areas of Wales (Estyn, 2019).

Literature review

The general aim of an SDP is to promote continuous improvement through regularly adapting
practices to reduce the gap between the school’s current performance and the school’s vision
(Hanover Research Group, 2014). Hanover Research Group (2014) suggest that schools
frequently focus only on the measurable outcomes rather than the process of improvement
and therefore often fail to sustain and continuously improve their performance. SDPs have the
ability to address this shortcoming by setting out shared targets for improving learner
outcomes as well as the actions needed to achieve those targets (Welsh Government, 2014b).
As a result, the SDP can essentially be considered the roadmap for school improvement
(Hanover Research Group, 2014) which consists of both short-term and longer-term targets
(Welsh Government, 2014b). This detailed plan should include the intended strategies to
deliver the improvement, expected timescales, methods of measuring the impact, and the
members of staff responsible for the implementation. The SDP should also include details of
the available resources, funding and any necessary professional development of the staff
(Welsh Government, 2014b).



SDP production can be managed using two different approaches, one of which is the top-
down approach. In this approach, authoritative figures such as the senior leadership team
(SLT) and governing bodies formulate a series of targets and provide detailed steps for
teachers to follow. This allows for organisation and streamlining of tasks and can result in a
more efficient achievement of the desired goals. However, using this approach may also lead
to a lack of voice amongst the staff and a lack of motivation as a result. The alternative bottom-
up approach addresses this by increasing collaboration and taking into account the staff’s
visions and contributions (Kezar, 2012). However, this approach can result in a reduced pace
of progress and increased pressure on the teaching staff (Harris, 2002). A combination of both
top-down and bottom-up approaches has been shown to lead to more meaningful
improvements within shorter timeframes (Kezar, 2012). As a result, schools often use a blend
of approaches in developing the SDP where governing bodies are held responsible for
overseeing the SDP and all stakeholders including the staff and senior leadership team (SLT)
play a vital role in developing, monitoring, reviewing and revising the SDP (Welsh
Government, 2014a). The pupils and the parents/carers are also often consulted during the
preparation of the SDP (Welsh Government, 2014b). Putting an SDP into action is a complex
process and involving all stakeholders within the planning process has been shown to be key
for success. This is because the successful implementation of an SDP is highly reliant on a
sense of ownership amongst all stakeholders resulting in a unified effort in a clear direction.
Schools widely differ in their capacity for implementing change owing to the context of the
school, financial, political and staffing constraints (MacGilchrist and Mortimore, 1997). In view
of this, each school’s SDP will be unique according to the school’s context, however all SDPs
should provide a clear description of the strategic plan that addresses both the school's
priorities and the national priorities such as literacy, numeracy and the reduction of the gap in

attainment between pupil groups (Blandford, 2012).

Improving pupil performance is often one of the most prioritised aspects of SDPs where pupil
achievement data is used as a measure of the school’'s performance (Hanover Research
Group, 2014). When School X’'s SDP was written, the principal benchmark used by many
schools to measure performance and educational achievement was the level 2 threshold (L2)
(Dauncey, 2018). The L2 threshold is a measurement of the number of pupils achieving 5 or
more A*- C grades at GCSE or the vocational equivalent. PISA tests in 2012 showed that
roughly one in five pupils in Wales were failing to achieve this, making the improvement of L2
performance a national priority (OECD, 2014). However, Duff (2019) on behalf of the National
Foundation for Educational Research argued that this accountability measure has encouraged

schools to place a disproportionate focus on pupils at the C/D borderline rather than the value



added to each individual pupil. This was supported by an accountability review carried out by
the Welsh Government which stated that the L2 measure leads to a lack of recognition of the
achievements of pupils both below and above the C/D borderline (Welsh Government, 2019a).
This in part played a role in the introduction of the Capped 9-point score where each pupils’
best nine results are taken and converted into a point score. Not only does the Capped 9-point
score eliminate this disproportionate focus on the C/D borderline but it also addresses three
out of the seven goals for the sustainable development of Wales. These are the development
of a prosperous Wales, a more equal Wales and a Wales of vibrant culture and Welsh
language. It does this by encouraging the development of quality education for all, gender
equality, work and economic growth and a reduction in inequality (Welsh Government, 2019c).
Furthermore, this measure focuses on the achievements of each pupil whilst also focusing on
the best interest of the learners by giving schools greater flexibility to enter learners for the
most appropriate qualifications according to their needs (Welsh Government, 2019b). As a
result, this measure is more fitting with Curriculum 2020 for which inclusivity and well-being

are the major drivers (Donaldson, 2015).

Developing an action point

The production and implementation of an SDP can be summarised into four critical stages
that are built around the school’s vision for raising standards and improving learner outcomes

(Figure 1). These are self-evaluation, strategic planning, implementation and review.
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Figure 1: A schematic representation of the school development planning cycle.

During the self-evaluation phase the school identifies both strengths and areas for
development by reflecting upon their current performance and comparing their findings against
benchmark data, often from their family of schools. Schools utilise a range of qualitative and
quantitative data such as Estyn inspection reports and pupil progress and attainment data
during this phase to identify where and how performance can be improved (Welsh
Government, 2014b). School X used both of these forms of data to identify a target based on
the national priority of improving L2 performance. This target was supported by their most
recent Estyn inspection report where raising the standards achieved in the level 2 threshold
was identified as a recommendation (Estyn, 2013). The Capped 9-point score, being an
inclusive measure, was also added to this target (Welsh Government, 2019c) to avoid purely
focusing on the C/D borderline pupils (Duff, 2019). This was done in line with School X’s ethos
of being an inclusive community allowing each pupil to maximise their own potential (School
X, 2019). As a result, specific targets to improve the average point score for each pupil and
improve the curriculum provisions to meet the needs of all learners, maximise engagement
and improve individual learner outcomes were created (School X, 2018). According to an
OECD review (2014) providing suitable curriculum provisions is a particular area where many
schools in Wales struggle.

During the strategic planning phase an action plan to address the school improvement targets
and the expected outcomes are developed (Welsh Government, 2014b). The school should



set clear and appropriate targets along with a clear route for addressing them. This detailed
planning avoids the creation of goals that are irrelevant, unattainable or undemanding allowing
for sustainable change and a continuous cycle of improvement (Hanover Research Group,
2014). The Science department utilised the Year 10 GCSE results to identify how well the
pupils were performing and the areas requiring improvement. It was identified that a cohort of
pupils were failing to achieve a Science qualification after receiving U grades in 45% of the
Double Award course examined in Year 10. As a result, strategies to improve these outcomes
were developed. The plan purely focused on the improving the average point score per pupil
aspect of the target and included a review of the Year 11 entries and the introduction of
alternative course provisions for underperforming target groups. The alternative course
provision that was collaboratively decided upon as a suitable alternative was the Entry Level
Science qualification (School X, 2018). This course was chosen on the basis that it aims to
provide experiences for all pupils that are meaningful and enjoyable whilst also contributing to
the Capped 9-point score (WJEC, 2016). Clear success criteria were also developed to
ensure that the outcomes of the action plan were measurable (Welsh Government, 2014b),
these were to eliminate the large number of pupils not achieving a Science qualification and
to improve the average point score per pupil in Science (School X. 2018). However, the action
plan failed to identify any professional development required to introduce the new course
provisions or the timescales for implementation and review which are all important factors of
an SDP (Welsh Government, 2014b).

The responsible staff subsequently take the appropriate action, putting into practice the
strategies outlined in the SDP, whilst simultaneously reviewing the impact. The SDP is often
considered a live document where progress should be frequently monitored and appropriate
revisions made (Welsh Government, 2014b). Monitoring, evaluating and reviewing the
implementation of the action plan to ensure the effective realisation of the targets is an integral
part of the SDP process. This ensures that the suitable adjustments are made in adequate
time to keep the targets and success criteria realistic and attainable (Hanover Research
Group, 2014). School X, implemented their action plan by removing groups of pupils from the
Double Science qualification and placing them on the Entry Level course. However, there was
no clear plan of how to regularly monitor and evaluate the success of the intervention other
than the end of topic assessments which all contributed to the final Entry Level qualification.
Nonetheless, the Science department at School X achieved their targets of eliminating the
large number of pupils not achieving a Science qualification and improving the average point

score per pupil. This was confirmed by the outcomes meeting the success criteria with all



pupils achieving A*- G grades within Science and as a result improving their average point

score.

Reflection and evaluation

The success of creating and securing a self-improving system is highly dependent on the
quality of the improvement process. This is influenced by the quality of the planning, the clarity
of the purpose and intended outcomes and the quality of the evaluation (Harris, 2002). The
SDP cycle of self-evaluation, strategic planning, implementation and evaluation provide a
framework for schools to adhere to in order to ensure the school improvement process is
consistently of a high quality. Throughout the SDP cycle, School X utilised a combination of
the top-down and bottom-up approaches whereby the SLT and teaching staff worked
collaboratively to create and monitor action points within the SDP. This resulted in a unified
effort to promote an improvement in learner attainment where overarching targets of improving
L2 performance and improving the average point score per pupil were developed alongside
more specific and attainable targets for each department (MacGilchrist and Mortimore, 1997).
Whilst the Science department placed more focus on the improving the average point score
per pupil aspect of the target, other departments placed their focus on the improving the L2
performance aspect. This was partly attributed to the individual ownership that was given to
each department to develop their own action plans. Nonetheless, each approach was taken

with the vision to promote an improvement in pupil attainment.

School X effectively utilised the available data to identify this target as a priority and to develop
an action plan (Welsh Government, 2014b). Drawing upon both qualitative and quantitative
data, the school was not only able to identify the need to improve pupil performance as a
target but they were also able to identify target groups of pupils. The Science department
effectively used pupil attainment data to support their decision to provide suitable alternative
course provisions for a select group of pupils for whom the Double Award GCSE was deemed
inappropriate (WJEC, 2016). This was done in an effort to meet the clear success criteria
which was to give the pupils an opportunity to succeed by improving their average point score
and to ensure that all pupils were able to achieve a Science qualification (School X, 2018).
However, although the success criteria were clear there was no direction regarding
timeframes for evaluating and measuring the impact of the new course provision on the pupils’

attainment. To ensure a holistic approach in measuring the improvement of pupil performance,



pupil achievement data should be repeatedly collected using various methods, evaluated and
acted upon to ensure efficient and continuous improvement. Adhering to this frequent
evaluation strategy enables adjustments to be made as needed, increasing the probability of
meeting the success criteria. A lack of clear and regular evaluation leaves no time for revisions
and could potentially be problematic as appropriate adjustments to the action plan are unable
to be made in an efficient manner (Hanover Research Group, 2014). This potential problem
could be seen within School X’s action plan where the only method of measuring the outcome
was end of topic assessments which all contribute to the final grade (WJEC, 2016). That said,
the Science department was successful in meeting their intended target of improving the
average point score per pupil. However, to mitigate this risk in the future the school could
make use of periodic assessment data coupled with ongoing classroom assessment to track
the pupils’ progress throughout the course of the school year. Using ongoing classroom data
such as assessment for learning and regular in-class testing will allow for frequent real-time
evaluation of the pupils’ progress and will allow for data driven decisions to be made regarding

the implementation of the action plan (Hanover Research Group, 2014).

Conclusion

The aim of this critical reflection was to evaluate how School X developed one aspect of their
SDP. The aspect chosen was the target of improving pupil attainment by improving L2
performance and improving the average point score per pupil. Overall, the school utilised the
available data as a clear evidence-base for the development of these targets. The school also
developed a clear action plan with measurable outcomes. However, the school omitted to
provide clear and frequent timeframes for reviewing the implementation. Despite this limitation
the school was successful in improving pupil attainment. Throughout the reflection it became
clear that the success of implementing an SDP and creating sustained and continuous change
is highly reliant on quality of the self-evaluation based on the available data, planning,
implementation and evaluation (Harris, 2002). Not only will this critical reflection inform any
future involvement in developing SDPs but it will also inform future practice. Moving forward
in the teaching profession it would be beneficial to apply this approach in a continued attempt
to promote self-improvement within the day to day classroom practice. A cycle of continuously
self-evaluating, planning changes, implementing the change and evaluating the impact will be

used to ensure continuous improvement and to consistently adapt to meet the learners needs.



References

British Educational Research Association. (BERA) (2018) Ethical guidelines for educational

research, fourth edition. London: BERA. Available at: https://www.bera.ac.uk/researchers-

resources/publications/ethicalguidelines-for-educational-research-2018 (Accessed: 10-Mar-
2020).

Blandford, S. (2012) Managing professional development in schools. London: Routledge.

Dauncey, M. (2018) Key Stage 4 Attainment Data. Cardiff, Wales: The National Assembly
for Wales. Available at: https://www.assembly.wales/Research%20Documents/18-015/18-
15-Web-English.pdf (Accessed: 10-Mar-2020).

Donaldson, G. (2015) Successful Futures: Independent review of curriculum and
assessment arrangements in Wales. Crown Copyright. Available at:
https://gov.wales/successful-futures-review-curriculum-and-assessment-arrangements
(Accessed: 10-Mar-2020).

Duff, L. (2019) Does Progress 8 need refining to make it fairer? Available at:
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/news-events/nfer-blogs/does-progress-8-need-refining-to-make-it-
fairer/#_ftn1 (Accessed: 10-Mar-2020).

Estyn. (2013) A report on School X. Cardiff: Estyn.

Estyn. (2019) A report on School X. Cardiff: Estyn.



Hanover Research Group. (2014) Best practices for school improvement planning.
Washington DC: Hanover Research Group. Available at:

https://www.hanoverresearch.com/media/Best-Practices-for-School-Improvement-

Planning.pdf (Accessed: 10-Mar-2020).

Harris, A. (2002) School improvement: What'’s in it for schools. 1 Edition. London:

Routledge.

Kezar, A. (2012) ‘Bottom-up/Top-down leadership: Contradiction or hidden phenomenon’,
The Journal of Higher Education, 83(5), pp. 725-760. DOI:
10.1080/00221546.2012.11777264 (Accessed: 02-Apr-2020).

MacGilchrist, B and Mortimore, P (1997) ‘The Impact of School Development Plans in
Primary Schools’, School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 8(2), pp. 198-218. DOI:
10.1080/0924345970080202 (Accessed: 10-Mar-2020).

OECD. (2014) Improving schools in Wales: An OECD perspective. France: OECD. Available

at: http://www.oecd.org/education/Improving-schools-in-Wales.pdf (Accessed: 10-Mar-2020).

School X. (2018) School improvement plan.

School X. (2019) School X Comprehensive School - Vision and Ethos. Available at:

https://www.xoooxxxaxaxxxxx.co.uk (Accessed: 07-Mar-2020).

Welsh Government. (2014a) School Governors’ guide to the law. Cardiff, Wales: Welsh
Government. Available at: https://gov.wales/school-governors-guide-law (Accessed: 07-Mar-
2020).

Welsh Government. (2014b) School development plans. Cardiff, Wales: Welsh Government.

Available at: https://gov.wales/school-development-plans (Accessed: 07-Mar-2020).




Welsh Government. (2017) Effective management of school workforce attendance. Cardiff,
Wales: Welsh Government. Available at:

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-03/effective-management-of-school-

workforce-attendance.pdf (Accessed: 07-Mar-2020).

Welsh Government. (2019a) Draft evaluation and improvement (accountability)
arrangements for Wales. Cardiff, Wales: Welsh Government. Available at:

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-02/draft-evaluation-and-improvement-

accountability-arrangements-for-wales.pdf (Accessed: 10-Mar-2020).

Welsh Government. (2019b) Interim Key Stage 4 School Performance Arrangements:
Measures and Analyses. Guidance document for schools, local authorities, regional
consortia and key stakeholder groups. Cardiff, Wales: Welsh Government. Available at:

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-07/interim-key-stage-4-school-

performance-arrangements-measures-and-analyses.pdf (Accessed: 10-Mar-2020).

Welsh Government. (2019c) Wales and the sustainable development goals: Supplementary
report to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland Voluntary National
Review of progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals 2030. Cardiff, Wales:
Welsh Government. Available at: https://futuregenerations.wales/wp-
content/uploads/2019/07/Wales- -SDGs- -VNR-_-Supplementary-Report-for-Wales-_-
Version-10.1-Final-w-cover-ENG.pdf (Accessed: 10-Mar-2020).

WJEC (2016) WUEC Entry Level Cettificate in Science Specification. WJEC. Available at:
https://www.wjec.co.uk/en/qualifications/entry-level-certificate-in-science#tab overview
(Accessed: 30-Mar-2020).




