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How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: a report that critically reflects on the actions, impact, and evidence base.
Word count: 2522
This assignment will critically reflect on how a school can develop one aspect of their School Development Plan (SDP) including its actions, impact, and evidence base. The chosen aspect of focus is on the target that School A have set to reduce the impact of poverty on learners’ progression and attainment. This is a crucial target to achieve as it has been reported in Wales, at the end of primary school, three out of ten pupils from deprived backgrounds fail to achieve the expected attainment levels compared to one out of ten of their more affluent peers (Welsh Government, 2014). The target also aligns with several Articles of the United Nations Convention of on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) including 2, 3, 28, and 29 which highlight the right to non-discrimination, the best interests of the child, and the right to an education that intends to develop personality, talents, and abilities to their fullest potential (UNICEF, 2019). School A is a small-sized school located in the west of Swansea, with 161 pupils on roll (Llanrhidian Primary School, 2024). As well as this, data collected by the Welsh Government (2023) states that 7.9% of pupils in School A are eligible for Free School Meals (FSM).
A SDP is defined by the Welsh Government (2014) as a strategic plan for improvement which is informed by continuous self-evaluation and states the actions that will be set to improve learner outcomes regardless of their background. The Welsh Government (2022) has also provided schools with school improvement guidance which highlights what schools should and must do in accordance with the framework for evaluation, improvement, and accountability. In addition to this the Curriculum for Wales (CfW) can strengthen the implementation of school improvement as it aims to ensure each child is supported to make progress against the four purposes (Welsh Government, 2022). 
It has also been suggested that schools should avoid giving the responsibility of self-evaluation solely to senior leaders (Welsh Government, 2021). Rather, all staff should be involved in the process of analysing and synthesising data from various contexts to triangulate the evidence. Subsequenlty, creating a shared vision and understanding. However, Damber et al. (2021) imply that schools can face challenges when planning school improvement such as an absence of rapport between staff members. Thus, communication is weakened which can diminish the impact of the SDP. To overcome this, research by Ylimaki, and Brunderman (2022) suggests that practitioners require additional professional development to improve their understanding of and ability to interpret complex data. As a result of this, all practitioners within the school will share this training and be able to support their colleagues.
Furthermore, the Welsh Government (2016) implies that schools also need to indicate how Family and Community Engagement (FaCE) will be implemented within their SDP to meet their targets. For example, accommodating family and community views during the planning process. This is supported by Bronfenbrenner (Akbayrak and Douglas, 2022) who emphasises the importance of the mesosystem as learners’ development will also be positively impacted by interactions between their families and school as they are immediate environments for the child. Therefore, the surrounding community of the school will value that their perspective has been considered to support the learners. Consequently, strengthening the relationship between schools and their community. On the other hand, it can be argued that this can result in an increased workload for teachers which could diminish their engagement with the SDP (Hauseman, Pollock, and Wang, 2017). To overcome this, Oplatka (2017) suggests that meetings should be flexible, and resources and responsibilities be shared to enhance collaboration. Thus, creating less additional workload and continuing to maximise effectiveness.
Moreover, it has been reported that 30% of children in Wales are living in poverty (Welsh Government, 2022). Childhood poverty can have a severe lifelong impact on those who suffer from it as they are over five times more likely to become unemployed (Welsh Government, 2024). Thus, negatively impacting future relationships, state of living, and health and well-being. To overcome this, social justice must be achieved in society. Social justice is defined as the equal distribution of power and resources (Ayala, Hage, and Wilcox, 2011). Therefore, equity of opportunity is provided to all learners regardless of their circumstance which suggests that every child can achieve high levels of attainment. In addition to this, the Child Poverty Strategy aims to eradicate child poverty and ensure all children can fulfil their potential (Welsh Government, 2024). This also supports children’s right to have their voices heard. Effective practice shared by a school (Estyn, 2020) has shown the importance of pupil voice as pupils are given the opportunity to effectively contribute to decision-making and set strategic directions. As a result of this, confidence and attendance levels have increased for all pupils, specifically for those who are eligible for FSM.
Research from Estyn (Welsh Government, 2014) also suggests that students from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to have parents who are not involved in their education and have a negative perception of schooling. Consequently, leading to reduced aspirations and motivation from children as their parents’ reflections become their own. Vygtotsy (Newman and Latifi, 2021) would agree with this as he argues that parents play a significant role in the development of children’s higher-order cognitive functions. Thus, implying that the attitudes and behaviours parents’ model to their children can create a cycle of negative experiences with education which can lead to poorer academic outcomes and deprivation. However, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2018) has reported that children who suffer from cultural deprivation have been attaining progress and high levels of achievement in their education. Therefore, closing the attainment gap between themselves and their wealthier peers. This is also supported by Dweck (2017) who highlights the importance of supporting pupils to develop a growth mindset as this will encourage pupils to persevere and overcome the barriers they face. To overcome this, Carter-Wall, and Whitfield (2012) argue that interventions should be put in place to enable and encourage parents to actively engage with their child’s learning and the education system. 
School A review their school improvement targets and evaluate their performance through two critical questions (Llanrhidian Primary School, 2023). The first question that the stakeholders of the SDP discuss is whether learners’ progress aligns with the descriptions in the principles of progression that support them to develop towards the four purposes. The second question that is discussed is whether the pace of learners’ progress aligns with the expectations of teachers and the curriculum. However, School A must also be aware that the CfW implies that the pace of which learners progress differs and will be individual for each pupil (Welsh Government, 2021). These self-evaluative questions can support School A to determine the progress made by each learner including specific groups such as those eligible for FSM and the extent to which the school are supporting to overcome the impact of poverty on attainment. This is supported by Estyn (2018) who suggest that questions that facilitate professional learning conversations can be beneficial for staff to reflect and share their practice with their colleagues. Therefore, collaborative reflective practice is embedded within school practice which can support staff to feel that their contributions are acknowledged and increase the likeliness of self- and peer-evaluation to achieve school improvement. Effective practice shared by a school (Estyn, 2020) also supports the concept of including all members of staff in the self-evaluation process. It was reported that staff with key responsibilities were identified to lead the development of each priority and the remaining staff were invited to express interest in aiding the development of a priority. As well as this, the school allow all staff to access the SDP as it is updated and is shared at curriculum meetings where progress is challenged. Subsequenlty, ensuring sustained improvement can occur. Thus, each priority of the SDP is thoroughly examined as the staff working towards it are engaged as it aligns with their strengths and interests which can also empower staff to conduct additional research and take more responsibility for their own professional learning. Despite this, Education Scotland (2018) suggest that some practitioners may have concerns regarding the pupils contributing their perspectives of the school and their opinions on what should be done to lead to improvement. Therefore, it is suggested that schools create an honest and open ethos and culture to overcome these concerns. As a result of this, mutual support and a shared ownership of strategic development is created.
Furthermore, School A have six aspects of their school improvement process (Llanrhidian Primary School, 2024). School A begin their self-evaluation cycle by identifying a focus, then evidence is gathered to analyse and form judgements. Following that, a report and improvement plan is written and shared which is then put into action. Actions are then monitored, and impact is evaluated. In addition to this, each action is RAYG (Red, Amber, Yellow, Green) rated to measure progress. School A suggest that they have made strong progress on their target of reducing the impact of poverty on learners’ progression and attainment due to their actions of providing professional learning to all teachers to accurately evaluate against targets using the Estyn writing guide and training on how to use the self-evaluation cycle to support school improvement. Thus, a greater understanding of how to measure the impact of actions to develop the next steps is developed. Teachers from various progression steps in School A are teamed up to create a more valid evaluation against targets of the SDP using a range of evidence. Thus, allowing purposeful monitoring. This also ensures that the expertise of various staff is combined to maximise efficiency. The Welsh Government (2022) states that schools as a learning organisation should establish a culture of inquiry, innovation and exploration and promote team learning and collaboration among all staff. As well as this, research has shown that evidence-based decision making can support pupils’ learning and achievement (Van Geel et al. 2016). Although School A states that reports produced by staff can be too descriptive rather than evaluative. Consequently, the data can become ambiguous. On the other hand, Schildkamp (2019) argues that some school staff begin the process of school improvement with data instead of measurable goals. This implies that some schools are collecting data without purpose. Thus, Tulowitzki (2016) suggests that it is crucial to define the goal of the data and why it is being measured. It has also been noted that some teachers are dependent on informal evidence rather than formal evidence (Bolhuis, Schildkamp, and Voogt, 2016). Subsequenlty, causing bias and subjectivity which can lead to unreliable assessments and therefore, minimise the effectiveness of impact of the SDP. It is evident that evidenced-informed decisions can support stakeholders to create goals that target their areas for development. Therefore, utilising data can be a meaningful strategy for increasing stakeholders’ willingness to commit to the goals set to achieve school improvement (Park, Daly, and Guerra, 2013).
It is evident that School A has addressed their target of reducing the impact of poverty on learners’ progression and attainment in most respects. School A has targeted the weak evaluative reports produced by teachers by providing them with exemplars and training. Thus, supporting stakeholders to understand where this targeted group of pupils are succeeding and what actions can be taken to remove the barriers to allow them to thrive and reach their full potential. This is supported by NAHT (2020) who suggest that high-quality professional development which builds upon expertise can improve the well-being of all stakeholders involved and outcomes for learners. Consequently, retaining exceptional knowledge and understanding can have a positive impact on student achievement. However, it can be argued that there are still minor aspects that require attention. It has been implied that there can be challenges to accessing high-quality professional development. Data from research conducted by the Wellcome Trust (2020) has shown that a lack of time due to work and personal responsibilities is the biggest factor hindering the successful implementation of continuous professional development. To further tackle the impact of poverty on learners’ progression and attainment, School A should create stronger links and relationships with families and the local community. McFarlane (2023) has reported the rising cost of living crisis has had a negative impact on the physical and mental health of those suffering as they are unable to buy or have a limited supply of food and resources to support educational attainment. Therefore, it is suggested that School A create an open-door policy as one of their actions to achieve their set target. This will support to lay the foundation of a rapport which will enable families to trust School A with their circumstances and allow the school to provide those in need with a safe space to talk and the resources they need to flourish such as books, food, and clothes. 
Moreover, School A has implemented regular monitoring of the teams of teachers where differences are valued and professional dialogue that evaluates the practice, progress and standards linked to the set targets can occur. Thus, facilitating improvement. This is supported by Demetriou and Kyriakides (2012) who suggest that the involvement of school stakeholders in the self-evaluation process can encourage active participation and a positive attitude towards results. On the other hand, it must be considered that school self-evaluation should prioritise improvement rather than external accountability (Welsh Government, 2022). School A should not be motivated by institutional competition as self-evaluation can become less meaningful and perceived as a ritualised audit of practice. The motivation should stem from determination to reduce the impact of poverty on learners’ progression and attainment. To adapt the strategy that School A has used, it is suggested that the whole school and wider community are aware of the priorities of the SDP and the actions that have been noted (Central South Consortium, 2017). Thus, the school can be held responsible for making progress towards the targets that have been set.
School A has mostly excelled in the actions they have planned and executed to achieve their target of reducing the impact of poverty on learners’ progression and attainment. School A has used data and evidence from various areas of the school to inform their discussions and decisions as suggested by Van Geel et al. (2016). Additionally, actions and impact are regularly monitored to ensure that there is sufficient progress and improvement as suggested by Estyn (2020). An area for development for the SDP of School A is to engage the families and community to support well-being and create a stronger morale among all stakeholders (Welsh Government, 2015).
This has supported professional development as formal leadership roles have been supported which has led to a greater understanding of the responsibilities and contributions of individuals towards the fulfilment of the vision of the school (Welsh Government, 2019). As well as this, responsibility for self has been enhanced as a personal commitment has been made to developing positive relationships with school stakeholders which can promote equity and develop the potential of all pupils. To further improve future professional development, corporate responsibility will be exercised to fully comprehend the legal and professional responsibilities of practitioners.
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