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Introduction
The following assignment will outline the school development process that specifically focuses on a strategic target identified within my current placement school. In the context of the new Curriculum for Wales, school improvement planning must focus on the delivery of the four purposes and assessment arrangements that fully support the needs of all learners for sustained progression (Welsh Government, 2022a). In line with curriculum reform, educational settings in Wales are now required to approach development planning through a framework that provides clear guidance for self-evaluation, accountability, and transparency (ibid). 
The school to be discussed here is located within the Powys Local Authority in Wales. The school is English medium with around 222 pupils aged 3-11 on roll, with 33.7% eligible for free school meals (Welsh Government, 2022b). The school is the product of an amalgamation of two smaller primary schools within the immediate locality to establish a larger setting at the heart of the community. Professional conversations with the lead of development within the school provided an opportunity to engage with bespoke priorities and action points that have been agreed upon within the school’s development document. In considering this, the target to improve early reading skills through phonetic acquisition in the early years will be the point of discussion moving forward. This specific action point forms part of the 2022-2023 literacy priority outlined within the school’s development plan. It is important to note that the document was only made available during a scheduled meeting with the headteacher. 
Literature Review 
The following review of the literature will outline the theoretical element of the school development process in Wales, whilst also focusing on the identified action point within the priority as aforementioned. In considering this, the latter section will focus specifically on the relationship between phonic knowledge and early reading skill and the use of a ‘multisensory’ teaching approach that is reflected within the school’s priority. 
The school development process
School improvement is facilitated by effective planning to ensure that targets can be set and subsequently met in an achievable and sustainable way (Welsh Government, 2014). A new approach set out for educational settings in Wales outlines greater expectations to effectively contribute to school improvement (Welsh Government, 2022a). As briefly mentioned, the overarching purpose of this reformed approach to school improvement is the learner, with planning and leadership of school development having to firstly consider learning and socioeconomic circumstances of learners within a setting and how best to support this (ibid). Supporting all pupils to fulfil potential in all aspects of their education aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, allowing for greater flexibility within teaching to provide equal opportunities for all leaners (Estyn, 2021). 
In relation to the reformed approach to school improvement, educational settings are now guided by a reformed ‘framework’ that incorporates the practice of evaluation and reflection, accountability, and transparency (Welsh Government, 2022a). Purposeful improvement is informed by honest self-evaluation approaches to reflect upon strengths in practice and to identify areas that require improvement (Chapman and Sammons, 2013; Welsh Government, 2014). Self-evaluation should be embedded within the continued process of school improvement and thus recognised as a valuable tool, led by the school, for the benefit of improved pupil and professional learning (Macbeath, 1999 cited in Goldstone, 2022). The process is informed by evidence using quantitative data analysis outcomes, together with qualitative data to give value to learner feedback and practice-based observations (Welsh Government 2014; Welsh Government, 2022a). 
Evaluation coverage is also recommended to involve reflection of the strategic vision as a learning organisation and the leadership requirements to be able to facilitate this in practice. This relates to the accountability element of the framework, outlining the role of responsible governing bodies for driving school improvement. This is further supported by Estyn (2015) who argue that effective leadership is adaptable to align with improvement progression, whilst also acting upon recommendations given. Finally, the framework highlights the significance of remaining transparent with citizens of Wales through publicising information outlining school performance and development plans, to inform and build confidence around education in Wales (Welsh Government, 2022a).  

Early reading skill- phonetic awareness
The ability to read is not necessarily developmental, but instead is a skill concerned with the sound structures of language which is taught and thus learned over time (Berg and Stegelman, 2003; Meeks and Kemp, 2017). Young children entering formal education must receive systematic instruction to gradually build up knowledge of individual graphemes and the corresponding phonemes that are required to begin word decoding and sight word recognition (Cullen and Metatla, 2020; Ehri, 2020). Reading instruction opportunities are vital during the initial years of early learning education, thus placing responsibility on teaching practitioners to facilitate this (McGuiness, 1997 cited in Berg and Stegleman, 2003). Difficulty experienced or missed opportunities to master such skill can have long term effects on reading competence, motivation, and vocabulary growth throughout the academic career of the learner (Berg and Stegelman, 2003; Grimm et al., 2018). 
Multisensory approach
[bookmark: _Int_qDQqzGEm][bookmark: _Int_oN4b55Xc][bookmark: _Int_IotEuwLI]They way in which early reading skill is taught is debated, especially within the early years of education. Bowers (2020) argues the use of structured teaching that takes the approach of a more formal technique to explicitly deliver the instruction repetitively, whilst Warnick and Caldarella (2016) suggest that there is also scope to engage learners using a multisensory approach. Pre-reading skill acquisition using a multisensory approach focuses on stimulating the neurological senses that ‘capture’ information that includes the auditory, visual, kinaesthetic, and tactile modalities (Warnick and Caldarella, 2016; Widyana et al., 2020 p.8). This particular approach facilitates active learning experiences, which is arguably better suited to younger learners and those with poor reading ability (Widyana et al., 2020). Ruhaena (2015) emulates this by stating that multisensory approaches are more appropriate during initial years of education as they align with needs and psychological characteristics of young learners. Exploring phonic structures within an environment that stimulates all senses allows for learners to experience and build confidence to apply skills during reading opportunities. This, as argued by Lyons (2003 cited in Dalecki, 2007) begins to develop expertise over time which translates into reading competency. The use of a multisensory approach can also be argued through a theoretical lens concerned with language development. Rostan et al., (2020) draws loosely upon Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory suggesting that explorative learning experiences are significant for the development of knowledge and understanding. Children of an age during early year schooling learn through active discovery through the use of varied materials to stimulate senses (ibid). 

Developing an action point 
As mentioned previously, the school have identified the need to develop reading skill within early years, with a significant target being to improve phonological knowledge and acquisition using a specific literacy scheme and through multisensory opportunities. The following section will outline the process taken by the school to identify this literacy focused action point which has developed to form part of the school’s development plan. 

[image: ]The process of improvement in the context of the school in question will be structured around the following cycle:










Figure 1. School development planning cycle (Welsh Government, 2014)



The cycle begins with outlining a clear, achievable vision for the school to work towards over a given period. Within the context of the school, it was made apparent by the headteacher that development and improvement targets had to be ‘bespoke’ to suit the learning and wellbeing needs of the pupils attending the school (Headteacher Y, 2023). The school is located within an area of deprivation which highlights the importance of context to ensure that school development planning supports all learners to achieve the best educational outcomes (Welsh Government, 2022a). The school vision captured within the development plan prioritises the teaching, learning and progression of skills and knowledge within literacy, numeracy and Welsh which align with national priorities (ibid). The school have also included wellbeing as a feature of their development plan to specifically support pupils to build resilience and the ability to self-regulate (Placement School, 2022)
Within the literacy priority, the school have identified a need to improve reading skills throughout the school. Target action points within this priority are tailored to both early years and key stage 2 with the overarching aim of improving engagement with a range of literature genres. More specifically, practitioner feedback coupled with engagement with baseline assessment data, as outlined within the framework guidance (Welsh Government, 2022a), identified that most pupils entering reception had little to no phonological knowledge for reading competency. Professional conversations highlighted that the school does not operate a ‘nursery’ style provision, with formal education beginning on entry to reception (Headteacher Y, 2023). In considering this, the senior leadership team and reception staff engaged with strategic planning, outlined in Figure 1, to address these areas moving forward as a contribution to the main school development plan (Welsh Government, 2014). In order to work towards improvement, the school planned to implement a combination of a more structured approach using a scheme of work for the routine teaching of sounds, whilst also providing opportunities for multisensory acquisition both in and out of the classroom (Placement School, 2022). 
When considering the context shared by staff colleagues and from the school development plan document, the literature outlined relating to the significance of phonics instruction, particularly within early years, for proficient reading skill is significant. Evaluation identified a weakness within the early stages, which as stated by Berg and Stegelman (2003) and Grimm et al., (2018), has a knock-on effect within all areas of reading as the child progresses through the education system. This academic insight seemingly reflects the realisation outlined by Headteacher Y (2023), who stated that the overarching priority to improve engagement and motivation to read widely begins with the foundation skills obtained during the early years. The proposed use of multisensory strategies for the acquisition of phonics with little to no prior understanding is supported by the literature, especially that of Ruhaena (2015) and Widyana et al., (2020) concerning the maturity and ability of learners entering the system. 
Strategic planning allowed for the implementation of action points at the beginning of the academic year. Responsibility was placed upon the teaching practitioner leading reception and learning support assistants to deliver the plans in practice. Within the development document, parents and carers are also identified as key stakeholders to ‘enrich’ this action point further (Placement School, 2022). Throughout the year, the school will continue to facilitate workshops and meetings to support and families with the continuation of sound acquisition at home, using the resources provided by the school. This action point focus is reflective of effective practice, observed by Estyn (2018) especially within the context of literacy improvement, that supports openness to parental involvement. The use of similar strategies involving workshops to inform parents of the learning process involved in the development of early reading skill was evidenced as successful (ibid). 
As outlined within Figure 1, stage four of the school improvement cycle outlines the need to monitor and work on progress continuously (Welsh Government, 2014). With this action point forming part of the literacy priority outlined for this year, monitoring assessments are scheduled to occur on a termly basis. Progress within these action points is measured against ‘milestones’ that have been outlined as a target outcome for the end of each term (Placement School, 2022). The level of progress within each milestone is recorded using a coloured ranking system, ranging from limited to strong progress made (ibid). Each milestone is structured to achieve the success criteria at the end of the summer term, indicating that most pupils in early years will have made strong progress in early reading skills (Placement School, 2022). Overall progress of the priority, using monitoring data throughout the year, will then feed into an impact assessment that dictates next steps. At present, milestone one has recorded strong progress in the form of introducing all children to initial sounds with most showing recognition ability (ibid). The outcome for milestone two requiring nearly all pupils to recall and apply most sounds to decode simple words is to be reviewed as part of the spring assessment. 

Reflection and evaluation
Engagement with the school development plan document and through professional dialogue has demonstrated how the school have approached the process of school improvement. Elements from the school improvement guidance framework as previously discussed (Welsh Government, 2022a), and the staged process outlined in Figure 1 to establish priorities to achieve over a three-year period have been adopted. The practice of self-evaluation has occurred in alignment with the guidance, that drew upon robust evidence to build a better understanding of a weakness within foundational reading skill, which undoubtedly feeds into progress and wider reading engagement further up the school. The school have evidenced strategic action to address this element of the wider literacy priority for this academic year, which as suggested within the literature, draws on the suitable use of structured phonics instruction teaching and multisensory learning opportunities. The school development plan document also explicitly identifies stakeholders responsible for delivering and supporting advancements within this action point over the course of the year, which reflects Government guidance (Welsh Government, 2014). Reflection and evaluation do not occur within isolation within the cycle of school improvement, with the school noticeably adopting that of Macbeath (1999) and Welsh Government (2022a) to show continuous reflection and opportunities to feedback during milestone reviews. 
In consideration of the school improvement framework components, there is a noticeable absence of transparency that, as previously mentioned, ensures that information regarding plans for school development are publicly available (Welsh Government, 2022a). Commitment to transparency from the school is key to instil confidence through the sharing of improvement priorities and proposed actions that will ultimately impact upon pupil learning (ibid). The school could address this by making a simple overview of the development document available to the community, that identifies conclusions from self-evaluation, planned action points and up to date information regarding milestone reviews. 
[bookmark: _Int_ZMRQLe5a]Engagement with the school development document did evidence a staff development plan relating to professional learning opportunities to correspond with development action points. However, this did not seem to extend to advancing pedagogical skills relating to early reading competency.  Workforce development is identified within the guidance as a core driver of improved teaching and learning to best support the learner (Welsh Government, 2022a). In considering this, and the context underpinning the need to address the priority with support from the wider literature, suggests a possibility to provide further training opportunities for those practitioners responsible for delivering a blended approach to phonic and reading instruction. This may also extend to collaboration with a neighbouring school, who serve a similar catchment area, to compare and learn from shared practice within this field.


Conclusion
This experience has allowed me to obtain a better understanding of the purpose of school development, and how this unfolds as a continuous ‘process’ to ensure meaningful change for the benefit of learners. Engagement with this assignment brief has reinforced the significance of reflective practice and evaluation to celebrate strengths in practice and to determine areas that require improvement. Professional conversations were insightful in providing bespoke context of the school and how this was fed directly into targets and action points. This was a clear example of how a school prioritises learning needs at the centre of a vision for development and improvement. This experience has also highlighted my role as a teaching practitioner in contributing to whole school improvement as a key stakeholder in the future.
Looking more specifically at a given action point relating to early reading skill in the context of wider literature, allowed me to develop my knowledge of how to improve my own practice. The significance of early reading instruction in multiple forms and how this is argued to support poor foundational knowledge is an approach that I will aim to emulate, especially during early years practice. I will take opportunities to observe good practice within this field, in addition to engaging with further literature to inform my own pedagogical capability. In doing this, I will aim to ensure that I feel competent to carry out the ethos of the Curriculum for Wales to provide learning opportunities that best support the needs of all young people in my care. 
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Figure 1: School development planning cycle
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