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Part 2 - How a school develops one aspect of its SDP: A report that critically reflects on the actions, impact and evidence base.

Part two of this assignment will analyse how a school develops an aspect of their school development plan (SDP). The school of focus, school X, is a medium to large primary school in South Wales. Estyn (2014) State that there are 385 pupils on roll, with 39% of children eligible for free school meals and 52% being identified as having additional learning needs (ALN). These are both considerably higher than the Welsh national averages. Welsh Government (2019) state that the Welsh average of children entitled to free school meals is 18.3% and that on average 22.2% of children will have an additional learning need. Throughout this assignment, a specific target of improvement identified by school X in their SDP will be the focal point of the writing. Welsh Government (2015) State that as of September 2015, all maintained school in Wales must have an SDP that targets improvement over a three-year cycle. This ensures that all schools have in place a legal document that outlines their targets for progression and how they plan to meet those targets. One of the priority targets outlined in the SDP of school X (Appendix 1) is for the standards of boys oracy and writing to improve. This priority will be the focus of this assignment. 

When a school is creating their SDP, it involves a process of strategic planning. Abraham (2012) highlights that the benefit of strategic planning over a longer period, instead of, month to month or year to year, is that it gives the organisation a clear picture of the direction the company want to go in and make decisions that will lead them to their targets and prosper. Welsh Government (2014) believe that this process of creating the SDP should go through a continuous three-year cycle, with a clear vision of what the school hope to achieve. This cycle includes, self-evaluation, strategic planning, action and reviewing the impact. They state that for this process to work, the cycle should be clear, shared with and understood by all involved. The Department of Education (2008) believe that strengths of a well-developed plan include involving staff, governors and parents in the planning and developing of an SDP. This promotes the idea that when schools follow a cycle of planning and include input from a variety of stakeholders, the school will get a better understanding of the ways in which they can progress and develop through their SDP.  

A critical part of developing the SDP is for schools to have good practices of self-evaluation. This will help the school to identify a focus of improvement within the school. It will give them insight into what areas need developing, how they can improve these areas and ways to evaluate the impact of the actions put into place. Estyn (2020) state that historically the weakest part of school inspections has been the way schools engage with self-evaluation. Therefore, as part of new improvement and evaluation arrangements, self-evaluation will be developed and supported in schools to align with Wales new curriculum. This shows that there is clear need for improvement in the area of self-evaluation in Welsh schools. Barber (1996, cited in, Demetriou and Kyriakides, 2012) argues that the key to a successful organisation is the ability to effectively self-evaluate. Ainsworth (2010) agrees, he believes that school leadership needs to evaluate their own progression, as well as the daily standards within the school. Without this self-evaluation, standards will not improve in the school. Welsh Government (2014) would also agree, they believe that self-evaluation is central to improving learning outcomes, school development and professional learning. Even though they believe that a school should have a three-year vision for their SDP, they encourage schools to review and evaluate the SDP on a yearly basis in order to assess the school’s performance. However, when undertaking self-evaluation, those involved need to make sure they are being honest with their own assessments of the performances across the school. Chapman and Sammons (2013) explain that undertaking self-evaluation in schools can be sensitive and complex. They highlight that in schools that place emphasis on competition and learner outcome levels, the process of self-evaluation can become ritualised or irrelevant in terms of actual school improvement or professional development. They also state that self-evaluation can be used as a device to hold teachers accountable and monitor performance. This could lead teachers to not be as transparent in their own self-evaluation which could lead to potential performance bias in the SDP. This emphasises the importance of a collaborative approach to the development of the school. All stakeholders need to be involved to evaluate and assess all aspects of school development in a fair and objective manner. This will enable the school to identify the strategies needed to encourage learner and school progression.   

As previously mentioned, one of the priority targets for school X is to improve the oracy and writing of boys in the school. Writing and oracy make up two fundamental parts of literacy. Bower (2014) emphasises the importance of developing oral and written skills from a young age. She believes that early development of these skills can help children to be successful in a range of settings. Neaum (2012) Builds upon this by stating that spoken language, the precursor to oracy and literacy skills, enables children to fully participate in society. She believes that the development of all language skills enables us to effectively communicate with others and gives children the foundational skills needed for thinking and learning. This highlights the importance of ensuring that the literacy skills of children in schools are constantly being assessed and developed. If children struggle with developing literacy skills, this could potentially impact on their communication and learning in other areas. A topic of debate for a long time has been that of attainment levels in literacy between boys and girls in schools. Estyn (2008) reveal that there are fewer boys attaining the level of literacy needed to succeed as opposed to girls. They emphasise that because of this, boys often struggle to access the wider curriculum. Disenhaus (2015) states that the gender gap in literacy, especially writing even at an international level, is not in dispute as boys constantly trail girls in this area. Estyn (2008) show us that in key stage 1, there is a difference of ten percentage points where girls attain the expected outcomes over boys and between eight to ten percent in key stage 2. The attainment gap is evident as girls are outperforming boys significantly in areas of literacy. However, there could be multiple reasons for this gap in attainment. National Literacy Trust (2012) postulate that some of the reasons for this could be: girls are more likely to have books bought for them over boys, practitioners may have a limited knowledge in the type of text that would attract boys to take part in reading, or even, that stereotypically male gender roles don’t emphasise that reading and learning is a sign of success. This would indicate that it is the role of parents, practitioners and society in general that is at fault for the attainment gap in literacy. Whitehead (2010) agrees, she argues that traditional teaching across literacy would put boys at a disadvantage of learning, failing to utilise their strengths. She indicates that practitioners need to understand and develop ways of targeting literacy through their energetic and active ways of learning. While it is evident that the attainment gap in literacy exists, practitioners and other significant people in the lives of boys, need to develop a deeper understanding of the boys that they are working with. This would lead to practitioners developing positive relationships with them, understand their ways of developmental learning and create an environment suited to their learning needs that will target progression in literacy.   

Since the last inspection, school X decided to make it a priority to improve the quality of the strategic plan that would directly inform the SDP (Appendix 2). With this priority in mind, school X has redrafted the SDP, ensuring that all stakeholders have been involved in the development of it and utilising robust data to inform the strategic direction of the SDP. Involving stakeholders in the development of SDP’s helps to gather detailed information and ideas on the needs of the school that will help to inform the projected direction of development for the SDP. Welsh Government (2014) believe that the most effective school development plans will involve stakeholders and all school partners. Estyn (2017) has identified Llanrhidian Primary School as having effective practice in involving stakeholders for school improvement. The school has ensured that they self-evaluate on a continuous basis and considered multiple sources of information from a variety of stakeholders. This has led to an improved quality of teaching, progression in standards and improved well-being for students. This shows the potential benefits that ensuring the collective thoughts and knowledge of all stakeholders can have in developing a plan for whole school progression. Potentially important stakeholders to involve in the development of the SDP would be the children themselves. Schools that can have children engage with and be involved in the development of their SDP can gain crucial insight into what they think is important for their own learning and development. Woods and Brighouse (2005) believe that the main stakeholders of a school are those that spend most of their time there, the children. They believe that for school improvement and development, children should be encouraged to be involved with the decision making around their education and the school. School X also believe in the benefits of including children in decision making and ensuring that their voices are heard. Within their Priority of ‘Stakeholder voice’ (Appendix 3) they have targeted this area for development and implemented a suggestion box for pupils to make their voice heard. This box is circulated weekly and then information will be brought up on behalf of the children in meetings. This shows school X dedication to ensuring that the main stakeholders of the school are being listened to. This will help to inform them when developing the SDP, making sure that it is current to the development and learning needs of the children themselves. 

One of the ways school X has identified measuring the impact of their actions on raising boys’ writing and oracy standards, is to engage with book scrutinization (Appendix 4). Book scrutiny is an activity that can take place between the staff, leadership team, inspectors or even children themselves. Teachers will have their class books assessed on the content and whether children understand it, what work children have been producing and what feedback has been given to the children. Estyn (2018) explain how helpful book scrutiny’s can be. They state that senior leaders of a school in South Wales used book scrutinies to help identify and address inconsistencies in student feedback. This allowed staff to reassess whether they were working within the guidance of the school policy. Without this book scrutinization process, these inconsistencies may not have been picked up. This would have allowed inconsistent feedback being given to the pupils, possibly resulting in a lack of progression in learning. Engaging in book scrutiny is an effective way to find out certain information in the learning process. However, not all schools are using them as effectively as they could be. Round Learning (2019) explain that the fundamental problem with book scrutiny is that it cannot tell you whether learning has taken place. While they state that some schools do not use book scrutiny for the purpose of assessing learning, some do. This can lead to the school developing misconceptions around learner progression and development and would ill inform a document such as an SDP. This emphasises the need for schools to engage with correct and effective use of book scrutinies. This will help to educate those undertaking them and lead to better information and knowledge being developed for the planning of the school. Estyn (2016) highlight the benefits that implementing effective book scrutiny strategies can have. They highlight good practice undertaken by Palmerston primary school. While previous strategies involved leaders looking at books and feeding back to staff, they have now implemented an audit system where staff will share books and discuss the findings together. This has led to pupils understanding their targets more, progress is monitored more effectively leading to better planned learning experiences, and nearly all pupils are making progress in the school. This shows us the benefit that designing and implementing effective strategies such as a book scrutiny can have in the overall development of a school. 

Another action point that has been identified by school X is to audit the English skills of teachers in the school (Appendix 5). They identify that the intended outcome of this audit is to then tailor make training to suit the developmental needs of the staff so that learner progression can also be improved. Welsh Government (2020) highlight a similar need for professional development in designing the new curriculum for Wales. They believe that professional learning and dialogue are fundamental aspects in schools collaborating towards the new curriculum design. School X’s focus on professional development in English will ensure that their skills, subject knowledge and pedagogy are at an appropriate level to encourage progression in their learners. However, the Teacher Development Trust (2014) argue that while much time, effort and funding is spent on teacher training, little, if any of the skills learned through training makes its way to the classroom for learners to benefit from. They believe that reasons for this could be teacher exhaustion from an overload of work, or even poorly planned and delivered training sessions that are often carried out by staff within the school who have their own workloads. While it is evident that there is a necessity for practitioner development within teaching, schools need to make sure that the professional learning taking place is; carried out in a manner that will not over work the staff and is carried out by specialist instructors in the given area of development.  

While there is much emphasis on the roles of teachers and staff in developing professionally and implementing strategies such as effective book scrutiny. There is no action point in the school development plan that actively identifies the needs of boys in literacy development. Hewitson (2021) states that when it comes to pupil progression, you cannot underestimate the impact of building positive relationships. He believes that the first step in becoming an effective teacher is to build and develop positive relationships with your learners. When you build positive relationships, you get to know the children in your class. You identify their needs and understand ways to engage them in various areas of learning. This would suggest that to progress boys writing and oracy skills, school X should invest in understanding what strategies they could implement that boys would engage with. Estyn (2015) Praised the work of Ysgol Glan Gele who had set up a ‘lads and dads’ initiative to help develop the writing skills of boys in the school. After a school audit it was apparent that boys writing skills needed to be developed across the school. As a result of this evaluation, the school implemented an outdoor initiative, inviting the male role models in the boys lives to participate in the project in a fun non-threatening manner. Children were then asked to engage in written reflective work once back in class. As a result of the initiative the school identified high levels of engagement from children and their role models. There was also progression in the development of the boys written skills because of the project. If school X can identify strategies that could engage learners in a similar way, then they can also help to develop learner progression in boys literacy skills.  

After engaging with this assignment and the SDP, it is clear how important it can be in the development of the school. A well planned, inclusive and collaborative SDP can evaluate and identify the areas of improvement needed for the school to progress. As I progress in my career I will ensure to stay up to date with and collaborate on the SDP as much as possible as I feel this will lead to my own professional development. 
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